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“The rekindling of Black feminism and Black 
women organizing in the UK offers new hope in 
all areas of life – from food security, community 
and health, to academia, politics and policy.”
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The United Kingdom (UK) is in the midst of a crisis: a widening gap between the 
haves and have-nots, austerity, a deepening of racism, islamophobia, homophobia 
and xenophobia, increasing far right extremism, entrenchment of corporate pow-
er, and neoliberal politics are an everyday reality. Brexit has plunged the UK into a 
crisis of uncertainty. The UK is mired in a poverty crisis, a welfare crisis, a housing 
crisis, a hunger crisis, and a human rights crisis. Amid these multiple crises, the 
impact on women of color remains invisible.

The government is legally required under the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (Article 11) to secure the human right to adequate food 
and nutrition for everyone in the UK. But in recent years the country has seen large 
increases in the levels of malnutrition, hunger, food bank usage and food aid,1 all 
of which are indicative of the UK’s regression in complying with its obligations to 
respect, protect, and fulfill international human rights, including the right to food 
and nutrition. 

Social inequity, discrimination and state violence underlies this food crisis in the 
fifth richest economy in the world.

INEQUALITIES & DISCRIMINATION 

In May 2019, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, 
Professor Philip Alston, released his report on his visit to the UK in November 2018. 

1 The Guardian Letters. “Food 
banks are no solution to poverty”. 
The Guardian, March 24, 2019. 
Available at: www.theguardian.
com/society/2019/mar/24/food-
banks-are-no-solution-to-pov-
erty; and Butler, Patrick. “Food 
bank network hands out record 
1.6m food parcels in a year”. The 
Guardian, April 25, 2019. Avail-
able at: www.theguardian.com/
society/2019/apr/25/food-bank-
network-hands-out-record-16m-
food-parcels-in-a-year.
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The report condemned the UK government for its program of austerity policies, 
and the deliberate cuts to public services and the social welfare security net, im-
plemented since 2010. This has driven 14 million people, a fifth of the population, 
into poverty. More people are forced to choose between heating or eating, growing 
numbers of children are arriving at school hungry, and there is an increased use of 
food banks.2

The report is damning of the systemic inequalities and the disadvantages that wom-
en, children, the elderly, people with disabilities, and ethnic minorities face. Alston 
states that: 

ethnic minorities are at a higher risk of becoming homeless, have poorer access 
to health care and experience higher rates of infant mortality. Black people and 
people from a South Asian background are the most likely to live in poverty and 
deprivation, yet as a result of changes to taxes, benefits and public spending from 
2010 to 2020, Black and Asian households in the lowest fifth of incomes will ex-
perience the largest average drop in living standards, about 20%. In England and 
Scotland, changes to public spending from 2010–2011 to 2021–2022 will fall the 
hardest on Black households.3

For women in these communities, the situation is even more acute. Changes in ben-
efits and social policies have reduced support for women far more than for men. Re-
ductions in social care also means that there is a heavier burden on primary caregiv-
ers, who are usually women. The report also shares that life expectancy of women 
in disadvantaged communities has stalled, and for the poorest 20%, it has actually 
fallen. 

Alongside austerity, the UK has seen the development of a hostile political environ-
ment since 2012,4 where policy and legislation are designed to make it difficult for 
undocumented migrants to remain in the UK. This has had devastating impacts 
on asylum seekers and refugees, and diaspora communities from former colonies. 
Asylum seekers are denied their basic human rights to shelter, healthcare, work and 
food, and rely on charity to survive. The so-called ‘Windrush generation’ – British 
subjects arriving in the UK between 1948 and 1971 from Caribbean countries5 – 
and their children, many of whom were born in the UK, have had their British citi-
zenship questioned. Without documentary proof, they have had their basic human 
rights withdrawn in recent years. These persons arrived under immigration policies 
linked to British colonies which allowed them the legal right to settle in the UK as 
British citizens. They neither needed nor were given any documents upon entry to 
the UK. A series of discriminatory acts by successive governments saw changes to 
immigration laws beginning as early as 1965,6 and landing cards later destroyed in 
2010.7 Recently, many persons have been denied entry back into the UK, lost bene-
fits, or have been deported back to countries that they have no connection to, hav-
ing spent all or most of their lives in the UK.8

