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Chapter 4 Art, prejudice, and privilege: disciplinary elitism, students 

from poor and working-class communities and epistemic justice 

Vanessa Corby 

Twenty years of teaching in higher education has taught me that no decision to go to 

university is quite so divisive as the choice to study art. Historically art has been hailed 

as the highest form of culture, an index of the noble impulses that make humanity human. 

As such, the logic goes, it holds the power to elevate society, a claim often qualified with 

a nod to a great artistic epoch like the Renaissance.  

The UK government’s reference to fifteenth century Florence in its 2022 Levelling 

Up White Paper offers a timely case in point. Under the governance of the banking 

dynasty of the Medici, this document likes to imagine a vibrant city of culture and 

commerce, a haven of benevolent, disinterested economic patronage for the arts. On that 

basis UK Gov has devised a ‘contemporary Medici model’, a policy of trickle-down 

measures to combat contemporary social inequality in modern Britain (UK Gov, 2022, 

p.3). What this neoliberal revisioning of the past omits is that Renaissance patrons 

commissioned art at a time of violent political instability to affirm the power of their City 

State. As an undergraduate wrote in their first assignment for the semester one module 

Context: Making Art and Artists, ‘with patronage comes a high degree of control and a 

more direct relationship with politics’ (Anon, 2022).  

Undergraduate courses strive to attune students to the complex ways that art is 

always contingent upon ever-unfolding cultural, economic, social, and political forces. 

At its best, as this chapter will attest, art can reveal new insights into the dynamic 

relationship between self, other, and world. This curriculum does not square, however, 

with the commonly held belief (both inside and outside the academy) that art is skilled 

and technical, but not academic. Studying art, it is presumed, is a matter of just drawing 



 

 

or painting pictures or, in the case of photography, just pressing a button. Likewise, it is 

assumed both inside and outside the academy that assessing art is subjective, a matter of 

aesthetic whim rather than academic rigour.  

For the public art seems to be a quest for aesthetic pleasure, or an expression 

plucked from the artist’s psyche, legitimated by the posthumous acclaim of the market. 

Tabloids regularly carry headlines about seven figure auctions and broadsheets mock the 

tales of woe from the yachts of the super–rich, forced to employ conservators to scrape 

breakfast cereal off their Picasso (Neate, 2019). Who can blame the public for thinking 

that art is self-indulgent, unthinking and profit driven? Through this lens, university 

provision for creative courses seems to rest on higher education’s role as a cultural, 

intellectual, and socio-economic gatekeeper for the elite, whilst simultaneously denying 

art any inherent value as a real subject As Miranda Fricker might say, the subject of art 

labours under a ‘deficit of credibility’ (Fricker, 2007).  

Somewhat unsurprisingly, undergraduates find themselves called on by friends, 

family, and even strangers to defend their decision to study art. Often, the first line in 

their defence is the critical and contextual studies component of their degrees, the subject 

I teach. Contextual Studies predominantly draws on the history and theory of art, 

supplemented by anthropology, critical and cultural theory, curatorial studies, studies in 

gender and sexuality, philosophy, sociology, and postcolonial theory. In addition to 

learning how to think through making by handling materials (Ingold, 2013), the 

assessments devised for this curriculum ask art students to write to the same standard as 

other undergraduates, passing essays, presentations, and dissertations. This recourse to 

art’s academic credentials is understandable but augments the impression that it is an 

unfathomable cultural enhancement for the educated and monied elite. 



 

 

Art thus appears to be caught between a rock and a hard place. Arguments for and 

against the subject may seem at variance with one another but I would suggest they are 

the recto and verso of the same piece of paper, bound by an unspoken negotiation of social 

class.  

