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CHAPTER 2  

 

 
 Reflecting on Representation: Exploring Critical 

Tensions within Doctoral Training Programmes in the 
UK 

 
Rebecca Gordon 

Lakshmi S. Bose 
 
 

INTRODUCTION  

Higher education (HE) in the United Kingdom is in a state of upheaval, often depicted 
as ‘in crisis’ (Bacevic 2019), shaped in part through competing global forces. Although 
the participation of international students in higher education in the UK has a long 
history, recent years have seen an increase in, and diversification of, international student 
recruitment (De Vita and Case 2003). For example, in 2017-18 there were 377, 140 
international students in England, up from 355,600 in 2014-15 (HESA n.d). In England, 
one perspective highlights economic influence, as a result of reduced government funding 
since 2011 and the application of full student fees for undergraduate courses. Although 
internationalisation has occurred in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, the higher fees 
in England have led to increasing competitive pressures, changing regulatory environments 
and educational priorities, particularly in relation to the university’s role in teaching and 
learning (Bacevic 2018). This chapter therefore predominantly refers to HE in England.  

Importantly, this increased internationalisation does not necessarily indicate greater 
diversity. Half of all PhD students in the UK are international students but of the full 
time UK domiciled PhD students in their first year of study in the UK in 2017-18, only 
3% of these students were Black (HESA, cited in Williams, et al. 2019). Previous research 
also highlighted that women graduates of Black African, Black Caribbean, Indian, 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi ethnicity, or from lower socio-economic backgrounds have low 
or exceptionally low rates of progression to doctoral study (Wakeling 2016). 
Additionally, despite increased numbers of international students, universities ‘have not 
similarly internationalised teaching, support and research cultures’ (Montgomery 2010, p. 
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5). Haigh (2009) also highlights the intellectual challenge of internationalisation that 
occurs within a system with a ‘deeply embedded, largely subconscious, cultural 
preconception that only Western tradition is normal’ (p. 280). 

This challenge relates particularly to the role of HE as a site of knowledge production, 
where it ‘has the power to decide which histories, knowledges and intellectual 
contributions are considered valuable and worthy of further critical attention and 
dissemination’ (Gebrial 2018, p. 19). It thus becomes necessary to further scrutinise HE’s 
role in the process of production and exchanges of meaning, or ‘representation’ (Hall 
1997). Such ‘meaning-making’, specifically through the practice of research, is intricately 
bound in a complex system of power and domination, which can lead to the emergence of 
‘regimes of representation’ (Hall 1997, p. 232) that perpetuate the centralisation of 
particular forms of knowledge. This form of knowledge production has a direct impact 
on the learning and knowledge-politics emerging in HE classrooms.  

Within this context, we position the doctoral programme as the process through which 
new ‘knowledge-makers’ are trained. Importantly, each new cohort of doctoral students 
brings varied epistemic perspectives which may challenge existing ‘regimes of 
representation.’ This tension places the doctoral programme as a potential agonistic 
political space (Arendt 2013) in which dominant ways of seeing and representing may be 
contested. This political potential highlights the relevance of inquiry on the doctoral 
programme and its understudied role in the formulation of knowledge and social impact. 
We use representation as an important concept to ask questions about the future of 
doctoral training, of knowledge production and issues of inclusion within higher 
education in the UK. We seek to challenge the way doctoral training is conceptualised, 
framed and taught. We firstly consider the existing challenges to the university’s role of 
knowledge production. 

CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION 

A new generation of scholars are pushing forward conversations on decolonisation in UK 
HE with recent movements, such as Why is my Curriculum White, Rhodes Must Fall 
Oxford and Rhodes Must Fall and Fees Must Fall, building on movements in South 

Africa (Bhambra, Gebriel and Nişancıoğlu 2018). These movements challenge omissions 
from the curricula and increasingly question the epistemological authority assigned to the 
Western university as the privileged site of knowledge production (Emejulu 2017). Such 
struggles are rooted in a long history of action for racial justice, with scholars such as 
Frantz Fanon, John La Rose and Philip Mason championing Marcus Garvey’s call to 
emanicapte the mind from mental slavery, and others, including Edward Said, Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, questioning the epistemic positioning 
of ‘knowledge’ (Arday and Mirza 2018). 

