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Abstract: The UK Conservative Party leadership contest that took place in the 
summer of 2022 was unprecedented for, among other things, its level of ethnic 
diversity. This article argues that this does not indicate a sharp, contemporary 
liberal turn within the party. It argues the opposite, in fact, that recent senior 
ethnic minority cabinet members and leadership contenders represent some 
of the party’s most rightwing ideologues in years. Through critical discourse 
analysis of narrative related to race, borders, immigration and the ‘nation’ in 
selected media appearances made by ethnic minority leadership contenders 
Rishi Sunak, Sajid Javid, Nadhim Zahawi, Suella Braverman and Kemi 
Badenoch as part of their campaigns, this piece positions these individuals 
– in distinct yet interrelated ways – as ethnic minority post-racial gatekeepers, 
continuing yet intensifying a long trend within the Conservative Party of 
the reproduction of the racial status quo legitimised through nominal ethnic 
minority representation.
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Introduction

In the summer of 2022, the UK witnessed a Conservative Party leadership contest 
consisting predominantly of ethnic minority candidates. This was the precursor 
to the eventual induction of the first British-born Conservative Party leader and 
prime minister of South Asian heritage, Rishi Sunak, in October 2022. Much was 
made of the (surprising) ethnic diversity of the candidates in the mainstream 
media. However, the supposed political progressiveness indicated by the diver-
sity of the leadership contest was not necessarily matched by the politics of the 
candidates themselves. We argue that this cohort can be considered the most 
rightwing of the senior party leadership at the time, particularly with regard to its 
stance on race, immigration and border control.1 We do not argue that this is a 
case of ‘false consciousness’ or suggest that these candidates are not, or indeed 
should be, standing in alignment with what might be construed as their racial 
self-interest. Indeed, ‘there is no logic or reason that says someone with darker 
skin should prefer open immigration, soft crime policies, or higher taxes’.2 This 
article argues that the phenomenon of ethnic diversity within a party which has 
been consistently and openly critical of multiculturalism, anti-migrant and his-
torically racist, is worthy of sociopolitical analysis. It will do so through critical 
discourse analysis of leadership campaign interviews and debates of five non-
White Conservative Party leadership candidates that took place in the summer of 
2022: Rishi Sunak, Sajid Javid, Nadhim Zahawi, Suella Braverman and Kemi 
Badenoch.

Ethnic minority representation in the Conservative Party has grown signifi-
cantly in recent years.3 As of the 2010 General Election, there were twenty-seven 
ethnic minority MPs, rising to forty-two in 2015, fifty-three in 2017 and sixty-six 
in 2019, of which 62 per cent were Labour and 35 per cent Conservative. Fielding 
ethnic minority candidates in Conservative ‘safe’ seats, the party has steadily 
increased its number of ethnic minority MPs and seen the rapid rise of some eth-
nic minority politicians to senior leadership.4 These include Rishi Sunak, who 
was only elected as an MP in 2015, and five years later appointed Chancellor of 
the Exchequer; Home Secretary Suella Braverman, and International Trade 
Secretary Kemi Badenoch who were elected to the House of Commons in 2015 
and 2017 respectively. Although the Labour Party still surpasses the Conservative 
Party in numbers of ethnic minority MPs and local councillors, and the vast 
majority of ethnic minority voters continue to vote Labour, there is evidence of 
growing electoral support for the Conservatives among ethnic minorities, largely 
among those of British Indian heritage.5 Additionally, a third of ethnic minority 
voters voted to leave the European Union in 2016. We might wonder why some 
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would support a campaign and/or a party perceived to be strongly anti-immi-
grant, nostalgic for the British empire and historically racist, or indeed choose to 
do so for these very reasons. The rise of ethnic minority candidates and the tenta-
tive rise in ethnic minority voting for the Conservative Party has, to date, received 
little scholarly attention, and the recent, largely non-White Conservative leader-
ship contest indicates an important research gap.

Whereas literature has explored the contested role of the ‘White working class’ 
in political Conservatism and rising populist movements in the US, UK and west-
ern Europe,6 there has been comparatively little contemporary reflection on how 
ethnic minorities, particularly those in positions of power, reproduce or challenge 
the racialisation inherent in discussions of British sovereignty, and navigate state-
sanctioned hostility towards certain ‘undesirable’ − Muslim, Black, Eastern 
European and/or working-class – minority and immigrant groups. This is an 
important and historically well-documented phenomenon, however, in the soci-
ology of race. Sivanandan noted the role that senior Black and Brown administra-
tors in governmental organisations such as the Commission for Racial Equality 
played in ‘managing’ racism and stifling grassroots Black protests at the end of 
the last century, as a means to negate racial discontent and facilitate mass ethnic 
minority integration.7

This paper will analyse the political discourse of the ethnic minority 
Conservative elite, specifically the British Black, Asian and ethnic minority candi-
dates in the summer 2022 Conservative Party leadership contest. It will draw 
attention to the ways in which race, immigration, borders and the ‘nation’ are 
discussed – implicitly and explicitly – and/or constructed, relationally to the can-
didates’ own histories and value systems as well as ideologically, in order to 
appeal to a fundamentally White, but increasingly ethnically diverse, Tory mem-
bership and electorate.