This chapter, crafted through examples of art practice as well as pedagogy, argues 

that the positions outlined above weigh most heavily on students from poor and working-

class communities due to a complex weave of ‘hermeneutic injustice’ and ‘testimonial 

injustice’ (Fricker, 2007). I devised the Contextual Studies curriculum at York St John 

University (YSJU) with this epistemic injustice in mind; constructing a pedagogical 

strategy that aims to embed in the learner the confidence, knowledge and skills to resist 

the systematic discrimination against class that underpins the privileges and prejudices of 

art.  

Good at art but stupid 

In the UK the socio-economic circumstances of new students are monitored by the Higher 

Education Standards Authority (HESA) using data drawn from the British Government’s 

indices of multiple deprivation (IMD). These statistics are currently the best available 

measure of socio-economic hardship identified via levels of education, employment, 

income, crime, barriers to housing, health and living environment in small areas of the 

UK. In 2020/21, 16% of undergraduates accepted to courses classified under art, HESA 

code CAH25-01-02, came from the lowest quintile that designates communities 

experiencing the greatest hardship (HESA, 2022). In contrast, the history of art, 

architecture and design attracted only 6% of its students from the same quintile in 

2020/21, fewer than any other course in the UK, even classics. While the appreciation of 

art is synonymous with higher social status, the number of students from working-class 

communities choosing to learn how to make art is not surprising because these young 



 

 

people are attracted to or steered towards the subject due its perceived non-academic 

focus (Uboldi, 2017). To be ‘good with your hands’ has long been perceived as 

consolation for the lack of intellectual ability ascribed to the working class. As a twelve-

year-old participant in a community drawing project devised for vulnerable young people 

in the North of England put it ‘I’m good at art, but stupid’ (BMHT, 2022).  

This young person’s damming self-assessment is indicative of how class 

inequality and systematic discrimination in UK education is internalised as ‘individual 

lack’ (Reay, 2017, p.75). Epistemic injustice is endemic in this system because its 

protocols are determined by a ‘collective hermeneutical impoverishment’ that negates the 

possibility of an empathetic, meaningful engagement with the education of people from 

poor and working-class communities (Fricker, 2007, p.7). This injustice is fuelled by an 

‘identity prejudice’ that tracks the ‘subject through difference dimensions of social 

activity – economic, educational, professional, sexual, legal, religious, political and so 

on’ (Fricker, 2007, p.27). As Reay explains performance culture in UK education has led 

to covert student selection that ‘operates as a form of a social apartheid’, a ‘segregated 

system where different social classes are largely educated apart rather than together’ 

(2017, pp.175-178).  

The ability to concentrate and learn, articulate ideas clear, behave well and exhibit 

curiosity are all attributes ascribed to students who are simply good, rather than the 

beneficiaries of opportunity. Whilst difficulties with learning, expressed via poor 

attendance, a lack of concentration and discipline, deficient grammar, and vocabulary, 

appear symptomatic of a want of ability, wilful ignorance, and lack of aspiration of the 

‘scrounger’ class (Jones, 2020). As a result, this system does young people from poor and 

working-class communities a profound ‘wrong’, ‘blocking’ them from becoming ‘the 

person who they are’ (Fricker, 2007, p.55). As Teresa Crew articulates it:  



 

 

What working class means to everyone looking in at the working class, and 

sometimes how working–class people see themselves, is that working class means 

failure, working class means at the bottom of everything. Working class means not 

being educated, not well read. It always has these really negative connotations. 

Everything that is about being at the bottom, not good enough (Crew, 2020, p.24). 

The impact of this epistemic injustice can be perceived in rates of higher education 

participation. In the case of the young person cited above, only 10% of disadvantaged 

young people from their community went on to university, the lowest figure in the UK 

(Social Mobility Commission, 2017, p.iv).  

Low rates of participation also pose questions about how ‘collective 

hermeneutical impoverishment’ within disciplines permeate subject specific admissions 

practices, perpetuating patterns of ‘under-representation and exclusion’ in UK 

universities (Burke & MacManus, 2009, p.7). In the case of creative subjects Burke and 

MacManus report that the interview process favours ‘a deeply embedded, 

institutionalized class and ethnically biased notion of a highly idealized student against 

whom they measure applicants’ (2009, p.7). As their findings point out student ‘potential’ 

at interview is evidenced through ‘attributes seen as valid’, determined by ‘knowledge of 

contemporary artists’ and ‘familiarity with certain galleries and exhibitions’ (2009, p.7). 

