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Abstract
This thesis examines how three generations of women from one family have used
photography to inform and maintain their beliefs about identity, race and belonging. It
explores how, through photography, they performed ways of being Black. Through a
close examination of family narratives and photographs, I ask how race can be
understood as a performative act played out in front of the lens. In doing so, the study
contributes to a broader discussion about race and the performance of race in Britain
from the late 1950s to the present.
Combining autoethnography and photographic practice, I critically explore the
different ways my grandmother, mother and I have used photography. My
grandmother, by way of her British colonial passport, used photography to confirm
her British identity. My mother utilised the photographic image to inform and educate
the next generation, embracing a new Black identity that was political and resistant to
negative stereotypical images. Finally, I turn the camera on myself and examine what
it means to be been born Black, female and British in London during the racial and
political upheaval of the 1970s and 1980s. Centred on Harlesden in North West
London the study moves out across the British landscape to explore how race is
performed in different locations.
Informed by Stuart Hall’s analysis of how colonialism shaped African Caribbean
culture and history in Britain, and drawing on key theoretical ideas established by
Black radical thought including Frantz Fanon and W.E.B. DuBois, this thesis explores
the implications of photographic practices. Combining image making with primary
research and with reference to my grandmother’s and my mother’s use of
photography, the thesis contributes to debates on Black photographic histories in
Britain. Specifically, it provides a close examination of key arguments surrounding
the racialised construction of Black British identity, how racial classifications have
been upheld through photography, and how they are also subject to modification and
contestation through practices of making and using photographs. The study explores
and contributes to the contemporary shift in cultural and visual representations of the
Black body. This is done by arguing that photography, when used differently, can
produce new ways of seeing which in turn give rise to new cultural ways of being.
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Introduction
For the past several years I have been examining, through my visual practice, the role
of photography in the production of Black African Caribbean identities, and how the
photographic object has been used to maintain stereotypical ideas about Black
people.1 I decided to revisit these ideas by investigating the theoretical and historical
structures that uphold the processes used to validate and reinforce racial concepts.
At the centre of this research is the examination of three generations of women in
my family, and the different ways my grandmother; mother and I have used the
photographic image-object. Each of us at various stages in our lives has used
photography, and the photograph, as a method and a tool through which to define and
confirm our individual and collective identities. Through a close examination of
family narratives and photographs, I aim to add to a broader discussion about race, or
more specifically the performance of race in front of the camera.
My use of the term performance refers to the physical and mental processes or
movements one goes through in order to present themselves to an external world. This
performance allows the subject the opportunity to take some control over his or her
own body. It is in this instance that performance and movement become an
intrinsically linked expression that each of us carries.
Throughout this research I use the term performativity to refer to the quality of
repeated acts, thus suggesting that identity is something that is performed repeatedly
in order to become real. I use Anoop Nayak and Judith Butler’s argument as a
trajectory to explore further how race is an interpretation of an idea rather than a fixed
truth.2
I use both concepts in relation to my creative practice to examine ideas
surrounding Black authenticity and the process of understanding performance that
upholds one’s identity through photography. As Amelia Jones and Andrew
Stephenson write that:

Since meaning is negotiated between and across subjects and
through language, it can never be fully secured: meaning comes to
1

Throughout this thesis I will capitalise the ‘B’ in black when referring to Black people. The reason I have chosen
Anoop Nayak. ‘After Race: Ethnography, Race and Post-race Theory’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 29(3), 2006, p.
416; Judith Butler. Gender Trouble: Feminism and The Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge, 1990, p. 25;
Judith Butler. Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”. New York: Routledge, 1993, p. 2
2

9

be understood as a negotiated domain, in flux and contingent on
social and personal investments and context. By emphasising this
lack of fixity and the shifting invested nature of any interpretive
engagement, we wish to assert that interpretation itself is worked
out as a performance between artists and spectators.3

Similarly to other artists and scholars, I have used performativity as a way of
generating meaning around identity, which I would argue, is negotiated both
internally and externally. For example, artist Harold Offeh and writers Judith Butler
and bell hooks have, albeit differently, used the notion of performativity to discuss the
production of identity in relation to the marginalised gendered, sexed and raced body.4
I set out to answer questions that have manifested in my visual practice, such as
‘is race is a performative act?’ and ‘what role does memory play in the understanding
and forming of a Black identity?’ and ‘how can the relationship between race, place
and the body be represented visually?’.
In answering these questions, I first had to summarise the historical considerations
that pigeonholed African and African Caribbean people as racially inferior. Stuart
Hall writes that ‘slavery, colonialisation, and colonialism locked us all – them (you)
and us (them) – into a common, unequal, uneven history. African Caribbean culture
and history is precisely, the result of the ways these histories were locked irrevocably
together’.5 Derek Bishton and John Reardon go on to add that ‘the diversity of
practices known as “photography” cannot respond to discourses about racism and
racist stereotyping unless they begin to look beyond the image itself, unless new ways
of seeing are nurtured and evolved’.6 By combining my visual practice with the
theoretical examination of Black authenticity and my grandmother’s and mother’s
different approaches to photography, my thesis aims to contribute to knowledge by
investigating what can be understood as authentically Black and if there are new ways
in which to understand Blackness. This possibility implies that previous ways of
viewing the Black subject are no longer acceptable, or have become outdated, thus

3

Amelia Jones & Andrew Stephenson (ed.).,Performing the Body/Performing the Text. London: Routledge, 1999,
p. 2
4
Judith Butler. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge, 1990; Judith
Butler. Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative. New York: Routledge, 1997; bell hooks. Talking Back:
Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black. Boston: South End Press, 1989. Also see, Deirdre Heddon. Autobiography and
Performance. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.
5
Stuart Hall. Reconstruction Work. In Derek Bishton & John Reardon (ed) Ten. 8. (16) 1984, p. 1
6
Ibid, p.1
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inferring that one not only has to consider new ways of seeing, but that in turn these
might give rise to new ways of being.
The visual aspect of this thesis is as essential to the project as the theoretical and
reflective components. Like memory, family narratives and Black cultural history, my
mother’s use of photography, and the power of the photograph have held a dominant
position within our household. The function and the placing of photographs and other
images in our home was a strategic decision that my mother made. They became an
access point for the family through which to understand African and African
Caribbean history and culture. Although the presence of photographs, images, and
objects were in visual abundance throughout our home, the theoretical discourse that
underpinned the main topic of discussion surrounding race, racism, identity,
Britishness, and gender were printed on the spines of books that my mother had
collected over the years. Titles such as, Racism and Political Action in Britain, Black
Moses: the Story of Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement
Association, The Souls of Black Folk, Black Skin White Mask, The Wretched of the
Earth, and Women, Race and Class, to name but a few. Reading through such books
while growing up, I began to question how some of the themes mentioned above
related to my own experience of growing up Black in Britain, and how it may be
visually represented. It was through the exploration of these questions and in response
to the political, and social movements and theoretical discourse that were taking place
in our home and the wider Black community that my visual practice was born.
I have used the cultural and social structures within my family to develop the
foundations of this thesis. This project is in part born out of a deep fascination of the
functionality of vernacular photographs and how they mirror the cultural and political
landscape. I explore this conception and play with the idea that photography as a
medium can be used to articulate, both theoretically and visually, the discussion
surrounding Black Britishness, belonging and Black authenticity. I will discuss further
on in this chapter how I use my practice to illustrate and ‘engender knowledge’
addressing some of the key theoretical concepts mentioned throughout this thesis.7
Particularly how I have used an autoethnographic methodology to create a platform
where my visual practice and reflective and theoretical writing work in unison.

7

Robin Nelson. Practice-As-Research Knowledge and Their Place in the Academy. In Ludivine Allegue, Simon
Jones, Baz Kershaw (ed) Practice-As-Research: In Performance and Screen. Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan,
2009, p. 113
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Generational Differences in the Production of Identity
Embedded in the foundations of my autoethnographic methodology are the various
ways my grandmother, mother and myself have approached and been affected by
migration, identity, gender, history and photography. We play central roles in the
thesis, and as women we each offer up different understandings and presentations on
our individual identities. Although gender implicitly structures this thesis, and is
focused on three generations of women in my family, I decided early on that it would
not be as central to my analysis as the concept of race. My reason behind this decision
is purely based on the responses I got from both my grandmother and mother during
our numerous interview sessions. For example, concepts of feminism and women’s
rights were not necessarily issues that would have been at the forefront of my
grandmother’s mind or issues that she had time to consider, nor were they part of her
cultural language. For my grandmother, work and family were her main concerns and
making sure that she was able to provide for her eight children. Equally, my
grandmother was from a generation that believed that there was one role for women
and one role for men, and that boys and girls should act accordingly. In conversation
with her some years before she died, we talked about careers and what I wanted to do
with my life. She suggested that I should get an education so that I could train as a
nurse. For her, the idea that a Black woman could reach the level of doctor was one
she did not consider or think possible, at least not until later on in her life. My mother,
on the other hand, had a very different attitude to gender roles than my grandmother.
My mother had grown up acutely aware of the gendered and racialised difference
between Black women and White women. We often spoke about the different
expectations Black women faced in the labour market, compared to their White
counterparts. Where many White women were fighting for the right to work and
pushing against the role of the housewife, in the 1970s many African Caribbean
women in Britain had to work, as a number of households were headed by single
parents. Although I would not go so far as to call my mother a feminist, and neither
would she, she was in all but name. She was inspired by politically active Black
women, like Queen Mother Moore and Angela Davis, and would even state that
Sojourner Truth was the first Black feminist. For my mother, however, the
inequalities and racism that Black men and women faced would take precedence over
gendered inequalities in times of need. Based on my grandmother’s and mother’s
12

responses it became essential to me that I build my research on what they voiced and
viewed as important, such as race, Britishness and belonging, thus ensuring that their
collective voices were heard and represented centrally throughout this study.
Similarly to my grandmother and mother, my concerns with gender were out weighed
by my own experiences of racism. What would, over time, become increasingly
important to me, however, was the various ways Black female artists such as, Ingrid
Pollard, Sonia Boyce and Maud Sulter used their creative platforms to explore the
intersectionality of race and gender. I believe that if I had incorporated a feminist
approach rather than focusing on race, my research would have taken a completely
different direction, one that was not in line with either my grandmother’s or my
mother’s way of thinking about themselves and the spaces they occupied.
Embarking on this research journey, I was inspired by some of the material I came
across; scholarship and artistic productions that supported some of the thoughts that I
have had over the years. I think of the repeated stories and reproduced images that I
have seen of Black people. I am reminded of African American artists such as Glenn
Ligon and Ellen Gallagher, who through their creative practice references the impact
repetition can have on one’s consciousness. The same can be said about the way my
mother reinforced a sense of identity through images and oral repetition. Repetition
becomes performance. As Denzin notes, ‘lives and their experiences, the telling and
the told, are represented in stories which are performances’.8 Retold stories not only
act as performances of experience but also as essential tools in the passing on of
memory. Denzin goes on to state that stories are like pictures and when we scratch the
surface of stories, we are able to discover new pictures.
Deciding to put my grandmother, my mother and myself under the microscope of
interpretive autoethnography does not come without challenges. 9 In 2010 my
grandmother died, taking with her all of her memories and the unanswered questions I
had failed to capture during a previous interview in 2004. I have had to rely on the
memories of others in order to inform my understanding of my grandmother, and of
the decisions she made. In some cases, my mother has had to provide answers to my
questions, which at times has been interesting, as my mother tends to add her own
interpretation of race and belonging to some of the collected material, and the
8

Norman K. Denzin. Interpretive Autoethnography. London: SAGE Publications, 2014, p.1
Norman K. Denzin describes interpretive autoethnography as a biographical study of life experiences and
performance of a person. Using exemplars, the author tried to connect the dots between lives, performance, the
epiphany and its interpretation.
9
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memories that I have of my grandmother. In regards to my mother, it can sometimes
be difficult to view ‘the something new’ by scratching the surface, for the stories that
my mother has told me and the family, are the same stories that she has repeatedly
performed for herself and others.
As I turn the attention to myself, I am faced with the challenge of trying to be both
objective and subjective at the same time. With the use of my own memories and
images, I have situated myself in the historical space that I am investigating, reading
my performance through my family history, assembled with the aid of collected and
curated images as well as the wider African Caribbean community.
Photographs have the power to re-ignite or simulate memories long forgotten.
John Berger writes that there is a connection with photography and memory:
The thrill found in a photograph comes from the onrush of memory. This is
obvious when it’s a picture of something we once knew. That house we lived
in. Mother when young. Memory is a strange faculty. The sharper and more
isolated the stimulus memory receives, the more it remembers; the more
comprehensive the stimulus, the less it remembers.10
As stated earlier, the three central chapters in this project focus on my grandmother,
my mother and myself. As a practicing artist, I have over the years collected images,
objects and various texts as part of my practice. The discovery of my grandmother’s
passport in an old box, has led to it being the central subject around which I introduce
theoretical concepts of identity, Empire and migration. In my practice, I use those
themes as bases on which to visually explore different stages of arrival and the idea of
being a stranger. In addition to collecting my grandmother’s passport, I have also
been systematically collecting family photographs; I use them in this research and in
my practice to explore how images of my family have been one of the main sources of
self-representation. I want to challenge the power visual images have in the shaping of
cultural meaning and readings of the Black subject by confronting the wider public
with images of Blackness, in this case images of members of my family. By using the
passport document as a prompt during interviews with other family members, my aim
was to generate an understanding of how Black people from an African Caribbean
background, and my grandmother’s generation, interpret cultural meanings through
images and objects.
10

John Berger. Keeping a Rendezvous. New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 1992, p. 192-193
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These meanings may operate in different ways and hold different significance for
different people; they may be clear and open to interpretation or more obscure. At
times, cultural meanings are tangible and clear-cut, and may come in the form of
physical gestures. As a child when walking with my mother along Kilburn or
Harlesden High Road, I would often watch the way she interacted with other Black
people, the silent gestures and the conversations that would take place between them,
the unsaid greetings that would be shared as people passed each other by, the slightest
movement of one’s head and a connecting of the eyes. As I got older, I would come to
understand what these actions meant; becoming an action that I too would later
perform when seeing another Black person. Despite my understanding of the cultural
importance of acknowledging another Black person in public, its performance has
mainly been unconsciously produced up until the point of explanation. However, we
were also exposed to culture and its meanings through television programs, art
exhibitions, movies and certain writings, as well as oral histories and family
narratives. The ‘production’ of identity as Hall explains, is ‘one that is never
complete, always in the process and always constituted within, not outside
representation’.11 Although the changes that affect our sense of self are an internal
experience, they manifest through and by things that are outside of ourselves. As Hall
would go on to argue, this viewpoint creates the ‘very authority and authenticity to
which the term cultural identity lays claim’.12 The instability of identity means that
definitions used to categories people into different social groups, have the power to
shift people, as Gary Younge termed in ‘between the margins and the core’. 13
Identities and cultures are in constant flux and the processes used to establish them
not only change through time, but are also a result of internal and external struggles
that are faced individually and collectively in society.
I will discuss my use and understanding of the term ‘Black authenticity’,
particularly in relation to the work of Stuart Hall and Homi Bhabha, in Chapter Five.

