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OutsIde of London, 
Birmingham is one of the 
country’s most ‘diverse’cities. 
It is also a city with one of 
the biggest gaps between the 
‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’. 
We want to know what this 
means to you.
 
Every three months Speak Out will deliver a magazine 
packed with articles, stories, poems, photographs and 
comment, and to do this we need your help.
 
Whether you’re a poet, an artist, a writer, a photog-
rapher or someone who has something to say send 
us your work and ideas. It doesn’t matter if you’re 
aspiring or established, young or old. All that counts 
is that you want the opportunity to share your work 
with the whole of Birmingham. 

To get in contact with the Speak Out team email 
speakout@brap.org.uk or for more information 
go to brap’s website at www.brap.org.uk

Submissions for the next magazine must be
received on or before 24 October 2008.
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Welcome to the first edition of Speak Out.

First things first: Speak Out is about Birmingham 
but it’s also a Selfridges and canal free zone. 
We’re tired of seeing Birmingham summed up in 
a picture of the Selfridges building and the fact 
that we have more miles of canals than Venice. 
Birmingham is so much more than that: 
 ‘same city, different lives’.

Second, and taking the ‘same city, different lives’ 
approach, Speak Out is about challenging the 
stereotypes: about telling people how it is, about 
the inequalities that exist in our city, and about 
why it’s important we act against those things 
that affect and impact on the real lives of real 
people on a day to day basis. 

Fittingly, we’ve stolen the theme for our first 
edition from Shane Meadows’ excellent 2007
film, This is England. Slightly changing it, the
inaugural edition of Speak Out is entitled, 
 ‘This is Birmingham’. 

Given that film’s focus on what it was to grow 
up in an early 80s Thatcherite Britain, we have 
an interview with The Beat’s frontman and 
all-action activist hero, Ranking Roger. Sharing 
with us what it was like being a black 15 year old 
punk in Birmingham through to his fears of the 
use of ‘Weapons of Mass Distraction’ on today’s 
youth, Roger tells us why we can’t be complacent 
about racism in today’s society.

Elsewhere, Ghiyas Somra talks to Big Issue 
sellers in Birmingham about the prejudice and 
discrimination they face whilst I ask what the 
relationship is between ‘Birmingham, belong-
ing and being British’. Anna Sirmoglou looks at 
whether Birmingham’s diversity has helped to 
make the city a more equal place, and we have 
a moving account from a mother and daughter 
about what it was like growing up as part of a 
mixed heritage family in Birmingham in the 60s.

As well as all this, we highlight your views in our 
vox pops throughout the magazine.

This is Birmingham: this is Speak Out.

Who are you?
I’m a mother and I’m a grandmother. I’m a part time student and I work full 
time as a community development officer.

Do you enjoy being under the spotlight?
No, I hate it – it’s horrible, absolutely horrible!

What did you last dream about?
My husband was in the nude and trying to entice me. I woke up before he 
succeeded so I don’t know if it was a good dream or a nightmare!

What is the most important thing in your life?
The people that I love – my family, my extended family and my friends.

Imagine you ruled Birmingham, what would you change?
Even though we all live together there is still so much discrimination and peo-
ple are very untrusting of each other. So I’d definitely make a change to that. 

Have you ever been discriminated against?
I have. One time, I was 16 or 17 and I’d phoned for a job interview. They told 
me to come along. I lived in Stetchford at the time, which is quite a white area, 
so I was almost speaking the ‘Queen’s English’. I went over there, but they 
took one look at me and told me the job had gone. This was in Aston, and 
we’re talking about the late 70s!

When did you last cry?
I’ve got this habit now of crying on a Saturday evening watching a programme 
called Last Choir Standing. It’s a reality show competition about different 
choirs competing to be recognised as the best choir in the UK. There was a 
group of young people from Birmingham who didn’t have a music director 
and they got knocked out last week. Some of the journeys they go through are 
amazing, and when they sing it’s so beautiful it brings tears to my eyes.

Big issues for Birmingham: are there any?
There are some parts of Birmingham where people are really trying to do their 
best to live quite well next to each other, and there are others parts which 
are horrible to live in and it’s a big issue. As much as the city likes to say it is 
doing its best to create diverse and harmonious places to live, I don’t think it’s 
happening; so in my mind it’s still a huge issue.

We say we want to get people together, to have a voice and influence, yet 
when people have come together with a strong voice, the ‘powers that be’ do 
things to quieten that voice. This is a massive issue for the city.

Do you have a message for the next generation?
I think that my generation, the people born in the 60s/70s, are the ones who 
have to try to lead the way for younger people. When we were young we had 
more opportunities, but what I really want to reiterate to all young people is 
that it’s not all doom and gloom. 

I just feel that there are opportunities out there; it’s just that sometimes they 
are difficult to see. No man is an island. You shouldn’t do things by yourself; 
you should always be able to ask somebody for help.

So, what musical instrument would you be?
I’d have to be an instrument that could be all things to all people, like the 
accordion. It can twist in different directions; it gets stretched and compressed.

Finally, tell a stranger about Birmingham
I live in Handsworth and I’ve got a huge mix of people on my road, and that’s 
what I really like about Birmingham. I like the fact that people do try to live 
well together, regardless of some of the huge issues going. And people in 
Birmingham are friendlier than people in London!
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Eky Egarnes

intervieweditorial

Editor’s Note

Is there a Birmingham identity? What does it consist of?
“No, it’s changed much too quickly to 
have one.”
What’s the most important thing about your identity?
“Being consistent and being a policeman.”
Is Birmingham an equal / fair city?
“Yes, it’s diverse, so it’s fair.”

Is there a Birmingham identity? What does it consist of?
“Yes. It’s multi-racial.” 
What’s the most important thing about your identity?
“My heritage.”
Is Birmingham an equal / fair city?
“Yes.”

Describe Birmingham in 3 words?
“Exciting, deprived, home.” 
What’s the best thing about living in Birmingham?
“My family.”