Interviewers look to filter the wheat of ‘innate’ talent from the chaff, staging highly 

competitive group tasks that purposefully put candidates under pressure. This insidious 

system rewards candidates for the cultural, economic, and social advantages they have 

already received, made manifest as ‘epistemic confidence’ (Fricker, 2007, pp.49-50), 

securing the continued worth of the institution into the bargain by pre-determining its 

educational performance and graduate outcomes.   

Students from poor and working-class communities rarely choose to study the 

history of art but nevertheless find themselves called on to engage with the discipline 



 

 

because of the contextual studies components of degrees in creative subjects. Contextual 

studies curriculum design and delivery must therefore be attuned to the needs of learners 

from poor and working-class communities, who have chosen an ostensibly non-academic 

subject based on their experience of the education system thus far and the legitimate fear 

of academic failure it has given them. Without due consideration of their needs, it is all 

too easy to affirm the negative learner identities that they have derived from the ‘poverty 

of expectation that determines poor educational outcomes for working-class students’ 

(Crew, 2020).  

Epistemic arrogance, epistemic confidence, resistance, and aesthetic 

estrangement 

The sections that follow outline the artistic and pedagogical practices of the YSJU 

curriculum that endeavour to generate a ‘community’ in which students can ‘find 

resources’ with which to resist prejudice and generate ‘epistemic confidence’ as an 

instrument for social justice in higher education (Fricker, 2007, p.54). These measures 

are made in the knowledge that ‘the formation of such a community is itself a social 

achievement and not a social given’ (2007, p.54). How learner confidence is acquired, 

developed and/or sustained in higher education began to occupy my thoughts as an 

educator in the early 2000s, during my first experiences of teaching the history of art to 

first year fine art undergraduates.  

In their first lecture, the module lead informed the new starters that they were 

‘neophytes’; ‘new converts’ to the significance of art. Behind closed doors they went 

further, advising new postgraduate teaching assistants that ‘the key thing to remember is 

that students are fundamentally stupid’. The assembled company dutifully laughed at this 

ready wit, eager to gain the approval of this senior academic. And so began an induction 

into a culture of sink or swim, that schooled young educators in the belief that 



 

 

undergraduates are an ignorant mass, and that they secure their place and value in the 

academy by denigrating or inculcating others.  These neophytes were of course a lot less 

ignorant than their teachers supposed. Their cognisance of this pedagogical strategy was 

made palpable in 2003, when one of these ‘new converts’, now in their second year, 

crafted a portrait bust of this senior academic.  

The bust is an artform that commemorates and historicises power, as art historian 

Marcia Pointon noted it offers a notion of the ‘whole man’ in ‘concentrated form’ (1993, 

p.5). Fashioned in the form of blue pencil top eraser, however, this student’s sculpture 

concentrated their power to belittle and delegitimise, redirecting it back to its source, not 

only diminishing that power in terms of scale but threatening it with its own erasure. This 

playful and intelligent retort acquired a certain infamy within the department because, to 

borrow from sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s vocabulary, it staged a ‘symbolic revolution’ 

in miniature (Bourdieu, 2017). It illuminated the student’s awareness of what Freire 

would call the ‘limiting situation’ in which they found themselves, and ‘attempted to 

transform’ it, testifying to their ‘personhood’ and with it the power to critique the 

‘dehumanizing’ epistemic environment in which they found themselves (2017, p.23).  

This challenge to the ‘epistemic arrogance’ that marred my young sculptor’s educational 

environment, was an act of ‘intellectual courage’ born of, if I remember rightly, a pre-

existing, epistemic confidence (Fricker, 2007, p.54).  