Accounting for the heterogeneity of political positions taken by racial and eth-
nic minorities, we argue that some ethnic minority groups are not only co-opted 
by but can co-opt mainstream nationalisms through discursive mechanisms such 
as the ‘model minority’ narrative. We see this unfold among British Indians, who 
are positioned as ‘good immigrants’ in a classed and racialised social hierarchy 
that ‘rewards’ social conservatism and adherence to the White protestant work 
ethic, as per the conceptual framework of hegemonic Whiteness.8 Endorsing per-
vasive British anti-immigrant and post-racial discourses becomes a way of inte-
grating into the Conservative elite, and claiming political power while (and 
through) shedding negative connotations of immigrant-hood that risk their 
becoming ‘othered’. The larger implications of this are that the British nation state 
is remade and writ large to the ‘Commonwealth’, appearing to not only embrace 
but centre the contributions of Commonwealth citizens while remaining funda-
mentally White supremacist in character.

The next section will briefly outline the Conservative Party’s history in incor-
porating ethnic minorities, and the recent post-racial turn within the party 
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whereby increasing party diversity has coincided with an increasing turn to the 
Right. It will then outline the theoretical frameworks and conceptual tools that 
will be wielded in the analysis of a selection of campaign speeches of the ethnic 
minority candidates in the summer 2022 UK Conservative leadership contest.

Context

Ethnic minorities in Parliament
The representation of ethnic minorities in the UK House of Commons has been 
historically low. When it comes to ethnic minority representation, the Labour 
Party has had the most success among the major political parties in Britain – the 
first four ethnic minority Members of Parliament during the post-war period in 
the 1987 General Election were all Labour MPs. Following this election, the 
Labour Party had an almost exclusive hold on the representation of ethnic minor-
ities in the House of Commons – from 1987 to 2005 the Conservative Party only 
had three ethnic minority politicians appointed at general elections.9

The Conservative Party under David Cameron actively courted Black and par-
ticularly British Indian voters. The 2010 General Election is considered the first 
time all three major political parties in Britain − the Conservative Party as well as 
the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrat Party − acknowledged the impor-
tance of ethnic diversity in Parliament. For the Conservative Party, diversifying 
its MPs was an important goal to both soften the image of the party and attract 
ethnic minority voters. This led to a number of ethnic minority MPs being elected, 
even in constituencies where the population is not diverse. This is a significant 
shift as, before this, it was typically believed that ethnic minority candidates 
could only succeed in constituencies with diverse populations − which was a 
major reason why the Labour Party had a greater representation of ethnic minor-
ity politicians before the 2010 General Election. There has since been a marked 
increase in non-White and particularly South Asian senior Conservative MPs, 
particularly under Boris Johnson’s tenure as Conservative leader after 2019.

Wider party support from non-White British communities has been mainly 
British Indian. However, other ethnic minority groups are notably following the 
trend of shifting political Conservatism.10 The reasons for this are complex and 
under-researched, and largely beyond the scope of this paper. They can and have 
been attributed to the rapid upward social mobility of some diasporic communi-
ties in the UK, and the formation of a significant ethnic minority middle class 
whose pro-business and low-tax economic interests are increasingly right-lean-
ing.11 However, anti-immigration sentiment among ethnic minority groups exists, 
and Conservatives have capitalised on this. For example, some ethnic minority 
Brexiteers unfavourably contrast new, what are seen as ‘easy’, pathways to immi-
gration from eastern Europe with their parents’ or grandparents’ experiences.12 
Whether the ideology of the party has meaningfully shifted to further incorporate 
other non-traditional members of the electorate is doubtful (its recent popularity 
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among traditional northern, working-class communities has tentatively sug-
gested such a shift may be unnecessary), as is the extent to which these ethnic 
minority supporters are actually Conservative ideologues.

Representation in the ‘nasty party’
Descriptive ethnic minority representation in politics and legislative bodies is 
important as it can lead to the substantive representation of historically margin-
alised groups like women and ethnic minorities. Analysis of parliamentary ques-
tions has found that ethnic minority MPs were more likely to ask parliamentary 
questions about ethnic minority rights than their White counterparts.13 Conversely, 
some scholars have claimed that the link between descriptive and substantive 
representation is tentative, and that representatives from leftwing and liberal 
parties are more ideologically motivated to represent minorities than their 
Conservative counterparts.14 The increased ethnic diversity of the Conservative 
Party does not necessarily mean that it is more likely to represent ethno-racial 
minority interests, therefore. This is reflected within the longstanding prioritisa-
tion of the interests of its majority White and middle-class voter base, and the 
intractability of ‘traditional’ racialised and classed Tory values over time.