De Jong et al. (2017) draw attention to the focus on the politics of knowledge, of 
representation and on power relations within academia; indeed, universities as institutional 
spaces assume certain bodies as the norm, making the ‘others’ into ‘space invaders’ (Ahmed 
2012; Puwar 2004). As a result, ‘others’ become tokenistically represented, spoken on 
behalf of, or reduced to objects of scholarship. Arguably, this has led to the 
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institutionalisation of who can be said to be a competent ‘knower’ and who is considered 
incompetent to know, the ‘known’ (Shillam 2018). Feminist researchers have also noted 
the importance of deconstructing the power imbalance which position researchers as 
‘experts’ and ‘knowers’ and participants as subjects (Shewarega Hussen 2019). As such, 
Keet (2014) builds on Fricker’s (2007) notions of epistemic injustice to argue for the 
decolonisation not only of curricula, but of disciplinary formations of knowledge. In 
thinking about the future of knowledge production, the role of the researcher is of 
paramount importance (Wambui 2013), yet to date little emphasis has been placed on 
the wider socio-political ramifications of doctoral training.  

Previous research on doctoral training has focused on student experience of 
supervision, their well-being, attrition rates and the changing focus on skills and training 
(Park 2005; Gardner 2010). However, Stockfelt (2011) highlights the hegemony of 
methodological and theoretical approaches within her doctoral experience, and powerfully 
argues that the constant pressure to pin research on an epistemology appears to imply that 
the experiences of her participants are not trustworthy enough to be heard without these 
epistemologies. She expresses the critical tension between the impetus to represent 
knowledge based on social reality, and the institutional pressure to utilise standardised 
‘theories of knowledge’ (Stockfelt 2011). These feelings of confusion, frustration and lack 
of representation of particular voices and experiences within researcher training have also 
been identified by colleagues through our work as part of The Politics of Representation 
Collective within the UK. 

Traditionally, undertaking a PhD has been viewed as a form of academic 
apprenticeship (Park 2005). Seen as an individual pursuit, doctoral training includes 
formal and informal structures such as lectures, workshops, supervisions and access to a 
vibrant research community in order to ‘make an original contribution to knowledge’ 
(QAA 2015, p. 6). In the UK, a PhD programme usually takes between three and four 
years, encompasses both research and training, and upon successful completion provides 
a licence to teach at tertiary level (Pásztor and Wakeling 2018). It is important to 
remember that PhD students, as part of this training are, and will become, knowledge 
producers, and by association an emergent authority. Yet if the theoretical and practical 
advances outlined by critical and postcolonial theorists and decolonisation movements in 
relation to the development of knowledge and ‘knowledge-makers’ are not embedded 
within the doctoral programme, we risk perpetuating outdated and inaccurate modes of 
seeing, thinking and representing. This presents a strong argument to better understand 
how doctoral training is currently being framed, taught and experienced, especially with 
respect to issues of representation.  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

In seeking to understand how doctoral training might reinforce particular ways of reading 
the social world, we focus on the central functions of representation as a reproductive 
mechanism within HE in its role as a producer of ‘knowledge-makers’. Importantly, the 
doctoral student is effectively a learning apprentice, now professionalised (Illich 1978), 
subject to disciplining oneself within the frame of the ideological dominance perpetuated 
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through the ‘great minds’ of each discipline (Dillabough 2009). The term ‘discipline’ is 
an interesting concept itself, implying a pre-existing power arrangement that frames the 
knowledge-power nexus. At this point representation becomes relevant in two ways.  