11

Stuart Hall. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. London: Sage in association
with the Open University, 1997, p. 51
12
Ibid, p. 52
13
The Margins and Core was used as the tile of Gary Younge’s keynote lecture at the Victoria and Albert Museum
on the 24th March 2010, where he highlights the complexities of identity and its inability to settle.
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Research Strands
This research has been conducted in parallel dimensions: strand one consisted of a
historical and autoethnographic research; strand two was focused on my visual
practice, drawing on the collection of family photographic archive material but
primarily concerned with the production of new imagery.
Splitting the research process into two strands enabled me to collate specific
material into the sections mentioned above. For example, I use photographs from my
family archive as a trajectory into the discussion about the history surrounding
Britain’s Black African Caribbean population. It is in this way that my
autoethnographic methodology has developed. In addition to using collected images
to add to historical and theoretical debate surrounding race and belonging, through
photo-elicitation interviews I have gathered narratives, memories and experiences that
have fed directly into the production of my visual practice. This has consisted of the
organising and conducting of interviews with family, friends and associates from the
African Caribbean community. I recruited first, second and third generation
immigrants via word of mouth, and community connections. Using photographs and
images, either personal or public, as aides-memoire, this approach enabled
discussions and addressed questions in both the individual and group interview
sessions. As discussed earlier, researchers often use images and photographs as a
medium for generating memory and prompting discussion.14 For example, in 2014, a
friend of my mother posted a photograph on Facebook to celebrate her birthday.15 The
original photograph was taken in 1982 at a Queen Mother Moore event in King
Edwards VII Park, Harlesden.16 The image is of my mother, standing confidently, one
arm raised with fist clenched in the Black Power salute; in her other arm she is
holding my younger brother. When asked to recount why and what she was saluting,
she replied ‘it is a physical affirmation of my belief in myself as a Black woman, and
what was being said, not just to me but also to the younger generation, even the son in
my arms’. She added that she also felt empowered by the people she was standing

14
There have been a growing number of methodological studies focusing on the use of photography in visual
research, See Penny Tinkler. Using photographs in Social and Historical Research. London: SAGE Publications
Ltd, 2013; Caroline Knowles & Paul Sweetman. Picturing the Social Landscape: Visual Methods and the
Sociological Imagination. London: Routledge, 2004; Gillian Rose. Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to
Researching with Visual Materials. London: SAGE Publications, 2012
15
I will return to this image in chapter four.
16
Queen Mother Moore was an African-American civil rights leader and a Black nationalist (1898-1996)
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amongst.17 This image of my mother and others of my grandmother act as aidesmemoire, they have facilitated discussions around the performance of race in relation
to one's location and memory, and how that performance can be captured visually. My
aim has been to use photography to gain an understanding of participants’ experiences
of race.
The second strand of this research project is a systematic study of my own
personal experience of race, Black authenticity, and belonging that is contained within
British landscape. Using material that I collected over the years from diary extracts,
images, photographs and texts, I examine closely the relationship between the
photographic image, race and performance. The fore mentioned themes set the
foundations in which I present the centrality of my photographic practice in regards to
this research project.
The collection of visual material forms the basis for a rigorous analytical study, as
well as supporting the creation of new images. This allows me to scrutinise and
examine the material, not as an anthropologist or historian might, but as an artist, thus
emphasising that an artistic practice has rigour and integrity of its own.
Harlesden is the geographical starting point in this thesis because of the family
connections and our history of living in that area. Harlesden is the place my
grandmother settled in when she arrived in 1960. It is also where my mother grew up.
But, most importantly, it is a site of shared and shifting generational experiences.
Harlesden conjures up different memories and emotions for me; it is both a place
where I have blended in, and an area where I have felt completely out of place and
exposed. There have been times when visiting my grandmother, that I would feel
intimidated walking to the shops, as if I had entered a space that required a way of
being that I did not have or know how to perform. The streets represented a world that
I was at odds with, a world that I could not quite penetrate, despite my familiarity
with the area it always felt as if I was moving to a different rhythm.
In order to research the performativity of race – its dependence on movement – it
was essential to place myself directly in different locations around Harlesden. Using
material collected from interviews, I mapped out a series of different walks that
exposed me to a Harlesden I was no longer familiar with. As I walked, new
experiences would layer the narratives and images that had been passed on from the
17

These comments are part of a photo-elicitation interview 24th January 2015
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various people I had interviewed. Over time, I began to take myself out of the city and
place myself further into the British countryside, which allowed me to draw
comparisons, establishing whether our location affects the way one moves when
outside of what are considered Black spaces. By exposing myself to different spaces I
was able to explore questions of race, memory and performance that the archival
images, and collected narratives had provided. This research material not only worked
as prompts in the process of remembering events, but also acted as aides in the
creation of new images.

Chapter Outline
In chapter one, I map out the various methods used in the structuring of this research
project and how they are supported through this particular autoethnographic study. I
explain how, as a methodology, autoethnography allows me to write in a style that
invokes the essence of storytelling, which is an integral part of my family’s identity.
This is most evident in the chapters three, four and five, were I spend a considerable
amount of time exploring generational approaches to the function of photography.
This thesis unfolds through the unearthing of memories and family photographs. I use
an autobiographical voice to present the critical links that I have made between
storytelling, memories and the photographic object. Though the process of gathering
the selected photographs was relatively straightforward, the organising and placing of
each of the images into relevant time frames required intensive and repeated
interviews with my mother, and the re-examining of recorded interview material of
my grandmother before she died. These processes helped me develop an
understanding of various functions photographic image-objects perform in relation to
my family’s cultural identity.
In chapter two, I outline the critical arguments relating to why my grandmother
and mother viewed themselves the way that they did between the 1960s and the 1990s
in Britain. Tina Campt argues that to appreciate why a photograph is made, one must
‘understand the social, cultural, and historical relationships figured in the image, as
well as a larger set of relationships outside and beyond the frame’. 18 Without
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remapping the extensive landscape of colonial and postcolonial studies, chapter two
provides an overview of the historical and theoretical contextualisation of the legacy
of colonialism and its effects on Black identity generally. I use key cultural
commentators such as Stuart Hall to review the historical backdrop that frames my
grandmother’s and my mother’s arrival in 1960s Britain. Through my grandmother’s
and my mother’s racialised experiences, I layout the contrasting positions they
occupied. In regards to my grandmother’s relationship with Britain, and my mother’s
identification with Africa, both women looked in opposite directions to a place that
they referred to as home. Applying Hall’s theory on the production and consumption
of culture and racism, I provide context to the different perspectives my grandmother
and mother have on their own cultural identity. I attempt to understand the social,
political and historical reasons behind the opposing positions in which they found
themselves. I discuss some of the cultural and political movements that shaped the
shift of a colonial subject identity to a new Black identity during the 1970s and after
in Britain. Further on in chapter two, I draw on the writings of W.E.B. DuBois and
Franz Fanon, both of whom at different stages of the 20th century considered the
psychological manifestations of double consciousness and the implications of
colonialism for the Black body. Through DuBois and Fanon, I underpin some of the
key issues surrounding the performance of race and their relationship to the
production of images and influence over my own practice.
In chapter three, I introduce my grandmother via her British Jamaican passport
document, which I use as a tool symbolising her moment of arrival to Britain as well
as highlighting Britain’s colonial and imperial relationship and the coming to terms of
Black people as subjects. With the aid of her passport identification photograph, I
discuss her belief in the fixedness of her British identity. Painfully for my
grandmother, the perceived fixedness of her British identity would after fifty years be
cancelled. I use the cancellation stamp that is depicted in bold blue letters under her
passport photograph to introduce the political and cultural shifts that were taking
place in Britain. At various stages in this chapter, I ease the reader along through
some of the complex and challenging points of Britain’s political history, and the
theoretical arguments that surround it, by including my personal memories, memories
that have ben activated upon viewing my grandmother’s passport document and
identification photograph. I traverse the political and cultural landscape, eventually
arriving at my mother’s point of arrival in London, 1962.
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Chapter four addresses the disidentification process my mother went through, and
which is captured in three photographs taken of her between 1972 and the mid 1980s.
I begin to question the notion of race and how it may be performed at different stages
in one’s life and in front the camera. In the first image, we view my mother at the start
of a cultural identity shift. Reflected in the subsequent photographs, one begins to see
the formations of these shifts in more detail. Two of the photographs, though taken
nearly a decade apart, present the ‘performativity’ of a new burgeoning Black
identity. Through the photographs, I investigate the influence of culture and politics
on the Black body and psyche. Due to the very nature of this research project, the
entwining of personal narratives and photographs within political, historical and
theoretical context, allows me to pay attention to some of the influencing beliefs.
Beliefs that were not limited to the confines of our home, but that were also part of a
section of the wider Black community. In 1984 my mother was part of a Channel Four
documentary Whose Town is it Anyway, which examined the racial tensions in the
borough of Brent after the New Cross uprisings.19 The film looked at how different
members of the community struggled to make changes and to have their voices heard.
In one section of the documentary, my mother states clearly the absolute importance
for Black people to know who they are and where they come from. She suggests that
the best way to achieve this is through the use of stories and images, and as she states
this she points at the images and photographs pinned up around her living room walls.
It is at this significant moment that I discuss my mother’s use of photography as an
educational tool, a tool that visually and conceptually replaced stereotypical images of
Black people.
In chapter five, the discussion is moved on further by examining the relationship
of photography, memory and the mechanical functions of the camera. Exploring how
photography is used as a medium through which identity has been lived, performed
and theorised. Using W.E.B DuBois and Frantz Fanon, I explore what it means to be
Black not only in the world but also in specific locations, such as Harlesden in
London, and consider how ‘Blackness’ is performed depending on one’s location. As
in chapter four, I place each photograph against a political backdrop. As I explore the
cultural landscape further, I begin to unravel the complex relationship of growing up
both Black and British. Sandwiched between two generations and their differing ways
19
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of thinking and being I walk the reader through the challenges surrounding different
perspectives of Black authenticity and its connection to the photographic image.
Chapter six is an exploration of my visual practice in relation to some of the key
historical and theoretical points that are raised in the previous chapters. Through my
research, I reflect on the various internal and external influences that have developed
my visual practice. I examine the work of Black artists from the 1980s, and in
particular the work of Ingrid Pollard, whose visual practice addresses similar issues
relating to race, identity and the British landscape. By employing formal structures of
studio photography, I approach the felt and known experience of invisibility and
hypervisibility by making new portraits of members of my family. I examine the
performativity of race by visually and theoretically engaging with the assumption that
Black authenticity exists, and exploring the shifts dependent on geography.
This research material not only worked as prompts in the process of remembering
events, but also acted as aides in the creation of new images. The new body of visual
practice that responded to and addressed the theoretical concepts were produced in
various ways. Stranger was developed through my understanding of the ideas
surrounding Britishness and belonging particularly in regards to my mother’s and my
grandmother’s experiences. Through analogue photography, I created portraits of my
mother in various locations to visually explore further the ideas surrounding the above
themes. From Harlesden in London to Dungeness in Kent I photographed my mother
in different positions; with each location, the range between belonging, and the
familiar, to the foreign, and uncomfortable would fluctuate. Sequentially, Stranger
was the first body of work I created that visually responded to the discourse relating
to notions of belonging and Britishness.
All but one of the four images produced are in black and white and were taken
using a 5x4 large format camera. There is one portrait of my mother in Queens Park,
London that was taken in colour with the use of a medium format camera. The
motivation behind this particular decision was simply to create a break in the series by
providing a pause in the work, thus allowing the viewer to be confronted by the lone
figure of my mother in a landscape that is at times incongruent with her presence. To
emphasise this point visually, each of the images developed with the intention of them
all being printed and framed at a large scale that would hang on a gallery wall.
Black Light directly contrasts with Stranger, which is a series of five studio
photographs of each member of my immediate family. The creative motivation behind
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Black Light is to visually capture the fine line between the known experience of
invisibility and hypervisibility. Each subject has been positioned against a black
backdrop and photographed in low light, thus producing an image that is only
recognisable when seen in the light. To demonstrate the subtlety between invisibility
and hypervisibility photographically, I printed each image on durable transparency
film that allows light to diffuse through the image when backlit by a light box. The
intention is create an image that on first impression looks like a black square when
placed on a gallery wall. When the image is approached, a sensor is triggered and the
image becomes lit from behind. The viewer is only then able to see clearly the subject
that is captured within the frame.
In addition to the photographic work, my practice also examines the
performativity of race by visually and theoretically engaging with the assumption that
Black authenticity exists, and exploring the shifts one embodies that are dependent on
geography. To demonstrate the bilateral nature of this embodied experience, I
produced two video installations, Walk like a Black Man, and Black Girl Walking
both filmed using a digital SLR. My decision behind the use of moving image over
photography was based on a need to capture my brother’s slow, exaggerated walk
(Walk like a Black Man), and the disorientating movement of my feet (Black Girl
Walking) as I traverse barefoot along the paved roads of Harlesden that I would not
have achieved through a still two dimensional image. Both videos have an unrefined
and unfinished quality to them as if the camera has captured a performance that is in
its early stages of being played out.
Finally I conclude by reflecting on the complex relationship that exists between
generations Black people and Britain and how themes of identity, belonging and
Britishness are addressed and captured through the use of photography and the
photograph. These signifying factors have played a major role in this research,
becoming the lens through which I examine the generational differences between my
grandmother, mother and I and our individual use of photography. I go on to discuss
the impact of the visual and historical lacuna that exists in my family and how
photography has was used to confirm our Black identities against a backdrop of race,
belonging, authenticity and Britishness.
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Chapter One
The Origins and Development of a Methodology: Images, Narratives,
Histories
This chapter provides an in-depth examination of my autoethnographic methodology,
and the different methods that create the threads that structure this research project.
Each strand incorporates themes such as the cultural importance of storytelling,
family narratives and the passing on of memories and traditions, and the role of
photographs in communicating Black British identity. The performative act of
storytelling is an integral part of my family and is so ingrained in me that it is a
fundamental part of how I communicate. It has made me a certain kind of researcher.
In many ways, the methodology for this thesis has chosen me rather than the other
way around. Its foundations are built upon my experiences, and are rooted within the
observations, narratives and movements of those early experiences. I also draw on
postcolonial theory and its examination of the African Caribbean British diaspora
experience. I use the gathered information to construct a series of questions, which I
asked during photo-elicitation interviews with members of my family and the wider
African Caribbean community. The questions and answers also helped to form the
bases for the arguments surrounding my practice-based research study and the types
of photographs that I make.
As a child, my mother would tell me that I was a descendent from Africa, but that
I was also African Caribbean, not British or English. This affirmation would be
repeated to me more than once and at times left me feeling confused about my
position in the world and where I truly belonged. In some ways, it had the opposite
effect to that which my mother had intended. If I was neither British nor English, but
African and Caribbean, why were we here and not there? Why did I have a British
passport, and why did I speak the way I did and not like my parents? Equally, the only
experience I have had of the Caribbean is through the stories told by my mother and
grandmother. I have never been to Jamaica.
In 1996, I went to work as a volunteer in Botswana, southern Africa, and it was
there that I was truly confronted with my Britishness and myself as a ‘Black' person.
When people realised that I could not speak the local language, they often asked
where I was from, to which I responded by saying that I was British, assuming that
they were aware of the history and presence of Black people in Britain. Yet my