Describe Birmingham in 3 words?
“Run down, diverse, scenic.” 
What’s the best thing about living in Birmingham?
“It’s central, there’s easy access to other 
parts of the country and region”

IF I RULED THE WORLD

JADE, 22
IF I RULED BIRMINGHAM FOR ONE DAY I WOULD...
make everyone do a life swap to experience living in a different 
part of Birmingham, working in a different place and attending 
a different school

IF I RULED THE WORLD I’D BAN...
the word innit

IF WE ARE EVER GOING TO ACHIEVE EQUALITY FOR ALL PEOPLE...
we need better education, education, education
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A secondary school in Thailand has opened a trans 

sexual toilet for its pupils. The toilet, situated between 

the girls’ toilet and the boys’, is identified by a figure 

that’s half woman and half man.

According to the head teacher, between 10% and 20% of 

the boys at the school are transgender – they would rather 

be girls than boys.

“They used to be teased every time they used the boys’ toilets,” 

the head teacher said, “so they started using the girls’ toilets 

instead. But that made the girls feel uncomfortable. It made 

these boys unhappy, and started to affect their work.”

Lydia Playfoot, 16, was excluded 
from her school for wearing a ‘purity 
ring’, which signifies that she does not 
believe in sex before marriage.

Verdict: no discrimination – a judge 
ruled that the ring was not ‘essential’ 
to Lydia’s Christianity

Muslim teacher Aishah Azmi, 24, was 
dismissed from her job as classroom 
assistant after she refused to remove 
her niqab in front of male colleagues

Verdict: no discrimination – an employ-
ment tribunal ruled that wearing the 
niqab affected teaching performance, 
so the school’s decision was justified.

OUR TAKE ON THE NEWS 
How many more test cases do we need 
to see until the rights to cultural and 
religious expression in this form are rec-
ognised as part of Britain’s established 
legal landscape?

 At the moment, there is still a lot of 
confusion on the issue, not least in our 
schools. This confusion is only com-
pounded by rulings like Begum vs. 
Denbigh High School (about the right 
to wear a full-length veil in school) in 
which defendants do not win the right 
to express their religion or culture in 
the way that they want to.

As a country, we haven’t really found 
the best way to disagree on the right to 
exercise religious and cultural practices. 
This kind of process can help to ensure 
the right of the individual to religious 
freedom is not having a disproportionate 
impact on people within or outside of 
that religion – after all, religious prac-
tices can sometimes have a harmful 
effect on others (such as discrimination 
against women).

But most importantly, we need to make 
sure that exercising freedom in this way 
is a matter of individual choice. There 
need to be rules and structures in place 
to protect people – especially younger 
people – to make sure they’re not facing 
undue pressure to conform to other 
people’s definitions of their culture or 
religion. Our view of what ‘cultural and 
religious freedom’ means in the UK will 
need an overhaul if we are to realise this 
aspiration in the future.

The government is intending 
to fund a board of Muslim 
thinkers, it has emerged.

In an attempt to combat violent extrem-

ists, Cambridge and Oxford universities 

will host a series of talks with Muslim 

thinkers and scholars to debate issues 

such as the role of women in Islam and 

how Muslims should integrate into 

British society.

Hazel Blears, the politician respon-

sible for the scheme, said: “We have a 

responsibility to ensure that our young 

people are equipped with the skills 

they need to stand up to violent 

extremists and help them understand 

how their faith is compatible with wider 

shared values. 

“It is not for government to dictate on 

matters of faith or religious teaching. 

But Muslim communities themselves 

have told us that stronger leadership 

is needed on what are often 

controversial issues.”

OuR tAKe ON tHe NeWs
Although it seems unlikely, this article about toilet equality in Thailand actually 

offers us an opportunity to hold a mirror up to our own treatment of equalities 

issues in the UK. 

One of the questions the story raises is what a school does when it can’t 

afford to provide separate provision for transsexuals. Or what if young gay 

pupils now want their own toilets? How often have organisations faced similar 

dilemmas in the UK when they have limited resources or time? Unfortunately, 

over here it can be very hard to make decisions like this, partly because our 

laws and government targets require organisations to prioritise equality for 

particular groups (BME people, for example) in particular situations (equal 

pay, for example).

You could argue it would make more sense to focus on what basic human 

rights all people need protected – whatever their particular identity. In the 

case of toilets, they are the right to privacy, dignity, safety and so on. This 

might make it easier to identify equality initiatives that help the broadest 

range of people at the same time. In the case of bathrooms – cost permitting 

– that might be individual bathrooms that people can lock and use on their 

own, regardless of disability, gender or sexual orientation.

 

A high court judge has ruled that a school in south Wales illegally 
discriminated against one of its pupils after it excluded her for 
wearing a bracelet she claimed was a symbol of her Sikh religion.

14 year old Sarika Watkins-Singh was excluded from lessons with her class 
mates and was not allowed to mix with her friends in the playground after 
the school deemed she was breaking their ‘no jewellery’ policy by wearing 
the bangle.

However, the judge ruled that the school was guilty of indirect 
discrimination under equality and race relations laws (Sikhs are 
deemed to be a race under the Race Relations Act 1976).

Ms Watkins-Singh said: “I just want to say that I am a proud Welsh and 
Punjabi Sikh girl.”

 “I’m so happy to know that no-one else will go through what me and 
my family have gone through and no other pupil will ever get banned 
from wearing their Kara [bracelet] again.”

Nadia Eweida, 55, was put on un-
paid leave after her bosses at British 
Airways said she could not wear her 
cross visibly at the check-in counter.

Verdict: no discrimination – an 
employment tribunal found that Ms 
Eweida had not suffered “less favour-
able treatment than a comparator 
in identical circumstances.” BA had 
already changed its policy by then.
  