The first ties itself to ways of seeing, inculcated by the researcher, who in their 
apprenticeship is instructed through a particular frame of meaning-making, or ‘reading’ 
(Weil 1997) by exposure to the aforementioned ‘great minds’. Thus, the researcher is 
inevitably involved in the processes of representation through their interpretation of social 
relations or categories, potentially legitimising existing regimes, or co-opting struggles for 
recognition leading to ‘the problem of reification’ which perpetuates a simplified group-
identity (Fraser 2000, p. 108). While this is a simplification, considerable work on 
misrecognition and strategic essentialism exists in feminist and postcolonial literature that 
is well beyond the scope of this chapter.   

The second concerns itself with the emergence of ‘regimes of representation’ that 
embody the Foucauldian power-knowledge dynamic (Hall 1997, p. 232). When such 
patterns of seeing, meaning-making and representation are enforced by a complex system 
of power relations, hierarchies, and the complexities of the university, there are symbolic 
and material ramifications (Fricker 2007), what Hall refers to as ‘surplus effects’. These 
forms of representing the social world, in accordance with the apperception of historically 
mediated and constructed categories and identities, can be replicated or reproduced with 
wider surplus meaning. This is done by both the individual researcher, imbued with the 
power of their newfound position, class and qualification, and through the socio-political 
power structures of the university. Subsequently, the university becomes the purveyor of 
‘regimes of representation’ and thus the arbiter of ‘reason and unreason’ (Felman 1985). 
Noted in particular by the many and varied decolonisation movements, the university 

defines the centre and periphery of knowledge (Bhambra, Gebriel and Nişancıoğlu 2018) 
and organizes it hierarchically, often in relation to capital gains in a wider context.  

It is therefore important to question whether certain kinds of knowledge, as produced 
and supported by an institution of historical and current inequality, will inevitably create 
research destined to replicate the logics from which it arises? Specifically, we question 
what it means for a researcher entering a doctoral programme with the intent of 
‘professionalising’ themselves to provoke social change, yet finds themselves replicating 
existing forms of centralised knowledge? Does the presence of such doctoral students 
challenge the prevailing regimes of representation, providing space for practices of 
resistance, or does it result in a constant negotiation between complicity, acquiescence and 
strategic intervention? In other words, does the PhD programme promote Fraser’s (2019) 
progressive neoliberal? 

Bacevic (2019) notes that academic critique and associated individualised efforts of 
researchers to ‘know’ are important, yet insufficient to generate widespread shifts. An 
alternate solution may lie in political action. Performed with others, action yields the 
potential to create new forms of power – emerging through agonistic processes in the 
space of public interaction between individuals (Arendt 2013). Therefore, if the doctoral 
programme is conceptualised as a political project (in an Arendtian sense) as opposed to 
a mechanism of ‘professionalisation’, it rejects the tendencies of such ‘regimes of 
representation’ by embracing students’ varied epistemic perspectives, or natality – the 
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quality of infinite possibility and spontaneity inherent with each individual (Arendt 
2013). Such natality represents the potential for newness and creativity. Taken as a 
collective experience, the doctoral programme contains the political potential for the 
continual reinvention or reinterpretation of the world. While this ideal is often embedded 
within the principles of doctoral training, increasing pressures to complete the PhD in 
three years, growing evaluation cultures, implications of the Research Excellence 
Framework (REF) and the phenomenon of the ‘accelerated academy’ (Vostal 2016) all 
challenge efforts to widen the scope of legitimate knowledge.  

METHODOLOGY  

We used narrative inquiry as ‘a way of understanding experience’, using stories so 
participants could represent their experiences of researcher training in the UK (Clandinin 
and Connelly 2000, p. 20). Purposive sampling identified individuals who are especially 
knowledgeable about the phenomenon of interest (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011); we 
approached those who had been part of conversations about representation in our wider 
research and professional networks and who were using feminist or postcolonial theories 
as part of their doctoral study, or who had been involved in decolonial activism. 
Participants also suggested other doctoral students exploring questions of representation 
through critical theory. Each experience is situated within larger social structures, and thus 
individual stories can enable us to see the bigger picture and might provide more widely 
applicable insights (Trahar 2011). Therefore, we chose to speak to one British and one 
international student at three different UK universities, recognising the context of 
increasing internationalisation. Given our interest in researcher training in particular, we 
focused on universities in the Russell Group, as a self-selected association of public 
research universities who receive the majority of research grant and contract income in the 
UK (Russell Group 2017). We had conversations with a total of six individuals from a 
range of disciplines in the social sciences and humanities, three of whom were known to 
us prior to the research from existing decolonial or critical research networks.  