answer always produced one of two responses: ‘they have Black people in Britain?’
or, and I found this to be the most interesting, and profound: ‘But you’re Black’.
As I think about the moment those three words were stated, and the physical effect
their utterance had, I am brought back to that event. It is not that I had been told
something new about myself, of which I was unaware. It was not the ‘you’re Black’
that had the strongest impact; it was the ‘but’ that had the power to make me pause,
taking me out of myself. In that instant, I became two. I became the self that I know I
am, and a new and unfamiliar self that I saw for the first time through the eyes of
others. In this moment of understanding and self-awareness I experienced what
W.E.B. DuBois refers to as the ‘lifting of the veil’.1 DuBois wrote that the veil
rendered the Black man’s experiences invisible to the White man, segregating the
two. The self-awareness and the lifting of the veil that I experienced in that moment
was only possible because I was seeing myself, a new self, through the eyes of
another Black person.
On another occasion, while travelling by train from Botswana to Zimbabwe, I was
put in a position, where for the first time, I had to publicly claim my British
nationality. We had just pulled up at the Botswanan border, and immigration officers
boarded the train to check our passports. As I gave them my British passport, one of
the officers looked at me and asked where I was from. I replied a little arrogantly, ‘As
the passport states, I am British’. He did not like this answer and shouted at me, ‘no,
you are an African American’, to which I responded, ‘no, I am British’. It went on
like this for several minutes and ended with the officer grudgingly handing back my
passport. This incident, which was both frustrating and slightly comical, has stayed
with me all these years. It not only signified a particular juncture in the way I viewed
my own Black British identity, but also undermined the stability of passport identity,
a theme to which I will return. The border crossing located in Africa would in later
years take on a different meaning. Moving away from the physical experience of
transition between two different countries, it would come to represent the
convergence of a number of different identities, as well as framing the complexity of
my upbringing.
1

W.E.B DuBois. Souls of Black Folks. New York: Dover Publications, 1994, p. 2. DuBois’s uses the veil as a
concept that represents the barrier that separates the African Americans from White Americans. It is a
psychological manifestation that is constantly present in the minds of Black people. The veil also refers to the
different ways in which Black people are viewed by White America, as they are often not seen as being fully
American or human. The veil also prevents Black people from seeing themselves as other than how they are seen
by White America.