These measures can only be seen as modern British imperialism, where the over-
arching political, social and economic systems of domination are white, normative 
and/or supremacist.9 Race, ethnicity, gender and ‘othering’ are the tools of coloniz-
ing bodies, and ways of being and knowing. Black women, other women of color, 
migrant and refugee women – combined an estimated 6.5% of the UK population10– 
are marginalized, excluded and underrepresented. The voices of Black women are 
too often silenced, subjected to state, domestic and public violence.

2 Alston, Philip. Visit to the Unit-
ed Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland - Report of the 
Special Rapporteur on extreme 
poverty and human rights. Unit-
ed Nations General Assembly. A/
HRC/41/39/Add.1. April 23, 2019. 
Available at: https://undocs.org/
pdf?symbol=en/A/HRC/41/39/
Add.%201. 

3 Supra note, 2. 

4 Global Justice Now. “The hos-
tile environment for immigrants 
- How Theresa May has creat-
ed an underclass in the UK”. 
Supporter briefing, February 
2018. Available at: http://www.
globaljustice.org.uk/resources/
hostile-environment-immigrants.  

5 This term is “a reference to the 
ship MV Empire Windrush, 
which arrived at Tilbury Docks, 
Essex, on 22 June 1948, bringing 
workers from Jamaica, Trinidad 
and Tobago and other islands, 
as a response to post-war labour 
shortages in the UK.” The ship 
carried 492 passengers - many 
of them children. BBC News. 
“Windrush generation: Who 
are they and why are they facing 
problems?” BBC, April 18, 2018. 
Available at: www.bbc.com/news/
uk-43782241.

6 Eddo-Lodge, Reni. Why I’m No 
Longer Talking To White People 
About Race. London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2017.

7 Gentleman, Amelia. “Home Of-
fice destroyed Windrush land-
ing cards, says ex-staffer”. The 
Guardian, April 17, 2018 Availa-
ble at: www.theguardian.com/
uk-news/2018/apr/17/home-of-
fice-destroyed-windrush-landing-
cards-says-ex-staffer. 

8 Perkins Anne, and Amelia Gentle-
man. “The Government knew for 
years that Windrush generation 
hurt by ‘hostile environment’. The 
Guardian, April 23, 2018. Avail-
able at: www.theguardian.com/
uk-news/2018/apr/22/govern-
ment-aware-for-years-that-hos-
t i l e - e n v ir o n m e n t - h u r t - w in-
drush-generation. 

9 Diangelo, Robin. White Fragility: 
Why It’s So Hard for White People 
to Talk About Racism. Boston: Bea-
con Press, 2018.

10 For more information, please see: 
GOV.UK. “Ethnicity facts and Fig-
ures, UK population by ethnicity 
-Male and female population”. Au-
gust 1, 2018. Available at: www.eth-
nicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/
uk-population-by-ethnicity/demo-
graphics/male-and-female-pop-
ulations/latest#by-ethnicity; and 
GOV.UK. “Ethnicity facts and Fig-
ures, UK population by ethnic-
ity- Population of England and 
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In this scenario, access to food, health, housing, education, decent work, and other 
economic, social, and cultural rights are deeply compromised for women of color. 
These women are invisible in policies, data, and research, contributing to further 
marginalization.

ERASURE AND BLINDNESS IN DATA COLLECTION ANALYSIS

The UK government is turning a blind eye to the scale of national poverty and its im-
pacts, particularly as it relates to hunger and marginalized groups, and the specific 
impacts on women. Such invisibility and erasure have been described as “everyday 
mechanisms of white ignorance”11 – in other words, a world view of white norma-
tivity.12 Additionally, “[a] very basic reality is that the forces of structural racism and 
sexism are always shifting, creating new forms of othering”.13 Such attitudes and 
practices, and in particular color blindness, are also reproduced and reinforced in 
academia. There is a huge gap in analysis and research on intersectional14 dimen-
sions of gender, class, race and discrimination within the study of food insecurity, 
landlessness, or development globally (across the Global South and Global North). 