The narrative interview is an interactive process, starting with an open-ended request 
to share experiences of the research phenomenon (Lindsay and Schwind 2016). We 
invited the participants to share their expectations and experiences of doctoral training 
alongside their projections for the future of doctoral training. With permission, we 
recorded and transcribed these interviews. Subsequently, drawing on the wealth of 
experience of fictionalising in narrative inquiry, we used vignettes to protect participants 
from being recognised, as in our case many still occupy the spaces which they speak about 
(Caine et al. 2017; Clandinin 2013). Fictionalisation can also deepen awareness, allowing 
the researcher to weave a closer relationship with participants (Caine and Steeves 2009). 
It also acknowledges the fact that during narrative inquiry, participant and researcher 
produce meaning together. Following Behm Cross’ (2017) analysis we created 
fictionalised vignettes around the three areas of the interview: Expectation, Experience and 
Projection. We then collaborated with participants so they could affirm, challenge or 
extend the vignettes, to ensure representational accuracy. The co-constructed vignettes 
were analysed using inductive coding. 
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Narrative inquiry does not intend to generate an exclusively faithful representation of 
reality that is independent of knowers, thus we do not intend to generalise about the 
experiences of doctoral students; additionally, we acknowledge that, as researchers, we are 
active participants in the accounts which have been included in this chapter.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

The purpose of this study is to determine whether ‘regimes of representation’ may be 
perpetuated, challenged and engaged with through the doctoral training programme. We 
present the findings and discussion in line with interview themes, drawing out key 
individual experiences and quoting excerpts of the vignettes used for analysis. 

EXPECTATIONS OF DOCTORAL TRAINING 

The key reasons participants noted for pursuing a PhD were the desire to increase one’s 
learning, aspirations towards a greater social purpose, and academic career goals. Interest 
in learning was expressed through an inclination towards a critical environment: ‘Nikki 
chose the university she ended up studying at, because of its research standing and 
reputation for expertise. She hoped to engage with experts, learning about what they were 
reading on her subject.’ Annie and Maria also expressed the importance of reflecting on 
their former professions, for example: ‘Maria felt that the purpose of the research process 
was about intervening in existing debates to further them in a way you cannot do in 
different disciplines, such as journalism. It is about being reflective rather than reactive.’ 
The desire to learn was formulated through a utilitarian lens in which learning, tied 
irrefutably to understanding the ‘great minds’ of the discipline through engagement with 
experts, led to a wider goal of being able to return, with greater expertise to further 
industry conversations.  

Although each individual demonstrated different socio-political aspirations for their 
PhD, all shared the perception that research has the potential to shape the world. Lisa 
spoke of her desire to pursue social justice: ‘She was passionate about education and the 
way in which research could inform social justice… She was driven by wanting to “give 
people an opportunity to have a voice” through research.’ Similarly: ‘Mary felt that her 
research could contribute to changing attitudes within the topic.’ These purposes reflected 
participants’ preliminary understanding of the politics of knowledge in which certain 
perspectives or ideas were not included in mainstream dialogue. Importantly, participants 
expressed the ideal that knowledge and learning held an innate power to challenge these 
hegemonic practices and attitudes.  

Common to all was the expectation of rigorous and in-depth training and learning, in 
particular how critical theoretical perspectives, methodologies and existing expertise might 
enable them to move knowledge forward in their particular fields: ‘Lisa particularly wanted 
to learn more about how policy and theory can be informed… specifically how she might 
be able to challenge the ways we think about people through her research.' Mary desired 
support in using research to challenge existing knowledge:  
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She was a bit nervous about the methodological tools she would use, feeling 
inexperienced, and had high expectations that researcher training would 
give really good guidance... She also expected deep training on the specific 
theory she was trying to engage with.  