24

The Telling of Stories
As a child, I would often lay with my head in my mother’s lap while listening to her
talk with friends about returning home to Africa, politics, race and the police.
Sometimes they would gossip a little or share stories about growing up in the
Caribbean, and their first experiences of England. I suppose that it was during those
occasions that questions about culture and the need to understand some of the themes
they were talking about slowly began to take shape. As I grew older, I developed a
greater interest in my own unique African Caribbean British culture, how Black
people presented themselves, compared to how they were represented by mainstream
media. It became obvious to me that the stories we told each other and ourselves
would go on to define the way we moved, behaved and presented ourselves, and, in
particular, the way I performed these experiences both publicly and in private.
The development of Caribbean storytelling stretches back to Africa and is one of
the fundamental parts of African culture that survived the transportation of enslaved
Africans during the Transatlantic Slave Trade. The act of storytelling in African and
Caribbean culture has developed over the centuries.2 It preserved particular histories
and traditions, it has also formed part of a practice of passing on family history,
memories and narratives, which served as forms of survival, resistance, resiliency and
solidarity for African Caribbean families and communities who found themselves
displaced throughout the colonised world.
Although storytelling is, or was, an integral part of most families, its significance
and importance in African and African Caribbean culture has been paramount in the
sharing of the diasporic experience, while at the same time shaping the way African
Caribbean people performed with each other, their elders, their children and the
community in general. The recounting of family stories, experiences and events play
an important role in the structuring of the family, which as Mary Chamberlain points
out is of value to historians and researchers: ‘the paucity of conventional sources on
family history means that life stories and oral histories have become an important
source’.3 These life stories and oral histories are not simply retold for the benefit of
entertainment but are passed down through the generations in order to create a hinge
2
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between one generation and another, creating as Marianne Hirsch describes
transgenerational and intergenerational memory, which forms the foundations for
postmemory.4 Hirsch uses the term, postmemory, to describe this transmission. She
writes that the ‘relationship that the generation after those who witnessed cultural or
collective trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before, experiences that
they “remember” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which
they grew up’.5 Although Hirsch is primarily using the term postmemory in reference
to the transmitting of traumatic memories from one generation to another, which is a
consequence of distressing recall, my use of the term is centered on the passing on of
family, cultural and political memories through stories, objects, and photographs that
are not necessarily traumatic. The passing down of family, cultural and political
memories between the generations through the act of storytelling and with the aid of
photographs, images and objects has been intentionally done to allow for the
maintenance of a personal and cultural identity. Events of the past, from the traumatic
experiences of racism to the everyday life both in Jamaica, and Britain before I was
born were the dominant narratives of my childhood. My grandmother and mother
repeatedly performed these narratives, which in turn had the effect of shaping my own
memories and narratives. The long-term affects of my inherited past has left me
feeling responsible for its maintenance and retelling, so much so that I have created
and produced artistic work that unearthed and communicated my grandmother’s, my
mother’s and my own experiences, particularly experiences that were related to events
that challenged our individual and collective identities.
As a researcher and visual artist the importance of collating family stories serves a
dual purpose, it not only forms part of the foundations surrounding this project, it also
informs and upholds my visual practice.
Being present during informal family gatherings, I had the opportunity to observe
my family and other Black people in action. I watched as my mother, family members
and friends interacted with each other; it was as if I were watching a performance, the
living room floor was the stage, my mother and company were the actors, and my
siblings and I sat in audience. On other occasions the actors would change. My
4
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younger brother, sister and I would take the stage, each in our own way trying to reenact the performances we had previously witnessed.
At other times when it was just the immediate family, we would beg our mother to
tell us stories of her childhood in Jamaica or duppy stories.6 She told us stories about
family members we had never met, providing us with a family tree, one that we had to
imagine, as we did not have in our possession a single photograph of the family back
in Jamaica. My mother’s sharing of her personal memories and stories were
significant in their function. Her stories not only re-enforced her strong beliefs about
us as a Black family, they provided an ‘insight into the structures, realities, and
mentalities that shape the past and the present’.7 The retelling of particular stories
allowed the older generation the opportunity to articulate and transfer personal
experiences with younger generations, thus reminding us children that we were part of
a collective family history. My mother’s nurturing, and the retelling of this story over
the years demonstrated an already forming resistance to some of the negative ideas
and images that were particularly dominant in Jamaica during her childhood, and also
present in British mainstream media. The repeating of her memories and stories
shifted in their telling, from being individual stories, to stories that belonged to others.
As Chamberlain suggests, ‘all memories extend beyond the individual, as personal
memories necessarily incorporate the retold memories of others - of themselves, of
other family members, and of friends and acquaintances’.8 The linking of the past
with the present fulfilled a number of different agendas, storytelling not only
informed us about our family’s values and traditions, but was also used as a tool to
push back against official narratives that were attached to my family and other Black
families; narratives that described the Black family as headed by single parents,
broken, problematic, lacking structure and values.
Looking back at those social gatherings, I now see why I was encouraged to sit
quietly. My mother did not permit my presence just to let me listen to stories, I was
there to witness and receive the passing down or transmitting of culture, traditions,
memories and desires, as well as the exchanging of cultural meanings. Stuart Hall
suggests that culture, and the world in which we live is ‘concerned with the
6
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production and exchange of meanings’, and the ‘giving and taking of meaning
between members of a society or a group’.9 These meanings, exchanges and stories
structure the way we behave and live our lives. They create mirror images that parents
and older family members hand down to the next generation in order to continue and
maintain social characteristics of that family, and they do so by creating a script that
the next generation may follow and pass on.
To be able to tell the story of the family and the self, one must consider the
broader influences that have had an impact on the family, in this case those of the
African Caribbean diaspora. Chamberlain writes that throughout the nineteenth
century and into the twentieth century ‘African Caribbean families appeared as the
mirror opposite of the ideal family advocated by the white colonial authorities’.10 This
idea was reinforced by the added fact that women headed the vast majority of African
Caribbean families. Women not only headed the family through employment and
child rearing, they were also responsible for keeping and sharing family stories.
Women were often left to deal with the domestic responsibility of family life. As
suggested by Bertaux and Thompson, ‘one family member, usually but not always a
woman, often takes on the role of the one who tells family stories, and others when
seeking information about the past will turn first to her’.11 Although I am speaking
about family narratives and who in the family is responsible for keeping and retelling
family stories, Bertaux and Thompson’s point on the role of domestic responsibilities,
albeit a broader issue, encapsulates the gendered responsibility of women, regardless
of their ethnicity or location.12
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The Visual Writing of History
Narratives and oral histories have long played a crucial role in articulating Black
histories that are not present in the public domain. The photographic image has a
more recent but no less important place in the communication of Black British
identity and national belonging. Photographs are like explorer’s flags that pinpoint a
moment of discovery or capture, reminding those who view them that someone was
once here. During the period of this research, there have been two major photographic
exhibitions in London on Black British history: Staying Power at the Victoria &
Albert Museum and the Black Cultural Archives; and The Black Chronicle at
Rivington Place.13 Both have spotlighted the histories, contributions and presence of
Black people in Britain as well as addressing the absence of the Black subject in the
minds of the British population. The exhibitions acted as a reminder, by visually
displaying Britain’s imperial, colonial and postcolonial, history, and thus answering
the question of why there is an African and African Caribbean diaspora in Britain. As
Hall writes, ‘they are here because you were there. There is an umbilical connection
between the Metropole and the ex-colonies. There is no understanding Englishness
without understanding its imperial and colonial dimensions’.14 The publication of
these images offers an acknowledgment of the visual and historical presence of Black
people in Britain, exposing an existence that many people were unaware of.
The collating of visual history does not only take place in large public institutions,
however. Women have often been responsible for the telling and collecting of family
narratives; the keeping and maintenance of the family photo album has been seen as
domestic duty that was mainly left to the women of the household. During the first
half of the twentieth century, mothers and housewives used the camera to record
‘family life and to map the developments of their children by photographing
milestones, special occasions and everyday’.15 Although Nicola Goc is specifically
referring to White American women and photographs of White families, her
13
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discussions about the domestication of the family photo album illustrates the role my
mother my played in producing and maintaining the family’s visual history, of which
she was the custodian. These photographs provided snapshots into the private world
of the family, but also serve as visual and historical markers that connected people to
their surroundings.
Photography and its function in capturing the performative act of Black identity is
a continuous thread that weaves methodologically through this research. It enables me
to discuss some of the key issues around oral and photographic histories and practices
within my family. My mother’s photographic documentation of our family life and
others within the Black community is an interesting one, which differs greatly from
both my grandmother’s and from my approach to image making. I will return to these
generational differences later in the thesis.
Growing up, photographs and images of Black people across the diaspora were
limited to the houses of many of the Black families that I knew. It was only on very
rare occasions that I saw positive images of Black people in public, and primarily
these public spaces tended to be Black spaces.16 One is now, however, able to view
photographs depicting the presence of Black people, dating back to the late 1800s, in
similar dress to their White counterparts hanging on the walls of public institutions
like the Victoria and Albert Museum.
The visual documentation of Black families not only adds to the established
discourse surrounding the impact of colonialism on African and African Caribbean
families, but also provides a visual record of Black people belonging to and being part
of Britain’s colonial empire. Tina Campt uses the photograph to trace the emergence
of a Black European subject. She explores how families use photography to create
forms of identity and community. She writes that ‘photography captures a given
moment in the life of an individual [or group], while at the same time offering a
means of creating an image of our lives and selves as we would like to be seen’.17
Photography has enabled African Caribbean people in Europe to challenge the
dominant stereotypical narrative and provide an alternative history, which, Campt
suggests, can, be ‘written through images’.18 An example of this process can be found
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in the vernacular images of Black German people in the early twentieth century which
witness the re-articulation of ‘Germaness, blackness, and diaspora in ways that
challenge our assumptions and expectations of each’.19 The use of photography in the
Black European diaspora conveyed different ways Black people represented national
and cultural belonging.
Looking at photographs of our family living room that were taken between the
1980s and 1970s, I am reminded of the array of images, posters, paintings and African
masks that were hung, pinned and tacked to every wall of our flat. Photographs of
family members and positive historical and political role models that would, at times,
fight for space and dominance. These images acted as reminders of who we were and
who we should aspire to be, and although many are ephemeral in nature their place in
our house was meant to stretch beyond the temporary by slowly filtering firmly into
our consciousness. We were not the only family to have such images and objects in
the house. A couple of my mother’s friends also used their interior space in a similar
way, and in some cases theirs were more extreme. Such images could be purchased at
many of the Black consciousness events that we attended. There was one image in
particular that I loved and would always harass my mother to buy. It was a pencil
drawing of a young child, between five and seven, who could have been either my
younger brother or me. This image was in nearly all of the homes of my mother’s
Black friends. When my parents owned a shop in South Kilburn, called The Tree of
Life, they too sold such images. If the images mirrored back to us our Black and
African identity, the spaces they occupied on the walls of our living room were the
binding agent that would secure those ideas. When I asked my mother some years
later why she felt it important to have these images in the house, she explained that
she wanted to create a counter narrative by challenging negative stereotypical images
of Black people, implementing a new visual language of the Black self and at the
same time adding to a Black collective archive that would aid future generations. The
planting and cultivating of positive Black images in my mind, and line of vision,
during this young and formative stage of my life, would eventually develop into an
love and understanding of the power of photography and the photograph.
Photography and photographs allowed a slow-motion way of processing
information. They slowed down the ways in which I looked and viewed the world,
19
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similar to the intensity with which I listened to and processed stories. As I got older,
photographs and stories would cease to operate as separate media. I would look at
photographs and images and read them as stories. Stories would have the opposite
effect I would listen to stories and I would visualise them as performances and
images. Over time, I came to question the role that memories as stories and images
would play in my understanding of race, identity and culture. Family stories would
collide and clash with the external, popular narratives and histories that I heard
outside of the home. Family stories presented realities of belonging, community,
histories, strength and resilience. Stories outside of the family did not support those
that I had grown up with.
Slowly, over the years I began to collect images of my family, not quite knowing
why or what purpose they would serve, until recently. The stories and images that my
mother presented to me always placed us as family or race somewhere else,
somewhere ‘over there’. Yet, when researching my grandmother’s history, I learnt
that she viewed herself, the world and her place in it very differently to my mother.
Whereas my mother would tell my brother, sister and myself stories of going home,
back to Africa, my grandmother would tell me that as a young woman, she would
look to Britain as place where she would not only find true belonging, but home. In
later years, the effect of this splitting between the public and the private would
develop into an artistic practice which enabled me to explore the intersections of self,
culture and identity. Moving on from a more personal methodological narrative, I will
discuss in the next section of this chapter the questions of cultural history and identity
that locate my methodology, historically and geographically.
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African Caribbean Diaspora Experience in Black London
The term ‘diaspora’ is derived from the ‘Greek speiro (‘to sow’ or ‘to disperse’)’.20
Over time, the meaning of the word has shifted from the conventional depiction of
migration of ‘one-way flows from source to country A to destination country B’, to
include unauthorised and refugee migration’.21 People from the African diaspora have
been scattered across the globe, from the Caribbean to Europe, the Americas and
Asia. Whether willingly or unwillingly, they have settled and put down roots.22 In
regards to my family history, there have been two moments of displacement and
separation from homeland. The first was the stealing and transportation of my
ancestors from somewhere in Africa. The second and most recent occasion was my
family’s move from Kingston, Jamaica to London, Britain. While the former instance
in my family’s history was an unwilling move, the latter was taken by choice and was
part of a mass movement of Caribbean people between 1948 and the 1980s.
For the majority of her life, my grandmother did not consider herself as African, or
even Caribbean, but rather as British Jamaican, West Indian. Therefore, the African
diasporic experience and its meaning is not one that she would have considered or
used to refer back to her own location and position in life. In order to be displaced, one
has to experience loss and a sense of disconnection from the ‘homeland’. In the years
that I knew her and during our conversations, my grandmother never once spoke of
Africa as a place that she had lost or from where she felt disconnected. Instead, she
would express the need to ‘return’ to Britain, a place to which she felt more connected
to than Africa. Her position and viewpoint demonstrate the complexities of identity,
that can go beyond the physicality of one’s skin and body and which may be
manifested equally through one’s location. The Britain of my grandmother’s
imagination was not the one she met on her arrival. My grandmother felt somewhat at
home here in Britain. Her identity as a Jamaican woman was structured by British
colonialism. At times, she expressed feelings of being at home, of being here and not
20
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there, and of belonging. The sense of identity and connection to Britain did not come
without its challenges. The majority of people from diasporic communities are often
pushed towards, or placed within, the margins of society. This placing or positioning is
a reminder of not being of a place, not from here, but from over there, generating
feelings of ‘outsideness’, of never being part of a place and being alienated from it.23
The effect of the diasporic subject having to occupy both positions of outsideness and
insideness in a new place contributes to the production of new identities through the
processes of re-territorialisation, which in turn influences the production of the identity
of the host country.24 However, the fluctuation between the two spaces not only takes
place internally but also is something that is experienced externally and physically.
Hall suggests that ‘diaspora identities are those that are constantly producing and
reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference’.25 This suggests
that the diasporic subject has to be able to straddle and maintain two positions,
sometimes simultaneously. Home is a place where one can let go and shed parts of the
outside world. Yet there are times, which cannot be helped, where one brings aspects
of the outside culture in, this comes through television, clothes, education and
language. When experiencing the world on the outside, a different self is required, a
self that blends in with the landscape and is non-threating. Nevertheless, the diasporic
subject will always be different and will be reminded of their difference because that
self cannot access that space without bringing part of the home outside with them.
A concern of this research project is how race is experienced and performed in
certain areas, and how certain landscapes produce different performative acts of
movement. Harlesden is the first area in London where my grandmother, like many
African Caribbeans before her, permanently settled. It is seen and referred to as a
‘Black area’ by both Black and White people who are familiar with that part of
London – a large number of Caribbean immigrants, many of whom arrived on the SS
Windrush, reside in the area.26 My grandmother, my mother and myself, have walked
the streets of Harlesden since the 1960s. In our own ways, all three of us have
presented ourselves against its backdrop of buildings and the people that make up that
23
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part of the city. It has been my intention in this project to return to what was once
familiar and accessible and ask the question: is there a connection between imagined
racial geographies and the performance of race? It has been suggested that race is
something we do rather than who we are.27 Through the practice of performance,
action and utterance, one goes through a process of becoming, and race appears as if
real through the use of repetition. Anoop Nayak suggests that identity is a
performance that when performed over and over again we begin to believe is real. I
would argue that the real which originally started out as fiction, and the choreography
of the performance that became a dance that has been passed on from one generation
to another, follows the rhythm of the political and cultural landscape; shifting slightly
due to the gendered identity of each character. Nayak’s insight on the performativity
of identity touches on Judith Butler’s critical interrogation on the production of
cultural identity, where she sets out the problematic issues of gender. She writes,
‘gender proves to be performative – that is, constituting the identity it is purported to
be. In this sense, gender is always a doing’. 28 In continuing on the theme of
performativity, Butler goes on to write that ‘performativity must be understood not as
a singular or deliberate “act”, but, rather, as the reiterative and citational practice’.29
Like gender, race is an act we are always doing and through that doing performance
becomes real.
There is a history of the Black female body in motion, which has been contained
in the ‘anxieties and hopes embedded in white ideas of modern city space as well as in
the politics of Black cultural self–representation’.30 Jayna Brown is speaking directly
about Harlem’s transformation into a Black cultural capital in the early twentieth
century, but through my observation, experience, and access to the Black cultural
history of Harlesden between the 1960s and the early 2000s, I am able to appreciate
similarities to the experience of African Caribbean women. I have witnessed moments
and listened to countless stories regarding my grandmother’s and my mother’s
experiences of being in Harlesden. Unlike the segregated areas of America, the
navigation of the streets of Harlesden required constant negotiation. As women, all
three of us have endured at different times the double exposed sensation of being both
27
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Black and female, which would shift in balance depending on our surrounding
audience. White ideas about Harlesden as a ‘modern city space’ are not my concern
here, however, I am interested in, and looking from, the imagined Black Harlesden.
The Black body has never had the luxury of residing in a private space. From the
auction block to mainstream media outlets, intimate, painful and degrading images
have been projected and produced widely. In the context of a racist society, the
privacy of the photographic encounter is painfully unavailable to a Black child. My
research aims to explore how the performance of the Black female body is shaped
significantly by two things: first, the transition of memories that are passed on to us
through family stories, books, films, photographs and other external mainstream
media outlets; and, second, the landscape in which we live.
With these factors in mind, I visually explore the parallels between the landscape
and the body constructed as Other.31 Steve Pile suggests ‘that man’s behaviour is not
based on the physicality of geography but on the mental pictures that he creates of his
space’.32 Agreeing with this statement in part, I am conscious of how behaviours,
performances, and movements are based on our physical landscape.
As Carrie Noland writes, ‘the particular ways a body moves, the sequence of
gestures it executes (e.g., to eat), the attitudes it assumes (e.g., to sleep), differ
according to culture, era, class, and gender’.33 Noland is suggesting that the structures
that have been created and developed over time and generally approved, not only
determine the way we behave but also impact on us physically, thus influencing how
we perform.
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Autoethnography: A Practice that Begins with Biography and Moves
Outward to Culture
Approaching this research through an autoethnographic methodology, I have
systematically examined personal experiences in order to understand some of the
broader cultural challenges surrounding Black British identity. As a form of
ethnography, autoethnography sits at the boundary of art and science; it is part auto or
self, and part ethno or culture. Ethnography is the systematic study of people and
culture, through which the researcher seeks to understand that society or culture from
the subject’s point of view. Autoethnography has evolved out of ethnography;
however, it differs in that it the researcher places themselves directly within the
research through the use of self-reflection and experiences through writing and other
media to connect and understand their wider cultural, social and political surroundings
in an attempt to discern meaning. Autoethnography refers to a process as well as what
is produced from that process.34 The process is a form of writing where the authors
usually write in the first person, making themselves the object of the research, thus
transgressing the conventional separation of researcher and subject. 35 As a research
method, autoethnography allows me, the researcher, to reflect and bring to light my
experiences as a Black British, African Caribbean woman, while at the same time
exploring the cultural and societal structures that have shaped the way I interact with
the world. My decision to use both interpretive and visual autoethnography as a
methodology stems from my relationship with both my grandmother and mother, and
the different ways we have individually experienced race; how both my grandmother
and mother have passed on their memories and traditions surrounding culture,
belonging and identity to me.
Norman Denzin suggests that the practice of interpretive autoethnography is a
biographical study of life experiences.36 Denzin draws a connection between people’s
lives and performance, and the strategies needed to conduct interpretative
autoethnography. He highlights the importance of social science practitioners
studying real people who are having real experiences in the world. He explains that
34
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‘lives and their experiences, the telling and the told, are represented in stories which
are performances’. 37 These performances allow the researcher to ‘take up each
person’s life in its immediate particularity and to ground the life in its historical
moment’.38 Denzin also highlights the challenges and the pitfalls that the researcher
might face. For example, some critics argue that ‘autoethnography is too artful and
lacks reliability, generalisability, and validity’.39 One relies on the memory of the
other and this can be imperfect as often ‘people tell different stories of the same event
or experience’.40 I would argue that it is these different stories that enable a 360degree view and understanding of events or experiences.
In this thesis, I broaden the practice of autoethnographic writing through the
inclusion of visual and spatial (walking) practices and performance as I make my own
experiences a subject for investigation. Throughout this study I have, like Denzin
directs, taken ‘the traditional life story, biographical project’, and turned it into a
‘critical performative practice, a practice’ that starts with my own biography, and
which ‘moves outward to culture, discourse, [and] history’.41
Through an autoethnographic approach, I aim to establish visual links between the
private and internal tensions that occur due to transgenerational memories. By
approaching research this way I am able to map out how my experiences have led to a
particular way of seeing and moving in certain spaces.42 My visual research is based
within an autoethnographic framework and has provided the opportunity of visually
examining experiences that have been produced in urban landscapes.
This particular research study requires a close examination of the culture and
family in which I grew up. The subtle gestures that have been produced, performed
and handed down have been thoroughly explored. I have paid close attention to my
thought processes and actions, and how family and culture have influenced their
production. I use Carolyn Ellis’s explanation of autoethnography to support these
methods. She writes that autoethnography ‘is not simply a way of knowing about the
world; it has become a way of being in the world, one that requires living consciously,
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emotionally, and reflectively’. Adding, ‘it asks that we not only examine our lives but
also consider how and why we think, act, and feel as we do’.43
Researchers and artists, among others, have been using autoethnography in their
practice since the 1970s. Although there is growing usage and appreciation for the
methodology, there are also a number of critics who view it as a method of research
that lacks objectivity. For instance, Sara Delamont and Paul Atkinson are both critical
of the use of autoethnography and believe that the use of the narrative self in the
research is lazy. Delamont also argues that as a methodology it has pernicious effects
because readers will want to see it as an authentic and true account of the writer’s life,
when in reality it is mere storytelling. The problem with Delamont’s argument, is that
she states that there is no place for personal narratives in research, as one cannot write
about people or subjects in an objective way, adding that ‘autoethnography is all
experience, and is noticeably lacking in analytic outcome’.44 Others such as Geoffrey
Walford suggest that the researcher’s closeness to the subject under investigation can
hinder understanding. He questions the authenticity of the approach and sees no value
in certain types of autoethnography. He focuses his concerns on the possibility that
some of the stories that are offered up as autoethnographies may simply be stories that
are invented by the researcher and not true conversations or accounts of past events,
arguing that, ‘the aim of research is surely to reduce the distortion as much as
possible’.45
It is possible, however, for the researcher, writer and visual artist to be both
analytical in their approach and with their outcomes, while at the same time
incorporating their experiences into the main body of their work. Based on the
different process used in collecting information, a researcher or writer can be both
analytical and experimental when using autoethnography. According to supporters of
autoethnography, such as Ellingson and Ellis, autoethnographers have recently begun
to draw a distinction between two different types of autoethnography, analytic and
evocative, which researchers use in order to distinguish themselves from each other.
Leon Anderson describes analytic autoethnography as sitting within a realist
ethnographic tradition. He highlights three essential elements that capture the main
points required in an analytic study. Firstly, the researcher is a full member of the
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social group or setting. Secondly, the researcher is visible as such a member in the
researcher’s published text. Thirdly, that the researcher is committed to an analytic
research agenda focused on improving the theoretical understanding of broader social
phenomena. 46 Whereas analytic autoethnographers adhere more closely to a
traditional qualitative framework, evocative autoethnographers direct their line of
focus on narrative presentations that ‘open up conversations and evoke emotional
responses’.47
Over the past several years there has been an increase in the number of scholars
who are using evocative autoethnography to address social issues. Although
researchers using this method may, as suggested by Anderson, be pushed to the
margins of ‘mainstream social science venues, due to their rejection of traditional
social science values and styles of writing’,48 an increasing number of academics are
now being included in some of the more traditional qualitative research journals.49
Although it has been argued that autoethnography cannot be both analytic and
evocative at the same time, others, including myself, believe that it is possible for
autoethnographers, including those in the creative arts, to be able to employ more
traditional analytic strategies in their research. This argument, supported by Ellis,
maintains that autoethnographies can incorporate aspects of analytic methods, based
on the fact that, ‘when people tell stories, they employ analytic techniques to interpret
their worlds’.50
Despite its critics, many researchers view autoethnography as a positive way of
engaging and learning about the world. Ruth Bridgens, who has researched the long
term effect of childhood illnesses through an autoethnographic study, writes ‘it is only
through autoethnography, autobiography and narrative studies that some experiences
that are normally ignored, distorted or silenced because of the discomfort that they
cause become known and understood’. 51 Bridgens makes a valid argument that
placing the self centrally within the research enables the researcher to address and
highlight some of the bigger cultural issues in society. Furthermore, Laurie Eldridge,
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a visual arts educator, argues that scholars are able to ‘pay varying levels of attention
to narration/description and analysis/interpretation of autobiographical materials’.
Adding that while some lean towards art others lean more towards scientific analysis,
suggesting that researchers and writer’s main point of trajectory is similar and that it
is in the process of the research that one makes decisions on which direction to take.52
The power of autoethnography to connect with people across a broad spectrum of
life experiences and social backgrounds cannot, and should not, be taken for granted. I
see benefits and advantages in placing the self within the main body of the research, I
am also conscious that I could not research in any other way. I am acutely aware that
the positioning of the self, although viewed by some as lacking objectivity, and as an
uncritical or un-analytical way to research, has been born out of the need to address
the self in relation to others. Growing up in a Rastafarian household, the self - the
spiritual and physical self - was not seen or expressed negatively. The ‘I’ for many
Rasta’s has significant importance in addressing oneself in relation to both God and
other people; equally the ‘I’ indicates one’s connection with the world. While the
discourse, reasons and meanings are dissimilar, both frameworks use the self as a
starting point in which to explore and form pathways with the outside world. Both use
the telling and weaving of stories as a way of knowing the self in relation to others,
and in a wider cultural context.
The performance of autoethnography places the writer at the starting point of their
research trajectory and guides them on a journey from the self, and onwards through
to culture.53 My family, particularly my mother, has instilled this process of mapping
and including personal narratives and experiences in the explorations of societal and
cultural structures. This was achieved mainly through the act of storytelling and the
need for my mother to address the exclusion of African and African Caribbean stories,
histories, and experiences in the dominant regimes of Western culture and society.
Storytelling offers much more than the hearing of untold narratives. For example,
scientists have been making connections between telling and reading of stories and
the stimulations of the brain. As Keith Oatley writes, the stories we are told ‘stimulate
the brain and even change how we act in life’. He proposes that reading produces a
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‘vivid stimulation of reality and allows other readers to engage deeply with the
experiences, thoughts and feelings of other peoples lives’.54
As suggested by Eldridge, autoethnography allows the researcher to access their
external world in an attempt to understand it. Visual autoethnographies equally offer
researchers, writers and artists a different way of understanding society and culture
through the self. Ngunjiri, Henandez and Chang suggest that, ‘autoethnography is a
mix of artistic representation, scientific inquiry, self narration and ethnography’.55
Visual autoethnography allows the artist, researcher or writer the opportunity to bring
a visual focus into autoethnographic methodology by utilising photographs and other
visual materials that are central to the research practice. This approach allows the
researcher to ‘interrogate, inform, and challenge more traditional systems of linear
text based research’, while at the same time allowing the researcher, writer or artist
the opportunity to delve into areas of life that may often be hidden from view.56 Arts
research is open to some of the same challenges as autoethnography. Deborah SmithShank, and Karen Keifer Boyd write that although visual autoethnography is
challenging ‘scholars who are willing to take this path and continue to develop
processes that broaden traditional research paradigms’, are in a position to inform and
produce knowledge that differs from the traditional forms of text-based research. 57
Artist, Anniina Suominen Guyas explores a photograph of her grandmother
Mummu – Grandma that she took in 1996, using photography as a tool to deconstruct
the learned gendered roles that have been generated through photography.58 Guyas
uses the method of memory work to interrogate the different ways an image may be
read over time by returning to the image at different stages of her life. Similarly,
Terry Ownby uses photographs and narrative texts to investigate the construction of
self-identity, using primary data to develop a visual autoethnography.59 There are
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many others who use images and objects in which to bring to light individual life
experiences.60
I bring together the processes of interpretive autoethnography, visual
autoethnography and artistic research to understand the different complex societal
structures that have produced the shifting identities of generations of Black women in
Britain. Through the use of family photographs and my art practice, I illustrate those
experiences in multiple ways both visually and discursively although multiple layered
forms of investigation.
The seeds of interests surrounding my own cultural, racial and gendered identity
were formed in childhood. I was born into a family where the supporting structures
were built up on a strong and unwavering belief about our Black African Caribbean
identity. As I grew older, I began to question the identity that my parents and the
outside world had constructed for me. While I was looking at, and interrogating, the
world around me for answers, others were examining the ways that I performed my
Black, gendered identity.
In 2003, I had a phone conversation with one of my oldest friend. She had recently
joined a cult Nubian group that promoted the belief that descendants of Africans were
the true superior race and saw White people as inferior to Black people.61 Although I
did not agree with their viewpoints and agenda, we would often have conversations
about the Nubian group, their teachings and her thoughts around some of the issues
they had spotlighted as being the problems that faced Black people in the world. On
this particular afternoon, the conversation turned to me, and I was questioned about the
person that I had become. She suggested that I was not ‘Black enough’ and that this
was reflected by the friends and partners that I had chosen; the mixed-race child that I
had, the White friends that I hung out with, the music that I listened to and the clothes
that I wore were all up for criticism.
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Here was another Black person, a friend, telling me that I was not Black enough. A
friend that knew my upbringing, a friend who had faced similar challenges, a friend
who had also experienced racism and had been forced to answer questions about
identity and belonging was suggesting that by my actions I was not representing
myself as a true Black person. By her statement, she had stripped me of my identity
and pulled apart the very things that are not only part of me but which I had built up
and cultivated over the years; they were also things I had not looked at as being
racially definable before. It was not, however, the first time that the performance of
my Blackness had come into question.
I would think over that conversation, and the true meaning and implication of her
statement that Blackness was based on one’s external actions, and not necessarily
one’s skin colour for many years. In some ways, it seemed to imply that the
performance of race was a thing that Black people did culturally and collectively. By
my actions, I had been performing outside of my culture and my race. Stuart Hall
writes that, ‘instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the
cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead of identity as a production,
which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside
representation’. 62 Her statement would collide with my own upbringing and
understanding and thoughts of race and identity, and would slowly go on to form
questions that would develop into this research practice. Over time, that conversation
as well as other moments of epiphany would lead to a number of questions. If race was
something that one performed, and the conversation with my friend suggested that it
was, then how was the performance of race passed on through the generations and
what role did memory play in its social construction? To put it more directly, what role
did the memories and histories of my family play in the performance of race? To
interrogate these questions I have used combined narrative, reflective and interpretive
autoethnographic methodologies, as well as my visual practice. Using the statement,
you’re not Black enough, as a starting point, I investigate the visual, racial, cultural
and theoretical performance of the Black body.
By utilising the vast scholarship on identity, race, and visual representation, I have
explored the articulation of race, place and the body in and through photography and
memory. Through Campt’s integration of gender, memory and racial formation of the
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African diaspora in Europe, I have been able to draw comparisons with my own
research practice. By examining my mother’s use of photography as an educational
tool to inform her children of their Black cultural identity, I was able to examine the
visual productions that have been used to form and inform Black identity in Britain.
My relationship to photography is less concerned with technical operations of the
camera, the opening and closing of the aperture or the film speed, than with the
placing of the camera, the positioning of family members within the frame, the taking
of vernacular family photographs, and the operation of the image in relation to
memory and representation.
As in many homes, our walls have always been occupied with images, from
photographs to posters, paintings and masks; representations of the Black body have
been printed, framed and displayed. As much as these images would convey presence,
they would also highlight absences; they showed the missing father figure and the
unconventional family unit, and the absence of a place that we belonged to or came
from. As a child, I would often look up at those family photographs and images with a
desire to reach out and connect with the people who had been frozen in time. I could
look at them for hours on end, thinking about the moments leading up to their
photograph being taken, the words that were put on hold and the smiles that took their
place as the photographer shouted for all to stay still and ‘say cheese’. I would look at
those photographs as if looking at a mirror, hoping to discover a hidden part of myself.
The image has been taken, positioned and placed in such a way that it has the
ability to change me. I become the image and the image becomes me, in a way similar
to how an alchemist might transform one substance into another in order to create a
new substance. This act of observing oneself and others through images is akin to the
process of becoming. Although chemicals have fixed a photographic image, the way it
is read is constantly changing. The relationship between the viewer and the subject is
in continuous flux, in the same way that our identities are constantly changing and
developing.
Through photography and the use of images, my mother was able to visually
implant in our minds a sense of Black identity. The reality of photography and the
visually exploitive qualities it could offer was used to its full potential. My mother,
without theorising photography, rather with a more intuitive impulse and
understanding, saw the medium as an aid to memory, narrative and cultural identity.
Through this research, I engage with some of the themes, issues and questions that are
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linked to the relationship between ‘photography and memory, photography and
testimony, evidence, narrative and truth’.63
My mother would often play a similar game to ‘guess who’, with my brother, sister
and myself. She would ask us certain questions around the identity of some of the
people who were in the images or photographs, and we would have to guess who she
was talking about. The aim of this game was not just to guess the names of individuals
but also to start to develop a narrative about leading figures or family members and
their contribution to our cultural history. In turn, the game provided us with a rounded
understanding of each other and ourselves that we would pass on to the next
generation. She used photographs and posters as a resistance to the dominant regimes
of European visual representations of the Black diaspora. Growing up, photographs,
family memories and African and African Caribbean history was a major influential
aspect in my life. As Susan Sontag writes ‘people robbed of their past seem to make
the most fervent picture takers’.64
By the time my older brother was born, the Civil Rights movement was over
fifteen years old and its reverberations had reached Britain, Africa and the Caribbean.
It brought with it a new level of consciousness, and a confidence that Black people
could define the world in their own terms. The benefit of photography and visual
images is that they allow different forms of self-representation. The use of the home to
stage a visual photographic pedagogy was not unique to my family; as Katharine
Capshaw puts it, talking about the African American family, ‘childhood pedagogy
became an ideal site to record systems of knowledge and to reify cultural literacy’.65
This approach of informal education through photography, however, had the benefit of
utilising children’s political agency. Capshaw adds that ‘photographic books for the
young [had become] an ideal space for staging visual arguments about the need for
social transformation’.66 This generation of mothers believed children, as well as all
Black people, should be politicised and aware of their own political agency.
A number of external factors would compete with Black African Caribbean
identity, which provided the foundations around which our home life was built. Once
outside of the home, I would be confronted by different and sometimes foreign
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systems of British culture. The internal and external influences of culture and identity
were constantly at odds with each other. How I would speak of myself within the
home would be different to how I would present myself outside of the home. As Stuart
Hall suggests:
We speak in our own name, of ourselves and from our own experiences,
nevertheless who speaks, and the subject who is spoken of, are never
identical, never exactly in the same place.67
As a visual language, the photographic image-object can be read in a number of
different ways, depending on its location, who made it, who owns it, and for what
purpose it is being used. The end result of framing and shooting a photograph has the
ability to place and allow the subject to be both the speaker and the subject who is
spoken of, and it is at this intersection that autoethnography and my visual practice
merge.