(figures taken from
 C

ensus 2001)

newsnews
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“It was both exciting and dangerous. We grew up in Stechford, a 
predominantly white area that was also home to the headquarters 
of the National Front. Even though they weren’t as violent as the 
British Movement became, I always remember how they used to 
march right past our house. But Stechford was good too because 
there was a lot of Irish people living there and they were on our side 
because they felt threatened too.

“This was the start of me realising that the way forward was peace, 
love and unity because people shouldn’t live in fear just because 
of their colour or because of who they are. From a very early age 

– from when I was about nine – I was thinking about how I wished 
the world was more equal.”

This commitment continued throughout Roger’s teenage years. 
“When I was 15, I became a punk rocker. And whilst there was an 
element of racism in punk, this wasn’t what punk stood for. I remem-
ber Johnny Rotten going on the radio and telling punks to listen to 
reggae music because it had the same message as punk: a totally 
different music but completely the same message.

“From then, punks started listening to more reggae and bands like 
The Clash began doing covers of reggae classics such as ‘Police and 
Thieves’. Despite being four white blokes, they had grown up in 
multicultural areas and you’d be surprised how many black artists 
they were involved with – it was phenomenal.”

And out of this came the ska and highly influential Two Tone 
movement. “Many of the punks that were racist seemed to become 
skinheads overnight and this came out with the Two Tone thing. But 
many of them didn’t understand what Two Tone was really about. It 
took about a year before people started realising that it was about 
black and white uniting. Bands such as Madness used to get skin-
heads chanting ‘Seig Heil’ throughout their gigs but they hated it.”

Politics was an integral part of the Two Tone ska phenomenon, with tracks 
like The Beat’s ‘Stand Down Margaret’ and The Specials’ ‘Ghost Town’ 
perfectly capturing the mood of an early 80s Thatcherite Britain. How does 
Roger think things are today compared to then?

“I think the difference between then and now is that the kids have not been 
educated. They don’t know what happened in the late 70s and early 80s. 
We knew because we were there but we haven’t told them and so a lot of their 
rights – our rights – are being taken away by the Government - much of the 
time under the banner of what they call ‘terrorism’. No-one is doing anything 
about this because we’ve pacified our kids with Playstations, DVDs, and televi-
sions – weapons of mass distraction. 

“Our generation of youth was genuinely angry and we wanted to do something to 
change the future. We had learnt about how tough it was for our parents and for 
our communities. But today, that element of community is not even here.

“Because of this, the lyrics The Beat sing are still as relevant today as they were then. 
There’s still unemployment, there’s still war around the world. We still shouldn’t pay 
attention to people’s colour yet we do.” 

If things haven’t changed that much, what then for Britain?
“Well, Britain kind of looks like there’s going to be a lot of decision-making to be made 
by people. I know it sounds a bit controversial – rebellious even – but there’s going to be 
questions asked about which side of the fence are you on. I see it already. People 

are sick and tired of the government. They’ve had a bloody long run – maybe too long.

“It’s funny, because nowadays I sing ‘Stand down Gordon’ which is a real shame because 
I used to sing stand down Margaret. Between him and Tony Blair, I think they’ve done as 
bad a job as Thatcher. In a way, Labour have become the Conservatives and that makes 
me think about things that The Beat have always been involved in – Rock Against Racism, 
Love Music Hate Racism. In many ways, we came out of the Labour movement but that 
has really changed. Everything is all very, very controlled now.”

He goes on: “I don’t know where it goes wrong with politics: someone sets out with all the 
right goals, with all the right answers, with all the right things that they’re going to do…but 
somewhere along the line it all gets warped and by the time they’ve hit the top, it’s impossible.” 

After a moment’s pause he quickly adds, “I’m so glad I’m not a politician!”

Given the fact that Roger has recently taken on the role of patron at human rights and 
equalities charity brap, we ask Roger whether racism is still present in today’s society.

“It’s definitely changed but of course it’s still there. Back in the late 70s and early 80s, we 
got rid of all the SUS laws (informal name for ‘stop and search’) but they are all back again. 
There were riots in England against the policies put in place against black people and that 
got things changed. Yet today’s new racism seems to be aimed towards the new influx of 
people coming here – the Poles, Africans and others. One day, I was sitting there and I 
thought, ‘My God, racism is back and nobody is realising it’.

“In two or three years’ time, I hope I don’t see black and white people marching on the 
streets trying to get rid of the Eastern Europeans and others. That’s what the National 
Front and British National Party want.

“Racism has never gone away – it’s a new kind of racism today, but it’s still as dangerous. 
And people need to be aware of this and do something about it.”
 
For a man who can claim Sting (The Police), Mick Jones (The Clash and Big Audio Dyna-
mite), David Byrne (Talking Heads) and the late Joe Strummer (The Clash) as friends, 
Ranking Roger is a grounded and real person, someone that is committed to eradicating 

discrimination and prejudice from British 
society as well as ‘doing something about it’: 
his music and activism are testament to that. 

And with a new album to mark The Beat’s 
30th anniversary next year and his new role 
as patron of brap, it is clear that Roger’s 
message of peace, love and unity will con-
tinue to underpin all that he does.

2009 marks the 30th anniversary  
of the formation of ska band The Beat,  
one of Birmingham’s most loved musical 
exports. Following a string of successful 
live dates around the country – including   
a homecoming gig at the Birmingham Car-
ling Academy – and in between being part 
of various festival line-ups this summer, 
Chris Allen caught up with The Beat’s front 
man Ranking Roger to find out more about 
him. We started by asking him what it was 
like growing up in Birmingham.

RANKING 

   It’s funny, because 
nowadays I sing 
‘Stand down Gordon’ 
which is a real shame 
because I used to sing 
stand down Margaret

Bands such as Madness 
used to get skinheads 

chanting ‘Seig Heil’ 
throughout their gigs

 but they hated it 

Two Tone was a music phenomenon from 
the late 1970s that originated in the West 
Midlands, fusing elements of ska, punk 
rock, rocksteady, reggae and pop. Bands 
that played this type of music included The 
Specials, The Beat, The Selecter, Madness, 
Bad Manners and The Bodysnatchers. 

