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Welcome !
Hello my lovelies!
Welcome to the first edition of Spectrum Magazine. It’s only
right that I introduce myself, I’m Arnelle and I’m the editor of
this fabulous (as you can tell, I love to give credit when it’s due)
magazine! The girls and I have been working super hard for the
last six months to create something that we all feel incredibly
passionate about. I’m a strong believer that passion is one of
the most important fundamental entities when you decide
to embark on anything new (as well as time and patience of
course, the good Lord knows we needed a lot of that).
We want Spectrum to be a learning experience, as well as
something you can relate to. Life is all about opening your
eyes to new debates, experiences, opinions and ideologies and
what better place to do that than a magazine called Spectrum?
Every single topic featured in this edition resonates with
each and every one of us on a personal level, and we hope it
does for you too. This issue features a number of topics from
intercultural relationships, black crime and ballerinas to
cultural appropriation, xenophobia and questioning whether
there are links to behaviour and race.
Open your mind and inspire positive change!
Arnelle
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To

relax or

not to

relax?

Credit: Ariel

Arnelle Paterson looks at the cultural significance of chemical hair straightening and The Natural Hair Movement

F

or many women of black descent, relaxing your hair is
considered a right of passage, a transition from childhood
to adolescence or adulthood, from an unruly bed of hair
to smooth, soft, free flowing silk. The underpinning rationale
behind this supposedly joyous, momentous transformation
shouldn’t be overlooked. Black women are constantly being
forced to adhere to the dominant ideology of Caucasian beauty,
which quite frankly, is an outlook inundated with insecurity,
sadness, ignorance and an idiotic sense of idealism.
A 2013 report from the International Journal of Trichology
together with a 2012 report from specialist magazine The
Dermatologist disclosed that hair relaxing can lead to hair
thinning, scalp irritation, baldness and chemical burns to the
scalp. Additionally, the process removes elasticity and protein
from the hair, making it more prone to breakage, which, in
combination with heat appliances and friction, spells a recipe
for disaster.

SPECTRUM-FinalLayout.indd 4

Many may ask why anyone would undergo such an ordeal,
but hair relaxing is just one of many methods used to smooth
afro-textured hair. The only time that hair was seen as glorious
was during early African civilisation, it was an emblem of an
individual’s tribe, family background and social status.

“If you type ‘black hair’

into Google, words such
as ‘nappy’ & ‘kinky’
appear

„

By the 1700s during the transatlantic slave trade, the desire
to adhere to a quintessential Caucasian beauty ideal started to
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manifest. Caucasian and mixed heritage hair textures were
considered to be more desirable.
After this, the hot comb arrived in America in 1880, a more
permanent solution in the form of the relaxer arrived in 1909.
Apart from the pre-colonial Africa era, the only other

“Natural

hair should
not
be
linked
to
unprofessionalism
&
aesthetically displeasing

„

time period where Afro hair was celebrated was during the
Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, a symbol of rebellion,
empowerment, pride and an assertion of black identity.
The Caucasian dream of straightness reigned once again in
the form of long; straight weaves a decade later and is still
popular today. Black hair has never fully recovered from its
18th century condemnation.
Fast-forward to the present day and The Natural Hair
Movement, as predicted by cultural anthropologists, is in full
swing.
It could be assumed that Chris Rock’s 2009 documentary
‘Good Hair’ aided in this as it highlighted black hair culture’s
trials and tribulations. Long, thick braids, cornrows styles and
short-cropped curls are in fashion.
Many women are now transitioning to natural or texlaxed
hair (this involves under processing the hair by leaving the
relaxer on for a shorter amount of time, thus resulting in more
textured hair and less damage) as featured on YouTubers such
as Babilon Kay, Pretty Witty 77 and Fresh Lengths.
Furthermore, in 2013, UK research company Mintel revealed
that hair relaxer sales in the UK have declined by 26 per cent
over the past five years. It’s the only product in the black hair
market that hasn’t seen a growth since 2008. Mintel have
predicted that relaxer sales are set to decline by 45 per cent
by 2019.
The report also stated that sales of styling products for natural
hair in the UK have increased because of the natural hair trend
and that 70 per cent of black women currently wear or have
worn their hair in its natural state, with the majority opting for
braids or dreadlock styles.
Some may argue that due to the fundamental reasoning
behind why hair relaxing began, no one should relax their hair.
However, there are other issues that must be addressed first,
such as the stigma attached to black hair.
If you type ‘black hair’ into the Google search engine, words
such as ‘nappy’ and ‘kinky’ appear.
The term ‘kinky’ arouses derogatory synonyms including
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abnormal, weird, bizarre, strange and odd. American rapper
Lil Wayne even referenced black hair in his song ‘A Milli’ with
the maligning comparison ‘tougher than Nigerian hair’.
Sadly, this isn’t an issue exclusive to the Western world. In
Abidjan, Ivory Coast, blogger and natural hair consultant Bibi
Gnagno filmed a documentary on local perceptions of natural
hair. Women with afro-textured hair were met with comments
such as ‘what’s wrong with you? Do you not have enough
money to go to a salon? Did your husband leave you? Go get
a perm’.
The second concern lies within the education of black hair
as well as choice. ‘Kiddie’ relaxers are applied to children as
young as three. Before a young woman has the opportunity to
form an identity, to grow, understand, embrace and be able to
care of her hair, the decision to relax her hair has already been
made for her.
Poignantly, she will have no recollection of what her hair
texture actually is.
Health is incredibly important. A study from Boston
University followed more than 23,000 pre-menopausal
African American women from 1997 until 2009 and found
that hair relaxer use and chemical exposure from scalp lesions
and burns may have a link to the increased susceptibility of
fibroids, non-cancerous growths that develop in the womb.
The study revealed links to cancers, reproductive problems,
cognitive disorders, altered immune system risks and heart
disease.
No woman should feel frantic at the first sight of a coil when
her regrowth contrasts her relaxed ends. Natural hair should
not be linked to unprofessionalism, wretchedness or deemed
inappropriate and aesthetically displeasing.
It is important that women of black heritage embrace what
is beautiful about their hair, the volume, the thickness and
the versatility. If they choose to texlax to make it a little easier
to manage, so be it. This equates to less damage and more
volume, still preserving what is intrinsically beautiful about
afro-textured hair.
Wear your hair as you please, whether it’s dreadlocks, braids,
cornrows, weaves or texlaxed. Use your hair as a form of
expression, change it up as you feel, it’s not something that
needs to be shamed or forced into a societal box.
Many women feel that their locks are a representation of
who they are. Afro-textured hair in its varying degrees has an
endearing, unshackled personality of its own.
I confess that I’m reluctant to put chemicals in my future
daughter’s hair. Nevertheless, if one day she finds herself
debating whether or not to reach for the creamy crack, I’ll be
able to pass on my experience and knowledge to help her to
make the right decision. As musician India Arie sang, ‘I am not
my hair, I am the soul that lives within’.
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The

growing
world of
D&G have found
a gap in the market
in a multi million
pound
industry
that’s set to change
designers’ approach
forever.
D&G
has
announced
that
they are to launch
a luxury Islamic
collection
this
spring.
Their
collection consists
of
fashionable
headscarves
and
abayas – a fulllength
garment
worn by Muslim
women.

The
modest
fashion
industry
- also known as
Islamic fashion, is
one of the fastest
growing
sectors
worldwide. It set
to be worth more
than £200 billion
by 2020. The figure
is staggering in the
UK as the British
market is already
estimated at more
than £100 million.
The high street has
seen the evolution
of fashion turn
modest.
Winter
coats reach ankles,
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modest

fashion
polo necks are
long
sleeved,
and cardigans
are practically
knee-length.
L u x u r y
designers such
as D&G are
cashing in on a
mone ymaking
market, and high
street brands are
doing the same.
When
hijab
wearing H&M
model Mariah
Idrissi was asked
if capitalising on

Muslims was an
issue, she replied
“when it comes
to Nando’s or
KFC supplying
us with halal
meat, no one
complains,
everyone
is
happy to eat
it.” Idrissi also
says
“Muslim
designers
will
always be valued
and needed. It’s
about moving
forward
and
being positive.”
by Eman Al-Zubaydi

Dolce & Gabbana's Islamic fashion collection. Launching in spirng 2016
Photo: Dolce & Gabbana
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The art of cultural appropriation
Borrowing cultural nuances across the spectrum may be
fun but not entirely harmless, thinks Jasmin Ojalainen

E

very time I see a member of the mainstream culture
accessorising with native headresses or sticking adorned
chopsticks in their hair at contemporary festivals, I can’t
help but think of all the potentially angry comments on their
social media the next day. Are they appropriating a culture they
aren’t a part of? Possibly. Do they mean to? Probably not. But
despite all, the issue of cultural appropriation can shove our
sociocultural evolution in a historically displeasing cannon and
shoot it hundreds of years backwards.
While I wholeheartedly support cultural appreciation,
appropriation can be a problem. And here’s why.

“It’s

a reflection of
underlying white privilege
in a Eurocentric world

„

Cultural appropriation is not only white girls slapping bindis
on their foreheads but a power dynamic between a privileged,
dominant culture, and a culture oppressed by the dominant.
Really, it’s the modern symptom of the Christopher Columbus
syndrome, and this colonisation of cultural identities has
become something of a transgressive art.
The hierarchy of social power is a rather straightforward one.
When white people borrow cultural nuances which origins lay
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deep within the black culture, for instance, these ceremonial
discoveries are hailed as “edgy” while those to whom these
cultural elements have existed throughout history are denigrated
for being “ghetto.”
Neigh, says the historic high horse of imperialism and
exploitation.
Instances of cultural appropriation in the celebrity culture
have included white women wearing cornrows. But what does
something so seemingly insignificant as a specific hairstyle
have to do with racial issues? While the right to express oneself
through fashion choices is integral in modern society, the issue
itself lies deeper than the surface realm of personal style.
Again, it’s a reflection of underlying white privilege
in a Eurocentric world that simultaneously glamorises
predominantly black features like big lips and derrieres on white
women and dehumanises black women on whom these features
exist by character. The problem is that features reminiscent of
historical trauma are racially fetishised and, depending on your
phenotype, something you are disparaged or idolised for having.
And so the issue of cultural cross-pollination falls on the rather
frail ground of double standards. Even in a world currently
riding on its fourth wave of feminism, cultural appropriation has
landed us right back to the roots of systematic oppression which
allows people – white or not – to assume every carefully selected
and glorified detail from a certain culture. Well, everything but
the social prejudice. That’s extra.
Now, an important emphasis to cultural appropriation is the
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notion that black women straightening their hair or opting for
weaves does not equal to exploiting “white hairstyles.” There is
no such thing. A marginalised culture simply cannot exploit the
dominant, particularly when it’s spread upon them.
Rather, it’s a question of cultural assimilation and it occurs
out of mere conformity to westernised norms in order to
socioeconomically survive in the Anglo-American world.
And the difference here is the freedom of choice, interwoven
with historical heritage. Or the lack of it. Black women are forced
to alter their appearance to avoid being penalised under social
demands. Their natural hair may be deemed undesirable yet

“The problem isn’t
necessarily intent but
ignorance„

wearing cornrows or dreadlocks often suffers an unprofessional
stigma. As a white woman, however, either of these hairstyles
may crack you into the high end of urban fashion without
further consequences of socially imposed burdens or ethnic
discrimination. What makes it offensive is that people borrowing
these cultural expressions can do so without suffering the
prejudice associated with it.
To clarify, there is nothing wrong with cross-cultural
influences. It’s about understanding the cultural significance
of these influences. Some of the cultural components you see
paraded on the high street may well be sacred deep within some
traditional values, so the choice to accesorise them as a fashion
statement out of pure hipsterdom is understandably obnoxious.
The problem isn’t necessarily intent but ignorance.
What’s more, culturally appropriative elements only continue