How, I wonder, would students who did not possess such epistemic confidence 

fair in such a climate? To answer that question, it is instructive to draw again on 

Bourdieu’s lectures (2017) on the ‘symbolic revolutionary’ Edouard Manet. Made bold 

by cultural and social privilege, Manet returned ‘the mastery he possessed against the 

system’ through his painterly facture, rejection of perspectival space and depiction of 

‘low subjects’ (p.381). Manet, Bourdieu tells us, had been free to reveal the ‘social facts’ 



 

 

of Modernity like no other, whilst artists from ‘provincial backgrounds’ had no choice, 

but to concern themselves with the cultural legitimacy of the ‘academic painter’ (p.372). 

Artists from the provinces he notes were disadvantaged by ‘accent’ and deportment, vital 

attributes in ‘universes where the operative principles are aesthetic qualities’ (p.296). 

Those who could not ‘gain acceptance’ within the ‘highly competitive’, ‘brutal’, 

‘bullying’ environment of the École des Beaux Arts (p.371), would find themselves 

‘gently expelled’ and return whence they came (p.296). Career ‘patterns of this type’, 

Bourdieu concludes, ‘were ten a penny’ in nineteenth century France (p.296). Sadly, 

systematic injustice predicated on classed identity prejudice continues to permeate art 

schools, ‘even today [2000] the intellectual and artistic milieu tolerates people of humble 

origins much less well than the bourgeoisie’ (p.296).  

The Contextual Studies curriculum at YSJU tackles this identity prejudice head 

on, revealing how disadvantage is embedded by extant power and privilege in culture, 

education, and society. Its first step on that road is to frame the students’ skills at the point 

of entry as an indication of the educational opportunities they have had to date, and their 

potential as an unknown quantity.  Rather than measure their assignment achievements 

against an anonymous, idealised learner, they are framed to affirm a journey travelled.  

Going up, looking down: social climbing and the narrative of class deficit  

The title of this chapter is taken from a heated exchange in 1999, which I have recounted 

to first year students at YSJU for about fifteen years. I began to study art, I tell them, 

because I enjoyed drawing and painting and didn’t know what else to do. Much to my 

surprise I began a PhD in history of art the late 90s, this step according to my angry 

interlocutor was an act of ‘social climbing’ because ‘art has nothing to do with real life 

or ordinary people’. As a young woman from a mining village in the North of England it 

seemed that art was not for the likes of me. In their eyes I was that most heinous of 



 

 

creatures, what sociologist Pierre Bourdieu named a ‘class defector’; disingenuously 

assimilating myself within the privileged culture of the elite, clawing my way up the 

social ladder. I did not know my place.  

To chalk and talk traditionalists such an informal disclosure may appear an 

unprofessional diversion from course content. As I see it, my own account of studying art 

at university as a working-class student is the curriculum’s first step towards illuminating 

and unpacking the rhetoric of social mobility. As Reay articulates that such rhetoric: 

The discourses through which to read upward mobility present it as a freeing, a 

success. But striving for success for a working-class young person is about wanting 

something different, something more than your parents had, and that not only 

implies that there is something wrong with your parent’s life, but that there is 

something intrinsically wrong with them. And there is an emptiness to becoming 

somebody if your parents remain nobodies. What is the point of striving for 

equality with more-privileged others if the process creates inequalities between 

you and the people you love, and the communities you were born in to? (Reay, 

2017, pp.114-115, my emphasis). 

In Higher education and working-class Academics: Precarity and diversity in academia 

(2020) Teresa Crew pursues the significance of voice further, arguing for the hidden 

‘capital’ of working-class academics (Crew, 2020, p.36). Her root and branch review of 

the impact of class for scholars and students draws attention to the ways that working-

class academics can generate a space of belonging for the fragile learner identities of less 

advantaged students.  