 
Relating to our conceptualisation of how hegemonic knowledge may be challenged, 
expectations tended to focus on developing individual expertise, or ‘professionalising’ for 
this purpose, as opposed to participants revealing Arendtian political inclinations for how 
knowledge could be mobilised as a collective force.    

EXPERIENCES OF DOCTORAL TRAINING 

Whilst each individual had positive experiences to share, overall the formal training was 
considered disappointing by participants. However, as many noted, such experiences did 
not negate the value of their training but conversely illuminated the potential for more 
enriching experiences. Individual experiences were unique but there were commonalities: 
marginalisation of certain forms of knowledge, inadequate reflections on representation, 
and positive self-directed and peer-learning. 

Tensions in Researcher Training 

Participants reported that core training was too general to be of use and did not cover the 
desired topics. Nikki specifically highlighted the lack of in-depth engagement as part of 
researcher training:  
 

There was a huge lack of focus on the theoretical aspects of research nor 
time to get to grips with theoretical considerations at the level of individual 
research topics and how these were key in shaping methodology… there 
wasn’t much room or time for thinking about ways of experiencing the 
world and how this translated into research investigation.  

 
Annie felt the narrow focus of training had not allowed her to engage with a wide 

range of perspectives and experiences: ‘… training classes tended to be on Eurocentric 
methods and thought, rather than a more global perspective. Annie mentioned how much 
she drew on decolonial methodologies, but this content was not mentioned in her classes.’ 
This narrow focus was also noted in the practical training:  
 

One example that stood out to Annie was the lecturer stating ‘you can’t 
really teach ethnography, you just have to go out there and do it…’ Annie 
felt that the university did not seem to be aware of the challenges that come 
with different positionalities and different bodies conducting research. This 
was exemplified by her own experience conducting fieldwork abroad, where 
she felt scared at times and worried about her security within the reality of 
conducting fieldwork as a woman of colour. 
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Annie’s experience demonstrates the gendered and racialised underlying logics in 
researcher training and the negative potential of ignoring positionality. These underlying 
logics place individual researchers at risk. They also highlight the presumption of the 
White male body of the researcher as the norm which acts as a form of ‘othering’ for those 
that do not fit this mould (Ahmed 2012; Puwar 2004). Presumptions about identities 
and responsibilities of doctoral students which leads to ‘othering’ can result in isolation. 
For example, Lisa was pleased with the content of training, but ‘noted moments of feeling 
excluded, due to the time and length of the training held by her funding body, making it 
difficult for her to attend as she has a young daughter... This led to feelings of isolation.’ 
Such isolation arguably reduces the political potential of the doctoral programme by 
eroding the necessary conditions of inclusion for collective interaction. 

Although not articulated directly through a story of isolation, Nikki described feeling 
like an ‘outsider’:  
 

Nikki noted one example when a lecturer was discussing difficult or 
sensitive surveys, such as how hard it might be to uncover feelings about 
race and racism. They put a potential question a survey might use on a slide: 
‘Would you feel comfortable living next door to a Black neighbour?’ Nikki 
was shocked... She looked around uncomfortably. She realised that she was 
the only Black person in the room... the question indicated Black people, 
like her, as ‘the one people wouldn't want to live next door to...’ There was 
an implicit assumption being made and reinforced, based on one person’s 
worldview which was unchallenged by others in the room (they probably 
did not see it as problematic as it is a ‘natural’ thing for White people to 
be concerned about Black neighbours). ‘I mean, come on!’ she said, ‘if you 
look back at history, who should be afraid of whom? White people have 
killed Black people’... Nikki stated that she knew that her way of 
understanding the world was not represented; it made her feel strongly that 
in this training, ‘they (the lecturer and the other White people in the room 
by virtue of their silence) are the centres of knowledge, but mine is the 
periphery’.  

