
Sara Ahmed On Being Included

Sara Ahmed on Being Included has emerged as a significant discourse in contemporary feminist
scholarship, particularly in the context of institutional diversity and inclusion initiatives. Sara
Ahmed, a renowned feminist scholar, has critically examined the mechanisms of inclusion and
exclusion within academic and social environments. Her work sheds light on the complexities
surrounding identity, power relations, and the often-contradictory nature of inclusion efforts. In this
article, we will explore Ahmed's insights on the subject, her critiques of institutional practices, and
the implications of her work for those engaged in diversity and inclusion practices.

Understanding Sara Ahmed's Perspective

Sara Ahmed’s scholarship is rooted in feminist theory and critical race studies, leading her to
develop a nuanced understanding of how inclusion is often framed and enacted. Her analysis draws
attention to the ways in which institutions claim to be inclusive while simultaneously perpetuating
exclusionary practices.

The Paradox of Inclusion



One of Ahmed's most significant contributions is her identification of the paradox of inclusion. She
argues that:

1. Inclusion can be performative: Institutions often engage in symbolic acts of inclusion that do not
translate into substantive change. This can result in a superficial commitment to diversity, where the
presence of marginalized individuals does not equate to their genuine participation or influence.

2. The 'diversity' narrative: Ahmed critiques the way diversity is framed within institutions. Often,
diversity becomes a buzzword that masks deeper issues of power and privilege, leading to tokenism
rather than authentic engagement with diverse perspectives.

3. Comfort and discomfort: Ahmed posits that inclusion often brings discomfort to those in power, as
it challenges existing hierarchies. This discomfort can lead to resistance against genuine inclusion
efforts, resulting in a cycle where marginalized voices are silenced or sidelined.

The Role of Institutions in Inclusion

Ahmed’s work delves into the role of institutions in shaping the discourse around inclusion. She
emphasizes that institutions are not neutral spaces; rather, they are imbued with histories of power
dynamics and social relations.

Institutional Practices and Policies

Ahmed critically evaluates the policies and practices that institutions implement in the name of
inclusion. She highlights several key aspects:

- Policy-making and rhetoric: Ahmed argues that the language used in diversity policies often
obscures the realities of power. Terms like "inclusion" and "equity" can be co-opted to maintain the
status quo rather than instigate meaningful change.

- Training and workshops: Many institutions offer diversity training sessions that are often
inadequate. Ahmed points out that these workshops can become mere checkboxes rather than
transformative experiences that challenge systemic inequalities.

- Accountability mechanisms: Ahmed stresses the importance of accountability in inclusion efforts.
Without mechanisms to hold institutions accountable for their diversity commitments, initiatives can
easily become performative.

Case Studies and Examples

To illustrate her arguments, Ahmed often draws on case studies from her own experiences within
academic institutions. These examples serve to highlight the disconnect between institutional
promises and actual practices.

1. The experience of marginalized faculty: Ahmed recounts the struggles of faculty members from



underrepresented backgrounds who face systemic barriers to advancement. Their experiences
reveal the inadequacies of institutional practices that claim to support diversity.

2. Student activism: Ahmed highlights instances of student activism that challenge institutional
narratives around inclusion. Such activism often exposes the gaps between policy and practice,
pushing institutions to confront uncomfortable truths about their commitment to diversity.

Implications for Diversity and Inclusion Practices

Ahmed’s insights carry profound implications for those involved in shaping diversity and inclusion
practices within institutions.

Rethinking Inclusion

To genuinely embrace inclusion, Ahmed advocates for a rethinking of how institutions approach
diversity. This entails:

- Listening to marginalized voices: Institutions must prioritize the experiences and insights of those
who have been historically excluded. Creating spaces for these voices can lead to more meaningful
inclusion efforts.

- Critical reflection: Ahmed encourages institutions to engage in critical self-reflection regarding
their practices. This involves examining how existing power structures influence inclusion efforts
and recognizing the limitations of current approaches.

- Building alliances: Collaborating with diverse groups and individuals can strengthen inclusion
initiatives. This not only broadens perspectives but also fosters a sense of community and shared
purpose.

