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This first seminar in the series explores the intersection of race within academic literature. 
It probes into the concept of symbolic capital via examining how identities are racialised 
and performed for economic imperatives in socio-cultural contexts. The reading 
interrogates the power dynamics and social constructs that shape these performances, 
offering a comprehensive understanding of contemporary phenomena. The lecture 
underscores the importance of acknowledging and challenging prevalent racial 
mythologies in cultural performative narratives that appear as ‘colourwashed’ artefacts. 

Speaker: Jay Dunstan (ACI)



Agenda

Welcome

Biography – Jay Dunstan

Introduction & overview of research

Colourwashing summary – why this matters?

Walking through 'some' of the literature on race – what I have 
found

Final thoughts

Questions



Cultural industries: 
entry - 1995 - 1999

Hammer House, Wardour Street, Soho, London.
(Hammer House today. Photo via renderosity.com)

Myself eating Churros with my colleague Chris 
(who took the photo) in the basement/technical 
facility floor. March 1996, Aged 22.

https://www.renderosity.com/mod/gallery/hammer-house-113-117-wardour-street-for-mike-/2580950/?p


Biography – snapshot

Worked across the CCI for over 25 years, in post-
production facilities houses, as a First Assistant 
Film Editor, in broadcast television. Delivering 
advertising commercials.

Subsequently, transitioning from this role to 
working agency side at one of the UK’s largest 
advertising agencies, delivering above the line 
(ATL) campaigns to global clients.

Finally, transitioning back to the client-oriented 
side, as a global manager (marketing), for one of 
the world's largest engineering corporations.



Introduction – the wider research concern

The research aims to understand, define, and explore the exponential rise in minority representation across mass 
communications media. The increase is a recent phenomenon and sits in binary opposition to prior 
conceptualisations of the politics of representation.

The current position is problematical, for this novel representational ‘paradigm’ allows for the negation of 
questions of equality and their subsumption under the aegis of greater visibility. Put simply, structural inequality is 
given symbolic capitalised legitimacy by the significant increase in minority representation. Rendering formative 
issues and questions of equality and inclusion hidden by this phenomenon.

The research develops this critique as a hypothesis and frames it under a new conceptual term – colourwashing.



What are the Contemporary Cultural 
Industries (CCI)?

ADVERTISING, 
MARKETING, PR

BROADCASTING FILM INDUSTRIES PRINT & ELECTRONIC 
PUBLISHING

VIDEO & COMPUTER 
GAMES

Hesmondhalgh, D. (2013) The Cultural industries. (3rd Edition) London: Sage Publications.
Williams, R. (1981) Culture. London: Fontana. 

Core Industries
• Each domain with their own dynamical processes. However, these (core) cultural 

industries interact and interconnect in highly complex ways.



Over representation?
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ITV (2021) ‘ITV Diversity Action Plan.’ Available at: https://www.itv.com/presscentre/media-packs/itv-publishes-diversity-acceleration-plan-report (Accessed: 9 March 2024).
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Employment within the CCI for minorities

On-Screen Minority Representation

Minority Employment
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BECTU (2024) ‘Bectu calls for government intervention as new research shows UK film and TV industry in crisis.’ Available at: https://bectu.org.uk/news/bectu-calls-for-government-intervention-as-new-research-shows-uk-film-
and-tv-industry-in-crisis (Accessed: 10 March 2024).
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https://bectu.org.uk/news/bectu-calls-for-government-intervention-as-new-research-shows-uk-film-and-tv-industry-in-crisis
https://www.voice-online.co.uk/news/uk-news/2022/03/11/bbc-all-white-on-the-night/


The representational inflation paradox

2005 2015 2018 2021

CCI Employment - Minorities 2.2 2.2 2.4 1.5

CCI Representation - Minorities 1.1 1.5 4.5 6.8
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What is going on?



Whitewashing Greenwashing Pinkwashing Colourwashing

Colourwashing?

Political application Environmental Race/ethnicity LGBTQ+ politics 

Schulman, S. (2012) Israel/Palestine and the Queer International. USA: Duke University Press.
Lim, W. M. (2016) ‘A blueprint for sustainability marketing: Defining its conceptual boundaries for progress.’ Marketing Theory. 16(2), pp.232–249. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593115609796 (Accessed: 28 June 2023). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593115609796


Research Questions
• Main Research Questions:

• Why after sustained and historic under-representation within 
the UK Contemporary Cultural Industries (CCI), is it now 
empirically evident that minority communities are ‘over-
represented’ in what were once unrepresentative spaces?

• If diversity within the CCI is currently conceptually 
underpinned by racial capitalism theory, what are the 
limitations of this framing, what are the underlying politics?

• How is form and function in terms of representations, 
narratives and discourses, both created and given wider 
societal meaning/legitimacy?

• Field-Work Questions:

• If the current configuration of the CCI is invested in diversity 
simply as a ‘box ticking’ exercise - as economic interests will 
always take precedence over the moral case for plurality, how 
might equitable alternatives be envisioned?

• How do aspirants into the CCI make sense of the shifts in 
representations, to reinterpret what is possible regarding 
their own career trajectories?

• Are questions of class and ethnicity deterministic or variable 
in this new iteration of the CCI?



Walking 
through the 

literature

PART 1

• Considerations, Framework & Methodology

• Definitions & Terminology

• Mapping Selected Salient Academic Approaches to Race – Broadly

• Problem Background & Knowledge Gap

PART 2

• Precarity

• Technologies of Precarity: Employment, Deprivation and the Poverty Discourse

• Underpinning Colourwashing - Racial Capital

• Prior Positions Informing the Contemporary Commodification of the Race 
Paradigm

PART 3

• Mass Communications: Representational Considerations I

• Mass Communications: Representational Considerations II (Racialisation)

• CCI, Media Representations – Centrality

PART 4

• Mapping a Possible Future: Sustained & Performative Colourwashing



Walking 
through the 

literature

PART 2

• Precarity

• Technologies of Precarity: Employment, Deprivation and the Poverty Discourse

• Underpinning Colourwashing - Racial Capital



What was involved?