The name ‘Two Tone’ was also reflected in 
the black and white clothes worn by its fans. 
More importantly, it also reflected the call 
for unity between black and white people 
at a time when tensions amongst communi-
ties in Britain’s conurbations were becom-
ing stretched and when the far-right were 
becoming increasingly active. 

The Beat’s first single was a cover version 
of Smokey Robinson’s ‘Tears of a Clown’. 
They followed this with hits that included 
‘Can’t Get Used to Losing You’, ‘Mirror in the 
Bathroom’, ‘Hands Off...She’s Mine’ and 

‘Best Friend’. The Beat have toured the world 
with artists like David Bowie, The Clash, The 
Police, The Pretenders, REM, The Specials 
and Talking Heads. 

In addition to continuing to tour with          
The Beat, Ranking Roger has joined mem-
bers of The Specials to form a new band, 
The Special Beat, which have toured and           
released two live albums.

interviewinterview
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Managing Diversity 

The 2001 National Census gave people of 
mixed heritage a separate ethnic classifica-
tion for the first time. In fact, ‘mixed heritage’ 
is the fastest growing ethnic group in the 
UK with 50% of black and minority ethnic 
children born having a white parent. Yet rela-
tively little is known about the unique cultural 
experiences of mixed heritage families.

The Inheritance Project was founded in 2005 
by Tracey O’Loughlin and Mandy deWaal, 
sisters born in the early 1960s to an Irish 
mother and Caribbean father.  Their father 
died in 1995 and their mother is now in her 
70s.  With a support grant from the Heritage 
Lottery, Tracey and Mandy set up the Inheri-
tance Project. This project supported a two 
year oral history project in order to preserve 
the story of their childhood experiences in 
Birmingham during the 1950s and 1960s, 
and that of their parent’s generation.  

The establishment of a ‘mixed heritage’ 
project generated much interest from indi-
viduals, families and professionals around 
the wider issues of mixed heritage identity. 
Although the project did not originally set 
out to explore these issues, it has tried to 
address this and is currently working towards 

expanding the organisation, with the aim of 
becoming a main focal point in Birmingham 
for mixed heritage identity issues. 

The title of the oral history project – Guess 
who is coming to dinner – is taken from a 
movie from the 1960s staring Sidney Poitier, 
which explored the issue of mixed heritage 
relationships in America. Below are two 
short extracts taken from the interviews 
of mother and daughter Janet and Irene.  
The project will be launched early next year.

Janet, born 1935, Birmingham
“It’ll be roughly 1959 – when I was 22 or 
23 – when I first came into contact with 
what we called ‘coloured’ people. I thought 
racism was a terrible thing; I was immature 
for my age in those days. I thought you 
could put the whole world right, I would 
write a book and everything would come 
right, so I went out of my way to speak 
to black people and to try and be friends 
with them, just to show we weren’t all racist 
because racism was horrific then. 

I remember when my children were still at 
junior school: I would ask them to stand out-
side the shop while I went in because it would 
be easier for me. That made me feel very 
bad – they never asked me why…I would get 
normal attention, I would get served properly, 
I wouldn’t be treated like dirt. Perhaps it was 
selfish in a way because I was thinking of me, 
not just the children, but me because I would 

I thought you could 
put the whole world 

right, I would write a 
book and everything 

would come right    

I have worked in Birmingham for the past 
two years and one thing I am not yet is a 
Birmingham connoisseur; I am a novice, 
at best. Rest assured, I am doing my best 
to get to know the city, but there is always 
so much you can do in Birmingham. 
Birmingham is a buzzing, unpredictable, 
cosmopolitan, city - you can love it or hate 
it but you can never say it’s boring.

I can think of many different words to 
describe Birmingham, but if I had to choose 
one it would be ‘diverse’. Birmingham is 
diverse in so many ways - population wise, 
geographically, economically, culturally.  
Just walk in the city centre and you will see 
how ethnically diverse Birmingham is.  Just 
drive around the city and you will notice 
how quickly the landscape changes – leafy, 
suburban neighbourhoods replace more 
industrial looking ones within minutes and 
vice versa. Diversity is a bit of a cliché to use 
when describing Birmingham (we all know 
it’s diverse), but even though we regularly 
use the word we are often unclear as to what 
it means for us and the city.

We often assume that diversity is a sign of 
equality and use the terms equality and 
diversity interchangeably. Birmingham is no 
doubt diverse, but is it equal? When asked
whether Birmingham is a city that champions 
equalities most people would say yes. But 
social inequality is a fundamental character-
istic of the city - areas of substantial wealth 
exist side by side with areas of extreme 
poverty. The majority of BME people are 
concentrated in Birmingham’s most deprived 
inner wards. Unemployment is generally 
much higher amongst BME people; they 
are still much more likely to be stopped and 

searched and face higher levels of inequal-
ity in health care and education. I could 
go on and on.  Don’t get me wrong; these 
inequalities are not unique to Birmingham, 
but are a UK wide phenomenon. My point 
is that diversity per se is not necessarily a 
sign of an equal society and Birmingham 
is a good example of that.  

In fact, diversity can be, and often is used to 
justify and legitimise social inequality. Take 
immigration as an example.  The language 
used to shape the immigration debate is not 
overtly racist; however, racist attitudes are 
transformed into concerns that then become 
acceptable. So, for instance, the creation 
of ‘ethnic businesses’ is often described as 
posing a threat to already established local 
businesses; the demands placed on schools 
due to some immigrant children not speaking 
English has been described as threatening 
the educational system itself.  It doesn’t 
really matter that these claims are based on 
false assumptions; they are accepted as real 
threats. (I quite liked the reference to this as 

‘democratic racism’ in an article I recently 
read.) Diversity is used as a scapegoat to 
avoid resolving much wider issues that have 
little or nothing to do with diversity itself.  