The Connection of Photographs to Memory
From as far back as I can remember there have been all kinds of images in our house;
some on walls, in photo albums, with the majority of photographs piled loosely in
storage boxes. My mother would often find me sitting on the floor, looking through
photographs. No matter how many times I looked through the photographs, I would
inevitably find something new; a relative I did not know, an event I had forgotten I
had attended, performances that I had put on for the family. The majority of images
were taken in London and in nearly all of them everyone is Black.
Many key points in my life have led to the need to understand the connection
between memory and the performance of race, specifically how it is produced, and
captured through photography. As part of my research study, I have on numerous
occasions returned to my mother’s house to root through her photographs. I have
pillaged, scanned and collected photographs and newspaper cut outs that I have used
to conduct interviews with family members and friends. I have been working closely
with a large selection of family photographs of which I have selected a small number
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that are especially productive to work with. A larger selection is contained in the
appendix to allow further examination of the images used for intensive research. This
is to enable readers the opportunity to contextualise and understand the selectivity and
intensive process of working with individual photographs. A key aspect of my
research process has been photo-elicitation, which was first described by John Collier
Jr. as a method of photo interviewing or interviewing with photographs, a technique
that was used by anthropologists. 68 Across a broad range of anthropological subjects
such as ‘studies of social class or organisation, family, community and historical
ethnography, or identity and cultural studies’, researchers have been using the method
to produce knowledge and gain an understanding of how people view their world.69 I
have chosen to use photo-elicitation because of its non-directive approach, which
allows for a greater collaboration between the respondents and researcher. As
suggested by Lapenta, the approach using ‘open-ended methods see an interview as
an exchange that, although initiated and guided by the interviewer, aims to grant an
interviewee greater space of personal interpretations and response’.70 Additionally,
photo-elicitation gives room for participants to respond with openness by going
through images during the interview. In addition to the images that I brought to the
interviews, I asked participants to bring a selection of images that they found
important and which met my research criteria. By including images from my mother’s
archive and each of the participants’ archives, my aim has been to gather additional
information that I could not obtain solely through talking. John Collier suggests that
his use of photographs in interviews was invaluable:
Picture interviews were flooded with encyclopaedic community information
whereas in the exclusively verbal interviews, communication difficulties and
memory blocks inhibited the flow of information.71
Looking through the photographs this time around, I am aware of how I have changed
and how my reading of images has altered. Discovering how family members and
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friends read images has provided me with material, revealed memories and offered
different ways at looking at photographs that I had not seen or considered before. I
have asked participants to comment on images that were taken during their own
lifetime as well as to comment on images that are not connected to them. For
example, at the start of each interview I asked the participant to look at an image of
my mother and to talk about how they experience it and what it means to them, if it
means anything at all. Although some of the respondents are not related to my mother,
all have known her over the years. The image of my mother was used to understand
how they read her, but to also talk about the broader context of the photograph, such
as the site of production, where it has been seen and by whom and the site of the
image itself. Interestingly, the use of photo-elicitation provides the opportunity for me
to move beyond the photograph. Lapenta suggests that this process of moving away
from the photograph into deeper levels of understanding provides an ‘encyclopaedic
value’, such as its capacity to capture or record ‘objects, [people], and physical and
social circumstances’.72 This in turn allows for different or multiple readings and
responses, that are different from what I, as the researcher, expected. These multiple
readings offer the participants the chance ‘tell their own stories’, stories about
experience that we either share or that have had similar impacts on both the
participants and myself. 73 While there are some disadvantages or limitations to using
photo-elicitation, such as issues of privacy and ethics, photo-elicitation has a number
of advantages that have benefitted my research practice.