Through this lens my disclosure serves two purposes. First, it shares the journey 

travelled from my own fragile learner identity, offering a model of success for working-

class students whilst making myself less lofty, more approachable, and hopefully better 

able to help them (Crew, 2020, p.114). Second, this affirmation of a voice from the 

working class builds a ‘bridge’ between the ‘real’ world of working-class communities, 



 

 

families and friends and the middle-class world of university (Crew, 2020). In 

conjunction with key examples of practice this strategy builds a deeper, wider ‘relational’ 

pedagogical strategy that seeks to connect the content of the curriculum with lived 

experience in the hope of rendering it more meaningful for the students (Reay, 2017; 

Ingold, 2018). This package of pedagogical activity stages a ‘coming out as working 

class’ (Crew, 2020, p.36); a direct rebuttal of the educational ladder and what many 

experience as the pressure to pass as middle class.  

The pressure to pass and epistemic lack 

The first year of the contextual and critical studies curriculum draws on a host of practices 

to illuminate the relationship between art, class, ideology, and power. The familial cost 

of social mobility is explicitly addressed via a collaborative series of photographs by Jo 

Spence and critical psychologist Valerie Walkerdine (1947) entitled Mother Daughter 

Shame Work (1988). Crossing Class Boundaries (Fig. 1) is a work from that series 

reproduced in Spence’s Routledge collection of essays Cultural Sniping. This pair of 

images is shown to the students in a lecture, without telling them anything about the 

photographs or their makers, and they are instructed to write down what they see on post-

it notes. The left-hand image speaks to the conventions of portrait photography, the right-

hand to the vernacular vocabulary of the snapshot. The artifice of the blank photography 

studio, and vintage C-Type printing process situates the work within its discipline of 

photography, but also signals that this representation turns on an artificial construction, 

the class-ladder and the limbo which holds these two women’s (both Spence classed 

identities in tension with one another, simultaneously binding and dividing mother and 

daughter.   

The daughter’s demure, slightly sideways, seated pose, is a staple of the 

conventions of portraiture in painting and photography. Typically, this pose is 



 

 

accompanied by a look off camera that holds the viewer’s attention. In Crossing Class 

Boundaries, the daughter’s eyes are closed however, inviting the scrutinizing gaze of the 

audience that beholds a hand holding a handkerchief dabbing a face free of tears. Seen in 

isolation this image could easily pass as a thoroughly boring photograph of an equally 

boring woman but animated by its companion piece, it becomes a picture whose props, 

staid gestures, and uniformity of dress scream affectation and conformity. 

The mother, by contrast, engages the viewer directly. Interrupted with a broom in 

her hand on an imaginary doorstep stooping to put the milk bottles out, she looks up and 

addresses us as her daughter. In the history of art, a bent figure only ever signifies the 

peasant classes and their animality (Pollock, 1999, pp.41-57). Her mismatching fancy 

printed blouse and jarring skirt combine to present an aesthetic of ‘flawed consumption’, 

the hallmark of the ‘failure’ of the taste of the poor in a consumerist society (Bauman, 

1998, p.38). Bare legs, socks and slippers, head square, rollers and broom take this 

aesthetic further, bordering on caricature, recollecting that cultural icon of Northern 

aspirational working-class women, the British TV soap opera Coronation Street’s Hilda 

Ogden (1964-1987). The composition invites the viewer to look down on her by every 

possible means, but it is she who is given a voice.  The mother alone appears alive to their 

predicament, which she articulates succinctly and with ready self-deprecation; ‘I’ll be so 

proud of you Jo, when you get your degree and learn to be ashamed of me’ (Spence, 1995, 

p.170). This black wit is a hallmark of the self-representation of the British working-class. 

It simultaneously signals, softens and sharpens the blow of her daughter’s shame. Her 

acculturation within the world of book learning is a tear in the fabric of familial 

relationship for which she cannot weep; as Crew notes for many ‘you’re not working-

class, if you go to university’ (2020, p.24).  