Credit: Maliya Travers-Crumb
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to reinforce the unapologetic stereotypes that don’t represent
but marginalise the cultures they come from. They certainly
shouldn’t be used as exotic imports for flavouring the
mainstream, but with respect and a certain degree of political
correctness. The Tumblresque aesthetic of cultural appropriation
is frowned upon because it’s simply hyperbolic and exists to deethnicise cultures only to cherry-pick aspects of their heritage,
especially while other customs of that culture may be ignored or
regarded with contempt.
Now, before ripping the universe a new wind hole and claiming
that my non-English 4pm tea is appropriating the monarchic
lineage, lets kick back and sip our Earl Grey through a few points.
Cultural appropriation follows the inevitable course of natural
sociocultural evolution. One of the most global phenomena born
in the streets of Bronx is hip-hop and I dare suggest that it serves
to demonstrate that cultural elements merge and exchange due
to a long shoulder to shoulder exposure. The juxtaposition of
a certain cultural element and a non-representative member of
that culture is not entirely black and white.
Even if some traditions don’t run in your bloodline, it doesn’t
mean you’re not entitled to honour or appreciate their cultural
importance. Similarly, cultural exchange does not diminish their
unique cultural value. The commercialisation in terms of selfindulgent privilege may do.
Even though the patterns of cultural appropriation and
exchange are painfully blurred and caught in a continuous loopde-loop, one thing is certain. An escapade into the multicolour
sphere of cultural curiosity should always be a gesture of respect.
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Interracial couples playing with their children
Photo: Yael Ben-Zion part of the "Intermarried" project

Building a bridge
between two hearts

When people from different backgrounds come together
they present many cultural and family challenges.
Rudina Mustafa reports

I

ntercultural relationships bring new and exciting
experiences as well as a share of challenges and
misunderstandings. Naturally, couples experience all types
of obstacles, whether it’s emotional, family or personal pressures.
However, merging two different cultures where outside
influences, such as family disapproval, can put a strain on a
relationship.

SPECTRUM-FinalLayout.indd 10

The 2011 Census shows nearly 1 in 10 people of 2.3 million
people in total are living as a couple in an inter-ethnic
relationship, up from 7% in 2001. The intersection of the two
lives, not only brings together the couple but also their families.
One of the biggest reasons two people separate is because
they grow apart. The diversity of views, values, beliefs and the
information overload can be overwhelming and weighs heavily
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on relationships. Lina, 25, adjudicator, originally from Kosovo,
has been in a relationship with her boyfriend George, for the
past five years. They met on a “few nights out with their friends”

“T h e i m m e d i a t e
reaction was to tell
me that I should end
the relationship

„

whilst she was in university and he had finished his studies and
began working.
When telling parents about a relationship and waiting for their
response, knowing full well that they will not approve is difficult
and stressful. Lina felt extremely nervous as she knew their
reaction would “not be a good one”.
“I spent quite a few months beforehand thinking about and

SPECTRUM-FinalLayout.indd 11

discussing the issue with my partner and friends as to whether
I should tell them at all or even when I should tell them,” she
explains.
“The immediate reaction was to tell me that I should end the
relationship. The key issue was the fact that he was English. I
made several attempts to try and be reasonable and allow them
time to digest the situation, but eventually me being in this
relationship led to many arguments and family tension,” she
adds.
Relationship Therapist Polly Sanger says that one half or both
of the couple may be feeling “caught in the middle” as they are
people pulled between their partner and their parents.
“Being patient and allowing time for proper discussion as a
couple, with open and honest communication, can help to
clarify what is important to each person. This helps to shape the
identity of the couple and to create a shared value system, which
can sit at the core of their relationship,” she explains.
Kosovo is a small country home to under 2 million people.
Albanians in general date and marry within their culture. A
lot of intercultural relationships are condoned because of their
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patriotic pride and wanting to preserve their strong traditional
views by marrying other Albanians.
Lina’s parents never specifically sat her down to tell her that
she couldn’t date anyone outsider her nationality or culture but
it was strongly implied.
“This was something I experienced through my extended family,
especially when going to visit them for summer holidays. They
were very quick to point out that I should find someone in my
own country, as it wouldn’t be ‘right’ to be with someone out of
my culture,” she explains.
Polly Sanger also says that parents may be wrestling “complex

“They

were
quick to point
that I should
someone in my
country

„

very
out
find
own

feelings” regarding their child dating outside their community.
“Fear of bringing shame on the family or community, fear of
being ostracised by the community. They may also fear the loss
of identity or culture through its dilution through marriage if
they are part of an ethnic minority, already feeling marginalised,
particularly if this involves a partner who is part of a more
dominant culture. The parents may be conflicted between living
with the ‘shame’ of the relationship within their community or
facing losing their son/daughter by disowning them,” she says.
George, 29, also an adjudicator, says that his family was “happy
and pleased” and didn’t find it difficult to tell his parents about
his relationship with Lina.
“I didn’t really tell them it just kind of become obvious when
she met the family for the first time. But they were certainly
supportive anyways and have been throughout,” he says.
The constant manoeuvring around trying to deal with the
flooding disagreements with family and friends lead to the
relationship to be questioned and whether or not the cultural
differences and the arguments are worth it.
“In a sense I started to question whether it was worth causing all
this trouble in my family over a person that I loved. However, I
was comfortable enough to discuss it with my partner. He had
already been aware that my parents would find this a difficult
situation and was understanding of their view,” Lina explains.
“Being able to speak to him - although he did not experience
the same reaction from his parents - was far more helpful that
discussing the issue with friends,” she adds.
Nicholas Rose, Psychotherapist and Couples Counsellor, says
that relationships where there is parental disapproval certainly
face additional challenges. “Challenges in any relationship can be
both helpful or unhelpful; for the couple good communication,
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care and consideration are the things that can lead to a more
helpful outcome,” he explains.
“Take time as a couple to think through what you would like
from your families and consider the consequences of what you
are asking for in terms of any difference it will make to your lives
and what that might mean for them,” he adds.
Popular culture does provide us with some examples of
intercultural relationships. In the movie My Fat Greek Wedding,
30-year-old, unmarried, Toula Portokolas from Greece falls
in love with an American, Ian Miller but tensions arise when
Toula’s family disapproves her relationship. Their strong cultural
perspectives means that “there are three things that every Greek
woman must do in life: marry Greek boys, make Greek babies,
and feed everyone.”
Kosovo and Greece are both Balkans countries that share a lot
of similarities within their culture and values. The movie reveals
the different types of traditionalism, proxemics and affectivity to
illustrate the families from both side’s inability to socialise with
each other. Their intercultural relationship brings a whole lot of
new experiences to their lives, but a whole lot of tension between
their families as well.
In the end, despite it all they learn to understand each other’s
traditions and values and make it work.
Adjusting to a mix of cultures presents its struggles. Therapist
Ruby, mentions that couples need to “learn and listen, have
tolerance, patience and mutual respect.
However, the third component is the country/culture in which

Same blood, different skin tone
Photo: Yael Ben-Zion part of the "Intermarried" project
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they choose to live that will have a huge influence on the couple.”
Experiencing confusing complexities whilst in an intercultural
relationship is quite normal. However, it exposes you to a new
world of challenges, thinking, customs and beliefs.
George says that what he loves about Lina’s culture is the
“food, music and the humour”. Whereas, Lina says that it’s more
of a social background that she is grateful for. “My partner and
his family are very accepting of different cultural backgrounds
and as a result of that, I felt that I had support. I think it would
have been much more difficult for our relationship if both sides
of the family were against our decision,” she explains.
There is no one-size-fits-all approach when it comes to
relationships. Ruby’s advice suggests three steps on how making
a relationship work despite the struggles.
“1) I suggest to all new couples to give time alone to each parent
with THEIR child without partner periodically.
2) Validate the parents and each other’s conflict

“I started to question
whether it was worth
causing all this trouble
in my family

of your choice,” she adds.
George’s advice is to “just relax, take it step by step do the right
thing and you will be able to win them over.”

Photo: Yael Ben-Zion part of the "Intermarried" project

„

3) Have a unified approach to child rearing aspects that are
culturally based.”
Any form of counselling is overwhelming and unnerving,
however, some couples do seek professionals to help alleviate
and solve their relationship problems.
Nicholas Rose has over 10 years experience and says that
counselling “provides a time and space to deepen understanding”
and to find ways to move forward.
“If you are struggling to reach agreement on an aspect or
aspects or your relationship a neutral space / person can help to
identify what is getting in the way of you resolving the conflict,”
he explains.
Now, Lina’s family is very supportive compared to the
beginning of her relationship. Her advice to people who are
in the same situation she was, is that they should “give the
situation a lot of thought” knowing that their relationship is
causing issues with their family.
“By giving it a lot of thought, I mean consider whether you
know that you love each other enough to overcome obstacles as cultural difference can be a heavy and burdensome obstacle,”
she says.
“I would advise giving your family time to adjust. Try to be
understanding about their view - no matter how hard it seems
- whilst also making it clear that they need to become accepting
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C

hinese
couples
are
travelling halfway across
the globe to take prewedding pictures in London.
Traditionally, chinese couples
take their wedding photos before
the nuptials. While destination
pre-wedding photoshoots have
been trending in China for a
w h i l e , London has only
recently
become a favoured
destination.
Crystal
Leung

from
Gigibride
Wedding
Photography,
explains
why
the industry has just recently
blossomed in London : “the rate
of the pounds to the RMB is much
lower than before and it is easier to
get a visa”.
In the past ten years, the number
of chinese tourists coming to
London has risen from 68,000 to
198,000. As well as coming in large
numbers, chinese tourists are also
the biggest spenders. While most

tourists spend around
£640, chinese tourists
inject a whopping
£2,508 each in the
British economy.
Pre-wedding
photographs
is
such a big business
in
London
that
many
photography
studios are almost
exclusively
aimed
at chinese couples.
Gigibride
Wedding
Photography,
VM
S t u d i o
and
many

others have different
packages
which
include hair and
makeup, a dress for
the bride, suit for the
groom and other prewedding photoshoot
necessities.
Although London is
becoming a favourite
destination
for
chinese couples for
its beautiful skyline
and (apparently) low
prices, it is still far
behind Santorini in
Greece or Paris.
by Andy Gorman

Asian
pre-wedding
The

photoshoot

A chinese couple during their pre-wedding photoshoot
Photo: Gigibride Wedding
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sex and the african city

S

cenes of unmarried women having sex in
a web series are causing controversy in
Ghana.
An African City, dubbed “Africa’s version of
Sex in the City”, follows the lives of five African
women who were raised in America and England,
but have recently relocated to Ghana.
The programme’s script supervisor, Esther
Yarmah, told France 24 that it is “crucial to have
honest conversations about sex in a society and
culture like Ghana where women are really
shamed and even judged for even having a
sexuality.”
Beatrice Addo a 24-year-old Ghanaian born
in London is a fan of the show and doesn’t

understand the reason for the uproar. “I’m sure
there are statistics out there that confirm that
many young African women are having a lot of
sex, so why shouldn’t that be reflected on TV?”
Despite the debate the show has caused, it’s
attracted more thantwo million viewers from
across the globe.
In a statement on An African City’s website,
executive producer Millie Monyo said that she
hoped the show would help to connect women of
all races, ethnicities and cultures.
One fan on YouTube commented “I’m Puerto
Rican, born in New York but live in Italy, and
what do I have in common with all these women?
Everything!”
by Arnelle Paterson

a portrait of London in 2030

L

ondon is one of the most ethnically diverse
cities, and the melting pot is only heating
up.
Last year it was officially confirmed that the
population in the city has peaked to 8.6 million,
which surged past the previous all time high after
the WWII.
While the largest ethnicity is Caucasian or other
white, the proportion of ethno-national white
British is only 45%. The number of non-British
born Londonders is on the rise, and forecast from
the 2011 census indicates that native Britons will
be outnumbered by 2031.
By then, the population estimate is expected to
hit 10 million.
According to the Mayor of London’s Data Store,
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more and more foreign-born Londoners lead the
inner boroughs of the city. Ten of 32 boroughs
predominantly home people originally from India,
followed by Nigeria, Poland and Bangladesh.
While the influx of immigrants will continue
to rise, other factors contribute to London’s
demographic change. The 2011 census reveals that
620,000 white British Londoners left the capital in
the past decade, which is equivalent to the size of
Glasgow. What’s more, the birth rate is booming
with fewer deaths taking place.
The future will see increased fusion of
multiculturalism and interracial diversity. Will
it finally redefine the way we view our racial
identities?
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“QUOTE QUOTE
QUOTE QUOTE
QUOTE QUOTE”