Resistance and Resilience

Ahmed's work also highlights the importance of resistance and resilience among marginalized
individuals and groups. In the face of institutional challenges, activists and scholars play a vital role
in pushing for change.

- Creating alternative spaces: When mainstream institutions fail to provide inclusive environments,
marginalized individuals often create their own spaces for support and advocacy. These alternative
spaces can serve as vital sites for empowerment and community-building.

- Sustaining activism: Ahmed emphasizes the need for sustained activism, as change within
institutions is often slow and fraught with resistance. Continuous engagement and advocacy are
necessary to challenge entrenched power dynamics.



The Future of Inclusion

Looking ahead, Ahmed's work prompts important questions about the future of inclusion in
academic and social contexts.

Challenging Norms and Boundaries

As society continues to grapple with issues of diversity and inclusion, Ahmed's insights encourage us
to challenge existing norms and boundaries:

- Expanding definitions of inclusion: Inclusion should go beyond mere representation to encompass a
broader understanding of equity and justice. This requires questioning who is included and who
remains excluded.

- Intersectionality: Ahmed’s work underscores the importance of adopting an intersectional lens in
inclusion efforts. Recognizing the interplay of various identities—such as race, gender, sexuality, and
class—can lead to more comprehensive approaches to diversity.

Conclusion

Sara Ahmed's critical examination of inclusion serves as a powerful reminder of the complexities
inherent in diversity efforts. By exposing the paradoxes of inclusion and the limitations of
institutional practices, Ahmed challenges us to rethink our approaches to diversity and equity. Her
work encourages a commitment to genuine engagement with marginalized voices and advocates for
a reimagining of what it means to be included. As we navigate the evolving landscape of inclusion,
Ahmed's insights will continue to resonate, guiding efforts toward creating truly equitable and
inclusive environments.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Sara Ahmed and what is her significance in discussions
of inclusion?
Sara Ahmed is a prominent feminist scholar and cultural critic known for her work on diversity,
inclusion, and the politics of emotion. Her analyses challenge institutional practices and highlight
the complexities of belonging.

What does Sara Ahmed mean by 'being included' in her
writings?
In her writings, Sara Ahmed discusses 'being included' as a critical examination of how inclusion
often operates within power structures, questioning who is included, who decides, and the
implications of such inclusion for marginalized groups.



How does Sara Ahmed critique the concept of diversity
initiatives?
Sara Ahmed critiques diversity initiatives by arguing that they often serve as performative gestures
rather than genuine efforts for change. She emphasizes the need for structural transformations
rather than superficial inclusion.

What role does emotion play in Sara Ahmed's theory of
inclusion?
Emotion plays a central role in Ahmed's theory of inclusion, as she explores how feelings like
belonging, alienation, and discomfort shape individuals' experiences within institutional contexts and
influence their sense of inclusion.

How has Sara Ahmed's work influenced discussions on
institutional racism?
Sara Ahmed's work has significantly influenced discussions on institutional racism by highlighting
how policies and practices can perpetuate exclusion and marginalization, urging institutions to
critically reflect on their practices and power dynamics.

What does Sara Ahmed say about the relationship between
inclusion and identity?
Sara Ahmed argues that inclusion is deeply intertwined with identity, as the process of being
included often affects how identities are formed, recognized, and validated within social and
institutional frameworks.

Can you explain Ahmed's idea of 'the promise of diversity'?
Ahmed's idea of 'the promise of diversity' critiques the notion that simply increasing representation
can lead to true equity and inclusion. She argues that without addressing underlying power
relations, diversity can become a hollow promise.

What critiques does Ahmed offer regarding the language used
around inclusion?
Ahmed critiques the language of inclusion as often being euphemistic and lacking in accountability.
She calls for a more honest discourse that addresses the challenges and contradictions inherent in
the pursuit of inclusion.

How can Sara Ahmed's work inform current debates about
social justice and equity?
Sara Ahmed's work informs current debates about social justice and equity by providing critical
frameworks for understanding the dynamics of power, the importance of intersectionality, and the
need for systemic change in educational and institutional settings.
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