 

 

Visual acuity and epistemic confidence  

Lecture halls aren’t neutral spaces. They are sites that augment the ‘credibility deficit’ 

felt by poor and working-class students for whom ‘the shame and humiliation of being 

thought of as stupid is ever present’ (Reay, 2017, p.169). The conventions of academic 

architecture, the formal scholarly language that shape the etiquette of the seminar room 

and lecture hall are not simply unfamiliar but constitute their subjectivity in terms of lack, 

the same lack that frames Spence and Walkerdine’s mother and daughter. Figure 2. shows 

a sample of responses to Crossing Class Boundaries by first year Fine Art and Illustration 

students in May 2022. Fuelled by the injustice of snobbery, their observations are visually 

acute and angry. Are Spence and Walkerdine complicit in or critiquing that prejudice they 

wonder? After reading their notes aloud, sat on a desk I share a preliminary draft of the 

above visual analysis of Mother Daughter Shame Work. What is instantly apparent is how 

their ideas anticipated what I also have to say. This act shows the students how perceptive 

they already are. Intelligence can be evidenced in plain English without requiring pre-

existing knowledge or academic jargon. One of our key strengths I tell them, ala Agatha 

Christie, is that we are noticing sorts of persons. 

With minimal risk of exposure or failure this say what you see visual analysis 

exercise, repeated weekly throughout the curriculum and embedded in the assessments, 

sows the seeds of competence in the unfamiliar but ‘shared social environment’ of the 

lecture theatre through co-participation (Ingold, 2018, 5). Analysis, be it visual, spatial, 

or sonic is the bedrock of success for the textual analysis of the students essay writing 

and studio practice. By tiny increments visual analysis is used to establish their right to 

be in higher education, laying the groundwork for the textual analysis of their seminar 

readings and, giving permission to their curiosity, and opening the possibility of 

meaningful, sustained academic engagement (2007, p.54).  



 

 

The oppressive realities of class and the elite status of the artist  

The curriculum draws on the early photographs of Richard Billingham and their critical 

reception to make the working-class student’s right to education, and the possibility of 

challenging the identity prejudice that underpins the pressure to pass tangible. The series 

of photographs Ray’s a Laugh (1995), and the award-winning film of the same title 

(2018), combine to make one of the most important representations of the impact of 

deindustrialisation and neoliberalism on the working-class in twentieth century Britain 

(Fig.3 & 4). The work began as purely formalist studies of ‘figures in space’ for paintings, 

drawing on the art historical precedents of Goya and Sickert (Fig.5 & 6). In 1997 the 

photographs featured in the hotly contested group exhibition Sensation: Young British 

Artists from the Saatchi Collection, at the Royal Academy, London. What the 300,000 

visitors to that most hallowed of art institutions saw, however, was the life lived by 

Billingham’s family in their council flat in Cradley Heath, Birmingham. The work was 

vilified in the press and elsewhere on the grounds that, as John Molyneux candidly 

expressed it in the journal International Socialism: 

Billingham has humiliated his parents by holding up working class life as an 

exhibit for the bourgeois gaze much as the inmates of Bedlam were exhibited to 

bourgeois visitors in the 18th century (1998). 

Billingham’s work, like the other pieces grouped in the show, had cut ‘all ties of human 

solidarity’ (Molyneux, 1998). To undertake an education in art, to become an artist, was 

by default it seemed a self-interested act of social climbing. As Raymond Williams 

observed the ‘educational ladder […] is the perfect symbol of the bourgeois idea of 

society, because, while undoubtedly it offers the opportunity to climb, it is a device which 

can only be used individually: you go up the ladder alone’ (1985, pp.317-318). 

Billingham is cast not only as a figure who cannot empathise with his family but profits 



 

 

by their poverty.  