 
This experience highlights how inaccurate perspectives are perpetuated through 

structurally and institutionally supported practices of meaning-making. In this case, such 
‘regimes of representation’ are furthered by the assumed authority of the lecturer. The 
subsequent ‘readings’ of the situation, alluded to by the students’ silence, follow ‘the law 
of gravity’ bending to public opinion and influence (Weil 1997, p.136). In this case, it is 
assumed that it is ‘reasonable’ to be uncomfortable with Black neighbours, thus signifying 
both existing struggles for ‘recognition’ (Fraser 2000) and the importance of invisible 
delineations between ‘reason’ and ‘unreason’. What is unquestioned is conserved, and thus 
the production of knowledge is supported by complacency congruent with privileged and 
assumed expert knowledge. The implications are also large for what knowledge is 
validated. As Collins (1986) explained, ‘White male insiderism’ and its ‘regime of truth’ 
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pushes critical research to the margins, rendering it less valid than research produced by 
the dominant scholarly bodies (Meghji 2019). 

Absences of critical reflection in the doctoral training programme were even more 
apparent when participants reflected on the concept of ‘representation,’ or how they were 
being instructed in the process of meaning-making:  
 

Nikki noted a serious lack of consideration of representation within the 
researcher training programme. Did they deal with it? No, not at all. I can’t 
remember it ever being mentioned.’ There was nothing practical on visual 
representation or the way we should represent participants in writing or 
even research design.  

 
Others agreed that representation and associated positionality and reflexivity were absent 
from their experience of training, or delivered through the lens of dominant forms of 
knowledge and interests: ‘Maria found the curriculum engaged with a limited view of 
representation through the lens of the British working class struggle, largely ignoring racial 
and gendered lines of analysis.’ Mary only encountered representation at a one-off event: 
‘The feminist workshop actually enabled Mary to talk to people about the concerns of 
misconstruing the testimonies of people and other tricky things you face as a 
researcher.’ Rebecca’si (pseudonym chosen by participant, and does not represent the 
experiences of the author) experience reiterated the reflection that representation solely 
occurred outside of core training:  
 

…there weren’t any formal meeting points, and nothing was compulsory. 
Rebecca felt that because topics of representation and critical theory were 
of interest, and part of her research, she engaged on them, but people didn’t 
have to and so she thought probably many didn’t.  

 
This exemplifies the marginalisation of certain epistemological perspectives. If 

students aren’t encouraged to engage with broader forms and areas of knowledge such 
‘regimes of representation’ will be replicated and reproduced by future researchers left 
unchallenged by doctoral training. Rebecca’s example demonstrates that a simple lack of 
engagement may perpetuate such practices, while the occurrence of alternative workshops 
might give the illusion of wide-spread change.  

However, participants also encountered active resistance to their challenges toward 
dominant narratives of representation. For example:  
 

Annie noted a particularly frustrating experience related to a problematic 
publication where senior academics had presented their argument in a way 
that silenced the violence of colonial and imperial endeavours that directly 
affected what they were discussing. She challenged their representation and 
historical inaccuracies. She was told that the initial framing reflected her 
critique, but the authors had got feedback from people angry at their lack 
of loyalty to their own ‘race’  – which then justified how it had eventually 
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been published, ‘essentially they gave into fascist bullies who criticised their 
research’.  

 
As explained by our participants, research has the innate potential to replicate the 

logics within dominant knowledge cultures. Even when providing direct alternatives or 
intellectual challenges, including more accurate perspectives, these can be ignored due to 
existing power dynamics within HE. The latter illustration particularly indicates the 
insidious nature of the pervasive ‘regimes of representation’ that follow lines of 
institutional and structural power, again succumbing to the weight of public opinion.  