Sohail Ahmed: gay and muslim.
Photo: Jasmin Ojalainen
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Queer &
halal
Sohail Ahmed’s path to harmonising his sexual and religious
identities has now become a solid foundation, but the rocky
road of being a gay Muslim remains. Jasmin Ojalainen
investigates

I

n one of Mile End’s cafés, a 23-year-old Sohail Ahmed talks
with characteristic determination and bursts out in
frequent laughter. He describes himself as a cultural
Muslim – one, that is openly gay. Not more than two years ago,
things were considerably different for him. Sohail’s relationship
with his religion, and importantly himself, changed when he
reached what he calls “deradicalisation” in January 2014: a point
when he came to terms with his sexuality.
“I’m still very much a believing Muslim,” he explains. “I gave
myself freedom to think outside my religious beliefs.”
Born in East London, Sohail’s family was amongst the first wave

“I actually pressured

my family at one point
to get me married to a
girl in an attempt to fix
myself

„

of immigrants from Pakistan. In his Muslim family, upbringing
was disciplined. “The kind of Islam I was brought up into was
one the most radical forms. It was hard. There were a lot of rules
and a lot of things I wanted to do and I wasn’t allowed to do,”
Sohail recalls. This belief system, which piloted Sohail through
his adolescent years, also echoed on his sexuality.
“I became aware of me being attracted to guys but I didn’t
think of it much then. I only realised a while later that I was
something different – that my feelings weren’t representative of
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most people’s. And around that same time I was being taught
that being gay was an abomination. That it was against Islam,”
he says.
Being taught that homosexuality was a sin, Sohail believed he
was changed by social ills or punished for evil deeds. “I thought
that my internal nature had been perverted, I thought I’d done
something to deserve what I was getting,” he says. “Feeling guilty
and terrible about myself was how I grew up with my sexuality.”
Sohail’s decision to come out severed the ties with his family.
After going through exorcism as an attempt to change his
orientation at his family’s request, Sohail found himself in the
streets. This, he tells, is not uncommon. Another alternative
that gay Muslims may opt for is a straight marriage. “The most
classical kind of scholars in Islam say that one of the ways in
which you can be cured of homosexuality is to get married to a
woman,” he says.
“The reason why people feel pressured into getting married is
because for fear of being found out by their family and friends,
and therefore facing the consequences of that,” he adds. From
his own experience, Sohail says many believe that they can be
cured from homosexuality and that it is something that should
be changed. “I actually pressured my family at one point to get
me married to a girl in an attempt to fix myself. I really believed
that actually it would help me to be fixed,” he says.

On the edgelands
Momin Rahman, professor in sociology at Trent University,
has focused his research in the area of LGBT citizenship
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with Muslim identity. He says that Muslims identifying with
homosexuality often decide to follow conventional heterosexual
patterns because of familial, cultural, and religious pressure,
which then impacts their cultural and religious identities.
“We often assume from our western experiences that true
freedom for LGBT people is to come out and live as an exclusively
LGBT person, but this has the danger of imposing a Eurocentric
model on different cultures,” Rahman says. The issue is having
to negotiate a different set of cultural and religious views
simultaneously challenging Islamophobia and homophobia.
Dr Shanon Shah, a sociologist of religion, conducted doctoral
research at King’s College on gay Muslims in Malaysia and
Britain between 2012 and 2013. He found that in both countries
Islam was a core component of the participants’ identity. “Gay
Muslims in Britain are affected by the constant politicisation
of Islam,” Dr Shah explains. “At the same time, they deal with
high levels of ignorance about homosexuality or even hostility
towards it within their own religious or ethnic communities.”
To Sohail, invisibility within both communities is familiar.
“You do have a community with the Muslim community and
you tend to stay with them because you have more in common
with them, but you keep your sexuality hidden. Going out to
the wider LGBT community, you can’t really talk about the
experiences of you being Muslim because they don’t really
understand,” he explains. “You don’t fit in in any community.
You’re just in limbo.”
Rahman admits that Muslims caught between Islamophobia

“We

often assume
that true freedom for
LGBT people is to
come out and live as
an exclusively LGBT
person

„

from western societies and homophobia within their Muslim
communities may indeed face harsh consequences. Many
struggle to come out and often feel unable to make that choice.
“On top of that issue, many feel that they do not want to abandon
their cultural heritage but they know that many Muslims in their
community do not accept them either, so they are often caught
in an uncertain, unanchored intersectional location, being told
they belong to neither community,” Rahman says.
Dr Shah, who conducted interviews with 12 LGBT Muslim
men and women in Britain and interacted with a couple of
hundred more, says that many of them saw their sexual and
religious status as something special to tackle the layers of
inequality. “They revised their views on Islam, seeing it as an
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inclusive religion that opposes all forms of injustice, and saw
Muslims who held exclusivist or homophobic attitudes as unIslamic,” he explains. “They also worked to expand notions of
equality and diversity within the mainstream LGBT community,
which they saw as predominantly white and middle-class,” he
adds.

The spectrum widens
Dr Shas says that a rhetoric that casts Muslims exceptionally
opposed to homosexuality shouldn’t be a focal narrative. He
points out that in 2013, the majority of Muslim MPs in the
UK voted in favour of equal marriage legislation. “Having
said that, some challenges are cultural. Several of my British
Muslim participants were concerned about forced or arranged
marriages, something which did not crop up as frequently with
my Malaysian participants,” he says.
Professor Oliver Scharbrodt, Director of Chester Centre for
Islamic Studies, has observed these cultural nuances. He notes
that while the socially conservative views on sexuality are still
prevalent within Muslim contexts, attitudes have been changing
particularly in western societies. “Among Muslims, there has
been a growing trend to challenge and reconsider conservative,
traditional and patriarchal gender roles,” Scharbrodt says. “We
can also observe a growing trend of young Muslims in the
West who are openly homosexual and identify themselves as
practising Muslims.”

Sohail Ahmed: gay and muslim.
Photo: Jasmin Ojalainen

Sohail Ahmed: gay and muslim.
Photo: Jasmin Ojalainena
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Albeit what may be culturally progressive, the voice of unison
from religious authorities is still faint. Timothy Winter, known
to his colleagues as Shaykh Abdul Hakim Murad at Cambridge’s
Faculty of Divinity, proposes that Muslim values recall an earlier
generation of British values on questions of sexuality: “Although
the mainstream may no longer hold to those values we surely do
not wish only one set of social beliefs to be tolerated or voiced.”
Winter sees modern liberalism as tolerant, rather than
totalitarian – a society that endorses a wider set of beliefs,
including those in opposition of homosexuality. “To be part
of British society does not impose the duty to comply with
the majority’s social beliefs, only to obey the law,” he says, and
frames the question of cultural identity in rather simple terms:
“One can fully belong to a Western society while conscientiously
objecting to some of its majoritarian social beliefs.”

“Among Muslims, there

has been a growing trend
to challenge and reconsider
conservative,traditionaland
patriarchal gender roles

Islamic theological discourse and in terms of gay marriage.
“I’ve been an extremist for 22 years of my life, so if I can be
convinced that being gay is okay, vast majority of Muslims can,”
he says.
Is it possible for a practising Muslim to be gay? Dr Shah
believes that binary stereotypes should be cast aside. “Islam is
so diverse and Muslims have a huge variety of ways in which
they make Islam meaningful in their lives,” he says and adds:
“Archbishop Desmond Tutu once famously said he could not
worship a homophobic God. Some Muslims feel that way about
Allah.” It was this sort of freedom that led Sohail to explore his
joint cultural and sexual identity. “I gave myself an opportunity
to look outside of my fundamentalist beliefs,” he explains.
“My beliefs widened, and that led me to on to reconsider
religious views as related to homosexuality. That gave me the
ability to reconsider my sexuality.”
Sohail talks passionately and explains himself carefully, but
what speaks the most is his smile. “I accepted a positive, a
conclusive transition of Islam. I was finally proud to be Muslim.
And proud to be gay,” he says. And it shows.

„

Scharbrodt proposes that Muslims in the West adapt their
beliefs and practices according to their sociocultural contexts.
“There are certainly many voices amongst Muslim scholars
and intellectuals living in Europe in particular who argue
for a European version of Islam that remains faithful to the
basic religious precepts while adopting the cultural values of
European societies,” he says. Winter suggests that the issue
of homosexuality, along with liberating interpretations, may
depend upon individualistic values. “Those who in good
conscience disagree with a particular sexual practice should
have the right to do so, if they do not advocate discrimination
or hatred.”

No strange, but revolutionary
bedfellows
There is vibrant growth amongst the LGBT Muslims and
their cultural communities to progress equality and diversity,
and in Sohail’s opinion, “fighting hate with love” will go a long
way to change views. The communication between the two
communities is key, and Sohail notes that support from the
LGBT side “is having an impact on the Muslim community.”
He sincerely believes that Muslims will not only become more
tolerant, but accepting of homosexuality – even in the
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Freedom unveiled
Rudina Mustafa speaks out about the issues that arise
when a muslim woman decides to wear the veil

T

here is a long history of debate and discussions
surrounding the hijab, which has highlighted tensions
between the Muslim community and the rest of the
world. As a Muslim, being presented with wrinkled foreheads,
raised eyebrows, widened eyes and open mouths has been a
norm. “But you don’t wear the hijab?” It has never hit me until
recently that this reaction bothered me. Maybe it was because I
wasn’t truly a practicing Muslim until now.
A great saying from Mufti Ismail Menk, a popular Islamic
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scholar and motivational speaker amongst Muslims and some
non-Muslims, stated the following: “When you see a female
dressed in a manner that is unacceptable Islamically, do not for
a moment think that she is lower than you spiritually. If you do
that, you are lower than her. She might have one weakness that is
outward, and you have 50 weaknesses that are hidden.”
The hijab has become a form of identify for Muslim women.
It represents a commitment and an emblem of modesty and
piety that includes not only in the way you dress, but also your

20

Spectrum - March 2016
21/02/2016 6:50:17 p.m.

demeanour and in the way you behave.
Furthermore, a woman wearing the hijab visibly expresses
their devotion to God. Unfortunately, it is one of the most
misunderstood and misinterpreted marks of being a Muslim.