‘There is nothing of beauty in this work, nothing that would merit my 

attention’ 

Billingham was nominated for a Turner Prize in 2001 but until the writings of Kieran 

Cashell (2009; 2020) there had been little sustained considerations of his practice. In 2002 

a postgraduate researcher attempted to break this silence in a seminar, asking peers and 

staff to consider the relational nature of the work in the context of class; rather than 

exploitative, they asked, could these works ‘be about love?’ The Head of Department’s 

reply was swift and emphatic; ‘there is nothing of beauty in this work, nothing that would 

merit my attention’. This event is emblematic of what Fricker names, ‘testimonial 

injustice’ in which the speaker is denied credibility by the hearer (2007, p.21) The visceral 

shock of this brutal display of epistemic power, executed to exclude difference from the 

forum of art history, has never left me.  

The roots of this symbolic violence lie in the ‘hermeneutical marginalisation’ of 

class in the discipline (Fricker, 2007, p.152), or, what Bourdieu articulates as ‘a 

systematic refusal’ of ‘the passions, emotions and feelings which ordinary people put into 

their ordinary existence’ in ‘art since the Renaissance’ (1986, pp.31-32). Over the years 

I’ve observed that students from more affluent backgrounds tend to be suspicious of 

Billingham’s practice, eager to dismiss it as exploitative and/or voyeuristic. Young people 

from poor and working-class communities are more inclined to empathise with the 

dilemma of the artist, however. For in his sense of bewilderment at the furore caused by 

his living conditions they recognise the shame and the shock of grasping how intolerant 

British society is of its poor; that it blames and ridicules the impoverished for the quality 

of their education, flawed consumption, and unemployment. The symbolic violence 

metered out against Billingham ‘unveils’ the ‘oppressive reality’ in which students of 



 

 

poor and working-class communities have been ‘absorbed’, and in so doing enables them 

to ‘critically enter that reality’, opening a space for ‘transformative action’ (Freire, 1993, 

pp.25-27).  

A situated curriculum or ‘I don’t know who’s more excited about this essay, 

me or my Dad’ 

The work of Billingham and Spence enable students to reflect on the pressure to conform 

to extant forms of privilege, hitherto disguised within aesthetic convention and the 

rhetoric of social mobility. The curriculum affirms art practice as a space from which to 

resist ‘identity prejudice’ and claim a voice for working class experience through The 

Battle of Orgreave, commissioned by Jeremy Deller and filmed by Mike Figgis in 

2001.This artwork is firmly planted on the home turf of many YSJU students, in the 

village of Orgreave, just outside Rotherham, and Oakwell, home to Barnsley Football 

Club, in the heart of the Yorkshire coalfields in the North of England. The Battle of 

Orgreave, is a film that documents the making of an ethnographic, performance-led 

artwork. It is accompanied by a publication entitled The English Civil War: Part II and 

CD of oral testimony (Deller, 2001). Conceived by Deller, staged by paid participants, 

made up of 200 former miners and 800 historical re-enactors it follows the briefings and 

preparations for the restaging the violent battle between striking miners, the police and 

army in police uniform at the Orgreave coking plant on 18 June 1984. Interspersed with 

archival photographs, the Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s television and radio 

appearances, and interviews with representatives of the National Union of Mineworkers 

(NUM), the Women Against Pit Closure action group, former police officers and Tony 

Benn, Labour Member of Parliament for Chesterfield. 

As David Douglas from the NUM notes, at the time of the strike the miners and 

NUM didn’t trust the media, and so never let journalists on their side of the picket line to 



 

 

report from their position. Historically, as Raymond Williams notes, the working classes 

have been represented as the unthinking masses (1985). Thatcher’s cutting portrayal of 

the miners as the brutish ‘enemy within’ took this identity prejudice to a new level, 

shaping key editorial decisions in the print media and the BBC, which later admitted 

reversing footage from the conflict at Orgreave, misrepresenting the miners as the 

aggressors, rather than the police. As Tony Benn explains in the film, the Conservative 

party created a ‘civil war’ in its bid to strip the power from the trade unions. The Battle 

of Orgreave explodes the myth of the unthinking masses by giving a platform to the 

acerbic wit of articulate, intelligent working men and women. The speakers situate their 

experience in the politics of the Trade Union Movement, the ideology of Thatcherism and 

its roots in the ontology of self-interest advocated by nineteenth century evolutionary 

thinker Herbert Spencer, all in the flat vowels and raspy tones of the South Yorkshire 

accent. This artwork brings people like the students’ parents, aunts, uncles, and 

grandparents into the spaces of the academy, the books, the lecture theatre and seminar 

and asks the viewer to listen to them. The dissemination of this film on Channel Four, the 