A study on the impact of austerity on Black and minority ethnic women in the UK, 
led by women from communities in Coventry and Manchester, showed that women 
of color were more likely to live in poor households – amounting to 40% of African/
Caribbean, 46% of Pakistani and 50% of Bangladeshi women.15 It is clear that wom-
en of color face higher levels of discrimination, but the analysis, including from 
within our own organizations, fails to address it. 

Other economic analyses have also missed an opportunity to measure the percent-
age of women of color using food aid, and to provide an intersectional analysis on 
household food insecurity. 

The author of this article found only two studies that address food insecurity, race 
and gender in the UK. One was limited to food bank users in inner London. That 
particular study showed that about 55.9% of food bank users in the UK are wom-
en,16 with the majority being Black and Asian women. It failed, however, to explore 
the relationship between race, gender and reliance on welfare. The second study, 
carried out by Independent Food Aid Network (IFAN) Co-Chair Dr Madeleine Pow-
er, looked at experiences of Asian and White women with food banks in North East 
England.17 It was the first of its kind but still did not explore structural racism and 
gender, and instead it looked at cultural difference.

There is also no research about women of color who are food producers or food 
workers, or of Black queer women and non-binary people,18 and their right to food 
and nutrition in the UK. 

In addition to the lack of data and analysis on the impacts of food insecurity and 
poverty on women of color, there is no research on these issues led by women of 
color themselves. Less than 1% of university professors are Black women; there are 
only 25 Black women professors in the UK, and they have had “to overcome bully-
ing, stereotyping and institutional neglect in order to win promotion”.19 This in-
stitutionalized patriarchy, violence and racism further marginalizes and oppresses 
Black women, and suppresses and devalues the production of knowledge.

These gaps in research, analysis, and representation reduce the capacity to advocate 
not only by mainstream organizations, but also by policy makers and politicians, 

Wales”. August 1, 2018. Availa-
ble at: www.ethnicity-facts-fig-
ures.ser vice.go v.uk/uk-pop -
ulation-by-ethnicit y/nation-
al-and-regional-populations/pop-
ulation-of-england-and-wales/
latest.

11 Mills, Charles W. “Global white 
ignorance”. In Routledge Interna-
tional Handbook of Ignorance Stud-
ies, 217-227. Taylor and Francis 
Inc., 2015. 

12 Mueller, Jennifer C. “Producing 
Colorblindness: Everyday Mech-
anisms of White Ignorance”. 
Social Problems, 64:2 (2017):219–
238. Available at: academic.
oup.com/socpro/ar t icle -ab -
stract/64/2/219/3058571?redirect-
edFrom=fulltext.

13 Mirza, Heidi. “Black British 
feminism then and now”. Me-
dia Diversified, March 13, 2014. 
Available at: mediadiversified.
org/2014/03/23/black-british-fem-
inism-then-and-now/. 

14 Intersectionality is a concept 
used to describe how persons, or 
groups of people, are disadvan-
taged by multiple sources of prej-
udice and discrimination, due 
to their overlapping identities 
and experiences, e.g. race, class, 
gender identity, sexual orienta-
tion, religion, etc. This is further 
discussed below in the section 
“Black Feminist Advocacy: Inter-
sectionality and Social Change”.

15 Hall, Sarah-Marie et al. Inter-
secting Inequalities: The Impact 
of Austerity on Black and Minority 
Ethnic Women in the UK. Women’s 
Budget Group and Runnymede 
Trust, 2017. P. 10. Available at: 
www.intersecting-inequalities.
com.

16 Prayogo, Edwina et al. “Who uses 
foodbanks and why? Exploring 
the impact of financial strain and 
adverse life events on food inse-
curity”. Journal of Public Health 
40:4 (2018): 676–683.