Individual and Collective Action 

Participants also created opportunities to engage and expose themselves to a variety of 
perspectives and worldviews outside of the core training modules. Supervisors were 
requested most frequently for additional support and direction to literature. For example, 
Maria added a second supervisor from another department, enriching her experience due 
to the new disciplinary exposure provided. However, the legitimisation of a doctoral 
training structure largely upheld by the rigour of one-to-one instruction is problematic. 
Firstly, increasing pressure for academics to publish and attract funding, amidst rising 
student enrolment places the lone supervisor with decreasing time for doctoral training 
(Connell 2019). Further, supervisors are also subject to their own academic limitations. 
Rebecca noted hesitation from academics she encountered to engage in or attempt to learn 
new material outside of their ‘expertise’ or specialisation. While some individual 
supervisors focus on superseding hegemonic forms of representation, many still operate 
within such processes that frame knowledge through existing hierarchical structures.  

Collective practices were often perceived as the most important part of participants’ 
training:  
 

Nikki notes the importance of a group of people who came together over 
the course of her PhD, who were interested in and reflecting on similar 
issues… they did talk about issues of representation, of challenging their 
ways of thinking, but not everyone [in her cohort] was involved… it was 
collaborative, it was organic, but ‘it was [started as] a fluke.’  

 
Similarly, Rebecca also felt that community is essential for training:  

 
She would meet up with other students who shared interdisciplinary 
research and expertise, with room for debates about representation. They 
were supported by her Department financially, and it helped to build up 
long-term relationships of critical engagement… However, she thought it 
might struggle to sustain with student turnover.  

 
Maria used both formal and informal methods to try to embed positive collective 

practices she experienced within the core curriculum: ‘Maria noted how mobilising 
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students through existing PhD representation structures enabled department-wide 
changes… but, the political leanings of each department seemed to impact the success and 
prevalence of debates on curriculum shifts and decolonising knowledge that occurred.’ 
These stories exemplify the importance of university supported reflective spaces that allow 
emerging researchers to interrogate their position as ‘knowledge-makers’ and engage with 
a wide range of perspectives outside of existing hierarchies of knowledge. Emphasis should 
be placed on identifying supportive faculty members and building collaborative 
relationships, as the drive to utilise research as a force of social change appeared to find 
its deeper potential through collective action. 

PROJECTIONS FOR DOCTORAL TRAINING 

Whilst participants reflected on the benefits of positive practices, overwhelmingly all were 
concerned about the researchers produced through their experience of doctoral training: 
‘Mary reflected on the future of research, “I don’t want to sound dramatic or anything” 
but if research continues to be done in the fragmented, individualistic way of the training 
programme, then it can become very superficial.’ Rebecca was also worried that certain 
perspectives would be perpetuated: ‘...perhaps by not formalising engagement on a variety 
of theoretical and methodological approaches, the same “patterns will continue to be sort 
of ossified and replicated.’” Nikki’s experience also highlighted this problem: ‘Nikki noted 
a conversation with another PhD student who was stating things that were essentially anti-
Black. “What does it mean to complete a rigorous researcher training programme, but not 
to have critically engaged with their own perspectives and worldviews?”’ Participants 
related their concerns to the racialised and masculinitised worldviews perpetuated through 
the symbolic powers within HE structures (Dillabough 2009). Despite the ubiquity of 
critique from theorists addressing such issues, doctoral training programmes seem to have 
evaded reflecting on both hierarchies of knowledge and ‘regimes of representation’. Given 
their position at the start of a researcher’s trajectory in knowledge production, this is of 
great concern. The diverse research topics of doctoral programmes mean the practical 
impulse is to avoid too many compulsory training courses, but we caution against leaving 
hegemonic modes of thinking unchallenged.  

Rebecca highlighted the importance of including established academics to challenge 
inscribed ways of thinking:  
 

Academics might be experts in one area, but do not always seem willing to engage 
where they aren’t experts… she thought that part of researcher, and academic 
training more broadly should include reading groups on things such as Critical 
race, Postcolonial, Marxist, Feminist and Queer theory led by colleagues who are 
experts so they can learn from each other.  

 
The project to ensure inclusion as part of doctoral training programmes requires 

repeated and systematic engagement from academics. Whilst this is an important first 
step, there were still concerns even about the knowledge included in critical perspectives:  
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Maria felt positive about the work of her department’s decolonise 
movement in broadening the intellectual knowledge that students were 
engaging with, but critically noted the tendency for these movements to cite 
authors who write in English, or are popular enough to be translated, ‘the 
project is much more ambitious than just including a couple of non-White 
authors.’  