We always focus on what we can do to 
‘manage’ diversity. We listen to people’s 
‘diverse views’ and cater for their ‘special 
needs’ as a way of managing diversity and 
avoiding the risks involved. Catering for 
people’s special needs may have benefits 
but what about scraping the surface and 
trying to meet their basic needs to begin 
with? Why do we always refuse to under-
stand that tackling the root causes of racism 
and discrimination – including poverty – are 
more likely to be effective than any sort of 
specialist provision? Besides, our identities 
are multifaceted and our individual needs 
cannot be explained by using simple categories.  
I can think of at least 100 different things 
that constitute my personal identity – my 
ethnicity being only one amongst them. 

Another drawback with trying to ‘manage’ 
diversity is that we expect people to justify 
their unique contribution that makes them 
worthy of our acceptance, which can alien-
ate people. Why does a Birmingham born 
woman of Pakistani origin need to justify 
and assert her Britishness? What does 
Britishness even stand for? Current strategies 
can perpetuate hatred between groups of 
people and be used as a means to divert 
attention from economic and social inequality. 
We need to focus on implementing strategies 
that address the root causes of inequality 
rather than perpetuate hatred and conflict.  
No doubt this is achievable. But will it happen?

   diversity is 
not necessarily 
a sign of an 
equal society

“Being an individual.”

“My personality.”

“Motivation.”

“Being an individual 
and not conforming.”

We’ve often been told that Birmingham’s 
‘diversity’ is something to be proud of. But is it? 
Anna Sirmoglou investigates.

Leona Lewis,  
Myleene Klass and  
Rio Ferdinand are all  
from a mixed heritage 
background, just like 
800,000 other people  
in the UK today. In this 
moving account, a mother 
and daughter recall what 
it was like to be part of a 
mixed heritage family in 
sixties Birmingham. 

be looked down on, you know, as trash, and 
I wasn’t that sort of person but you are all 
classed with the same brush.”

Irene, born 1965, Birmingham
“Growing up, I was mixed race, or half-caste 
– back in the day, that was the terminology 
they used. I don’t use it any more – I hate it. 
Half a caste? I am not half of a caste. 

I would say my Mom did an excellent job of 
raising us. Culturally, I think I was fortunate 
that my Mom as a white woman cooked 
West Indian food as well as English food. I 
grew up knowing both styles of cooking and 
how to prepare those meals… I know my 
Mom was very aware of how to care for our 
skin, our hair – our basic needs as mixed 
race children. They weren’t just basic needs 
as a child; they were needs as a mixed race 
child. My Mother was very aware of that and 
had she not been I don’t know where I would 
be now. It’s a lot to do with the parenting.

For more information on the inheritance 
project go to www.inheritanceproject.org.uk

   I think it is very 
hard to know where 
you really belong

words by: The Inheritance Project

feature comment

What’s the most important thing about 
your identity?



“I was sharing a flat with 
a friend,” says Will, tak-
ing up the story again. 

“We both paid our half 
of the rent directly to 
the landlord. One day 
the landlord turned up 
when my friend was 
out and told me we 
had 20 minutes to pack 
our bags and leave. It 
turned out my friend 

hadn’t paid his rent for a few months and 
the landlord was now evicting us.” Unaware 
at the time that the landlord’s actions were 
illegal, Will packed his bags and, having no-
where else to go, spent the next five nights 
sleeping at Digbeth Coach Station.

From rented flat to a plastic seat in a draughty, 
80 year old bus depot might be a transition 
that would evoke fear and anger in most of 
us, but Will viewed his situation with calm. 

“I asked myself what I had to do to get out of 
the situation. I knew I had to get in contact 
with the council so I could apply for accom-
modation and then start applying for jobs. I 
couldn’t afford to be angry or scared; I had 
to focus on getting somewhere to sleep.”
 
Unfortunately, Will feels his determination to 
turn things around was not matched by the 
council’s. Fifty-four weeks after applying for 
assistance, Will is still waiting for the council 
to process his application. In the mean time, 
he sofa hops between friends’ houses, sleep-
ing the occasional night rough when he finds 
himself without a friendly place to stay.

A similar bureaucratic blunder led to Elliot 
losing his flat too. Having been introduced 
to heroin by his brother aged only seven-
teen, Elliot spent the next few years of his life 
battling addiction. Eventually he succumbed 
to the temptation to shoplift. “It’s sad,” he 
says ruefully, “and I’m not proud of it, but 
I did it. It’s a fact and I’m not going to hide 
away from it.” Inevitably, he was arrested 
several times and eventually sentenced to 
six months in prison.

Did the prospect of prison scare him? Not 
quite: “The day I was sentenced was the 
happiest of my life,” he remembers. “It 

saved my life.  I haven’t taken drugs since.” 
His stint in prison forced him to go ‘cold tur-
key’; without access to drugs, Elliot was able 
to beat his addiction, although not without 
some pain. “I didn’t sleep for two weeks,” he 
recalls, “but afterwards I felt great.”

“I came out and I was really happy. I wanted 
to do something, not just go back to where 
I started. Then two days later I got my evic-
tion notice. The prison hadn’t forwarded my 
council tax and housing benefit forms and 
as much as I tried to convince the council to 
backdate them, they refused.” Elliot was liv-
ing in Tamworth at the time, but thought his 
chances of getting into a hostel would be bet-
ter in Birmingham. So, two days before he 
was to be evicted, he made the 15-mile trip 
down south.

Eight months on, the move’s proved to be a 
good one, even if the circumstances of his 
departure were less than pleasant. “I love it 
here,” he enthuses, “it’s much better than 
a small town. There’s lots to do, lots to 
see, lots of things to keep me busy.” For 
someone expelled from school at 15 due to 
hyperactivity, the buzz of a big city is impor-
tant. “I used to go mad from boredom – same 
people, same conversations. Mentally, I need 
a lot to stimulate me.”