In relation to values, the Conservative Party has been described as the party of 
capitalism, privilege and the British establishment. The term ‘nasty party’ has 
long been used to describe the party and its members, with anti-welfare, anti-
equality and pro-business ideologies, as selfish and intolerant.15 This image has 
also been attributed to the Conservatives’ hard-line stance on immigration which 
has been seen to directly target ethnic minorities. While Labour is credited with 
ratifying anti-discrimination legislation, the Conservative Party has a poor his-
tory of supporting post-war Commonwealth immigrants and impoverished eth-
nic minority communities, and this remains in the memory of many ethnic 
minorities in the UK, even today – despite Labour’s record of also introducing 
increasing restrictions on immigration. It was the Labour Party that was respon-
sible for the passing of the Race Relations Acts of 1965, 1968, 1976 and 2000, all of 
which aimed to address racism and discrimination experienced by ethnic minori-
ties. Labour’s dominance in attracting ethnic minority voters prompted a reaction 
from the Conservative Party in the 1970s and 1980s, and during the 1983 General 
Election it made its first attempt to capture the ethnic vote with a poster cam-
paign featuring images of Black and South Asian men in suits with the claim that 
‘Labour Says He’s Black – Tories Say He’s British’. This is an early example of the 
party’s stance on issues relating to racial inclusion: an anti-identity and colour-
blind approach to negotiating and responding to ethnic diversity, and the assimi-
lation of the ‘model’ ethnic minority congruent with the party’s middle-class and 
socially conservative profile.16 This cultural integrationist approach has been a 
mainstay of much Tory thinking – the idea that ethnic minorities must adopt, in 
patriotic fashion, dominant British values and thinking, even with their underly-
ing racialist connotations.
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Party diversity and the shift to the Right
The party’s modernisation in the 2000s was designed to make it seem more 
socially representative, compassionate and progressive (involving downplaying 
issues related to Europe and immigration and instead focusing on poverty, social 
justice, the NHS and the environment). Following the recession in 2008, the rise 
of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and the anti-EU agenda, and 
a purging of the more left-leaning party members under Boris Johnson, the party 
has arguably reverted to type. This has been evident through hard-line shifts in 
policy including the pushing through of Brexit, and the relocation of ‘illegal’ 
migrants to Rwanda implemented by former Home Secretary Priti Patel (one of 
the few cabinet members who voted leave in the EU referendum).17 The increased 
ethno-racial diversity in the upper echelons of the Tory leadership has coincided 
with an unprecedented ‘narrowing of the British Conservative mind’, namely a 
feeding through of the ideas of the increasingly prominent populist hard Right to 
the British Conservative movement.18 This further suggests that greater nominal 
ethnic diversity in the party may be only weakly aligned with more socially lib-
eral attitudes, and – as per our argument – that ethnic diversity can not only coex-
ist with, but can also facilitate the reproduction of the racialised, and class-based, 
status quo.

Reverting to type?
Although the current cabinet under Rishi Sunak might be ethnically diverse, it is 
not necessarily diverse in terms of class, with many of the candidates private-
school and/or Oxbridge educated (indeed, all apart from Sajid Javid and Kemi 
Badenoch).

A number of the leadership contest candidates of South Asian heritage, as 
well as other prominent Tory politicians such as Priti Patel, are from families 
who were, in effect, ‘twice migrants’, coming to the UK via East Africa out of a 
business or professional class. Between 1955 and 1965 many (but not all) immi-
grants from the Indian sub-continent to Britain largely came from rural areas 
and filled unskilled or semi-skilled labouring roles. The vast majority of 
migrants from the South Asian sub-continent comprised Hindu Gujaratis and 
Sikh Punjabis from India; Punjabi and Mirpuri Muslims from Pakistan, and 
Sylheti Muslims from Bangladesh. In the late 1960s and 1970s, however, came 
political upheaval in East Africa, particularly Uganda, which resulted in another 
wave of Indian and Pakistani migrants to the UK of predominantly Gujarati 
heritage. These groups have, on the whole, done socioeconomically well in the 
UK, as have their descendants.

Rishi Sunak’s parents are of East African Indian heritage as are Priti Patel’s. 
Rishi’s father was a GP and Priti’s a UKIP candidate for Hertfordshire in 2013. 
Suella Braverman’s parents, of Goan and Tamil ethnicity, emigrated from 
Mauritius and Kenya. She is the niece of a former Mauritian High Commissioner 
to London, and her mother was a former Conservative councillor 
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and parliamentary candidate. This, as aforementioned, is consistent with the 
middle-class composition and outlook of the Conservative Party, and neces-
sary context to any claims made about fundamental changes in party ethos as 
result of the ethnic diversification of the party leadership.