‘‘It is one of the most

misunderstood and
misinterpreted mark
of being a Muslim

„

Associated oneself with the hijab has resulted in brutal and cruel
assaults and a symbol of oppression.
Though there is scant official statistics that reveal how many
Muslim women wear the hijab, according to the Muslim
Council of Britain, drawing on the 2011 census, there are over
two million Muslims that make up the overall population in
England and Wales.
Furthermore, in a recent report from the Pew Research project
a view that the number of Muslims is expected to “grow twice
as fast between 2010 and 2015, and will be the world’s largest
religious group surpassing Christians.”
Having been brought up in a non-strict practicing Muslim life,
and recently becoming more religious, covering and wearing the
headscarf is something I’m considering. Nevertheless, I would
be lying if I said I wasn’t cautious about wearing the hijab. One
of the biggest causes for concerns is the abuse Muslim women
have to face for covering up.
There are many women who are forced to wear the hijab in
some countries, however, what people fail to realise is that there
are many Muslim women that choose to cover up. The hijab
is viewed as the epitome of oppression. Why should someone
be defined and judged by the way they choose to dress? Many
feminists believe it is a man-based problem. However, the hijab
is worn for the sake of God and not for anybody else’s sake.
In October 2015, Prime Minister David Cameron, for the
first time, announced that anti-Muslim hate crimes are to be
recorded as a separate category.
According to the Crime Survey or England and Wales, results
show that from 2012/13 to 2014/15 “0.8 per cent of Muslim
adults were most likely to be a victim of religiously motivated
hate crime compared to 0.1 per cent for Christians adults or
those with no religion.”
There has been abundant media coverage showing the growth
of anti-Muslim hate crimes. In June a Muslim woman was
attacked by two women who pulled her hijab as she went to
collect her children from school. The same incident occurred to
a 16 year old girl who was assaulted and left with broken teeth
and a smashed lip as she walked to college.
Just recently the video of a woman shouting abusive statements
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to two Muslim women telling them to “go back to [their]
country” and claiming they hid bombs underneath their clothes.
Moreover, within a couple of weeks, another assault where a
Muslim woman in her 40s was punched in the head and kicked
off the bus by two young women.
The rise of extremist terrorist groups manifested a horrible
perception of all Muslims. Terrorism is performed in the name
of Islam and has led people to feel disenchanted to the people of
the Islamic faith. It has driven them to verbally and physically
abuse Muslims resulting in the Muslim society to become fearful
of their surroundings.
This fear of wearing the hijab is as a result of these hideous
incidents that Muslim women have to deal with. They clearly
demonstrate the hate and violence towards hijab-wearing
women and Muslims in general. Having to worry about leaving
your house, fearing that you’re going to be attacked by a stranger,
this isn’t life.
A nun can be covered head to toe in order to show her devotion
to their God. But when a Muslim woman decides to do the same
thing she is considered oppressed. Why in a free society the
only thing not free to be is Muslim?
Who says women are supposed to look a certain way? Media.
Social pressure. Consumer culture. Sex is embedded into society
within the advertisements of products such as clothing, video
games and even cars. The value of beauty is judged by the sexual
objectification of women. Hijabi women don’t fit that mold.

‘‘The value of beauty

is judged by the
sexual objectification
of women

„

Consequently, a society where women who do wear the hijab
are mocked and treated unfairly has made some women make
a conscious decision about wearing the hijab. This is due to the
attention that the headscarf brings and as a result the fear of
being attacked because of it.
In spite of that, our tendency to give in and lose faith causes
us to override what is most important. We need to sort out our
priorities and dealing with the many obstacles that are thrown
our way. One great saying is that sometimes we need to let our
faith be stronger than our fears!
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Michaela DePrince played lead in the Nutcracker at the Dutch National Ballet
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No black
swans

for ballet

From Sierra Leonean orphan to rising star at the Dutch National Ballet, Michaela DePrince marks progress for black
dancers in ballet. But dancers of colour in Britain still have
a long way to go before being represented on the stage.
Andy Gorman reports

M

ichaela DePrince was born in war-torn Sierra Leone.
At the orphanage, she was mistreated because of a
little understood skin condition in the village where
she grew up. White patches adorned her dark skin and because
of them, she became known as the “devil’s child”.
Her only solace at the orphanage was a picture she found in
a magazine, which blew in from under the gates. It featured a
woman standing on the tip of her toes. Michaela remembers that:
“She seemed so happy and I wasn’t - I just knew I needed to
become her”. The picture marked her first wobbly steps in the
world of ballet.
Last December, Michaela was cast to play the lead role in The
Nutcracker in the company where she works: “[I’m] the first
black ballerina to play this role at the Dutch National Ballet. It
is thrilling, and I could not feel more honoured to be given this
role”.
This marks a second big win for dark skinned ballet dancers.
Last year, Misty Copeland became the first African-American
woman to become a principal dancer in the American Ballet
Theatre’s 75 year history. Despite this progress, ballet is still a very
white world.
Behind the scenes, the competition is fierce. Finding a job as
a ballerina is hard enough when you’re white, but when you’re
black it is even more challenging. According to Michaela her skin
colour was a problem when it came down to finding a jo.b: “It
was nearly impossible for me to find a job in a premiere classical
company in the United States. This became very disheartening.
However, I think it is easier in Europe for a black ballerina.”
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Diversity in ballet is not only a problem in the US. A quick
browse through the Corps de Ballets rosters of some of the most
prestigious ballet companies shows that black swans are a rare
sight in the UK.
At The Royal Ballet School there are currently five non-white
dancers out of 96. The English National Ballet has seen a rise
from two male dancers in 2012 to five dancers of colour in a
troop of 69. Precious Adams is the only black ballerina there.

“She

seemed so
happy and I wasn’t - I
just knew I needed to
become her

„

Outside London isn’t much more promising as there too,
recruiters glide over black dancers: the Birmingham Royal Ballet
counts two dancers of colour, both of whom are men, in their
Company of 62 while the Northern Ballet has three men of
colour out of 46 dancers.
It seems that part of the problem, might be the lack of non-white
applicants. At the Royal Opera Ballet, for instance, the number of
non-white applicants is of 10 per cent. Michaela believes that lack
of access could be the reason why there are so few ballet dancers
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in National Companies: “The problem is that high quality dance
education is often unavailable to black girls or their parents see
no sense to spending so much money on dance lessons, when
there may be no Companies who will hire black ballerinas. It’s
like a vicious circle.”
In London, Ballet Schools are often located in wealthy areas.
Out of the six most prestigious Ballet Schools in London, only
the London Russian Ballet School is based in an area where low
income families live.
According to data from 2013 provided by the Greater London
Authority, The Royal Ballet School, the English National School
of Ballet, The Royal Academy of Dance and the Central School
of Ballet are located in places where the average percentage of
ethnic minorities is between 14.6 per cent and 32 per cent. The
average population of ethnic minorities in London boroughs is
of 38 per cent.

“There

were comments thrown around
like ‘Black feet were
made to run in the
jungle’

„

In the classrooms of The Russian Ballet School, pale white
swans dance beside dark skinned princesses at the barre. They
are only a handful, but hopefully they will one day dance in the
spotlight alongside white dancers. Nelli Rees, a spokesperson for
the Russian Ballet School, states that: “We have a lot of black
girls in our school, so hopefully this [lack of diversity] will
change”. They refused to comment any further.
Access however, might not be the only reason why there are so
few dark-skinned dancers. Adesola Akinleye is the founder of
Dancing Strong and a previous dancer from The Dance Theatre
of Harlem, a racially diverse company in the US.
She believes that black dancers do have access and suggesting
that they don’t is racially loaded: “It kind of makes the assumption
that black people are working class...”
Adesola also believes that the lack of diversity in National
Companies can not be explained by a lack of black ballet
dancers: “I wouldn’t say that there aren’t any black dancer.
There are and there always have been, and there is access. I think
all of those things are sort of subsets of the fact that it’s a racist
environment.”
She isn’t the only one to believe that the lack of dancers of
colour can simply be explained by a lack of access. Sandie Mae
Bourne has been working on a dissertation about the lack of
representation of black dancers in ballet for several years. Before
that, she too was a black ballerina in London.
She is certain that ballet has kept a very old-school mindset
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of what the body of a ballerina should look like: “There is a
primitive perception of the black body. Black dancers have
the added stereotype [about their bodies] when they’re being
trained” Sandie adds that: “Your body is not going to stop you
from doing a pirouette. You’re going to do that turn if you’ve had
the right training and you can perform.”
Vincent Bugg, a mixed race dancer, has been training in
ballet since the age of five where he danced in one of the most
prestigious London Ballet Schools. He doesn’t feel comfortable
referring to the name of the school, as it could ruin his reputation.
Of his time there he states that: “I’ve always appreciated all the
training that I’ve had.”
But on more than one occasion, Vincent felt that he didn’t
quite fit the mould of what a ballet dancer should look like.
When talking about his childhood and ballet training he says:
“The older generation, the way that they’d been taught it had
obviously been droned into their heads. There were comments
thrown around like: ‘You can never point as good as a white
person’ and ‘Black feet were made to run in the jungle’. Those
were comments I heard regularly throughout my childhood.”
This is not every black dancer’s experience, however. Bradley
Applewhaite, a mixed race dancer who performed the lead role
in the Snowman, doesn’t believe that there is racism in ballet.
In fact, he believes his skin colour is actually beneficial to his
career: “I find that I get hired a lot easier because I’m of colour.
I kind of stand out so yeah. It’s worked to my advantage to this
point.”

Michaela DePrince dancing in Harlem
Photo: Gallo Images/REX

From Sierra Leonean orphan to ballerina at the Dutch National Ballet
Photo: Gallo Images/REX
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The aesthetic of ballet is marked by the idea of uniformity. In
the Nutcracker, the Waltz of Flowers is performed by dancers
in pastel hues, performing the same exact movement in perfect
synchronisation. Michaela believes that a black ballerina could
disrupt this perfect aesthetic in the Corps de Ballet: “A dark
ballet dancer stands out, and she will get noticed more by the
audience. Often the audience’s eyes will be on her when even the
Prima is dancing.”
Alice Faye Hammer, a former dancer at the Royal Opera House,
believes that the concept of identicalness found in ballet is not
about literally looking the same as the other ballerinas, but
embodying the same intention: “A corps de ballet is intrinsically
about homogeneity. However, I believe this should purely be
uniformity in technique, movement and choreography.”
Sandie condemns the artform for being stuck in the past and
not representative enough of British society: “Ballet pieces were
made in the 18th century. But we live in a modern society”
she goes on to add “It’s all down to the artistic directors of the
companies to diversify their programs and change what they’re
portraying to the audience.”
However, ballet schools seem to be slowly changing their idea
of what ballet should look like. Dr Andrew McBirnie, Director
of Examinations at the The Royal Academy of Dance said that
there has been a 25 per cent increase in the number of dancers of
colour at the school between 2013 and 2015.
He does state that the data might be inaccurate as the applicants
to the school provide this information on a voluntary basis. As
such, there might be inaccuracies in the data found and as Dr
McBirnie states: “It is difficult to set these figures in the context
of what we might reasonably expect to see”.
This small rise in the number of black ballet dancers in some
of the most prestigious schools is encouraging. It means that in a
few years, there could be more black dancers on stage.

some of the big classical companies claim that qualified black
ballerinas are not out there, but that isn’t true. They may not
be coming to their auditions in large numbers, but they are
definitely there. These Companies must be willing to give the
qualified black ballerinas a chance.”

Michaela DePrince is one of the only black ballerinas in the world
to dance the lead role at a national company
Photo: Judy Tyrus

Michaela DePrince rehearsing at the Dance Theatre of Harlem
Photo: Judy Tyrus

“I think all of those

things are sort of
subsets of the fact
that it’s a racist
environment

„

Elizabeth Bell, head of press and communications at the Royal
Opera ballet firmly stated: “the Royal Ballet is an international
company with more than 25 nationalities represented, white and
non-white. The Royal Ballet is dedicated to creating an inclusive
company and committed to making ballet accessible to all.”
Michaela disagrees with the Royal Opera Ballet and believes
that the dancers of colour are already there… Just cast aside. At
the end of the day, she says, it is all down to the Directors of the
National Ballet Companies to hire more black ballet dancers and
shift their ‘eurocentric’ idea of beauty: “The artistic directors of
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Michaela DePrince is the new rising star at the Dutch National Ballet
Photo: Rachel Neville

“A dark ballet dancer stands

out, and she will get noticed
more by the audience. Often
the audience’s eyes will be
on her when even the Prima
is dancing

„
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Michaela DePrince is the new rising star at the Dutch National Ballet
Photo: Rachel Neville

Caged Bird
A free bird leaps
on the back of the wind
and floats downstream
till the current ends
and dips his wing
in the orange sun rays
and dares to claim the sky.