17 Power, Maddy, Neil Small, and 
Kate E. Pickett. “Hidden hun-
ger? Experiences of food inse-
curity amongst Pakistani and 
white British women”. British 
Food Journal 120:11 (2018): 2716–
2732. Available at: www.emeral-
dinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/
BFJ-06-2018-0342.

18 Non-binary, also known as gen-
derqueer, is a spectrum of gen-
der identities that are not exclu-
sively masculine or feminine, i.e. 
gender identities and/or gender 
expressions that fall somewhere 
in between man and woman, or 
as wholly different from these 
terms. For more information on 
terminology, please see: www.
glaad.org/reference/transgender.
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Black women and Black-led organizations. Promoting an intersectional analysis for 
the right to food and other human rights issues faced by communities of color in 
the UK, and ensuring space for advocacy led by women of color, are fundamental 
to developing public policies and programs that can actually address the multiple 
forms of discrimination and rights violations they face. 

BLACK FEMINIST ADVOCACY:  INTERSECTIONALITY AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Black feminist theories claim that the experience of a double burden of racial and 
gender discrimination gives rise to different understandings and expressions of 
their position in relation to sexism, class oppression, and racism.20

Intersectionality, a theory developed by African American Black feminist lawyer 
Kimberlé Crenshaw, is a tool for practice and a framework for analyzing the inter-
sections of race and gender within the complexity of power, systemic racism and 
other structural oppressions, such as class, age, sexual orientation, and disability.21 
In a recent talk given by Crenshaw in London, she emphasized the importance of 
race in intersectional analysis: “centering black and brown experiences in the fail-
ures and inadequacies of capitalist, patriarchal, white normative structures”, she 
reiterated, “without race, it is not intersectionality”.22 

Across Europe, race is being depoliticized through the erasure of race in intersec-
tionality – i.e. looking at the intersections of gender, class, disability and other op-
pressions, but not race. This is due to far-right Eurocentrism in German and French 
politics, as well as by white feminists,23 often masked by liberal multiculturalism. 
However, this has not done away with racism.24 In the European context, this uncrit-
ical reproduction of racism by some feminists is an “erasure both of contemporary 
realities of intersectional subjects and of the history of racial categories and racial-
izing processes across the whole of Europe”.25

The Intersectional Approach Model for Policy and Social Change, developed by Dr. 
C. Nicole Mason, to contribute to ending the invisibility of women of color in pub-
lic policy, offers a tool for analyzing and developing strategies for addressing food, 
hunger, race and gender issues. It analyzes macro and micro causes of inequality 
and examines differing intersectionalities – structural, political, economic, repre-
sentative and institutional. This model seeks to better address root causes of ine-
qualities and “challenges single-issue organizing agendas, policy frameworks and 
models”.26

Addressing violations of the right to food and nutrition requires a holistic analysis 
into structural issues and factors which contribute to a violation, existing across 
sectoral policies and organizing. Food insecurity for women of color in the UK is a 
result of inadequate social policies across many issues. Addressing just one area ne-
glects the multiple forms of violence where poverty, marginalization, and discrimi-
nation have impact on people and communities. 

HUNGER, POVERTY AND THE STRUGGLE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

Whilst the UK government dismisses the Alston report in a display of imperialistic 
arrogance, Alston’s recommendation to “[r]eview and remedy the systematic disad-
vantage inflicted by current policies on women, as well as on children, persons with 
disabilities, older persons and ethnic minorities”27 is quite weak without a strong-
er body of research and evidence. However, more importantly, the political will is 
missing to dismantle deeply entrenched institutions of oppression.

19 Adams Richard, and David Bat-
ty. “Black female professors 
must deal with bullying to win 
promotion, report finds”. The 
Guardian, February 3, 2019. 
Available at: www.theguardian.
com/education/2019/feb/04/
black-female-professors-report.

20 For more information on Black 
feminism, please see: Code, Lor-
raine, ed. Encyclopedia of Feminist 
Theories. Routlege, 2000. Collins, 
Patricia H. Black Feminist Thought: 
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics of Empowerment. New 
York: Routledge, 1990.