Does that mean he regards Birmingham as 
his home? “Yes” comes the immediate reply. 
Then there’s a pause as Elliot casts a rest-
less eye over the patrons of the city centre 
pub we’ve found ourselves in. Almost as an 
afterthought he adds: “For now. One day, 
I’d really like to move back to Hong Kong.   
I was 12 when I left there, but I remember 
it really well. We lived on the 27th floor 
of Brahnma Hill Apartments. Just our 
tower block had its own turtle gardens 
and fish ponds. We had an Olympic size 
swimming pool, two tennis courts and 
a bar.” Listening to him reminisce, it’s clear 
how important where we grow up is to our 
sense of where we belong, regardless of our 
current language, accent, or culture.

But when I put this to Will he is not entirely 
convinced, telling me the importance of 
language: “When I came here I had to pick 
up the lingo. For example, the first word I 
learnt when coming to Birmingham was 

‘innit’. You have to know that word to live 
in here. ‘Sound’ is another. But generally, 
any shortcuts in English will get used, I 
know that for a fact.”

Coming from a different country, Will seems 
a perfect candidate to give an outsider’s 
view of what Birmingham is like. How gen-
erous are us Brummies, for example?

Generally, the people are nice, he concurs, 
although – like many Big Issue sellers – he 
occasionally experiences harassment from, 
in particular, groups of teenage boys. So 
does he have a message for people look-
ing down on Big Issue vendors, I ask.
 

“Stop judging people,” comes the reply.  
“As far as I’m concerned, I could judge a 
lot of people. I could tell a lot of people 
to stop doing what they’re doing, but I 
don’t. People tar all Big Issue sellers with 
the same brush, which is wrong because 
some of us have had more money than a 
lot of people, have had more life experi-
ence, have had more fulfilling lives.”

He pauses, gazing out of the 
window at the people walking 

by. “I know I have,” he 
quietly says.Apart from the fact that both men have backgrounds that 

wouldn’t make them obvious candidates for selling the Big 
Issue, they have very little else in common. Watching Elliot  
 – slim, long-haired, with an open, honest face – you could 
be forgiven for thinking you were watching a stand-up 
comedian perform in a comedy club. Flirting with passing 
women, trying to convince people the magazine is in fact 
a frisbee, and cheekily trying to sell his wares to police 
officers is all part of Elliot’s ‘routine’: a good way for him to 
burn off his hyperactive energy. Will, on the other hand, is 
quieter. Broad shouldered and confident he chats easily to 
his customers, sharing a joke and exchanging tips on com-
puter games. His intelligence is easy to see and it comes as 
no surprise to learn that he went to university in his home 
country of Poland, before coming to England and earning 
himself a good, well-paid job.

“There were so many people in my previous job who went 
into the office and said, ‘Who’s that Polish guy working here?’” 
he recalls, “When I left my employers gave me a reference 
saying my customer relation skills were second to none.” 
Will pauses, taking a sip of his coffee. The disappointment 
of being made redundant is still clear on his face, despite his 
best efforts to hide it. Undoubtedly the disappointment is 
compounded by what happened next.
 

Any trip to the city and you’re bound to meet a Big Issue seller. 
For a change, Speak Out puts two of them on the front page.

Meet Will: 24, university educated, 
speaks three languages – he’s also 
homeless. Or meet Elliot: 27, has an 
NVQ4 in computer science, and has 
travelled around Asia and Europe.  
He also sells the Big Issue.

WHAT’S          
THE 

? 

12 SpeakOut summer 2008 13summer 2008 SpeakOut

words by: Ghiyas Somra

   I couldn’t afford to 
be angry or scared; I 
had to focus on getting 
somewhere to sleep

feature feature
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Having been born in London, it’s 
interesting to see how my chidren, 
all born in the West Midlands, 
unquestionably belong here. Given 
that it was the place they were born 
and have since grown up. I do not 
have this same emotional attachment.

Almost unexplainably, my emotional attach-
ment remains with Bermondsey in London: 
home to the Tabard Inn, a la Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales, Charles Dickens’ Oliver 
Twist and me. Despite it nearing 20 years 
since I last lived there, Bermondsey is where 
my heart remains. My head, though, tells 
me that today’s Bermondsey is far from 
where I belong and that I undeniably belong 
here in Birmingham. Given that I now live 
here, work here, my children go to school 
here and that I may even eventually die here, 
Birmingham is where I belong. 

So to what extent is an emotional attachment 
to somewhere else a barrier to belonging? 
And why do we worry so much about 
people maintaining their identities or keep-
ing a part of the heritage in their hearts? 

For me, whether the heart is attached to 
Mogadishu or Moseley, Kingston or King-
standing, Warsaw or Weoley, it doesn’t stop 

your head from telling you where you belong. 
Yet in our quest for greater citizenship and 
belonging, we increasingly make unneces-
sary demands of those whose hearts may 
forever be elsewhere: asking them to ‘prove’ 
they belong, to ‘prove’ they are citizens, and 
to ‘prove’ they are British. 

This notion of Britishness was coined in the 
late 18th century, a time when the Empire 
and British monarchy were both extremely 
powerful throughout the world. This notion 
of what it meant to be British therefore 
emerged at a time when Britain was – in 
some people’s interpretation – truly ‘great’, 
hence the name ‘Great Britain’. 

But following major changes in Britain since 
the Second World War – most prominently 
the demise of the Empire and the influx of 
migrants from Commonwealth countries – 
much of what made Britain ‘great’ has 
diminished, leaving the notion of what it 
is to be British as little more than a series
of nostalgic moments in some far-off and
distant past. What we have traditionally
understood being British to mean has 
been thrown into a state of flux, where the 

familiarities of the old world order – the 
‘great’ Britain – no longer reflect Britain in its 
contemporary setting of the 21st century.

For many who have an attachment outside 
the UK, their experience of ‘Britishness’ 
may be very different from my own. As 
mentioned previously, I don’t have to earn 
or prove that I have it: it was attributed at 
birth without question. But for those who 
don’t look the same as me or don’t fit this 
profile, the same may not necessarily occur 
despite the possibility of them being second, 
third or even fourth generation British-born 
citizens. Despite having been a multicultural 
country for nearly half a century, notions 
of what it means to be British can still be 
seen and interpreted along overly simplistic 

‘racialised’ lines.