The free bird thinks of another
breeze
and the trade winds soft through
the sighing trees
and the fat worms waiting on a
dawn bright lawn
and he names the sky his own

But a bird that stalks
down his narrow cage
can seldom see through
his bars of rage
his wings are clipped and
his feet are tied
so he opens his throat to sing.

But a caged bird stands on the
grave of dreams
his shadow shouts on a nightmare
scream
his wings are clipped and his feet
are tied
so he opens his throat to sing.

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill
of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard
on the distant hill
for the caged bird
sings of freedom.

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill
of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard
on the distant hill
for the caged bird
sings of freedom.

by Maya Angelou
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If you see Fatima
Maria,
If you see Fatima, tell her
They are still here, the womenkillers, still here with knives,
Waiting.
Tell her still
This darkness, this killing devours
us, all our seasons.
Tell Fatima
This atmosphere changes from one
song to another,
One sea flies to another,
One garden gives rain to another.
Every twilight, a door will open for
new love
And every evening, we will light a
candle for
The innocent woman. Every 8th of
March,
We will dress in the clothing of
fairness. Tell her, to Fatima
Say, after her death, we lit our epic
poems on fire,
We pounded on the gates of our
books,
We filled the vessel of our
imagination with
Anger.
Before the many mirrors of speech,
we spit
On our dishonored image.
Tell her, with fury, to Fatima say,
After her death, what didn’t we do.
Yet still the women-killers with
knives and daggers of
Honor

Are here . . . at the door to our
homes
They wait. Maria,
I gave my own heart one night to
God
So that you would not disappear
I presented my own head, like a
flower,
To the river of an epic poem, full
of life
So that you would not return to the
tents of Adam.
Maria,
Now we, in any way that appears,
With our honor, we will be
recognized.
If we run to the lovers’ refuge,
The lovers will cry out:
They are coming . . . they are
coming . . . the tribe of honor is
coming.
Take up your flowers.
Go inside . . . bar the doors and the
windows.
The knife is coming . . . the dagger
is coming . . .honor is coming.
Go inside.
Don’t open the door, even for the
clouds.
Don’t open the window, even for
the rain.
Daggers are falling like rain, honor
has begun to storm,
Don’t open the sky, even for God .
. . go inside.

by Jamal Khamber
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No longer a black

KELLY WILLIAMS II, 17, DALLAS, TEXAS
SELF-ID: African American and German/multiracial
Photography : Martin Schoeller part of “The Changing Face of
America”
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and white world

“Though

biologically
race is fiction, socially
we make it a reality

„

HOSANNA MARSHALL, 32, NEW YORK, NEW YORK
SELF-ID: African American, Native American, white, and Jewish
Photography : Martin Schoeller part of “The Changing Face of America”
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Arnelle Paterson delves into the behaviour from a
mixed race perspective, a world she knows all too well

F

or 21-year-old Jarneia Richard-Noel, the idea that being
mixed race influences her behaviour is something that
she’s very familiar with.
Could there be any truth in this? Could being mixed race have
a bearing on an individual’s personality and behaviour?
Jarneia’s not alone; she’s one of more than one million mixed
race people in the UK, with Londoners accounting for 400,000
of them according to the ONS’ 2011 Census. The National
Statistics classification reported that they are the fastest growing
ethnic minority group and will be the largest in the UK by 2020.
She refers to the slang term ‘lightie’ which is used to describe
a mixed race or black person with a lighter skin tone, as well as
the phrase ‘feeling yourself ’, usually used when an individual is
feeling confident. “Oh, you give slow replies, oh, you’re feeling
yourself, it’s ‘cos you’re a lightie. Oh you’re on your lightie
behaviour. It’s stupid really.”
The definition of race has been met with varied views. Ann
Morning, an Associate Professor of Sociology at New York
University draws on her findings from interviewing over 40
biology and anthropology professors. “Almost 40 per cent
described races as groups of people who share certain innate,
inherited biological traits. In contrast, over 60 per cent argued
that races do not correspond to patterns of human biological
variation.”
Nikki Khanna, Associate Professor of Sociology at the
University of Vermont believes that race is a social construct.
“Humans, regardless of race, are almost genetically identical –
sharing 99 per cent of our DNA. We, as humans, created this
thing called ‘race’. What is ‘black’ in Brazil is not what is ‘black’
in the US or in the UK. We, as humans, make race real every day
– via prejudice, discrimination and racism. Though biologically
race is fiction, socially we make it a reality.”
For mixed race individuals, Dr Peter Aspinall, a Sociology
lecturer at the University of Kent explains that there is a “very
large range” of factors that shape how mixed individuals define
themselves. “These might include, for example, how a person is
socialised by his/her parents in their teenage years and earlier;
influences of wider family members; the ethnic composition of
the neighbourhood where a person is brought up; the ethnic
composition of school environments.”
Aspinall goes on to list other factors. “The ethnic patterning of
friendships; the ethnicity, race of partner or spouse; experiences
of racism and discrimination; how the person feels other
perceive them in ethnic and racial terms; and broader factors
such as social class and living in deprived neighbourhoods.”
Nevertheless, race isn’t an important aspect of self-identity
for all mixed race people. Aspinall discusses his findings from

SPECTRUM-FinalLayout.indd 32

his 2013 survey with Miri Song. “A number of our mixed race
respondents, including those who reported in the survey that
their parents’ race/ethnicity was important to them, revealed in
their interviews that their mixedness was not particularly central
to their sense of selves…being British and being immersed in
mainstream British culture was a taken-for-granted common
denominator of experience”.
50-year-old Steven Rothwell was born to a white mother and
black father. He lives in Kent with his Caucasian wife, step
son and his daughter from a previous relationship. Like the
respondents in Aspinall and Song’s survey, he doesn’t believe
that his mixed race heritage is central to who he is. “The fact that
we were parentless made all of us different in society. I feel that
learning to deal with being ‘different’ shaped my identity but
that was not to do with my race. I am British and I am who I am.
Every mixed race person is different, people are just different.”
Khanna adds that phenotype, the way that someone looks,
plays a significant role, but also notes that race isn’t static. “How
one racially identifies may also change over one’s lifetime and
change from context to context, for example someone of blackwhite ancestry may identify as multiracial as an adolescent and
as black as an adult, or shift between identities depending on
thesituation or context.”
This is something that 20-year-old Zoe Mills identifies with.
She was born to a white mother and Jamaican father and lives
with her partner of four years in Stevenage. She refers to one of
her best friends Rachel, who she’s known for over a decade. “If

“People

may alter
the way they dress,
talk, or even look to
appear ‘more black’

„

I chill with Rachel, I act like a white girl sometimes, I’m more
well spoken too, but when I’m at work with my black guy friend
Maxwell, I act different, the way I talk, the jokes, even my music
taste and choice is different.”
A particular social psychological process that Sociology
professor Khanna often writes about is the idea that people see
themselves as others do. “Many of the people I interview self
identity as black because that is how (they believe) they are
viewed in larger society. In fact, Barack Obama once said he
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self-identifies as black because that’s how the world sees him.
For many others as well, their self identity is rooted in how they
think larger society views them.”
This is the case for 23-year-old Beatrice Addo. Beatrice
was born to a mother of Ghanaian and Syrian descent and a
Ghanaian father, yet she doesn’t see herself as mixed. “I’m not
black, I’m human, but in the eyes of the world I am black, so I’ll
check that box.”
After securing a scholarship to study in Brighton when she
was 16, she went on to complete a degree in Political Science
at the University of York with a stint in California. Last year,
she graduated with a Masters in Comparative and International
Education at the University of Oxford. “You are who you are,
God blessed us all with life and talents, I don’t see my race as an
impediment or handicap.”
Alana Butler, an instructor in School of Continuing Education
(Psychology) at Ryerson University explains that this outlook is
a concept known as hypo descent where racial identity is based
on the minority culture. “A person with one black and one white
parent would still be considered black… Society still classifies
race by skin colour/tone and mixed race individuals with dark
skin, famous examples including Halle Berry, are labelled black.
Whiteness is a guarded category of privilege and power so access
to white racial identification is restricted,” she says.
Butler believes that racial identity development is an important
means of survival. “Developing a sense of racial identity provides
individuals with a form of cultural capital that can help them
navigate in society.”
Within developing a sense of racial identity, Khanna’s research
has shown that mixed race people often “perform race” to signal
their identity. “People may alter the way they dress, talk, or even
look to appear ‘more black’. In some cases, they may selectively
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date a particular group to signal their preferred racial identities
to others.”
Makeda Lewis, a 20-year-old Psychology student from West
London grew up in a predominantly Asian area. She was born to
an Indian mother and Grenadian father.
She’s currently in a relationship with a black male which she
believes is because her father ‘drummed in’ that she ‘should be
with a black man’. “I don’t believe I ‘act black’ though ‘cos even
though I have a lot of black friends, I don’t act anything like
them. I love Tim Burton movies and Sci-Fi. That’s not to say all
black people don’t like these things, it’s just my black friends are
more interested in reality TV shows and going clubbing.”
Breeding and genetics studies have confirmed that genes
influence personality, but are shaped depending on context.
For example, people with a specific gene have a higher risk of
depression and antisocial behaviour that can only be triggered
if they experience extreme stress or bad treatment during their
childhood.
However, Michael J Frank, Psychology Professor at Brown
University believes that genes don’t directly influence behaviour.
“They do influence aspects of behaviour by affecting its neural
underpinnings. In our research, we have found that genetic
variants linked to differing dopamine function in the striatum,”
he says.
When dopamine works within the striatum of the brain, it
provides feelings of pleasure and the reinforcement to continue
to participate in “rewarding” activities such as eating, sex or
drug abuse.
Frank’s research with his team has found that differing genetic
variants influence the way dopamine works and the extent of
which people learn from the positive or negative consequences
of their decisions. “The influence of these same individual genes
may not translate to clear effects on personality variables”, he
says, “still, the impact of many clusters of such genes could
certainly do so.”
The extent to which a mixture of gene variants can affect an
individual has yet to be uncovered.
“Studying the impact of genes across races is complicated,
some traits and mental illnesses are known to be heritable via
genes but this does not mean that we know the specific genes
involved or even whether there are only a few relevant ones or
several hundred… then it becomes difficult to know if any effect
of a given gene on behaviour is related to the ones under study
or to any number of others ones,” adds Frank.
So does race have a bearing on how a mixed race individual
behaves? “My mother is a single parent who taught us about
our ethnic background from a very young age, we understood
teachings and values from a different perspective. I feel that my
whole life has been shaped by my races and has made me into
the person I am today,” Zoe admits.
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The Benefits of studying
race and ethnicity

S

tanford University scholars have conducted an analysis based on three high schools
in San Francisco and the findings show that
levels of attendance for students that were on
the verge of dropping out increased by 21% if they
were doing a course that looked at the impact of
race and nationality on the forming of personalities.
In an interview given to The Guardian newspaper,
Thomas S. Dee, the professor who conducted the
study along with Emily Penner, admitted that the
results of the study were unexpected: “I was sur-

prised that this particular course could have such
dramatic effects on the academic outcomes of atrisk kids.”
The ethnic studies course that the pilot program
was analyzing involved the use of cultural analogies
so that students and professors could discuss issues
such as the reinforcement of racial stereotypes
through media portrayal of news stories.