21 Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Dermar-
ginalizing the Intersection of 
Race and Sex: A Black Femi-
nist Critique of Antidiscrimina-
tion Doctrine, Feminist Theory, 
and Antiracist Politics”. Uni-
versity of Chicago Legal Forum 
(1989):139–197.

22 Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Mythbust-
ing Intersectionality: UK” at The 
African American Policy Forum, 
University of Westminster, Lon-
don, May 28, 2019. Available at: 
aapf.org. 

23 Roig, Emilia. “Intersectionality 
in Europe: a depoliticized con-
cept?” Völkerrechtsblog, March 6, 
2018. Available at: voelkerrechts-
blog.org/intersectionality-in-eu-
rope-a-depoliticized-concept. 

24 Lentin, Alana. “Racism in a 
post-racial Europe”. Euroz-
ine, November 24, 2011. Avail-
able at: www.eurozine.com/
racism-in-a-post-racial-europe.

25 Lewis, Gail. “Unsafe Travel: Ex-
periencing Intersectionality 
and Feminist Displacements”. 
Signs: Journal of Women in Cul-
ture and Society 38(4) (2013): 
869–892. Available at: oro.open.
ac.uk/32373/8/Lewis_669609_Fi-
nal_published_PDF.pdf.

26 Mason, C. Nicole. “Leading at 
the Intersections: An Introduc-
tion to the Intersectional Ap-
proach Model for Policy & Social 
Change”. Women of Color Policy 
Network, n.d. Available at: www.
intergroupresources.com/rc/In-
tersectionality%20primer%20
%20Women%20of%20Color%20
Policy%20Network.pdf. 

27 Alston. Supra note 2.  
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In the fight for economic equity, and racial and gender justice, enshrining the right 
to food and nutrition into UK legislation will help to tackle deep-rooted social and 
economic inequalities, and is a prerequisite for long-term structural change. The 
emerging ‘food justice’28 paradigm in the UK draws on an intersectional approach 
to the right to food and nutrition, with some leadership by Black women. Food jus-
tice calls for critical considerations of working towards fair, sustainable and just 
food systems and highlights the need to develop understandings within an inter-
sectional social justice framing shaped by diverse communities in the context of 
gender, race and class power dynamics.29

There is a need to articulate different narratives in our analysis and advocacy in-
cluding critical race theory,30 the coloniality of power,31 and decolonial theories,32 
as well as frameworks such as intersectionality, all of which offer illumination. As 
emancipatory frameworks they open up pluralistic knowledge systems and praxes 
that go beyond the patriarchal Cartesian duality of the academy. There is also a 
need to increase the visibility of Black women, and to build advocacy and capacity 
informed by diverse ways of being, doing and knowing.

For women of color:

issues of power, exclusion and marginalization should inform our activism. This 
has to be in terms of prioritization of issues, whose realities we address and rep-
resentation. When we do this, we move towards a more holistic vision of ensuring 
all are being carried forward by a movement purported to be universal in nature.33

Rising food insecurity in communities of color is a clear indication of exclusion 
and marginalization, and is a clear call for rethinking our advocacy strategies and 
representation of leaders and voices within the right to food and food sovereignty 
movements. 

The rekindling of Black feminism and Black women organizing in the UK offers new 
hope in all areas of life – from food security, community and health, to academia, 
politics and policy. New movements and organizations like KIN are picking up the 
mantle left by UK Black feminists in the 70s and 80s and nurtured by the resilience 
and resistance of women of color in British society to continue the struggle. KIN, 
through a series of talks and events, brings Black activists and organizers of all ages, 
class and gender together, across borders and struggles for mutual support, collab-
oration and to build strategies for liberation.34

The right to food and nutrition cannot be met without the leadership of those who 
are most oppressed in the global food and economic system, and those who are 
most at risk of regressive state social policies. Black women are stepping into lead-
ership roles, building the capacity of other Black women and non-binary people, 
building alliances and solidarity with other struggles, and making Black women 
both visible and heard. 

