Blog 2:  Faith, Religion & Belief

UAL places a high value on its social justice and EDI goals. I would argue that the key to becoming an institutional leader in this area is to strip back the student experience to the basics of who controls the means of knowledge and determines its social value. Epistemic injustice, a term coined by Miranda Fricker (1998) occurs when certain privileged groups, usually from white western cultures are treated with greater credibility than other groups. Fricker talks about credibility deficit where groups are thought of as ‘unqualified to describe even their own experiences.’ However as argued by Rekis (2023) this doesn’t consider the ‘intersectional nature of religious identity [where] religious subjects must constantly negotiate their lives in spaces that are at once secular and shaped by the norms of a dominant religious worldview.’ I have reflected on this quote and feel that religious identity is perhaps the most complex, multi-faceted and mis-understood student identity. I would argue that this is because it involves personal beliefs, cultural values and a significant overlap with other identities, such as race, all of which are very much context dependent. 
I believe that it is this complexity that leads to systems and processes perpetuating this cycle of epistemic injustice. This is evident to me when, for example, I hear staff being dismissive of non-western artists in order to conceal gaps in their knowledge. I also feel that there is an argument to be made that as a largely secular country religion and faith are viewed through a lens of suspicion, which ties into lazy stereotyping, ie Islamophobia. Singh talks about this when he talks about there existing a  “deeply contested and contextual terrain of whether religion is actually an oppressed form of difference or is itself an oppressive force” (Singh 2015, 658). This is perhaps why religion and faith as a student identity is one that is rarely acknowledged across UAL. When they are acknowledged they are they often heavily intertwined with conflict both in the curriculum, (ie Photojournalism exhibitions such as ‘Lines of Engagement’- see appendix) and within Student Advocacy, ie the tensions related to the Israel/Palestine conflict. In other words they are viewed through a deficit lens. 
Another complexity in this area involves students hiding their faith and belief through adaptation or the process of metacognition. G.Gibbs talks about this when he refers to students being able to ‘morph and modify learning behaviours in relation to perception of the expectation and demand of the course and context.’ (2008) I would argue that the complex spectrum of religious belief allows a greater number of students to conceal this aspect of their identity more effectively than others might. If students are hiding their identities and not challenging say, a tutors’ dismissive viewpoint on Middle Eastern art it is unlikely that their approach to the subject will change, thus enforcing epistemic injustice. Students may also pivot using the duality of their identity to focus on another aspect (e.g feminism) which they may feel more comfortable expressing through their practice, again perpetuating the cycle. 

There are many examples at LCC of faith and belief being suppressed through systemic systems and processes. One key example that relates to my area around the student journey are the degree shows and by extension WIP (work in progress) shows. Capacity issues and complex space negotiation often mean religious festivals and celebrations are overlooked during the planning stage. In the 2026 LCC Exhibitions Schedule, (see appendix) shows clash with key religious festivals such as Ramadan. A more inclusive approach might be to offer flexibility through more shows being split/ delivered off site allowing for more student choice. Alternatively key religious dates could be added to the annual timelines so there is at least a broad awareness. I have suggested these initiatives which I hope can be embedded within the planning processes for the new college building. 
Within my practice I feel that there is a need to highlight these aspects around faith and belief through student co-creation initiatives (ie Changemakers & EDI champions) where we have tried to take a student centred approach. For example with the WIP shows, students have often shared with us that they simply adapt to the schedule provided and often conceal their faith identities so as not to be seen as a burden. This is similar to G Gibbs’ argument around the need to ‘morph and modify behaviours’ in order to succeed,  In response to this we have set up listening rooms and third spaces to encourage students to share their issues and concerns within a confidential environment.  Although this relates to the whole LCC learning journey and not faith and belief identities specifically I feel that there is scope to expand this, possibly in the run up to festivals such as Eid and Diwali.  
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