by Leontina Postelnicu

Young, qualified
& jobless

A

study has revealed that ethnic minorities in the UK face major job discriminations.
The ethnic minority community in
Britain faces serious job discriminations after
graduation. A study by the Institute for Social and
Economic Research at the University of Essex has
found that British ethnic minority graduates are
less likely to be employed six months after graduation, in comparison to white British graduates.
The chances for black British graduates are 3% to
4% less likely to be employed than white British
graduates. Meanwhile those belonging to a Pakistani/Bangladeshi background are faced with an
even higher gap of 10% to 15%.
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Results also showed that three years after graduation ethnic minorities earn between 3% and 7&
less than their white counterparts, females often
earning even less than males. However, those who
are unemployed following graduation can expect
to earn up to 25% less later in life than those who
find jobs after graduating, which creates an even
bigger gap for ethnic minorities. These findings
have raised concerning thoughts because on average, ethnic minority groups in Britain are well
educated and even more likely to attend university
than their white British peers.
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The stigma of depression in
South Asian cultures

Depression: what’s the big issue ? Eman Al-Zubaydi investigates on the stigma in South Asian cultures

I

t has recently been revealed that mixed anxiety and
depression is the most common mental disorder in Britain.
Statistics published by the Mental Health
Foundation has found that 9% of the people meet the criteria
for diagnosis.
Depression is a mental illness that is becoming more frequently
explored and understood by society. However, there is often the
need to demand it to be taken seriously, particularly from those
who come from an Asian culture. More studies are beginning
to show the relation between the treatment of depression and
race, revealing that some societies are more understanding of
the illness than others.
The race a person belongs to can absolutely affect the way
depression is dealt with. Naseem Joban is a university lecturer
of Psychology but also works in a clinic to help people with
mental disorders. She worked a lot with South Asian women in
her time working in a clinic in Southall, an area predominantly
belonging to that race. She says that South Asian women in
London were almost “a forgotten group of people”, not being
offered sufficient help. “They weren’t offered any counselling
but not just that, there wasn’t the support mechanisms of other
women, other people.” Naseem suggests that doctors are slowly
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becoming more aware of depression in Asian communities but
that it isn’t good enough. “They’re slowly realising that there is
an issue that needs to be dealt with but the services are still not
really out there to support Asian women.”
Naseem suggests that there is a huge stigma surrounding
depression and the way it is perceived. She says that it is brushed
off, not really seen as being a mental illness. “It’s a little bit more
than just that. There some sort of an emphasis for people to ‘snap
out of it’, or that they’re making it up and there’s a lot of force
involved.” She points out that sufferers are undergoing a loss of
control and that the South Asian community fails to understand
it. “There’s a lot of blame and judgment, it isn’t just ignored.”
The South Asian culture is known to label problematic issues
a taboo. Therefore discussion and open dialogue is not made
use of to progress the South Asian community into the changes
of the 21st Century. Depression has proven to be amongst the
unspoken taboos. Sayed Sabzvari is of Pakistani origin and
he believes it to be difficult to be Pakistani and suffering from
depression.
“People tend to shy away from admitting that they are depressed.
It’s like showing weakness. The rare occasion that someone does
admit it, they do so to close ones” Sayed admits that he has not
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A woman reads, part of "Depressed"
Credit: Flickr

told his family that he is suffering from depression.
“If they know they are going to just overwhelm me with questions
and make me more depressed than do anything to help.” He also
goes on to say that many people don’t know how to handle the
situation if they find out someone is depressed. His sister is the
sole person he has told stating, “she’s easy to talk to and she’s the
only one I can talk to”.
Sarra is a young adult of Indian descent, finding her way
through university. Her depression started when she left college
and has been more deeply affecting her since she has entered
university. “A lot of people have very little understanding and
knowledge about depression. People might see you down all
the time and not know you’re depressed. They don’t know how
to deal with you or how to act around you, which makes it
increasingly difficult to try and overcome.”
She also reveals that being a British-Indian can actually
make things even more difficult “I think is actually admitting
a problem and that happens with loads of other issues such as
marriage problems or disability like learning disability. Another
thing is taking medication. I feel like there’s this weird thing in
Asian cultures where people don’t want to take medication and
I’ve been like told by a few family members don’t take any meds
that the doctors try to give you.”
A research agency called Ethnos shed light on judgment that
sufferers may face within their community in a mental health
survey on ethnicminorities. A third of South Asian people report
experiencing some form of discrimination from within their own
communities because of their mental illness. Sarra also mentions
that her Indian heritage requires every member of the family to
play in active role and to be social. Acting otherwise may break
ties with the community, ultimately isolating the person with
depression further and therefore possibly worsening the level of
depression. “Depression is disregarded as a serious problem. It is
seen as a ‘phase’ that will be overcome with time rather than with
treatment, whether they be medicinal, religious, or societal”.
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Research by the charity Mind has revealed that middle-aged
Punjabi women understand the meaning and effect of depression
but they see it as a natural process of life. This therefore results in
them preferring to attend services at a religious institute, instead
of seeking medical treatment or advice by a doctor.
Sulafa Yassin is a psychotherapist who describes depression as
an experience of “low moods and a loss of interest and pleasure
for the majority of the day”. She emphasizes the need of treating
depression through early intervention, stating “therapy is
more likely to be successful in addressing the depression if it is
addressed in its early stages.”
Depression can have a ripple effect; once it has affected the
person it goes on to impact family, friends, sometimes even
the surrounding community. “The community, if it does not
understand the process of depression, tends to isolate the
individual.”

“There some sort of an
emphasis for people to
‘snap out of it’„

This has been more evident in South Asian communities where
the person is seen as strange or antisocial. “In some cultures it
is difficult to accept depression as a clinical diagnosis and thus
no treatment is sought. At times this rejection of the diagnosis is
from the individual but can also be from the families.”
Sulafa’s experience with South Asian clients has also supported
the claim that it is more difficult to treat depression in the
culture. “I have found that some clients (regardless of their
cultural background) will refuse a diagnosis of depression
believing that one can easily overcome their symptoms without
any professional intervention. I have also found that in some
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cases the individual or family may attribute the cause of their
symptoms to something else for example ‘evil eye’, ‘black magic’
etc. So they seek alternative spiritual intervention.”
However, it is difficult to place blame on a community when it
is essentially down to the family. “Although I do believe culture
can play a role in the influence of overcoming depression, it is
only because of the influence it might have in effecting whether
the diagnosis is accepted and how open an individual or their
family is to professional intervention.”
Hazel is the same age as Sarra, but the response she received
was different. “I really think community can help depression.
I think the first stage to overcoming depression is recognising
how you’re feeling and realising that it’s okay to feel like that.”
Hazel also points out that British culture has a “stiff upper lip”
mentality of not showing emotions. “You are unable to express
how sad or anxious you are to anyone because showing extreme
emotions (especially at work or school) is seen as odd.”
Hazel’s mother also suffered with depression, which made it
easier on her. She had the right support system from her mother
that played a hand in overcoming her depression. Her school,

a visible social life, is key to sustaining respect. Mental illness
tends to disrupt these norms. Distinctly, white British culture
has modernised in terms of values.
The average white British person is not appraised for their
decision to remain unmarried and to focus on other aspects of
their lives. The pressure of the culture can severely influence a
person in their solution to overcoming depression. The lack of
openness in discussing depression in South Asian communities
aids the stigma surrounding it. It consequently becomes a
cycle that is passed down through generations, disabling the
opportunity for expression and ultimately makes asking for help
more difficult.

“showing extreme
emotions is seen
as odd „

whilst giving mixed reactions, also played a role in helping her:
There was no sense of guidance and support or care from the
senior management.
Some individual subject teachers who knew me well knew that
I wasn’t acting normally so they did support me in a way, enough
to make it through my a levels”. Her teachers were White British,
as is her mother, suggesting that their understanding gave her a
coping mechanism until she learnt to heal in her own way.
Although Hazel believes that the White/British culture also
represses the expression of depression, like the South Asian
culture, through her answers and speaking to more sufferers it is
evident that it is not the same. “My spirituality and faith helped
the process also, the belief in a God that loved me and had a plan
for my life gave me a small security and sense of purpose that
kept me fighting the depression.”
And Hazel, unlike Anita was able to turn to medication, “It
helped me cope with the big tasks, until I felt ready to take
control of my life again and come off them.” As Hazel said, her
mum went through depression so it was easier for her, however
if Hazel’s mother belonged to the South Asian culture, it is easy
to assume her mother would have been reluctant to addressing
the issue directly and being open to Hazel taking medication as
an option.
Within the South Asian community, adherence to social norms
such as doing well academically, being married, and maintaining

SPECTRUM-FinalLayout.indd 38

Jen, part of "Depressed"
Credit: Flickr

38

Spectrum - March 2016
21/02/2016 6:50:21 p.m.

Ethnic minorities are key
in the brexit debate

E

thnic minorities will not be key in
securing a Brexit according to Jasper
Lee, Co-Chair of the National Executive
Movement Against Xenophobia .
His reaction follows a speech by UKIP’s
immigration officer Steven Woolfe earlier this
year. The UKIP MEP stated that he believed
ethnic minorities would want to leave the
European Union in case of a referendum because
they were the most affected by immigration : “If
you look at the black community, they are more
likely to be struggling on low skilled wages, and
that’s the area which has been affected by large

scale migration.”
Jasper Lee stated that Steven Woolfe “could
not be more wrong” but agrees that ethnic
minorities could be key in the referendum :
“They could tip the balance in a close run race”.
However, he does not believe ethnic minorities
will want to leave the European Union.
David Lammy, Labour MP, also stated on the
Today Show that “the overwhelming majority
of Britain’s ethnic minorities want to stay in
Europe because they recognize the benefits and
are very, very nervous about the risks.”
by Andy Gorman

Encouraging teenagers
to go to university

C

onfidence building and exposure to
a new environment could encourage
more Caribbean teenagers to further
their education. African teenagers are more
likely to go to university than their AfroCaribbean counterparts according to a survey
by the Economist.
Dr Tony Sewell is the founder of Generating
Genius, a charity that supports talented young
people from disadvantaged backgrounds to
realise their potential in Science, Technology,
Engineering and Maths.
He explains the problem with Caribbean
pupils lacking confidence. “Caribbean kids
don’t have the confidence to actually ask for
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help, to interrogate their teacher and find out
more. They’re content with the bare minimum.”
As part of one of their programmes, young
people are taken to Cambridge University to
live the life of a student for three to four days.
The former teacher believes that this is ‘good
mental training’ as it takes the attendees out of
their comfort zone.
However, Sewell does believe that the
education system can help. “Schools need to
compensate for this gap with adapting different
types of tuition for different students, it could
be group, peer or one-to-one mentoring. We’re
currently experimenting with this to see how it
helps.”
by Arnelle Paterson

39

Spectrum - March 2016
21/02/2016 6:50:21 p.m.

The dark side of feminism

Andy Gorman explains why mainstream feminism is letting down the women who need it the most

T

he biggest threat to women today is feminism. Forget the
patriarchy. Feminists are sticking it to other women.The
women’s equal rights movement has become one of the
most pervasive, self-serving and oppressive cultures in modern
society.
The rise of feminist celebrities like Lena Dunham, Caitlyn
Moran and others, has made something very clear : mainstream
feminism is only fighting for the rights of middle class, ablebodied, cisgender, heterosexual, white women.
Take it from a feminist, the movement has been hi-jacked by
a bunch of cardboard box feminists fuming with rage against
the patriarchy, who whine about empowerment, while blaring
to other women that they are victims.
Even the women at the very top like Lena Dunham are saying
that women are victims of catcalling, society as a whole, gender
roles, objectification, the male gaze, etc. If you look long enough,
you can find sexism pretty much anywhere. Even at the top of
your ivory tower.
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Those feminists have all failed in acknowledging their own
privilege and stubbornly state that feminism has nothing to do
with race, social status, income or sexuality.