 
Dismantling regimes of representation requires alternative practices of deconstruction 

that build new interactions across disciplinary boundaries. Maria emphasised the 
importance of involving scholars with advanced fluency in languages such as Arabic, 
Chinese, Farsi et cetera, as they often have an excellent command of other schools of 
thought. Such an integration across disciplines has the potential not only to dismantle, 
but also to create new ways of thinking and seeing.   

In a similar vein, greater reflection on the representation of different identities and 
positionalities conducting research and leading training is essential:  
 

Annie sees a particular paradox within pushing for representation within 
the academy… She speaks about the importance of ‘taking up space’ 
reflecting on the positive changes emanating from her own position in the 
university. She notes positively that her own focus on Postcolonial and 
Black theory have been taken up by her supervisor who had not previously 
engaged with this work. She also noted her own experiences of teaching, 
and of the positive impact it had upon younger students of colour and more 
broadly, as doing her own work in a critical way forced people to think 
about it, even if it was in a small way.  

 
Maria also noted substantial changes in her department driven by an impetus to hire a 

more ‘diverse’ faculty to contribute to training of the next generation of researchers. 
Significantly, both noted that the mere presence of particular bodies is not indicative of 
any radical project. Radicalism, in this case is the combination of a plurality of bodies, 
alongside a shared commitment to flatten hierarchies and engage in critical reflection on 
the various authorities afforded by one’s position in HE. 

CONCLUSION 

Participants experienced higher education as a contested site of knowledge production 
that often upheld racialised and masculinised worldviews despite the ubiquity of 
postcolonial, feminist and decolonial critique. Through participants’ experiences we also 
understand how the researchers’ body is conceptualised, seen and contrasted against a 
historically contingent notion of the ‘knowledge-maker’. Such challenges highlight 
existing and unfinished struggles against ‘regimes of representation.’ Whilst HE in the UK 
has historically been (and arguably is still) exclusionary, doctoral students still expect and 
demand a form of inclusion that repudiates the founding elitism of the university. 
Considering this, we must question if it is theoretically and pragmatically possible to do 
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representation ‘right’ in an unequal structure. If not, is the political project then to 
dismantle such assumptions of the natural hierarchy of the institution, and what might 
the role of doctoral training be in such a process?    

In the context of HE in ‘crisis’ (Bacevic 2019), changes in funding structures and 
metrics-driven cultures alongside shifting student demographics are radically changing the 
doctoral experience. In light of these shifts, it is increasingly important to understand how 
this may shape the production of new knowledge-makers. There is insufficient attention 
on the wider socio-political meaning of the doctoral training programme, and the 
‘professionalisation’ of individuals instructed in regimes of thought and representation.  
This lack of wider-industry reflection hampers the ability of apprentice researchers to 
consider the impact of the theories, methodologies, and wider meanings their research may 
produce. Perhaps our contemporary understanding of the apprentice learner needs to be 
adjusted to reflect the various epistemic privileges that the student brings into the 
university.  

Formalising collaborative spaces and building pockets of collective action that seek to 
question hegemonic knowledge may be a first step, in particular between academics and 
students. This political potential of doctoral training programmes may counteract the 
isolating and individualising effects of the existing ‘regimes of representation’. As a 
symbolic entrance, the doctoral training programme represents an ideal starting point to 
engage with the concept of representation in a manner that produces reflective ‘knowledge-
makers’ who are more able to navigate the paradoxes inherent in the politics of knowledge 
production. Yet this is only a starting point, as the shifting political climate and market 
logics impinge upon the social purpose of researcher training. This signals the need for 
additional investigation into this increasingly significant topic. We see the concept of 
representation, not only as a key pedagogical feature, but also as an analytical tool to 
deconstruct the internal struggles for meaning, recognition, integrity and ideological 
relevance within the university. 

NOTE 

All names used are pseudonyms which were agreed with the research participants. 
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