
 

British Library PhD placement scheme – project profile: 

Independent, D-I-Y, and activist BAME publishing, 
in print and online, in 21st century Britain 
Reference: 2017-12-COX 

 
Supervisor Debbie Cox, Lead Curator, Contemporary British Publications 

Department, Location Contemporary British Collections, St Pancras, London 

Start date/timeframe Anytime during 2017. 

Duration  3 months (or part-time equivalent – see below) 
For a part-time placement, the number of days per week the student would spend on site at 
the Library could be agreed with the supervisor in advance 

Remote-working Some elements of remote-working would be feasible for this placement, if 
needed – up to 2 days per week, to be agreed with the supervisor in 
advance. 

 
Context for placement 

Contemporary British Publications is responsible for the curation of 21st century UK publishing across print 
and digital formats. Our collections range from artists books and DIY publishing to the major mainstream 
publishers and the UK web archive. We have particular interests in the role of place in published 
communication, politics in everyday life, and contemporary literary and artistic expression.  
 
Following the 50th anniversary of New Beacon Books in 2016 as Britain’s first bookshop and publisher 
committed to the black community of Caribbean, African and Asian descent in Britain, the Library would like a 
PhD student to join us to survey the changed situation of independent BAME publishing in Britain now. The 
aim of the placement is threefold: firstly, to undertake a survey of independent BAME publishing in the 21st 
century; secondly, to assess how well the Library’s intake reflects the range of BAME publishing; and thirdly to 
consider how the Library can extend its engagement with BAME publishing communities in order to build 
strong collections representing the widest possible range of expression. 
 
This year has seen extensive discussion of issues of inclusivity in mainstream publishing. Whilst this is clearly 
important, the aim of this placement is to consider publishing outside the mainstream – particularly publishing 
that aims specifically to challenge the marginalisation of BAME groups, or linked to community activism, as 
collecting these publications poses a greater challenge for the Library. We invite proposals for work either 
across the whole range of publishing within these communities or focusing on one particular community. We 
are particularly keen to develop our awareness of the ways contemporary publishing and bookselling are 
changing, as well as to understand how well the Library is managing to acquire this material.  The placement 
should be focused primarily on English-language publishing, although there is also scope for consideration of 
independent / non-mainstream UK-based publishing in African and Asian languages, in print and online, 
alongside publishing in English. 
 

Expected tasks and outcomes 

The placement student will work closely with colleagues across the Contemporary British Publications team, 
including the Curators for Contemporary British Publications and the web archiving team. Activities will include 
research on the Library’s existing collections to identify collection strengths and weaknesses in the coverage 
and representation of UK-based black, Asian and minority ethnic publishing in the collection from 2001 
onwards. The placement will also include research on current writers, artists, publishers and distribution 
channels (both print and online) with a particular focus on expression outside mainstream commercial and 
academic publishers. Research may be undertaken on a specific community or region but should be set in the 
context of the wider field of independent publishing within the black, Asian and minority ethnic communities.   
Although issues of inclusivity and diversity within mainstream publishing are clearly important, the research 
should be focused primarily on independent or community based publishing by smaller presses, and by 
individuals engaged in community activism (eg. zines, DIY Cultures zine fair etc.) 
 
Outputs will include a written report and/or presentation on contemporary BAME publishing and distribution 
within the UK, identifying ways for the Library to further develop its collections.  A further output will be to 
convene a small workshop amongst relevant practitioners in the field – including those who publish their own 
work as zines, pamphlets or through websites – to discuss ways the Library can improve its engagement with 
BAME publishers and improve its coverage of these publications as a resource for researchers.  
 



It will be possible for the student to select specific areas and outputs to focus on, and this will be discussed and 
agreed with the student as part of the selection and induction process.  
   

Training and experience expected to be gained by student through the placement 

This placement offers an opportunity for a PhD student to understand the role of research in policy 
development at a large cultural institution. It will provide insight into UK publishing and distribution, and the 
role of, and challenges faced by, national libraries in the 21

st
 century. The student will have a platform to 

communicate their research to a professional audience (librarians working in national, university or 
community libraries) and also to a wider public (for example, via blog posts on the Library’s website). This will 
enhance research dissemination and communication skills, as well as the ability to engage with different 
audiences and stakeholders. There will also be opportunities to network and engage directly with informants 
outside the Library to seek advice from those with specialist experience or insights (e.g. at the Stuart Hall 
Library, George Padmore Institute etc.) 
 
The student will be supported by colleagues in Contemporary British Publications, but will be expected to own 
both the selection of areas in which to focus the research and the methodologies used in the research. The 
student will be asked to reflect on these choices at the end of the placement. The requirement from the British 
Library is that this research covers both print and digital formats.  
 
During the placement, the student will have access to all appropriate staff training and public events offered 
by the British Library. This may include events in the Digital Scholarship and 21

st
 Century Curators programme. 

The student will be hosted within the Contemporary British Publications team, Contemporary British 
Collections, and will be invited to all team meetings, usually held monthly, throughout the placement. This will 
give greater insight into the work of the team, and how this project relates to this work.  
 

Required knowledge and skills 

This placement will be most suitable for a student whose research or wider interests are in a field related 
either to publishing generally or political and cultural expression among black, Asian or other minority ethnic 
communities in the UK. Some prior knowledge of the development and history of independent BAME 
publishing in the UK will be required, alongside broad knowledge of the contemporary situation, including 
current publishers, writers and artists. Applications to this placement should contain details of the specific area 
or community your research will focus on, and give an indication of any existing contacts within BAME 
publishing or librarianship who may assist as sources of information. The student should feel confident to 
contact individuals and organisations outside the Library to seek out information. 
 

 

 