Sajid Javid and Kemi Badenoch are, by contrast, the only two candidates from 
a less privileged background. Javid has been open about his past as the Pakistani 
Muslim son of a bus driver. Although Kemi Badenoch had an international 
upbringing in the US, Nigeria and the UK where her parents – both professionals 
of Yoruba heritage – worked, she described supporting herself during college 
with a job in McDonald’s. Nadhim Zahawi’s family were refugees from Iraq, 
although his father and grandfather (former governor of the Central Bank of Iraq) 
held senior positions in politics and business. The common thread, however, is 
their early careers in finance and their longstanding commitment to neoliberal 
Conservative ideology which venerates individual responsibility, hard work and 
wealth creation.

Contemporary Conservative Party ideology is embodied in the policy priori-
ties and value systems of the current ethnic minority political leadership who 
seek to court the socially mobile in their own communities without alienating the 
socially and politically conservative White middle class. We argue that they nego-
tiate their ethno-racial ‘otherness’ and hard-right Conservative ideology by 
engaging in a unique mode of post-racial political gatekeeping. A gatekeeper in 
this context has the power to reproduce and to set the racial status quo, to rede-
fine race post-racially, and – in this case, partly through drawing on their own 
positionalities and histories − legitimise hard-right views on race, immigration 
and border politics.19 This is exemplified not only in their politics, but in their 
discourse. The theoretical mechanisms of this are outlined below in a brief discus-
sion of post-racial theory and the model minority myth, followed by an outline of 
research methods.

Theory

Post-racialism
Post-racialism and colour-blindness operate against a background of neoliberal 
racism, whereby systemic racism and racialisation – seen through increasingly 
stringent immigration policies, the heightening of everyday bordering and the 
widening of the racial inequality gap – are minimised and negated. Post-racialism 
refers, broadly, to the denial of the significance and, in some cases, the existence 
of structural racism as a defining feature of inequality in the UK.20 Attempts for 
anti-racist mobilisation are then seen as at best redundant and at worst anti-dem-
ocratic and marginalising of (albeit majority) White experiences and perspec-
tives.21 This can be facilitated through neoliberal, ‘colour-blind’ discourses which 
pay little more than lip service to equality and imply that racism is best managed 
through the silencing of issues relating to race.
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This has been seen, recently, in the Conservative Party’s critical discourse on 
race and racism. A case in point is the current government’s take on the teaching 
of Critical Race Theory in schools, with former Conservative leadership candi-
date Kemi Badenoch deeming it ideological, unbalanced and dangerous, and for-
mer Home Secretary Priti Patel condemning sportsmen taking the knee in support 
of Black Lives Matter.22 While serving as exemplars of the colour-blind creden-
tials of the Conservative Party, they are held up as ‘model minorities’.23 In other 
words, successful emblems of upward social mobility and the end point of the 
so-called ethnic work ethic, as well as pillars of Conservative ideology as the 
embodiment of neoliberal meritocracy. They signal the supposed non-racist cre-
dentials of the Conservative Party, superficially challenging the longstanding 
stigma the party has had about being unrepresentative of modern Britain but 
fundamentally aligning largely with traditional Tory values.

Rose-tinted colonial legacies are also important to consider where nationalism 
and allegiance to the British state are prized. Indeed, Brexit was presented as an 
opportunity to re-establish trade links with the Commonwealth, but this relies on 
a sanitised version of colonialism and nostalgia for an imagined past. The violent 
history of colonialism and its imposition of a global racial hierarchy were sup-
planted in the public imaginary with notions of collectivity and transnational 
cooperation, and allowed (some) non-White groups to position themselves, seem-
ingly unproblematically, with historically ‘superior’ White groups within a 
shared community of value. This is exemplified by the increasingly hostile anti-
immigration policies implemented by former Home Secretary Priti Patel and 
their continuation under Suella Braverman, both descendants of immigrants yet 
earnest defenders of British borders (as well as, in Braverman’s case, the British 
empire).24 These figures serve, in part, to reframe the idea of ethno-racial minor-
ity interests away from interracial solidarity, espousing and legitimising neolib-
eral individualism for upwardly mobile second- or third-generation ethnic 
minorities and serving as model minorities lauded by the White Conservative 
political elite. This praise can feed a gratitude politics and, in turn, increase post-
racial fervour.25

The ‘model minority’ myth
Racism, xenophobia and Islamophobia become ‘ordinary’ in multicultural societ-
ies such as the UK. Liberal principles of equality, freedom and rights are invoked 
in abstract and decontextualised ways to avoid direct scrutiny of underlying sys-
temic inequalities.26 Issues which reflect these, such as anti-immigrant sentiment, 
are, for example, deflected onto concerns about employment or economic pros-
perity. And evaluations of economic and cultural contributions divide immi-
grants into camps: ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘us’ and ‘them’, deserving and non-deserving 
of British citizenship. Migrants (perhaps all ethnic minorities) are judged primar-
ily on the ‘positive contribution’ they make to society economically and cultur-
ally, and their propensity to integrate into the British way of life. In other words, 
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which groups can, through the embodiment of certain norms and values, posi-
tion themselves in closest proximity to Whiteness (although the Windrush scan-
dal has been a stark reminder of the perpetual ethno-racial otherness of Britain’s 
most longstanding diasporic communities). The colonial co-constitution of 
Britishness and Whiteness is important for understanding how Conservative dis-
course and policy around borders and immigration reproduce a racialised notion 
of what it means to be British, and who deserves to be British.27 This notion of 
Britishness now not only incorporates but is reproduced and represented in the 
highest echelons by ethnic minorities who redefine, but only within certain lim-
its, who belongs in this community of value.