‘‘White

privileged
heterosexual women
should come to terms
with the fact that they
are no longer victims

„

While feminists are crusading for their rights to wear a thong
on stage, black women, muslim women, transsexual women and
handicapped women’s issues have constantly gone unnoticed.
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Their struggles are systematically ignored by the dominant group
of white feminists, for the sake of unity.
Some women have it worse than others. Black women for
instance struggle with sexism and racism. For those shaking your
heads and saying that feminism isn’t about race, I beg to differ.
Kimberle Crenshaw coined the term ‘intersectional’ in 1989
in her essay “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and
Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine,
Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics”.
She referred to an accident at an intersection to explain the
concept of intersectionality “Discrimination, like traffic through
an intersection, may flow in one direction, and it may flow in
another. If an accident happens in an intersection, it can be
caused by cars traveling from any number of directions and,
sometimes, from all of them”.
Black women are the intersection in this analogy and like in a
car accident, it is sometimes hard to reconstruct the event. So

‘‘Today’s

feminism
has become oppressive
in its failure to identify
theparticularstruggles
some women face

„

from where did the discrimination come from ? Sexism ? Racism
? Or is it a mix of both that caused the accident ?
This can be applied to any women with multiple facets to her
individuality. A person’s identity as a woman can not be separated
from their other identities. Which is why it is so important for
feminists to practise intersectionality.
Intersectionality is ways in which oppressive institutions
interlock. Sadly, today’s feminism has become oppressive in its
failure to identify the particular struggles some women face due
to their race, sexuality, gender identity or any other factors that
come into play.
Feminists need to recognize the differences between women
and give those who are the most vulnerable in society a voice.
The fight to abolish page 3 is laudable. But we seldom hear that
in England, 48% of trans people under 26 have attempted suicide
and 59% of transgender youth have deliberately hurt themselves.
Germaine Greer, a hardline feminist, has made it very clear
that she does not believe male to female transgenders are ‘real’
women. She believes that : “Just because you lop off your dick and
then wear a dress, doesn’t make you’re a fucking woman”.
It seems the once pioneering feminist who wrote antiestablishment pieces like ‘I Am A Whore’ (1971) has just become
a bully.
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The feminist movement has fought long and hard for women
to be recognized as men’s equals. Women especially should
understand the feeling of being scorned by society for being born
in the wrong body.
So how dare the equal rights movement deny other communities
the rights women now enjoy ?
Women actively participate in subjugating others. Muslim
women who wear the veil, constantly have to deal with feminists
telling them that the veil is a sign of oppression.
While feminists campaign against the shaming of women who
wear very light clothing, the same feminists have decided that
women who cover their bodies are oppressed. “My body, my
rights” apparently comes with terms and conditions.
Feminists perpetuate the same idea they want to fight : that
the value of a woman is defined by the length of her skirt and
whether or not her hair is covered.
White women also propagate stereotypes in the workplace
against their coloured peers. A 1989 study showed that white
women thought that their coloured peers were less “competent”
and were “meaner”.
Things haven’t changed much since 1989 as scores of studies
have proven that women or people of colour who make it to
executive positions will not promote diversity in the workplace.
Women today break the glass ceiling, before pulling the ladder
up after themselves... Making damn sure that no one will follow
behind.
Feminism has become selfish and doesn’t seem to care about
women beyond their usefulness as a political prop.
If feminism only serves privileged women, then the opponents
of feminism are right. We don’t need feminism anymore. If
feminism is no use to those who most need it, then we can all go
home and let the ship sink.
White privileged heterosexual women should come to terms
with the fact that they are no longer victims. They should use
their privilege to give to others the same rights and respect they
now enjoy.
Otherwise, feminism will effectively become the new
chauvinism.
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Syrian refugees passing on the Syrian side of the border crossing Akcakale, in southeastern Turkey
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Does Europe belong to people outside of
the Union?
Leontina Postelnicu investigates why people are so reluctant to accept refugees

A

ccording to United Nations statistics, the issues of
migration and refugees represent two of the most
challenging crises of the new global landscape. As
almost two thirds of international migrants currently live in
Europe, the possibility of meeting foreigners every day has
become an entire plausible theory.
However, individuals continue to show distrust and hostility
when such an interaction takes place. The animosity expressed
by Europeans when it comes to refugees from Iraq, Syria or
Afghanistan has sparked a lot of controversy over the past few
months.
Academic discussion around the concept of xenophobia is
mostly based on speculative statements and not elaborated
theories.
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Comparative-historical sociology professor Prisecaru Ioana
argues that xenophobia is defined differently across cultures
and this makes it much harder to determine the causes that lead
to its formation and the impact it has on a certain community:
“It is very difficult to measure levels of xenophobia across
different communities, firstly because we can identify multiple
cultures within a state. So do the people within a culture identify
themselves first as members of that specific culture, or as
part of the state? What exactly makes them develop a certain
view on xenophobia? These are questions that only extensive
research can answer. Regionalism as a concept is still disputed
in international relations.”
Alina Luchian, online marketing researcher, reveals that
xenophobia can also be found online: “Some of our clients,
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A Syrian refugee is pictured at the Al Zaatri refugee camp in Jordan
Credit: Muhammad Hamed

especially those from Austria, Sweden or Germany, often specify
that they do not want to interact with specific nationalities from
outside of Europe.”
Damian R. Murray and Mark Schaller have explored in a
recently published article the influence that the behavioural
immune system has on social interaction and revealed that
individuals tend to respond harshly to those who do not comply
with the norms imposed by society. Psychology professor Anca
Colotila agrees with the findings of the two scholars: “We are
usually drawn towards things that are familiar to us. Everything
else tends to receive an unwelcoming response. Conforming to
the social norms already imposed inherently implies that we
worry less about how our behaviour is going to be perceived as
it is already accepted that we are going to fit in if we follow those
rules.”
Academics from the department of psychology from the
University of Oslo conducted a survey in 2013 that analysed
the main category of factors that have an influence on the
development of fear-related xenophobia. The results showed that
levels of animosity are higher if no interaction between people
belonging to a certain community and foreigners has previously
taken place as individuals tend to form an opinion based on the
information gained through a spectrum of different indirect
agents, primarily the mass media.
Edith Rus, from the Romanian British Embassy, argues that
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not having the right information is one of the main reasons
that leads to ignorance in a community: “Not everyone has
details on the international struggles, so they fear for the space
within which they live. This is exactly why people in positions
of power should pay a lot of attention to their discourse. Mass
media has an enormous influence on the perspective that people
form regarding certain issues, especially when they encounter
uncertainty, therefore we must pay attention to the used rhetoric.”
The European stance on the refugee crisis has been altered
by the sexual assaults and thefts organised in Cologne and
other German cities on New Year’s Eve. The attacks sparked

“We are usually drawn
towards things that are
familiar to us„

an outpouring of anger after it was revealed that many of the
perpetrators were Arab and North African refugees. The
country’s welcoming attitude has slowly started to change as a
YouGov survey conducted five days after the attacks revealed
that 62% of Germans believe that the number of asylum seekers
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is too high, up 9% compared to the results from the November
2015 survey.
Anca Colotila explains that individuals can develop numerous
fears, both rational and irrational, based either on sensible
construction of beliefs or on simple preconceptions about the
consequences that the interaction with foreigners implies. We
are anxious of the cultural changes that the integration of Syrian
refugees in our community, for example, might bring. The
challenges surrounding this issue are extremely complex: not
having a social and an economical system prepared to ensure
an efficient level of integration might have severe repercussions
on a bigger scale for a certain state.
When it comes to analysing differences in racial tolerance in
Eastern versus Western Europe, the majority of studies reveal
confusing results. A survey conducted by ORB International
in 2015 based on representative samples from 14 countries
throughout Europe revealed that 91% of the Bulgarians
interviewed believed that economic migrants represent another
burden for their country by taking their jobs, while only 21% of
people from Iceland agreed with that statement. Furthermore,
when asked if they would be willing to offer a room in their
house for a refugee until their paperwork would be finalised,
86% of Bulgarians chose the “no” answer, while 46% of
Icelanders chose the “yes” option.
Alexandra Virlan, political research assistant, highlights
the growing support that right-wing nationalist parties have

“there were tendencies
towards these racist ideas
long before the refugee
crisis

„

been gaining throughout the past few months across Europe:
“Representatives from the far-right Front National Party in
France have been directing all of their efforts towards becoming
more and more visible before the 2017 presidential election and
xenophobic messages are an important component of their
campaign strategy. It remains to be seen whether they actually
have an impact on voters.”
An Ipsos poll conducted in 2014 revealed that French people
are becoming increasingly wary of interacting with people that
identify themselves as belonging to a different culture: 66% of
the people interviewed believed there were too many foreigners
in France and a further 59% thought that immigrants do not
make enough effort to integrate in their society. The survey also
revealed that the levels of hostility have been growing steady
each year.
Edith Rus argues that xenophobia is not a new issue in Europe,
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be it Western or Eastern: “I believe that there were tendencies
towards these racist ideas long before the refugee crisis and a
simple survey of European history after the Cold War could
confirm this. It is sad, however, how the awareness of these
problems are now only seen as an opportunity to spread
xenophobic ideas on how we should handle the situation.”
As nationalist movements have been appealing to a growing
sentiment of hostility towards immigrants across the European
continent, in America one of the Republican Party’s presidential
nominees, Donald Trump, has been receiving enthusiastic
support after he vowed to deport undocumented workers from
Mexico and Central America in case he gets elected.
Surveys based on a content analysis of media coverage have
revealed that there is a gap between perception and reality
when it comes to an individual’s understanding of any type
of crisis. The discourse of global communications has created
a sense of global moral solidarity that influences the way the
mass media portrays a certain news story as simplification
leads to a distorted understanding of a certain issue. The United
Nations High Commision for Refugees defines a refugee as an
individual that is forced to leave his or her home country due to
severe persecution or armed conflict.
The framing of a news story plays an important role here:
the media keeps referring to refugees as “migrants” and this
consequently intensifies the growing belief that they come to
Europe for benefits, but the majority of refugees seeking
asylum here come from war-zones such as Iraq, contradicting
this popular opinion.
The political system and the media have to work in symbiosis
to minimize the impact that the thriving sentiment of hostility
towards foreigners in general could potentially have nowadays.
Cultural diversity can play an important role in the social,
political and economic development of a state and closing
our barriers towards discovering more about the new global
landscape is not an appropriate answer.