Until we find ways to negotiate the obstacles 
created by our history, Britain will continue 
to make the experience of those who do 
not ‘look’ like they might be British increas-
ingly difficult. Many will face scrutiny, others 
unfounded mistrust, and some even outright 
xenophobia in trying to make Britain their 
home. Whether this will be the same for ‘new 
wave’ migrants from Poland and indeed 
further east in Europe - given that they ‘look’ 
more like what traditional notions of being 

‘British’ demands - only time will tell. But 
this in itself raises the question of when and 
how you might ever become British if you 
are never able to look the way traditional and 
historical notions tell you that you should. 

Irrespective of what the head tells you, it’s 
the messages that what we as a society and 
country send that will make the ultimate 
difference. No amount of citizenship lessons 
or national holidays will ever change these.

  we demand of people 
whose hearts may be 
elsewhere that they 
prove they belong

         51% of people think Britishness should 
be taught in schools to improve young people’s 

sense of belonging. But, asks Chris Allen, 
do we even know what the word means?

you are here?

speak easy

Birmingham, Belonging 
& being British 

think piece

Kitty  
“Probably that I’m arrogant. I’ve got sun-
glasses on and it’s not even bright! And 
probably that I’m lazy too, because I look 
like a tramp.”

Anna
“Probably that I don’t care. I like being casual 
and comfortable with myself so I wear 
casual clothes?”

Graham and Laura 
“I don’t give a damn what I look like or what 
other people think, it’s just all about me and 
how I feel comfortable. My hair distin-
guishes me from other people, and it’s how 
people know I’m a punk. 

I get people shouting stuff at me all the time, 
but I really don’t care. If people are shallow 
minded like that, that’s their decision.”

Rohit 
“It used to say different and unique, sort of 
trend setter, but now I guess everyone’s 
pretty much wearing the same thing so I 
need to look for my next new idea to 
break away from the pack again.

I think it also says that I’m outside of the 
box, that I’m sometimes a bit dangerous, 
a bit risky, if you like. It doesn’t say safe; 
I hate being safe.”
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We went out and about in 
Birmingham to ask what do 
your clothes say about you?
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RACISM,

QBirmingham is one of the UK’s most diverse cities, and yet, even with such rich diversity, 
racism and discrimination continue to scar the city, and this will continue to be a problem 
in the future unless we as people - black and white, young and old, disabled and able 
bodied - get our heads around this issue.

So why is there a need to have this conversation? Why do we have to understand 
discrimination if it doesn’t affect all of us equally or some of us at all? And on top of 
this, how do we convince some people that racism actually exists? 

YES, racism does exist, but if we are going to address racism it’s important to look at 
discrimination in its widest meaning too, and acknowledge that discrimination can 
affect us regardless of our background. So although my focus for this comment is 
racism, I do place it within the wider issue of discrimination.

Racism has existed in Birmingham from the time when the city had iron foundries, 
where they built the chains to enslave millions of Africans. A place where people of ‘colour’ 
used to be defined as savages, inferior and uncivilised, and I wonder what has changed. In 
Birmingham today it is fair to say that skin colour, our ethnic background, can determine 
how you are treated by the law, the quality of education you receive, the job opportunities 
that are open to you and the quality of health care you receive. 

However, it is possible to identify a change in the nature of racism, from overt to covert. 
Racism was overt in the 1970s when skinheads used to roam the streets of Birmingham 
looking to attack and brutalise Black and Asian men. Now racism has taken on a more 

‘invisible’ form, in the sense that it has been institutionalised and lies in the very policies and 
processes that govern our public lives. So rather than skinheads roaming the streets as the 
figures of racist activity, we now find that racism and discrimination is being practised by 
many of our major institutions.

Many people in society are still under the assumption that race is not an issue and that the 
subject of racism should be forgotten, in the same way that we have forgotten history. This 
is in some partly down to the belief by many that because we live in a multi-cultural society 
where everyone is ‘free’ and ‘equal’ regardless of race, religion, gender or sexuality, that 
inequality is down to personal failings, not societal failings.

Indeed, the city is diverse with people from different cultures, backgrounds and religious 
beliefs. But how do we live amongst one another and achieve a society where everyone is 
truly free and equal if we don’t even really know each other or anything about each other’s lives?

I think it would help if more people in today’s society understood discrimination and 
the negative impact that it has on people’s lives. We need more organisations to engage 
with young people who are affected by these issues, disadvantaged and excluded by society. 
Young people need information that will help them to develop awareness and the capacity 
to understand these issues. 

Most importantly we must acknowledge that racism does affect us all because we all live 
amongst these issues, and unless we collectively fight discriminatory practice we are never 
likely to achieve equality for all people. 

“Being treated equally 
by everyone.”

“All people treated 
fairly with respect, &
equal opportunities.” 

“Fairness and respect. 
Valuing and providing 
for differences.” 

If you’ve got a problem or issue you’d like our equality experts to discuss, send your queries into 
us at Speak Out, Floor 9, Edgbaston House, 3 Duchess Place, Hagley Rd, Birmingham, B16 8NH

The Knowledge
Q.  My son reported another pupil for calling one of his friends a 
racist name. The teacher who he reported it to asked the accused 
pupil whether this was true and inevitably the pupil concerned denied 
using the racist term or being racist. Unbelievably, that was the end 
of the matter. 

My son is very distressed that the racism was not taken seriously 
and feels that this incident has given other pupils the green light to 
treat people in a discriminatory manner. I am extremely concerned 
that issues of this nature are not being discussed and dealt with in 
schools. Am I right in thinking that teachers are unwilling to deal 
with racism and discrimination in schools?        

Amy, Birmingham

With ever increasingly diversity, there is a danger 
that we become complacent about discrimination.  
Craig Pinkney looks at whether fairness is a reality  
for everyone.