Having discussed the bases of the incongruity between ethnic diversity and 
hard-right political ideology in relation to the Conservative Party past and pres-
ent, and the theoretical concepts we can use to understand this, the paper will 
now outline data and method.

Data and method

Data
We focus our analysis on the summer 2022 Conservative leadership contest which 
saw a number of ethnic minority candidates running to lead the Conservative 
Party and serve as prime minister, showcasing their ideological and political 
vision for the party and the UK. The materials under analysis consist of automati-
cally generated transcripts of YouTube videos of leadership campaign material. 
These cover the most prominent and widely shared one-to-one television and 
radio media interviews, campaign speeches and campaign videos created by the 
candidates. For Nadhim Zahawi, this consists of a Sky News interview; for Rishi 
Sunak a speech for the launch of the #Ready4Rishi leadership campaign pub-
lished by Sky News; for Suella Braverman an on-the-spot Sky News interview in 
the Houses of Parliament; for Sajid Javid a previously recorded campaign video 
published by Guardian News in 2019 and reused during the 2022 leadership cam-
paign and, for Kemi Badenoch, an LBC radio interview. In addition to this are 
automatic transcripts of hustings in the later stages of the contest, firstly between 
Liz Truss and Rishi Sunak in Cardiff, published by the Guardian News, a televised 
Sky debate between all candidates published by the Independent, and a live debate 
hosted by ITV News.28 The analysis will not focus on all aspects of their policy 
and political ideology, or the minutiae and dynamics of each specific interview or 
debate. It will draw on ideas around and constructions of the ‘nation’, race, immi-
gration and borders, and how these come to bear on the heritages, ideologies and 
value frameworks of the individuals in question, illustrated by selected quotes.

Method
We applied a critical discourse analysis (CDA) to reveal the ways in which hege-
monic political discourse constructs identity, ideology and cultural difference. 
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CDA ‘primarily studies the way social-power abuse and inequality are enacted, 
reproduced, legitimated, and resisted by text and talk in the social and political 
context’.29 It can be thought of as more a movement than a method, concerned 
with resisting hegemony wrought through discourse and communication. It 
maintains that language use is structured within particular situations, institu-
tions and social set-ups, and that it is a two-way phenomenon. So, even though 
the leadership candidates in question may be speaking to the ‘British nation’, for 
example, this is imagined and constructed in various ways that can be teased out 
by bearing in mind the wider social context, which includes their own position-
alities and their intended audience.

Through discourse people construct beliefs, institutions and social relations. 
CDA is a unique approach in that it focuses on power relations as discursive, 
constitutive of society and culture, and historically informed.30 CDA is thus well 
positioned for uncovering hegemonic political discourse, particularly in relation 
to far-right and racist discourse: ‘with its focus on ideology and power relations, 
the research agenda of critical discourse analysts is often focused on political 
research .  .  . researching racism and prejudiced utterances which are frequently 
associated with, but not limited to, the far-right’.31

The discursive frames used to analyse the data are drawn from those of Reisgl 
and Wodak, and key proponent of CDA, van Dijk.32 Throughout this section we 
refer to van Dijk’s argumentation strategies of positive self-representation and 
negative self-representation, to understand the ways in which the candidates 
present themselves and others in the contest, as well as social groups including 
immigrants and the ‘nation’. Reisgl and Wodak posit five frames of analysis 
(nomination, predication, argumentation, perspectivisation and intensification) 
to understand how racialising discourses refer to people in relation to their imag-
ined qualities and characteristics. These align with van Dijk’s strategies but focus 
more specifically on mechanisms such as hyperbole which further shape the 
audience’s perspectives on the actors and issues under discussion, or indeed dis-
cursive construction.

Analysis
Having chosen speeches and interviews from the ethnic minority candidates that 
fell within the remit of campaign speeches and for which transcripts could be 
obtained, we read and reread the scripts and isolated sub-sections focusing on 
constructions and allusions to race, the ‘nation’, immigrants and borders. We 
used the aforementioned CDA lenses to identify three discursive phenomena or 
‘frames’ specific to the post-racial gatekeeper within these sub-sections: the post-
racial minimisation of race, the racialised construction of the British people, and 
the reproduction of racialised and class-based Conservative values.