Art Practice as Research
As a visual artist, artistic practice is at the centre of my research methodology. This
approach has enabled me to explore how gender and race can be communicated in
particular spaces and how my body can disturb the landscape or instantly become one
with it, depending on who is looking and where I am. The visual art practice has been
essential, and alongside archival family images it has provided a driving force behind
the methodological development of the study. Embedding artistic practice at the heart
of this project has not only facilitated the investigation of key themes surrounding
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identity, belonging and Britishness, it has also meant the study as a whole responds to
and is shaped by artistic modes of enquiry.
Throughout this research project, I have been responding photographically to my
family and friends’ shared and individual memories and photographs. The moments
that have challenged my identity, both externally and internally, have also influenced
my practice. For example, Black Light, which is a series of photographs of my family,
is a response to the comment my friend made about me not being or acting Black
enough. 74 Black Light is also a visual response to the emotional, and physical
experiences of hyper-visibility and invisibility. Not only does Black Light respond
aesthetically to the aforementioned themes, the very making of the series is an attempt
to use artistic practice to address some of the questions that the research presents.
I am interested in the way photography has been used to portray Black people.
From a young age, I have been exposed to two different types of Blackness. Inside the
home, I had access to positive images of Black men; women and children that looked
just like me. Outside the home, in newspapers, on the television, in the movies, Black
people were most likely to be portrayed as criminal, as drug users, and as ugly. I
would rarely see an image of a child that looked like me. This discord would, as I
grew older, influence the way I responded to the world around me. Because
photography and storytelling have been a major part of my life, it has been those two
media that I have chosen as tools to use to challenge and explore the way Black
people are represented.
Furthermore, I have been exploring the work of Black British and African
American artists, such as Keith Piper, Sonya Boyce and Ingrid Pollard who rose to
prominence because of their photographic work engaging with Black British identity.
I have been particularly inspired by the work of Ingrid Pollard and especially by her
collection, Pastoral Interlude.75 There are similarities between what she addresses in
her work and what I am aiming to achieve. Pastoral Interlude is a series of
photographs that explores the notion of ownership over land, commerce and economic
development. Pollard attempts to challenge the constructs of the romantic countryside
74
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idyll by placing a single Black figure in the landscape and thus aims to tackle
assumptions about identity and ownership. Although there are parallels in our
approach, the differences are equally evident. Pollard sets out to explore ideas around
ownership, wealth and their connection to identity, whereas my visual investigation
primarily deals with the concepts of race, performance and memory through the use of
photographs, moving image and text.
The aesthetic differences between Pollard’s practice and my own are worth
noting. Pollard’s images in Pastoral Interlude remind me of picture postcards that
may be found at National Trust visitor centres. There is something quite passive about
the work at first glance; there is a lack of engagement between the subjects, the
viewer and, therefore, the photographer. It is as if the subject has been photographed
in moments of work or contemplation, totally unaware of the photographer’s
presence. It is only on reading the accompanying text that the image shifts away from
the passive, enabling a more direct reading. Stranger, on the other hand, is
aesthetically different in its presentation; the close focus between the subject and the
photographer captures a tension that is not present in Pollard’s work. It is not only
through the Stranger series that my work differs from Pollard’s however. The various
modes of practice that I have developed to explore the aforementioned themes – Black
Light, Walk Like a Black Man and Black Girl Walking – not only explore issues of
colonialism but also represent visual responses to theoretical arguments surrounding
authenticity and movement (see chapter six). Each body of work, albeit differently, is
attached to some of the broader details that are embedded in the arguments mentioned
above. For example, Walk Like a Black Man and Black Girl Walking both address
issues of race, visibility and gender, which are related to the overall theme of
authenticity and movement.
Where our differing visual practices meet is in relation to the theme of colonialism
and the impact its processes have had on the Black body. By situating the Black body
in the British countryside we both speak to the colonially constructed idea that the
Black body belongs in particular designated spaces. Colonial domination over certain
groups of peoples was legitimised both visually and scientifically. The assumption
that photographs portrayed a true reflection of the world helped to reinforce the
authority of the colonialist’s dominant position. The power of colonialism supported
the positioning and subjugation of the colonial subject as other, or base. Though the
colonial politics of representation and the debasement of different social groups were
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in place long before the advent of photography, photography as a medium was used to
support colonial idealism. Subjects were organised differently along axes of race,
gender, class and nationality and made visible through the processing of the
photographic image. The camera, in the hands of colonial photographers, re-violated
the Black body – the first violation would take place with the onset of the
Transatlantic Slave Trade – ‘it created “landscapes”; it constructed the idea of
“wildlife”; it produced stereotypical illustrations of “tribe” and “race”; it identified
criminals in “mugshots”; it gratified colonial desire with soft pornographic postcards
of naked African women’, and it labelled ‘Black people as specimens and objects’.76
Terence Ranger’s argument about the re-violation of the Black body through the
mechanics of photography led me to explore the impact it may have had on my
grandmother and mother. I was particularly interested in how these labels influenced
the way each woman, including myself, thought about their individual Black identities
and the different positions that we occupy. Furthermore, Ranger’s suggestion about
the power of the camera also meant that I had to consider it in relation to my artistic
practice, particularly what it meant for me as a Black woman to point the camera at
another Black body.
The aforementioned labels expressed imperialist ideas that have continued – in
different forms – to the present day. As Fanon writes, ‘the white man is sealed in his
whiteness. The black man in his blackness’.77 The experience of being sealed in
oneself is reinforced when upon waking, the Black man or woman opens his or her
eyes and sees the world for the first time and realises that their place in the world has
already been established. If ‘seeing’ establishes one’s place in the world, then being
‘seen’ has the power to fix one in position.78
The exploration of the positions we have held, and the necessity of understanding
the historical specificity of the ways in which they have been constructed and reconstructed, is at the heart of this project. For example, as I will discuss in much more
detail later, my grandmother’s trajectory was a little more complicated, and not a
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straightforward acceptance of the position in which she was placed. In interviews with
my grandmother before she died, we discussed the importance of her becoming a
British citizen and what it represented to her self-identity. For my grandmother, it was
not simply that she had accepted her position, but that Britain had accepted her, which
she felt was demonstrated by the British government’s invitation to those from the
Commonwealth to come and live in the Motherland.79 Despite her thinking that she
would be elevated in her position in the world, she was invariably fixed in her identity
as a Black woman. In 2004 I photographed my grandmother (fig. 1.0) in an attempt to
visually explore the idea of fixity and how it may be represented visually. The image
captures a woman who was not fully comfortable in front of the camera, but also
demonstrates that such positions are not necessarily easy to represent or to live up to.
The position, which my mother held, however, was different from my
grandmother and myself. My mother was aware from a young age that the status that
she had been given in life was wrong, and it did not sit comfortably with her. Where
my grandmother did everything to not the rock the boat and draw attention to herself,
my mother on the other hand did everything to not only rock the boat but to muddy
the waters. Where images of my grandmother from the 1960s onwards, starting with
her British passport can be read in similar ways, images of my mother capture the
fundamental changes she went through in order to resist the dominant colonial
depiction of the Black body. It is through the examination of archival family
photographs of my mother that I have been able to closely study and understand more
fully the stance my mother held regard her own Black identity. Additionally family
archival photographs have provided a backdrop for which I have based some of the
images in the Stranger series (see chapter six).
The family photographs and my practice are intrinsically linked. I have throughout
my artistic career turned to family photographs and other archival images as a source
of creative development. Though the process of connecting with the past has
influenced my research it has also led me to question my own position regarding the
images that I work with and the images that I make. What has become increasingly
obvious over the past several years is that my positionality regarding my individual
Black identity is located somewhere in between that of my grandmother’s and
mothers. The development of my visual practice, particularly throughout this research
79
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has been motivated by a desire to understand and come to terms with what that middle
ground is and how it may be captured and presented.
As I will go on to discuss further in chapter six, my visual practice is an integral
part of how I think, order and structure, and understand, the world around me.
Through a visual lens I have been able to look closely at the world, examining things
that are often difficult and uncomfortable to bear. I am able to process information by
using my art practice as a conduit through which to conduct my research, thus
allowing for a more vigorous and extensive investigation. For example Black Girl
Walking is a short video that documents me walking between Harlesden overground
train station and my grandmother’s house at the other end of the borough. Though not
explicitly recorded in the video, the walk captures my movement between two
significant locations in the history of my family’s our arrival to the country, which has
come to represent the middle ground or in-between space that I occupy. At times this
position has not always been held with confidence and as I would often fluctuate
between self-assurance and uncertainty regarding my Black, British, African
Caribbean, gendered identity, an issue I will return to throughout the thesis.
In the following chapter I will map out the theoretical and historical issues
surrounding empire, migration identity and race, and the different ways that it has
been produced and represented by my family.