Annual General Meeting of the Trade Union Council and venues such as the Leeds City 

Varieties theatre enable the students to see how this artwork aims to speak with, rather 

than for the working class. For the first time the curriculum enables students to join the 

dots between the value of art as a cultural and social platform, class and their 

communities; or as a first year put it ‘I don’t know who is more excited about this essay, 

me or my dad’.         

Class beyond deficit, or taking the estate on to campus 

This chapter has illuminated how privileges and prejudices for and against art create 

specific challenges for students from poor and working-class communities. It has 

illuminated the impact of systematic identity prejudice in the discipline and education 



 

 

more broadly, and how the contextual studies curriculum at York St John University 

labours for epistemic justice in this context. To borrow from Fricker once more, it aims 

to create a space for these students to belong in the academy by inviting them into ‘trustful 

conversation’ (2007, p.44). It embeds epistemic confidence by proposing a critique of the 

collective hermeneutic impoverishment that shapes ideologies of class and culture, 

education, and social mobility, and regulates for whom art is meaningful and for whom 

it is deemed irrelevant. The potential of this pedagogical space is inexorably bound up 

with the curriculum’s affirmation of art’s capacity to speak from and with the working 

class, not for them. The tangible effects of this curriculum are felt in essays, dissertations, 

and studio practice where students see that situating their work in their classed experience 

is not only legitimate, but instrumental to who they are as makers and thinkers. As one 

second year student expressed it: 

The estate is the main site where I draw my subject matter from […] the university 

where I am studying my degree in York often feels intimidating and I sometimes 

feel like I take the entire estate with me when I go. I use my sketchbook to log and 

document pivotal moments, memories or people in my day-to-day life as well as 

those that combine in creating the culture that is the council estate […] I feel that 

my identity is grounded within the area, I want to explore ways to bring a voice to 

people struggling through issues relating to abusive parenting, inadequate housing 

or social isolation (Anon, 2020, my emphasis).  

The phenomenon this extract describes, as a student from the same cohort noted, what 

Lynsey Hanley calls ‘estatism’, how the ‘council estate in which you live “seeps into your 

soul”, resulting in it belonging to you and you belonging to it (2007)’ (Anon, 2021). 

Whilst the first student articulates an ambivalence of place, the second deployed Hanley 

to examine the ways in which British painter George Shaw (1966-) finds poetry in the 

ordinary vistas of identical homes of the Tile Hill council estate. In works such as No.57 

(1996, Fig. 7) they write, ‘his mother’s house sits nestled in-between other (structurally) 



 

 

identical homes. Despite the sameness of these buildings, each home holds its own 

independent identity […] easily overlooked when viewed on a surface level’ the painting 

draws our attention to a ‘community’ that prides itself ‘individual and shared identity’ 

(anon, 2021).  

Each of these examples, to which this chapter barely does justice, acknowledge 

hardship but refuse to articulate class in terms of deficit alone. Both students grapple with 

a lack of learner confidence but, I like to think, the YSJU curriculum provided them with 

the resources to resist prejudice, enabling them to begin to fulfil their becoming as human 

beings (Fricker, 2007, p.44). Their achievements are testimony to the fact that inclusion 

does end with the offer of a place at university. If the education that universities provide 

is to truly become an agent of epistemic justice, universities have a moral obligation to 

interrogate the toxic assumptions about class, education and social mobility that will 

otherwise continue to disadvantage graduate outcomes long after students leave.  
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