In the post-racial minimisation of race, candidates subscribe to the notion that 
racism is not part of the defining story of their extraordinary lives nor (is or should 
be) one of the ‘nation’ as a whole.33 They deny or render invisible the salience of 
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race and racial inequality to social immobility, group identity and/or sociopoliti-
cal interest, and appeal instead to a united, collective British imaginary. The sec-
ond frame, the racialised construction of the ‘British’ people, is a normative entity 
which the candidates construct – often vaguely − and place themselves in close 
proximity to.34 The third is an unwavering personal commitment to, and the ear-
nest reproduction of, ‘traditional’ Conservative values, namely individual 
responsibility, hard work, traditionalism and sovereignty. These are often framed 
reductively, with an equivalence drawn between the candidates’ own personal 
upward social mobility narratives and Conservative values which, as per the pre-
vious frame, are often constructed in relation to ‘British’ values. Through these 
frames, the candidates seek to position themselves as ‘model minorities’ by repro-
ducing existing notions of (White) British cultural exceptionality.35 These align 
with normatively bound, racialised and classed ‘British values’ and strongly 
underpin Conservative political ideologies. All are characteristic of post-racial 
gatekeeping as we analyse the transcripts below.

The post-racial minimisation of race
Ethnic minority upward social mobility is framed as both a British and Tory phe-
nomenon by candidates in their promotional material, and used anecdotally as 
implicit evidence for both the non-racist character of the party and the country as 
a whole. The ‘nation’ is framed as tolerant and facilitating of upward social mobil-
ity regardless of background, and the candidates positioned themselves as model 
minorities, grateful and successful benefactors of British immigration. Nadhim 
Zahawi, as a case in point, described his upward social mobility in an almost fan-
tastical way, stating: ‘an immigrant boy from Baghdad who couldn’t speak a word of 
English is now Chancellor of the Exchequer’. This is part of a discursive strategy of 
intensification to overemphasise both the credentials of the candidate and Britain 
itself as the land of opportunity, and de-emphasise the struggles and hardships 
of those who have faced discrimination and social closure. Zahawi’s discourse 
across his promotional material spoke also to a hierarchical, immigrant obliga-
tion to ‘serve’ the country that has served him – ‘I have tried um to serve my country, 
the country that’s given me everything’. This is echoed by Sajid Javid, one of the few 
candidates from a working-class background: ‘I wanted to give back to a country 
that’s given me so many opportunities.’

The idea of gratitude is a double-edged sword. It has implications, first of all, 
of indebtedness to the benevolence of the host country. Second, it can lead to the 
beneficiary feeling that they must conform to the expectations of behaviour of the 
host population, and denies therefore the experiences of those who have not been 
able to overcome barriers to mobility, including structural discrimination and 
material impoverishment.36 The racialised basis of this mutual relationship, 
embedded within the historical and exploitative colonial relations Britain had 
with the countries of origins of many of these candidates, must be considered.
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Rishi Sunak – not only in the leadership contest but in his acceptance speeches 
of Conservative Party leadership in October 2022 – reiterated a sentiment of grati-
tude that might not be unexpected for a British-born White politician or a child of 
White immigrants: ‘I’m standing here in front of you tonight for one very simple reason 
and that’s because our country, our United Kingdom, did something extraordinary for 
my family when it welcomed them here as immigrants 60 years ago and allowed them to 
build a better life.’ This also evokes the idea of an imagined alternative life ‘over 
there’ characterised by lack of opportunity, further positioning Britain at the top 
of a global hierarchy of value. This requires not only a post-racial outlook but 
historical amnesia around Britain’s colonial violence and its role in resource 
extraction from the Global South, particularly the Commonwealth, and the sub-
sequent drivers of post-war migration. Mentioning racial inequality or colonial 
history in what is constructed as a meritocratic, post-race society, can become 
self-victimising and racially divisive in itself. This is exemplified by Kemi 
Badenoch’s comments that ‘I don’t see skin colour, I see individuals. I think looking at 
skin colour all the time is divisive and there are some people who see skin colour, there are 
some people who don’t notice it and we should be able to accept that.’