Soldiers stop refugees from crossing the border in Macedonia
Credit: Valdrin Xhemaj
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A group of Syrian refugees arrive on the island of Lesbos after traveling in an inflatable raft from Turkey, near Skala Sykaminias, Greece
Credit: Andrew McConnell
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Black crime? It’s the result of a white police force and
white privilege. Eman Al-Zubaydi tells it how it is

B

lack crime? It’s the result of a white police force and
white privilege.
In October 2015, the London Met decided to
launch a “focused” stopand-search system in “gang-ridden”
neighbourhoods; ‘”focused” just being a
subtle word for targeted. They used the
excuse that knife crime was on the rise.
However, racial profiling by the police
force is nothing new to London’s citizens.
The ordinary stop-and-search method
used by the Metropolitan Police is
targeted enough as it is. Data released
by the Met showed that in 2013 black
people were 29 times more likely to be
stopped in some parts of the country and
those from an Asian background or other
ethnic minority group were twice as likely
to be stopped as white people. That figure
is still high today with the latest figures

Credit: María María Acha-Kutscher
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released in 2015 showing that Black people are almost 18 times
more likely to be stopped. Alongside this, the Home Office
disclosed shocking figures, which revealed that Black people
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are three times more likely to be tasered. Does that sound
‘focused’ enough?
Tensions between black people and the police are fairly high
as it is. The London riots are a perfect example of the eternally
diminishing relationship with London’s black community and
the police.
Mark Duggan’s death was a trademark for the riots but
the truth is, angry black youth wanted to stand in the face
of injustice and rioting was the only way they knew how.
Katharine Birbalsingh, a commentator for the Telegraph
expanded on why the riots were about race, stating that often
the concern of black youth is not addressed by government
or society and instead is swept under the carpet, seen as
unimportant.
There is and always has been a sense of mistrust between
both parties, and stop and searches don’t help the situation
in the slightest. Young people are becoming more aware of
how they are viewed in society, perhaps even living up to the
self-fulfilling prophecies. This is the expectation of a group
or individual that directly or indirectly becomes true, simply
because it is expected of them. Therefore when there is no
sense of respect between two groups – sort of like a gang war –

‘‘W h i t e

privilege
generally allows white
people to be at the
forefront of society

„

tensions will remain high with each group targeting each other,
living up to their own expectations of each other.
So we’re left with a police force historically known for its
institutional racism that it tries so hard to cover up, and a
community that feels they don’t belong in their own country
– a war between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Bridges need to be built, and
police efforts need to be increased. The Metropolitan police
needs to consider working with the black community, both
the youth and the parents. The only way trust will be built is
if it is earned. Community officers need to engage more with
people they see on the street, even by a simple friendly chat.
Workshops and active relations need to be regularly carried
out, including going into schools with a high population of
ethnic minorities.
Now, lets bring it back to the basics. The Met claim that their
reason for targeted stop and searches is due to the increase
in knife crime, but their own data shows that knife crime has
been on the decrease ever since the summer of 2011. Data by
StopWatch also shows that only 2 per cent of stops were for
knife crime in the past year, while 62 per cent have been for
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drugs. These revealing statistics only build up the sense of
suspicion of the police.
If the black community being targeted (and to an extent
harassed) by the police isn’t enough, let’s not forget the huge
sense of white privilege that still remains. White privilege
generally allows white people to be the forefront of society. It
allows white people to be socially and educationally advantaged
because they are seen as the favoured race. It’s evident that
white entitlement is more dangerous in the United States but
that doesn’t mean to say it does not affect the lives of many
black people here in UK. The reality is SOME white folk tend
to steer as far away from this conversation as possible although
it’s a necessary conversation to have.
I struggle to believe that black crime is as big of an issue that
society makes it out to be. It does exist however. Common
sense in the 21st Century would propose that we focus on the
root of the problem and eradicate it from there rather than use
methods that some would see as preventative.
White privilege does have a hand to play in black crime.
Those at the most disadvantage in society are more inclined to
turning to crime. White privilege pushes those of other ethnic
groups down on the social ladder and prevents them from
getting the best that one could achieve had they been born into
white skin. It is sometimes the case that white people refuse to
acknowledge their privilege, which only adds to the problem.
Black people do not have access to the same level of education
or work. In a country where equality between all is claimed,
institutionalised discrimination is prominent.
The chances of a black student getting into Oxford or
Cambridge is very unlikely in comparison to a white student,
it inevitably becomes a chain affect. In the workforce a black
person is not expected to achieve things, as highly as a white
person, and in some circumstances these prejudices will
withdraw the black person from consideration of the job. The
Department for Work and Pensions found the unemployment
rate for young people aged 16-24 is 19 per cent in 2014, but
young black people are at an unemployment rate of 45 per cent.
The figures also show the situation is worsening and ethnic
minorities have missed out on the recent jobs boom as public
sector jobs. The research tells the story of the inequality that
multicultural Britain is facing.
Crime comes often as a result of a problem. Very often it
is seen those committing crimes are in need of some sort
of a result that they may feel will better their lives. Young
black people are often expected to achieve lower than their
colleagues. Some feel that society is fighting against them and
when things seemingly come much harder to them than others,
what are the options?
It is pathetic enough that we need to label it ‘black’ crime,
defining it by the ethnic label. What makes it even more
pitiable is that society does not try to strategise on how to help
this community, particularly the young black men suffering at
the hands of a whitewashed institution.
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The Western media: selectively
blind

Leontina Postelnicu writes about the Western media’s
habit of sweeping pictures under the rug

A

t the beginning of September 2015, a photo of a
drowned Syrian child named Alan Kurdi went viral
across all media forms. Some critics have argued
that the coverage the photo received represents
another form of viral currency voyeurism, another
online experience that we can all get involved into before
something else captures our attention, like Cecil the Lion. But
can we blame anyone if that is the only way to draw attention to
a wider issue?
A single hashtag can spark a social movement. The power of
social media in the age of technology can be seen through the
speed with which some events go viral across different platforms.
However, the intention with which someone shares a certain
article, video or photo on social media matters immensely. You
cannot tell whether they are going to do anything about it, even
though someone may argue that the simple fact that they are
spreading the news might be enough. Some of them may not
have even read the whole article even though they shared it,
others maybe just want to be associated with the idea that they
care about what is happening all around the world these days.
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The photo of the dead Syrian child was probably the most
surprising viral piece of photojournalism done this year, seen
as many outlets were wary of publishing it in the first place. It
led to an increase in organising charitable campaigns for the
refugees. A single tragedy became the symbol of an entire crisis.

‘‘A

single tragedy
became the symbol
of an entire crisis

„

Dimitri Beck, the editor of the photojournalism magazine Polka
in France says that “It’s not a sophisticated image, even in its
framing, but the message is clear and direct: a kid has died and
he’s being picked up like a washed-up piece of wood on the
beach. There’s nothing more violent.”
An image has the power to mobilize and unite people of
different race, gender or class because, as Susan Sontag was
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writing in 1973, a photograph represents the evidence the
audience needs in order to believe the impact of a certain event.
Patrick R. Grzanka, a professor of psychology at the University
of Tennessee, also argues that mass tragedies that involve
children tend to receive more attention because they reduce the
psychological distance between the victims and the audience
while creating space for empathy.
The power of this particular photo is found in its simplicity:
whenever a parent looked at it, they thought that could have
happened to their child. He seems peaceful, like he is sleeping,
and he is wearing ordinary clothes and sneakers. There is no
blood, no form of any violence or visible pain: what did that kid

‘‘It

breaks a social
taboo that has been
in place in the press
for decades

„

do wrong to deserve this?
Regardless of the way in which the photo became viral, it did
create beliefs amongst audiences and drew attention to a crisis
that has been going on for years. The United Nations have
reported that the Syrian conflict nowadays represents the largest
displacement crisis in the world, as more than 12m people are
asking for help.
Hugh Pinney, the vice president of Getty Images, believes “the

Journalists interview a white ebola patient and ignore the black ones
Credit: Andre Carrilho
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reason we’re talking about it after it’s been published is because
it breaks a social taboo that has been in place in the press for
decades: a picture of a dead child is one of the golden rules of
what you never published.”
In an article written for The Atlantic, Jared Keller argues that
animals and outrage are other of the two of the main values on
which social media is based nowadays. However, as long as the
turmoil does not influence anybody’s actions, it becomes just
another passing event that everybody got involved in by clicking
on the “Share” button on Facebook. Last summer, international
news outlets named Palmer Hunter as the man who killed Cecil,
a popular lion that lived protected in Hwange National Park in
Zimbabwe, but nowadays nobody talks about it anymore.
There is a common assumption among our society nowadays
that we can talk about different sorts of transgressions, but
nobody can be regarded as a person who sins. However,
everybody agrees that racism and misogyny still play a big part in
influencing one’s behaviour, even though nobody wants to admit
that. Teju Cole, a Nigerian-American writer and photographer
talks about the “white saviour industrial complex” which
generated a chilling effect that has had an enormous influence
on direct speeches by using Barack Obama as an example: he is
wary of being seen as the “angry black man” in case he shows too
much passion when talking about different issues.
Jack Lule, Chair of Journalism and Communication at Lehigh
University, believes there is a concept of “worthy and unworthy”
victims in the media. The photo of the dead Syrian child erases
the concept of worthiness and unworthiness as it shows a simple
child that you could see around the block in every Western
country, a symbol for every other child that it could happen to
and that you could actually help.
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women in the spotlight
for champagne showers

T

he Saatchi Gallery’s Champagne Life
staged its first ever all-female exhibition.
Having launched the careers of female
Young British Artists like Tracy Emin and Sarah
Lucas the new exhibition showcased works solely
from 14 emerging female artists.
Toasting the gallery’s 30th anniversary the show
features a constellation of art.
Amongst some of the works include a wall of
233 burnt pots by Saudi Arabian artist Maha
Mullah and a horse fitted with and an air bag by
Iranian Soheila Sokhanvari.
Devoted to women the show attempts to
highlight the lack of female artists in the art world.
Saatchi Gallery’s chief executive, Nigel Hurst,
explained in an interview with the Guardian the

importance of female acknowledgment within
the exhibition of art.
“Though women artists are far better represented
in contemporary art now, in terms of the number
of women artists that are having their work
exhibited and shown, there remains a glass
ceiling that needs to be addressed,” he said.
The East London Fawcett group found out that
of 134 of commercial London galleries in 2013,
78% of the galleries represented more men than
women. A mere 31% of the represented artists
are women.
“Champagne Life” runs at the London’s Saatchi
Gallery from Jan. 13 to March 6.
by Rudina Mustafa

artists shortlisted for
deutsche Börse prize

S

tarting from the 16th of April until the 26th
of June, you can find at The Photographers’
Gallery the work of four international
artists that were shortlisted for the Deutsche
Börse Photography Foundation Prize for 2016.
Their photographic work reveals the diversity
that the project intends to highlight in the world
of current global photography, depicting issues of
race, political conflict and migration.
While Laura El-Tantawy was selected for the
photos that were taken to show the tensions that

were rising within the population during the
revolution in January in Tahrir Square, Tobias
Zelony’s work reflects upon the lives of African
refugee activists that came to Europe and their
integration in the society.
The winner of the photography contest will
receive a £30,000 prize and the decision is taken
by an international jury including experts of art
photography during a special ceremony at the end
of the exhibition.
by Leontina Postelnicu
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International day
of happiness

T

he International Day of Happiness is
right around the corner. March the 20th
marks three years since the United Nations
introduced the celebrated day to increase public
awareness of the benefits of happiness.
Convened by the Kingdom of Bhutan in the
Himalayan province of Asia, it has been thought
and said that the country’s population are the
happiest people in the world.
The special day is aimed to recognise that
happiness is a “fundamental human goal” and
requests countries to strive for “a more inclusive,
equitable and balanced approach to economic

growth that promotes the happiness and well-being
of all peoples”.
It’s designed to remind people that happiness
doesn’t need to come from materialistic items. But
it is to understand that the fake commercial images
are just an illusion of happiness.
Aristotle once said, “Happiness is the meaning
and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end
of human existence.” The International Day of
Happiness is merely about connecting with others
and to spread positivity in the world.

by Rudina Mustafa

The chick’n’chips era

L

ondoners have an appetite for fried chicken.
In fact, our city loves it so much that the
swing of organic and ’healthy’ drumsticks
has taken the capital by storm. Chicken
Town, the latest of socially conscious fried chicken
shops, opened its doors at the end of last year in
Tottenham.
Whereas London’s local cuisine doesn’t have
a distinct identity, the character comes from its
diversity. Streets in the capital are rife with food
culture from all over the world – most evidently,
fried chicken. The sight of fried chicken shops one
after another is commonplace especially in East
London, which features several joints within short
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distances.
Although fried chicken extends its history to the
Middle Ages – even the Scots fried their chicken
before the Englishmen realised what they were
missing out on – the roots of this deliciousness
as we know it likely spread from the West African
and Caribbean communities in the rural American
South. Similarly to soul food, fried chicken is
another cultural heritage brought about by foreign
immigrants – and another reason why we should
celebrate our multicultural capital.
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