Figure 1.0: Photograph of my grandmother, in her bedroom. Harlesden 2004
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Chapter Two
Empire, Migration, Identity and Belonging: Theories, Context and
History
This chapter contextualises some of the historical and theoretical concerns that link to
the construction of Blackness through colonial and imperial structures. It provides a
contextual backdrop to some of the themes that I address in greater detail in chapters
three and four, thus allowing me space to present some of the key contributions that
have been added to the scholarship by prominent Black British cultural theorists, and
critical thinkers Stuart Hall, Franz Fanon and W.E.B. DuBois. Through my
grandmother’s shared experiences, I map out some of the significant moments that set
the backdrop of both her and my mother’s migration to Britain in the 1960s. I
highlight the racial, economic and social discrimination they experienced, and how it
affected both women differently. I also discuss how colonial and imperial ideologies,
disseminated through visual representations were used to inculcate in the minds of its
Black subjects negative ideas and beliefs about Blackness. I go on to examine the
different ways my grandmother’s and my mother’s identities were shaped by those
colonial ideas, ideas that influenced their thoughts and beliefs about Britain. Where
my grandmother looked outwardly towards Britain as the Motherland and home, my
mother on the other hand rejected her British colonial identity, and instead looked to
Africa as the Motherland and home. I use both Fanon’s and DuBois’s theoretical
reflections of the racialised experience underpinning the visual and embodied
experience of my mother and grandmother, which I also explore in my own
photographic practice. Furthermore, I am also able to address some of motives that
have aided the development their individual appropriation of photography, which is
key to the further development of this thesis.
My grandmother’s decision to leave Kingston, Jamaica for London was based on
a number of different factors, but her primary motivation was to create a better future
for herself and her four daughters. My grandmother left Jamaica in 1960; twelve years
after the SS Empire Windrush had lowered its anchor at Tilbury Docks, bringing 492
West Indian migrants invited by the British government. Across the British Caribbean
people from Jamaica to Trinidad were making the journey to the Motherland. My
grandmother’s decision to leave was not unique, many people before her had left the

island. Although it was a difficult transition for her to make, there was a level of
excitement and anticipation about the prospect of returning home to Britain.
Through colonial rule, British imperial structures in the Caribbean imposed firmly
in the minds of its subjects that Britain was the Motherland, regardless of descent or
birth. The stripping away of African cultural identity that travelled on board with
those who were transported to the new world during the Transatlantic Slave Trade,
would over the centuries place Britain centrally in the imaginations of its colonial
subjects. The mechanism of colonialism reinforced the stronghold of the British
Empire by establishing a sense of Britishness across its occupied territories. As the
Empire made great strides in its quest for global mobility, its continued dominance
between the 19th and 20th centuries created and caused the constant moving of people
across the world. The migrating British brought with them ideas and values that
through violence and oppression destabilised and displaced established societies and
cultures. Between 1861 and 1930, some 13.5 million British people settled across the
world, and those settling carried with them ideas about Britain, nation and home.1
Even those not born in Britain but descendants of British settlers continued to view
Britain as home. People like my grandmother were influenced by the enforced and
imported ideologies that formed structures of colonialism. As Fedorowich and
Thompson write, ‘Britishness is not simply about whiteness’, as ‘subaltern forms of
Britishness [were] developed among indigenous people’.2
The legacy colonialism left behind affected both indigenous and indentured
people; as suggested by Fedorowich and Thompson, the effects of ‘dispossession and
delocalisation of indigenous people… were felt powerfully at the time and still
resonate today’.3 Colonialism stripped my grandmother of one identity and replaced it
with another, thus creating a void between the past and the present. Her sense of
Britishness was so ingrained both bodily and mentally that it formed part of her
historical identity, an historical identity that was based on the silencing of her African
ancestry, and shame towards her Blackness. It is near impossible to meet a West
Indian person who does not have White ancestry. With my family, the known
connection to White British ancestry is rather far down the line and although limited
to one or two people the connection has never been forgotten. Yet the strong
1
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emotional link to the Motherland and the belief of being a true subject of empire was
equally positively fixed for many, particularly my grandmother. By examining the
various structures and implications of colonialism I can understand why and how my
grandmother had the views that she had and why she saw herself in the way that she
did. I struggle with the fact that after years of colonial rule and humiliation, my
grandmother believed that things would be different on British soil, and continued to
uphold that belief after her arrival, and despite her negative experiences. The
colonisation of Jamaican people psychologically affected the way people viewed
themselves, it shaped, moulded and framed their existence, not only affecting the
ways they experienced themselves and each other, but also how they viewed the
world around them.

A Crisis of Nation and Identity
A number of years ago, while my grandmother was still alive, I had the opportunity to
interview her about her life growing up in Jamaica, her experiences of living in
London and her reasons for leaving the Caribbean. The material I collected was used
to create a fictional novella about her life and it was during this time that I was able to
collect some of her views about her identity, and the complexity of being British,
Jamaican and Black.4 There is a commonality of thought from Caribbean people
migrating to Britain who believed that on landing on British soil they had arrived
home. When I think of the word home and its meaning, I think of the place where one
lives, a place that is familiar and safe, and a place where people know who you are,
where you can be yourself. The power and impact of colonialism had them all looking
the other way, longing for a place that was not only outside of themselves but also far
away from where they were located.
Though I can understand the economic reasons why my grandmother decided to
leave Jamaica for Britain and the opportunities that it presented, I am also conscious
of how firmly rooted was the need for people to locate themselves within a truly
British landscape. This decision would come at a time when Jamaica was already
moving towards independence; Black consciousness had already begun to take shape
as far back as 1914, with the formation of Marcus Garvey’s United Negro
4

The research for my fictional novella was conducted over a period of several months in 2004. Through a process
of interviewing and photographing my grandmother, I was able to discern an understanding of the some of the
complexities that surround the formation of my grandmother’s hybrid identity.

57

Improvement Association. For my grandmother, however, the pull to Britain was far
greater than staying in Jamaica to become part of the new Black national
consciousness that was gaining momentum. My grandmother, on the eve of
independence, chose to turn her back on the possibility of being part of the new
Jamaica that was forming. I say this, however, with the full awareness that the
political shift did not bring social advancement to all, and that many poor Black
people living on the island did not experience the same benefits that it brought to
others. The paradox is that while Jamaica was losing some of its most skilled workers,
who could have helped to advance political and economic situation, Britain would
gain a workforce that not only helped build up country back up after World War Two
but also brought about social, political and cultural change.
My grandmother lived during a time where the idea of a Jamaican national
identity would have been bubbling under the surface. I am unsure if she would have
been part of any conversations about independence but can imagine that they would
not have passed her by. The need to opt for an opportunity of a better life far
outweighed the desire to remain; particularly where the society one is living in ‘has
never been too sure about itself or its identity’.5 Britain on the other hand, presented a
clear and developed stable identity. It is no wonder, therefore, that many Jamaicans
and other Caribbean people chose to leave. Britain used patriotism as an invitation to
its colonial subjects. The invitation to come to Britain was promoted and seen as
patriotic. Jamaicans left believing that they would help rebuild the Motherland and be
part of the creation of a new identity.
My grandmother and many other Jamaicans did not see their journey to Britain as
leaving Jamaica. Movement within the empire was a specific type of migration,
especially when those from colonies were on the move. As Ramon Grosfoguel writes,
‘migrants from colonial and former colonised areas… are not just another group of
immigrants; they are subjected to treatments as colonial/racialised subjects of empire,
that is, subjects inside the empire’. 6 Gemma Romain suggests that through the
symbolic and legal representation of the Motherland, Britain fostered the idea that
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people of the colonies were British and part of a ‘large, geographical family’.7 And
yet, where British nationalist ideology is concerned, being both Black and British
cannot appear to be true representations of a real British identity, as Paul Gilroy
argues in his examination of the double consciousness arising out of striving to be
both Black and European. He writes that ‘racist, nationalist, or ethnically absolutist
discourses orchestrate political relationships so that these identities appear to be
mutually exclusive, occupying the space between them’.8 It is this space in between
that I am repeatedly negotiating in this thesis, both through my writing and my visual
practice as I present the various manifestations of double consciousness (a concept
that I will return to further on in this chapter) as articulated and performed by my
grandmother, mother and I.
The process of moving from one place to another would have a transformative
effect on my grandmother, confirming her British identity. The reality, however,
when she arrived was that she was not accepted as British but was viewed as an
outsider, the other, and eventually a problem, and was ‘subjected to a multitude of
different types of racism and discrimination’.9 Interestingly, although a large number
of people prided themselves with the knowledge of British culture and history, some
British people were unaware of the magnitude of Britain’s colonial territory and were
ignorant about the Caribbean and ‘certainly did not view Caribbean people as a
constituent of the British community’.10 C.L.R James reflects on his arrival to Britain
in 1932, and his experience of meeting British people; he wrote, ‘what surprised me
most was that I had read more and had absorbed more of English literature and history
than almost every English person I met’.11 This is a clear example of the extent to
which Britishness and the ideology of empire permeated the Caribbean social and
educational system under British control.
I can only imagine what it must have been like for my grandmother to arrive and
be considered by British people as anything but British. She had been educated all her
life, socially, historically and culturally to see Britain in the particular way that she
did. The cultural shock and psychological impact of arriving in the Motherland, to
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face rejection, racism and discrimination had a profound effect on many of the
migrants that arrived. As Romain points out, ‘migrants had to alter the way they
viewed their whole lives and particularly their national and transnational identity,
which had, for some people, not been overtly questioned when they lived in the
Caribbean’.12
Not only were migrants located away from their familiar surroundings, many also
found themselves on the margins of socio-economic stability once they arrived in
Britain. This reality would come as shock to those who had left the Caribbean in hope
of a better life. It is important to note that although many people from the Caribbean
saw Britain as the Motherland, as a mythical place, Britain equally had an imagined
view of itself, and it was this imagined perspective that Britain promoted around the
Empire that enticed people like my grandmother.
The subsequent arrival of Caribbean migrants from the margins of British
consciousness to its centre created shockwaves that had both political and social
consequences. The unification of national identity that had in the main been
established after the Second World War, and which resided in the imaginations of the
British people, was forced to re-examine itself with the arrival of mass migration of
Black people. As Hall suggests, ‘though vigorously disavowed, race has played a
historically determining role in the self-definition of Britain as a nation’.13 Benedict
Anderson also suggests that the idea of a nation is socially constructed and the ‘life of
nations … is lived largely in the imagination’.14 Similarly to Hall, Anderson argues
that nation-ness is based on intersecting factors, he writes ‘nation-ness is assimilated
to skin-colour, gender, parentage and birth-era, all those things one can not help’.15 To
put it another way, those who are outside of the assimilated nation-ness are not part of
the nation or are not part of what is imagined as a natural community.
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They Thought the Streets Were Paved with Gold
I have often heard that before leaving Jamaica, people believed and were told that the
streets of London were paved with gold. Whether or not this was truly believed, it
makes for an interesting story. It was not the mythical gold that people were seeking
but the dream of a new beginning and a chance to let go of the baggage of slavery and
colonisation and be born anew.
By 1958, ten years after the symbolic arrival of the SS Empire Windrush, ‘125,000
West Indians had come over to Britain’.16 Workers from the Indian sub-continent also
came to work in Britain. By the end of 1958, ‘55,000 Indians and Pakistanis had
settled across the country’.17 The British Nationality Act of 1948 meant that people
born within the British Empire and former colonies were granted British citizenship,
giving them the right to remain in Britain for the rest of their lives. After the Second
World War, the British economy and labour market were at an all-time low and many
of the different services were in need of staff, including London Transport, British
Rail and the National Health Service. As Fryer puts aptly, ‘willing black hands drove
tube trains, collected bus fares, and emptied hospital bedpans’.18 My grandmother was
one of those who responded to the call to work, as things were getting increasingly
difficult in Jamaica and leaving gave her the best chance of making a new life for
herself and regaining control.
Many came to Britain with the aim of only staying a few years, however, a large
majority eventually stayed once they had established roots. My grandmother was one
of those who initially wanted to stay for just a few years but ended up remaining in
London for the rest of her life. As a British citizen, she had the right to travel from the
Caribbean and reside in Britain of which she was a subject.
Initially, when the first wave of immigrants arrived on the SS Empire Windrush at
Tilbury they were met with warm welcomes. In the London Evening Standard, the
headlines read, ‘Welcome Home’.19 By 1960, however, things were looking quite
different.
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As Fryer writes:
More than two thirds of Britain’s White population, held a low opinion
of Black people or disapproved of them. They saw them as heathens,
who practiced head hunting, cannibalism, infanticide, polygamy and
black magic. They saw them as uncivilized, backward people,
inherently inferior to Europeans, living in primitive mud huts ‘in the
bush’, wearing few clothes, eating strange foods, and suffering from
unpleasant diseases. They saw them as ignorant and illiterate, speaking
strange languages and lacking proper education. They believed that
Black men had stronger sexual urges than White men, were less
inhibited, and could give greater satisfaction to their sexual partners.20
The hostility and fear that replaced the initial welcome would take shape in many
guises. From the broadsheets to tabloid newspapers, populist anger was expressed
freely. Lines of exclusion were in full effect and the colour-bar was firmly in place;
across the country’s cities it was common to see signs that read No Coloureds go up
in the windows of boarding houses.
The generational differences between my grandmother and mother informed the
individual ways they handled the racism they experienced. In the 1960s, Enoch
Powell, a Conservative MP, rose to prominence by advocating the voluntary
repatriation of people of colour in Britain. He suggested that Britain’s shifting sense
of national identity was partly to blame on West Indian, Asian and African migrants
and that this was altering ‘national identity’ in the minds of British people. In order to
construct a national collective voice, it was essential for Britain to create negative
images of the ‘other’ against which to position itself against.
My mother had just turned eighteen years old when Enoch Powell made his
controversial 1968 River of Blood speech at the Conservative Association meeting in
Birmingham, which was only six years after she had arrived in Britain. Although
Powell’s blatantly racist views offended and angered many Caribbean migrants, my
mother who had first-hand experience of confronting racism, and had access to Black
cultural and historical material on Britain’s slave and colonial past, was not surprised
by Powell’s rhetoric. In fact, her exposure to writers such as DuBois and Fanon and
political activists Claudia Jones, Marcus Garvey and Queen Mother Moore, helped to
establish my mother’s growing dissonance towards Britain. Her committed refusal to
accept any visual ideological othering and racist beliefs placed her on a different
20
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platform from many Black Caribbean migrants who believed that the best course of
action was to not ‘rock the boat’. An understandable decision to make, and one that
was more akin to my grandmother’s generation than my mother’s, but Britain’s
political and social climate, instead of curtailing the voice of its migrant population,
galvanized many, including my mother, into action. There are only twenty years
between my mother and grandmother, yet their approach to dealing with racist,
discriminatory Britain and its influence and impact on their children. I will turn to the
process of ‘othering’ in the second part of this chapter and discuss the ways in which
this process affected my grandmother and mother, albeit in different ways.