Badenoch explicitly linked the positive fortunes of ethnic minorities in wider 
society to their positive treatment within the party itself, stating: ‘I think given the 
level of diversity that we have in the party it is crazy to say .  .  . that .  .  . Conservatives 
don’t treat people of colour well, that’s absolutely not true.’ The composition of the last 
two Conservative cabinets might indicate an unprecedented level of ethnic minor-
ity inclusion but does not suggest the party itself is anti-racist (particularly given 
continued internal allegations of racism).37 Badenoch, unlike the other candidates, 
also directly addressed the ‘culture wars’ − centred on the dogged allegiance to 
liberal principles of free speech − while also aligning herself with the Black com-
munity, specifically through her comments on the government’s ‘race report’ 
which argued that the UK’s issues with inequality are largely due to class rather 
than race.38 She states, ‘if you are a Black person who challenges this orthodoxy you get 
shut down .  .  . Tony Sewell had an honorary degree removed from Nottingham University, 
withdrawn rather because he said the issues in this country are less to do with race but 
more to do with deprivation and that drove people mad.’ Badenoch’s comments reflect 
or construct a growing consistency between Black interests and Conservative ide-
ology, not just in the UK but also in the US, and disrupt the idea that minority 
racial interest is couched in anti-racism.39 She goes further than the other candi-
dates who merely imply the insignificance of structural racism to social mobility, 
by framing anti-racism as ‘orthodoxy’ and thus herself as a legitimate (by virtue 
in part of her own ethnic heritage) purveyor of radical truth. When it suits, candi-
dates can construct their own form of identity politics, highlighting the particular 
aspects of their own personal story or success, usually absent of meaningful dis-
cussion of classism or racism, that serves as ‘evidence’ against the idea of institu-
tional inequality.40
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Construction of and proximity to the ‘British people’
The valorisation of Britishness and British values might be construed as an effort 
on the part of the ethnic minority candidates to court the ‘traditional’ White Tory 
membership and electorate, particularly those interested in supporting a party 
leadership with continued interest in British sovereignty (linked strongly as we 
know to views on Brexit and border control). ‘Nationhood’ is central to 
Conservative identity and discourse − ‘effective use of a patriotic discourse, 
which portrayed the Conservatives as a national rather than sectional party, pop-
ularised its vision of nationhood’41 – and is one which relies on a racially bounded 
notion of Britishness.42 Given the colonial foundations of notions of British cul-
tural, and, by extension, racial superiority, we might construe the overemphasis 
on Britishness as mitigating any unfavourable assumptions made about the can-
didates on account of their ethno-racial ‘otherness’.43 Strategic as well as ideologi-
cal appeals to the ‘nation’ are borne out in the evidence from the US which has 
found that those who show high levels of patriotism disfavour ethnic minority 
over White leaders.

All the candidates thus employed strategies of positive self-representation to 
paint themselves and the British ‘nation’ in the same, positive light. Zahawi stated 
that he ‘dreams in the British language’, underscoring his unequivocal Britishness, 
absolving any risk of seeming an ethnic outsider seeking to co-opt the highest 
level of political office in the country. The candidates’ continual use of ‘our’ to 
describe the British people frames them as a unified community – as opposed to, 
in actuality, a hierarchised community − brought together by a certain set of cul-
turally superior liberal values.44 It also positions the candidates within that same 
community as part of the in-group: ‘We must never let those who seek to undermine 
and destroy our way of life to succeed’ (Sunak).

Within the campaign discourse, the ‘British people’ were framed as potential 
inheritors of a ‘strong nation’, often vaguely so − ‘the decisions we make in the com-
ing days and weeks will set a course that will determine whether the next generation of 
British people inherit a stronger and more confident nation’ (Sunak). The construction 
of the ‘British people’ occurred in some more specific contexts, for example in 
relation to why Brexit – as a move towards greater British sovereignty – should 
be celebrated: ‘I voted leave and my maiden speech as an MP was to celebrate Brexit as 
a vote of confidence in the United Kingdom and also in the British people’ (Badenoch). 
The ‘UK’, by contrast, was referred to in relation to more tangible and practical 
attributes such as its investment potential, speaking less to the imagined British 
‘nation’ at large than to pro-business interests: ‘I have done really well by investing 
in the United Kingdom .  .  . That’s I think a good thing and it should be celebrated’ 
(Zahawi). The Conservative Party is well known for its protection of high-level 
business interests, but issues of financial investment and economic growth also 
speak to the socioeconomically aspirational and socially mobile working-class 
and/or ethnic minority party voter or member. Speeches aside, the candidates 
themselves are exemplars of the economic potential of the UK, having been both 
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educated and having amassed their wealth largely here, with Sunak being the 
richest man ever to hold senior parliamentary office. The use of ‘I’ by Zahawi 
might seem at odds with earlier appeals to the ‘British people’, but is, indeed, 
very much in line with the hyper-individualism and neoliberalism of Conservative 
Party ideology.45

Commitment to Conservative values
The reproduction of the model minority myth was most evident in the narratives 
of Sajid Javid and Rishi Sunak, both children of South Asian immigrants although 
from differing class backgrounds. Javid stated that my ‘mum and dad were worka-
holics and they taught me the value of hard work, I always wanted to make my family 
proud’ and Sunak drew on values that speak to the traditional Tory membership 
and electorate, notably family values and patriotism − ‘my values, traditional con-
servative values are clear: hard work, patriotism, fairness, a love of family, pragmatism’ 
– that also resonate with ethnic minority communities. ‘Hard work’ is ideologi-
cally aligned with ‘responsibility’ which Sunak also mentioned as a ‘traditional con-
servative economic value’, again underscoring that the fundamental differences 
between him and the typical, lifelong white and middle-class Conservative voter 
only run skin deep. Drawing on common Conservative scripts around morality 
and discipline as a means to implicitly scapegoat and ‘other’ certain groups, 
including the underclass and immigrants, have foundations in Thatcherism and 
have been echoed by Conservative prime ministers since.46 The narrative that 
hard work can overcome structural barriers including poverty and racism, ration-
alised by the candidates’ own personal histories, feeds into post-racial, neoliberal 
ideas around upward mobility.47