A
A. What a wonderful boy you have raised, prepared 
to raise and challenge discrimination on behalf of 
others and what a shame that his action did not 
produce the sort of response that would have given 
him confidence in his school and teachers.

Many teachers are uncertain and unsure about 
identifying racism and discrimination, let alone know-
ing how to respond effectively. We’ve found many 
teachers would be willing to do something, but lack 
the confidence, knowledge and skills to actually 
do so. This, however, leaves many young people in 
schools unprotected, unchallenged and ignorant, 
as you have revealed. At its worst, incidents such 
as these are a factor in the high suicide rates of 
young people.

It’s crucial then that incidents such as this are taken 
seriously, investigated fairly, reported on, and that 
steps are taken to ensure that everyone is clear 
about the ethos of the school and that reporting and 
monitoring systems are in place and are effective.

I think there are a number of actions you might like to 
consider pursuing:

•   Asking the school for copies of their anti-bullying 
and race equality policies – they are required by law 
to have these. This means you’ll be fully informed of 
the obligations and responsibilities they have detailed 
for themselves, which should also include information 
about what to do if you wish to make a complaint.

•   Put in a request for information on the number of 
bullying and discrimination incidents reported over the 
last year and the related outcomes. 

•   Write a letter to the head, copied to the school’s chair 
of governors, outlining the incident and the less than 
satisfactory response. Ask for a meeting to discuss 
this further. At this meeting, you might want to include 
discussion of the information you’ve obtained, plus 
what the school does to support teachers to discuss, 
understand and deal with bullying and racism. Don’t 
forget to ask how pupils are encouraged to discuss 
and explore discrimination as well.

speak easycomment

  Every issue we put your equality queries to our resident panel of experts.

Dear Amy

STILL 
HERE? 

What does equality mean to you?
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Adulthood, a sequel to Kidulthood (2006), was released in June 
2008. Adulthood is directed, written and starred in by London 
born Noel Clarke and follows the life of Sam, a young man who 
has just been released from a prison sentence after serving six 
years behind bars. The film is a hard hitting, dark and insightful 
glimpse into the reality of youth culture today. 

Shakespearean in its way, Adulthood explores some of the 
archetypal themes of tragedy, revenge, love, respect and honour, 
whilst retaining an element of light heartedness and humour.  

Adulthood unpacks the sexy and glorified perception of 
criminal activity and how this often goes hand in hand with an 
attempt to enhance reputation and gain ‘respect’. Sam, who in 
Kidulthood does everything to gain respect and power through 
crime and fear, makes the decision, in this second film, to turn 
his life around. However, as the film demonstrates, this will not 
be easy as within hours of his release Sam finds himself forced 
back into a life of trouble. Sam’s lack of control in this situation 
highlights one of the major challenges that the young people 
in the film (and in real life) face when trying to get on with life: 
there are not always many real choices or options available. 
Sam’s desire to get on with his life is greatly hindered by the 
world that surrounds him and the few avenues that seem open 
to him.

“I’ve never felt more like a kid in my whole life” is a central 
theme in Adulthood. Whilst in Kidulthood the young people 
could not wait to grow up and live by their own rules, in Adult-
hood they soon realise that adulthood is not all its cracked up 
to be and that decisions made in youth can continue to dog you 
as you enter adulthood.

If you do, and think you can tell us 
what it is and where it is, then you 
could win a pair of tickets to a 
celebration gig taking place on 20 
September at the Hare & Hounds, 
Kings Heath, featuring Special Beat, 
Electric Animals and Jibbering 
Records (see back cover for more information)

Under 18s must be accompanied by an adult. All entries must be received by 10 September 2008.

No one feels this more than Lexi (Scarlett Alice Johnson) who 
is a victim of her own past and repeatedly struggles to face 
her demons. Lexi and Sam are unexpectedly drawn together 
through their mutual fear and vulnerability, but they are not the 
only ones to feel vulnerable. Noel Clarke exposes the vulner-
ability that all young people experience in the uncertain and 
adult world they find themselves in. 

Adulthood should be applauded for trying – and in our opinion 
succeeding – to present a gritty and poignantly hard-hitting 
picture of urban youth culture today. Although Noel Clarke’s 
film may not provide us with any solutions, it is at least an 
attempt to unpack the complex issues that many young people 
face in their lives, and put them under the spotlight for all to 
see. Adulthood is an ‘in your face’ type of film, and is at times 
hard to watch; but its sexy edge and fast moving story is enough 
to keep cinema viewers on the edge of their seats. 

20%  number of 16 year old boys admitting to attacking    
  someone with the intention of hurting them

25%  number of young people at school admitting 
  they carry a penknife

59%  number of gang members admitting to 
  possessing a gun

31%  the amount violent crime has fallen between 
  1997 and 2008

STAT ATTACK

Adulthood (2008), 99 min
Director: Noel Clarke

Starring: Noel Clarke, Adam Deacon, 
Scarlett Alice Johnson, Danny Dyer

reviewed competition

Review by: Nisha Mehta & Jade Walters

Send your answers to the Speak Out team at Brap:

Email: speakout@brap.org.uk 
Post: Speak Out, Floor 9, Edgbaston House, 3 Duchess Place, 
Hagley Rd, Birmingham, B16 8NH

Winners will be announced in the next issue – Autumn 2008

Do you recognise these 
Birmingham landmarks?

1.

3.

Look out for the Autumn issue of 
Speak Out in November 2008

Don’t forget if you have something to say, 
or want to share your stories, photographs 
or work with the rest of Birmingham get 
in touch. 

email speakout@brap.org.uk  or for more 
information go to www.brap.org.uk
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SEPTEMBER 20TH 2008 9PM - 2AM
The Hare and Hounds, High Street, Kings Heath 

Tickets: £15  available from www.theticketsellers.co.uk or on the door

For more information contact Emma on 0121 456 7400 or emmaw@brap.org.uk