28 Alkon, Alison H., and Agyeman, 
Julian. Cultivating Food Justice: 
Race, Class, and Sustainability. 
Chicago: MIT Press, 2011. 

29 Kneafsey, Moya et al. “Capaci-
ty Building for Food Justice in 
England: The Contribution of 
Charity-Led Community Food 
Initiatives”. Local Environment 
0 (0) (2016): 1–14. Available at: 
www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/1
0.1080/13549839.2016.1245717; 
and Moragues-Faus, Ana. “Prob-
lematising Justice Definitions in 
Public Food Security - Debates: 
Towards Global and Participa-
tive Food Justices”. Geoforum 84 
(2017): 95–106. 

30 Critical race theory (CRT) is a the-
oretical framework in the social 
sciences that uses critical theory 
to examine society and culture as 
they relate to categorizations of 
race, law, and power. For more in-
formation, please see: en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Critical_race_theory. 

31 Coloniality of power is a concept 
interrelating the practices and 
legacies of European colonial-
ism in social orders and forms of 
knowledge, advanced in postco-
lonial studies, decoloniality, and 
Latin American subaltern studies, 
most prominently by Anibal Qui-
jano. It identifies and describes 
the living legacy of colonialism 
in contemporary societies in the 
form of social discrimination that 
outlived formal colonialism and 
became integrated in succeeding 
social orders. For more informa-
tion, please see: en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Coloniality_of_power; and 
Maldonado-Torres, Nelson. “Out-
line of Ten Theses on Coloniali-
ty and Decoloniality”. Fondation 
Frantz Fanon, 2016. 

32 Decolonial theories emerge from 
Decoloniality or colonialism, 
a term used principally by an 
emerging Latin American move-
ment which focuses on under-
standing modernity in the con-
text of a form of critical theory 
applied to ethnic studies and, in-
creasingly, gender and area stud-
ies as well. For more information, 
please see: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Decoloniality. 

33 Sudhanagarajan, Chitra. “Enough 
talk about intersectionality. let’s 
get on with it”. Chitra Nagarjan, 
February 26, 2014. Available at: 
chitrasudhanagarajan.wordpress.
com/2014/02/26/enough-talk-
about-intersectionality-lets-get-
on-with-it/.

34 For more information, please see: 
www.kinfolknetwork.com.
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W

IN BRIEF  

Food insecurity amongst communities of color, particularly Black wom-
en in the UK, is a result of inadequate social policies across many issues, 
and a clear indication of exclusion and marginalization. 

Addressing just one area neglects the multiple forms of state violence, as 
poverty, marginalization, and discrimination have an impact on people 
and communities.  It is a clear call for rethinking our advocacy strategies 
and representation of leaders and voices within the right to food and 
food sovereignty movements. 

Gaps in research, analysis, and representation reduces the capacity to 
advocate not only by mainstream organizations, but also by policy mak-
ers and politicians, Black women and Black led organizations.

An intersectional social justice framing – shaped by diverse communi-
ties in the context of gender, race and class power dynamics – is emanci-
patory and illuminating for Black women.

Promoting intersectional analysis for right to food and other human 
rights issues faced by communities of color in the UK ensures space for 
advocacy.

KEY CONCEPTS

 → Intersectionality is a tool for practice, and a framework for analyzing 
the intersections of race and gender within the complexity of power, 
systemic racism and other structural oppressions.

 → Food justice recognizes the influence of race and class on the pro-
duction, distribution and consumption of food in the food system.
It seeks to address the structural causes and disparities by drawing 
from established social and environmental theoretical frameworks 
to effect policy change and practical solutions.

 → Black feminist theories claim that the experiences of black women 
gives rise to a particular understanding of their position in relation to 
sexism, class oppression, and racism.

KEY WORDS

 → Gender and Women’s Rights
 → Intersectionality
 → Monitoring and Accountability 
 → Social Protection
 → Race