The neoliberal multicultural character of the candidates’ discourse was inher-
ent in their construction of ‘acceptable’ ethnic difference (centred on hard work, 
economic success and gratitude), that can readily be incorporated within the 
rubric of Conservative and British values without fundamentally destabilising 
their ideological bases. The incorporation of certain types of migrants to serve 
particular political aims around economic growth and social cohesion marketises 
ethnic diversity, and is very much aligned with both traditional and contempo-
rary Conservative ideology and policy. This might seem socially liberal, but there 
is both (1) a limit to this tolerance of ethnic diversity, the limit being the incorpo-
ration of those cultures that represent a ‘threat to the British way of life’ (Sunak) and 
(2) an ongoing superficiality to the management of ethnic disadvantage centred 
on non-radical and neoliberal approaches to diversity and inclusion: ‘we have a 
programme called Inclusive Britain, it’s our strategy for inclusivity and reducing ethnic 
and racial disparities’ (Badenoch). Although acknowledging the government’s role 
in dismantling barriers to ethnic minority success, the Inclusive Britain report 
Badenoch referred to – a response to the ‘race report’− states quite clearly that ‘we 
must not lose sight of the fact that it is the agency, resilience and mutual support 
of and among individuals, families and communities that ultimately drives 
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success and achievement’, emphasising core Tory thinking around individual 
responsibility and the laudation of ‘model minority’ cultures.48

Suella Braverman openly engages in the negative representation of other can-
didates as ‘soft’ on Brexit, to position herself as someone who can deliver on the 
promises made during the 2016 European Union referendum: ‘I believe I’m the 
only authentic Brexiteer to continue the Brexit promises contained in our 2019 manifesto 
to deliver on our pledges.’ She is particularly clear about her stance on illegal immi-
gration and border control, creating a sense of urgency around the need to tackle 
‘illegal’ (a deliberate choice of words rather than the more accurate ‘undocu-
mented’) immigration: ‘I’m the only candidate standing today who is honest about the 
solution to fixing illegal migration, namely small boats crossing the channel .  .  . if you 
want to be honest with the British people on delivering on Brexit or taking back control 
over our borders .  .  . we do now need to leave the European convention’. Braverman, 
who campaigned to leave the European Union and chaired the pro-leave 
European Research Group before her time in ministerial office, is characteristic of 
the symbolic border guard. Her status as the child of immigrants might suggest 
she is sympathetic to immigration in the public imagination, but positioning her-
self at the forefront of an aggressive anti-immigrant politics underscores her com-
mitment, like that of the other candidates, to a heavily racialised idea of a British 
nation where acceptance of cultural ‘difference’ is limited to the Tory interpreta-
tion of a respectable and law-abiding migrant or child of migrants (like herself). 
Sunak echoes this, to a less aggressive extent, in his comments that ‘we need to 
build a new consensus on people coming to our country − yes to hard-working talented 
innovators, but crucially control of our borders’. His neoliberal requirements of the 
new generation of migrants to fill in deficits in the domestic labour market (not 
just hard working but ‘innovators’) ironically surpass even those of his parents’ 
generation, but again reproduce the bounded, racialised notion of what it means, 
in the Tory imaginary, to be British.

Discussion

This article has analysed the media discourse of ethnic minority leadership can-
didates in the UK Conservative Party contest during the summer of 2022. The 
analysis finds that each candidate structured their messaging around a particular 
understanding of the British nation and their personal relationship and history to 
this imagined community and ‘British values’, drawing an equivalence and an 
ideological consistency between this and (largely still traditional) Conservative 
values. It identified three modes of post-racial gatekeeping inherent in these 
‘speech acts’ which indicate the ways in which ‘model’ ethnic minority 
Conservative politicians frame issues of race, immigration and the ‘nation’, 
implicitly or explicitly, in relation to their own positionalities. We found that, 
through the post-racial minimisation of the significance of race and issues of 
inequality, the racialised construction of the British nation, and the alignment of 
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Conservative and ‘good minority’ values, these leaders draw on discourse which 
operates within a framework of hegemonic Whiteness. This paper does not argue 
that these individuals’ discursive movements during the leadership campaign 
suggest a transgression of, or a failure to, represent the ethnic minority popula-
tion of the UK and their interest. Their mere presence in senior political leader-
ship positions indicates the extent of socioeconomic and political heterogeneity 
across the ethnic minority diaspora in the UK. Nor does it suggest that these well-
rehearsed campaign narratives fully represent each candidate’s politics. It does 
draw attention, however, to the role elite ethnic minority political gatekeepers 
play in reproducing the hegemony of Whiteness through post-racial means, and 
that ethnic diversity is not akin to racial justice. Although the evidence base for 
the analysis consisted of snapshots of strategically worded and delivered cam-
paign materials, the implications of the harmful policies these individuals legiti-
mise and drive through, particularly in relation to immigration, render their 
words materially, as well as symbolically, significant.
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