• Over 200 books, articles, journals, papers and items of 
grey literature were consulted and referenced in order to 
explore the issues around the increase in the 
representation of minorities.

• Resulting in 150+ sources cited.

• The literature is clustered within the following domains: 
Education (Reay, 1995), employment (Creegan, et al., 
2003), housing (Howell, & Korver-Glenn, 2018), income 
disparity (Thomas, & Moye, 2015), locale (Cort, 2011), 
policing/surveillance (Young, 1997; Muncie, 2009), and 
welfare (Driessen, 1982). Foremost in the context of the 
thesis, representations (van Dijk, 1991; Hall, 1993; Malik, 
2002; Campbell, 2017; Saha, 2018; Saha, 2021; Saha & van 
Lente, 2022).

Source: www.connectedpapers.com/race

http://www.connectedpapers.com/race


Walking 
through the 

literature

Precarity



Precarity

• Precarity as a reworked critical concept
• Moving to encompass the 'sociality' of life
• Matrices of interdependency
• Unequal distribution
• Foregrounds those noted as 'unworthy'

Image Source: Butler, J. (2012) ‘Precarious Life, Vulnerability, and the Ethics of Cohabitation.’ The Journal of Speculative Philosophy. 26(2), pp.134–151. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.5325/jspecphil.26.2.0134 (Accessed: 01 December 2023).

https://doi.org/10.5325/jspecphil.26.2.0134


Precarity, the confirming circle

Unaddressed 
material 

circumstances 
(precarity)

Encoded 
discourses

Performed 
and decoded

Racialisation 

Employed as a 
technology

Creates symbolic cultural capital for 
the CCI to deploy



Case study: Precarity as manifest

• Precarity as applied to the 'Other'
• Regardless of contribution
• The Sword of Damocles is left to hang
• Fungibility of lives
• Lives lived in precarity

Image Source: Ellis, D. (2001) ‘“The Produce of More than One Country”: Race, Identity, and Discourse in Post-Windrush Britain.’ Journal of Narrative Theory. 31(2), pp.214–232. Available at: 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30225763(Accessed: 01 December 2023).

http://www.jstor.org/stable/30225763


Precariousness in action

London 2012Olympics Opening Ceremonial March ‘Go Home’ vans funded by the UK Government Home Office, circa, 2012/2013



Colourwashing = 
precarity

• Precarity at a time of 
'national celebration'

• Performativity as a socio-
cultural action does not 
negate precarity

• An inverse law



Walking 
through the 

literature

Technologies of Precarity: Employment, 
Deprivation and the Poverty Discourse



Precarity as a deployed technology

• Employment
• Cascade from precarity
• Encoding the cultural as biological
• The aesthetic turn

Image Sources: Fairclough, N. (1995) Media Discourse. London: Arnold. / Gilroy, P. (2004) Between Camps: Nations, Cultures and The Allure of Race. London: Sage Publications.



Failing state: increased CCI precarity

• Rising inequality
• Poverty as a technology
• Used by the CCI to communicate to society
• Encoding minority bodies
• The social/biological nexus

Image Source: Dorling, D. (2023) Shattered Nation: Inequality and the Geography of a failing State. London: Verso Books. / The Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 



Google search 'poverty'



Subtle depictions of the poverty discourse in 
CCI outputs



Walking 
through the 

literature

Underpinning Colourwashing: Racial Capital



Theoretical underpinning of colourwashing II

• Socialisation practices are enabled by capital
• Explains how processes of capital become the basis for 

racialisation
• Originates in the work of Cedric Robinson (1983/2000)
• Affords the comprehension of configured human beings
• Provides clarity to interrogate 'racial mythologies'

Image Source: Leong, N. (2024) Identity Capitalists: The Powerful Insiders Who Exploit Diversity to Maintain Inequality. Stanford: Standford University Press.



Racial capital, process

Minorities

Process of 
racialisation

Commodification

Disbursed as 
representations

Accrue symbolic 
capital

Leads to increased representation 
and colourwashing



Racial capital to symbolic capital

• Reductionist
• Driven by neo-liberal logic
• Commodification of human beings 
• Race (diversity) as a performative currency

Image Sources: Saha, A. & van Lente, S. (2022) ‘Diversity, media and racial capitalism: a case study on publishing.’ Ethnic and Racial Studies. 45(16), pp.216-236. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2022.2032250 (Accessed: 28 October 2023). 

/ Bourdieu, P. (1984 [2000]) Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London: Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2022.2032250


In summary

• Increased representation to stark 
disproportionate levels without employment to 
match is simply sophistry – colourwashing.

• Increased levels of CCI representation does not 
negate precarity for minorities. On the 
contrary, it increases it. 

• Furthermore, the CCI as a pillar of neo-liberal 
capital both requires, and needs bodies that 
are racialised as a consequence of the racial 
capital paradigm logics.

• Reiterating the thesis concern that exponential 
increases in racialised representations are 
performative only; and are not, indicative of 
concrete, systemic, inclusive and equitable 
change/advancement.



Thank you for your time...questions?

Contact:
Mr Jay Dunstan BA (Hons) MA
School of Arts & Creative Industries (ACI)
u2538758@uel.ac.uk

Supervisory Team:
Professor Jeremy Gilbert & Dr Andrew Robert Branch

mailto:u2538758@uel.ac.uk

