Public scepticism grows over NCVO’s adoption of “global majority” to replace BAME
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In recent discussions about ethnicity and identity in Britain, the term "global majority" has emerged as a suggested replacement for the previously used acronym, BAME (Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic). Coined by academic Rosemary Campbell-Stephens in 2003, this terminology has been adopted by various institutions, including the BBC and the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), as a means to shift the narrative around non-white populations from one of minority status to majority status on a global scale. However, recent polling from YouGov highlights a significant disconnect between this advocacy and public perception. Only a third of ethnic minority Britons have even heard of the term, and fewer than one in ten have used it as a descriptor for their own identity.
This disparity is particularly concerning in light of the NCVO's intent to promote inclusive language that challenges the dominance of white-centric narratives. The NCVO's adoption of "global majority" aims to reflect the diverse experiences of its members and advocate for a more empowering collective identity. Yet, the terminology has been met with scepticism; many argue that it fails to accurately encompass the lived realities of various ethnic groups, including white minorities such as Gypsy, Roma, and Travellers, who face their own unique challenges in the UK. 
Critics assert that while the intention behind "global majority" is to emphasise solidarity among non-white groups—pointing out that 85 per cent of the world’s population is non-white—the term can inadvertently obscure the complexities of identity within the UK. The experience of a Black British person can starkly differ from that of someone from a Black-majority Caribbean nation or a Muslim in a predominantly white European country. Such divergence underscores that identity is deeply contextual, rooted in geography, class, and history.
The longstanding reliance on terms like "ethnic minority" reflects a reality where, with white British people making up approximately three-quarters of the population, the concept of ethnicity is often situated within this demographic framework. Thus, while terms evolve, many British people, including ethnic minorities, still resonate more with established labels that provide clarity rather than new terms that may seem abstract or expansive. Reports indicate that a majority of ethnic minorities prefer the term "ethnic minority" for its familiarity and straightforwardness, reiterating the importance of context in discussions about race and identity.
Debates surrounding terminology extend beyond mere semantics; they touch upon the essence of belonging and representation. The term "political Blackness," for example, historically served to unite various groups under a shared struggle against racism during the 1970s. However, societal progress has led many to embrace their specific ethnic identities, which can sometimes lead to tension within the broader narrative framed by terms like "global majority." Conversely, the contemporary anti-racism movement, highlighted by the Black Lives Matter protests, has emphasised the need to foreground specific challenges faced by ethnic groups, advocating for a terminology that seeks to encapsulate rather than limit their experiences.
The introduction of "global majority" as a catch-all term, while well-intentioned, risks creating confusion and a dilution of individual identities. The term's application in projects such as the National Trust's "Walk Together Pathway," which has garnered criticism for its allegedly "woke" undertones, exemplifies the complexities involved. While the Trust defends its use of "global majority," asserting that it represents the groups involved, detractors argue that such shifts may merely amount to virtue signalling without effectively addressing the varied needs of the communities purportedly represented.
In advancing discussions about ethnicity and identity, it is crucial that the voices of those affected are not overshadowed by top-down initiatives. Effective change must come from an understanding of how individuals themselves prefer to identify, with a focus on creating inclusive dialogue that acknowledges the diverse tapestry of British society. This requires ongoing engagement with communities to ensure that terminology resonates and accurately reflects their experiences and aspirations.
As the conversation around terminology continues to evolve, the challenge remains: how can society foster a shared narrative that encapsulates the richness of its diversity while maintaining respect for individual identities? The task is not merely to scramble for more inclusive language but to engage in meaningful discussions that prioritise understanding and representation. 
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