Race and Representation
In this section of the chapter, I will outline how through colonialism the ‘othering’ of
the Black subject has led to the construction of a racialised identity. Using Fanon and
DuBois I raise the issue of double consciousness and the two-ness that colonialism
has produced and how it applies to the representation and performance of race, and its
connection to photography. I will lay out some the theoretical underpinning ideas that
are worked through in relation to the visual and photographic forms that I present in
this thesis.
The othering and lack of acceptance that both my grandmother and mother were
exposed to when they arrived in Britain produced a twofold-ness or double-ness of
self that was communicated differently. Despite the particularly masculinist nature of
their writings, DuBois and Fanon’s writing is useful here. Both DuBois and Fanon
write about the Black experience during times of racial prejudice and inequality in
America, Europe and the Caribbean. In 1903, DuBois wrote a collection of essays –
The Souls of Black Folks – in order to validate the intelligence and humanity of Black
people. It is here that DuBois first articulated the lived experience of double
consciousness, a term used to describe the internal conflict or ‘lifting of the veil’ that
is experienced by African Americans. Although DuBois is referring to the plight of
African Americans after the abolition of slavery, this term has since been applied to a
number of different situations of social inequality. DuBois expressed the
psychological dilemma this may pose. Reflecting on his childhood experiences,
DuBois recounts the first time that he felt the effects of the drawing down of the veil
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and the sudden realisation that he was different from the others, which created the
feeling of being ‘shut out from their world by a vast veil’. This veil not only separated
him from others, it ‘yields him no true self-consciousness, and only lets him see
himself through the revelation of the other world’. DuBois suggests that this produces
a double consciousness, creating the peculiar sensation of ‘always looking at one’s
self through the eyes of others’.21 In 1952, nearly half a century later, Fanon wrote
Black Skin White Masks, at a time when nearly all of Europe’s colonies were still
under colonial rule. Fanon argues that colonised people too experience the impact of
double consciousness. In discussing his colonial positionality, Fanon describes how
this two-ness or double-ness is experienced. He writes that, ‘the Black man has two
dimensions: One with his fellows, the other with the white man. A Negro behaves
differently with a white man and with another Negro. That this self-division is a direct
result of colonial subjugation is beyond question’.22
DuBois and Fanon articulate their similar experiences of colonial racialisation.
Despite DuBois and Fanon’s different geographical locations, they address the shared
psychological experience of the twofold identity of African descendants in America
and the colonised world. Although both men were also speaking from a different time
and place, their ideas on the embodied Black experience are still relevant today. The
connections that I make as an artist between these ideas and the visual and lived
experiences of being ‘Black’ have been productive for this study. Though DuBois and
Fanon are speaking solely from a male perspective, women also experience the
sensation of the splitting self. One could go as far as to suggests that due to the
positionality of Black women, they go through the process of splitting not twice, but
three times.

Capturing Presence
For this study I am exploring the consequences of the ideas outlined above and the
uncomfortable reality of being the other, which is experiences both internally and
externally, in the mind and in the body. The psychological implications can be
difficult to navigate and hard to shed as there are constant reminders that reinforce the
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self-conscious feeling of splitting. The reproduction of negative texts and images
acted as constant reminders that repeatedly structured and positioned the Black
subject as inferior and different. Barbara Myerhoff argues that without consciousness
of self our being and sense of self is fragile, making self-construction fundamentally
important to how members represent themselves to each other and the world. This
representational act produces a cultural performance that suggests there is a choice in
how we present ourselves to others, which as Myerhoff adds, allows people to
‘exercise power over their images, in their own eyes and to some extent in the eyes of
whoever may be observing them’.23 I would argue that many Caribbean migrants who
found themselves to be subject to the construction of another’s imagination were not
in the position of choice or power to take ownership of how they were represented or
presented. Due to the power imbalance between colonial subjects and colonisers it has
been in the past difficult to release oneself from the grips of negative representation.
As Hall suggests, ‘white discourses have been constructing us as simpletons, as
simple-minded primitives, as smiling country people not yet quite up with the fast
ways of the advanced world, for centuries, ever since slavery’.24 One of the paradoxes
of colonialism is that despite the derogatory images it produced of Black people, and
the psychological damage it may have caused, people, including my grandmother,
adopted British social attitudes. Thus, when my grandmother’s generation arrived in
Britain, they did not view themselves in the same way that the media was depicting
them. They believed that they were upstanding members of British society, and
through the making of photographs would go through the process of constructing and
reaffirming their beliefs about themselves. These made images would form the
archive that has allowed me to look back at their processes of self-imagination and
self-construction. The fact that they documented their presence through photography
is central to the development of my own photographic practice. Hall states that, ‘every
photograph is a structure of ‘presences’ (what is represented, in a definite way), and
‘absences’ (what is unsaid, or unsayable, against which what is there represents)’.25
The photographic capturing of the arrival of Caribbean people in 1948 had two
functions. It offered physical evidence of their arrival, located them here and
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validated their arrival thereafter. It was also used as evidence that was sent back
home, as confirmation to family members that they had arrived and were present. The
importance of photographic archives plays an important role in the documentation of
the Caribbean presence in Britain and which counters the visual othering of Black
people. This is a fundamental concern in my thesis and a point that I return to in
chapter three, where I will address how the construction of the Black migrant, through
the use of text, goes hand in hand with visual representation. Equally essential to this
research are the diverse and individual methods that my grandmother, mother and I
have used photography and the photographic document to express and create a
platform in which to explore, produce, fix, frame, and even resist identity formations.
The construction and reading of the Black migrant, framed by colonial discourse,
has no other choice, other than being seen through the dominant systems of
representation. Thus, the image of the Black migrant will always be in conflict with
itself. As Bhabha explains, one is only able to see herself through the eyes of others,
allowing ‘for the possibility of simultaneously embracing two contradictory beliefs,
one official and one secret…one that allows myths of origins, the other that articulates
difference and division’.26 This twoness forms a conflict that is based on an internal
and external struggle where migrants see themselves as upstanding British subjects
determined to make a better life for themselves and their children. Yet, the world sees
them as other, stranger, unable to fit in or understand British customs; ‘both savage
(cannibal) and yet the most obedient and dignified of the servants (the bearer of food);
he is the embodiment of rampant sexuality and yet innocent as a child; he is mystical,
primitive, simple-minded and yet the most worldly and accomplished liar, and
manipulator of social forces’.27 These stereotypes are born out of a colonial discourse
which has created a ‘fixity’, which Bhabha suggests is a sign of ‘cultural/historical/
racial difference’, connoting a ‘rigidity or unchanging order as well as disorder’.28
This stereotyping leaves the Black migrant battling with the construction of their
bodies and minds, pushing against a fixedness that has them rendered as the stranger
and other. In addition, the migrant has to struggle with the visual signifiers that have
been used to repeat their identity and un-belonging. Not only are they strangers in
themselves, they become strangers who are out of context, and foreign in the
26
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landscape. As James Baldwin writes ‘people are trapped in history and history is
trapped in them’.29 How do we break out of this repetition, where words, deeds and
images become part of us, and which we will pass on to the next generation? Baldwin
highlights the difference between White men arriving in an African village for the
first time and a Black man arriving in a European village for the first time: ‘The
White man takes the astonishment as tribute, for he arrives to conquer and to convert
the natives, whose inferiority in relation to himself is not even to be questioned;
whereas I, without a thought of conquest, find myself among a people whose culture
controls me, has even, in a sense, created me’.30 Baldwin’s analysis of the different
racial positions that have been constructed by the inequalities of colonial history and
power is directly in line with the experiences of Caribbean migrants both in the
Caribbean and in Britain.
There are numerous accounts, papers, books and discussions about the impact
slavery and colonialism has had on Blackness and how Black people have gone to
great pains to change and erase their Blackness. Fanon uses the writing of Mayotte
Capècia from Martinique to discuss the effects of Blackness on women of colour. He
writes that it is ‘customary in Martinique to dream of a form of salvation that consists
of magically turning White’.31 The dream of erasing Blackness and replacing it with
White was not unique to Martinique; Black people from around the colonial world
would go to efforts to ‘add a little Whiteness to their life’. 32 The complex,
destabilising alienating impact of racism and colour is also captured in Sam Selvon’s
post-war novel The Lonely Londoners. Selvon presents the theme of colourisation
through the character Galahad, who is trying to come to terms with the racism he and
other migrants are experiencing.
Looking at his hand as if belonging to someone else, Galahad addresses his hand:
Colour, is you that causing all this, you know. Why the hell you can’t
be blue, or red or green, if you can’t be white? You know is you that
cause a lot of misery in the world. Is not me, you know, is you! I ain’t
do anything to infuriate the people and them, is you! Look at you, you
so black and innocent, and this time so you causing misery all over the
world!33
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Selvon’s description reflects what I am sure many Black people have grappled with; I
too, as a child, would be fully aware of my Blackness and would often dream and play
at being White. For me, it was a game that many of my young Black female friends
played. The complexities and reasons behind why we played such games will be
discussed further on. For my grandmother, however, history and society had turned
Blackness in to something ugly and a thing about which to be ashamed. According to
Fanon, the image of Black people is surrounded by an air of certain uncertainty, an
uncertainty which leads the Black subject to internalise the negative thoughts and
depictions produced by White Europeans. The effects and impact of slavery and
colonisation are like glue which leaves behind a sticky residue that is difficult to
remove. Like Selvon’s Galahad, the insidious nature of racism leaves people wanting
separate themselves from their colour. The controlling image of the Black body
through the social construction of racial difference informs people of African descent
how they should think about themselves and their bodies. As Patricia Hill Collins
writes:
Such power relations invade the body because they also instruct Black
people how they should feel within their own bodies. This ideology
severs mind, soul, and body from one another and helps structure
oppression.34
Both Selvon and Collins, albeit in different ways, speak of how the power of racism
leaves the Black person wanting to divorce from his or her self, which is a result of
Black people viewing themselves through the prism of racist thought. To be subjected
is to be viewed, acted upon, positioned and placed. To be subjected is to be ruled over
and represented. The images and texts that were produced during slavery and
colonisation subjectified and objectified generations of Africans and their descendants
as bestial and unintelligent. For example, Edward Long, a one-time planter and
administrator in Jamaica and supposed authority on African slaves, used a pseudoscientific framework that was highly regarded by many. Long went on to create a
schema that divided the genus homo into three categories: ‘Europeans and other
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humans, blacks and orangutans’.35 It is no wonder then that there was a resistance to
all things that would remind Black people of the negative images of Africa and
Africans, and the need to take possession of the shamed self, to keep it locked up; and
by doing so take self-possession of one’s own subjectedness. As Frantz Fanon
proposes, ‘the white man is sealed in his whiteness. The black man in his
blackness’.36 And yet, through their subjectification there has been a double process
for the disalienation of the Black man and the immediate recognition of social and
economic realities, which are ‘primarily, economic; subsequently, the internalisation
or, better, the epidermalisation of this inferiority’.
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Fanon argues that

epidermalisation is a diagnosis of the desire to be White as a result of the
internalisation of colonial subjectification.
The need to remove oneself from the site that reminds us of our continual shame
was not just about the place from where one descended or about one’s skin colour, it
is also about also the place one resides. My mother once said that as a child in
Jamaica my grandmother would face verbal abuse because of the darkness of her skin;
she was often told that she was too Black and was often compared to her sister who
had a lighter complexion. The darker one’s skin the closer the connection to Africa
slavery, inferiority, ugliness and laziness. On the other side of the spectrum was the
uncomfortable reality and belief that Whiteness and White people were superior,
therefore the patriarchal White beauty standards, the lighter one’s complexion, the
prettier you were and the better position one would have in life.
By the time that mother was coming of age in the mid 1960s, the controlling
images of Black people were being challenged. Black people, were beginning to
visual reclaim their own image. This shift would bring on the birth of the Afro
hairstyle alongside slogans such as ‘Black is beautiful’, which were being espoused in
other parts of the world, but would unfortunately be a constant issue in the British
Caribbean. The colonising process of creolisation and de-Africanisation, which began
during slavery, left many African descendants wanting to disconnect themselves
further from all things African and Black. The idea of being able to wipe the slate
clean by moving to Britain is a result of the systematic power of colonialism and the
destabilization of Black identity.
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The In-betweeness of Identity
All those hopes of stepping away from the past were brought right back to the
forefront upon arrival of post-war migrants. The landscape might have changed but
the ideology was still the same. Unfortunately, despite changing one’s location, the
concept of Blackness through its various representations that frame the Black body
was difficult to move away from. Identity is a complex thing; it shifts depending on
our positioning, and is never fully in your control, it is always in the process of
becoming and those from the Black diaspora have been framed by it. This would raise
a number of issues for my grandmother. The identity or identities that she thought she
had created for herself were continually challenged. As I have suggested earlier the
control over the Black body, and its inferior framing took all power out of the hands
of those who so wished to make individual choices about their own identity. Though
my mother and grandmother experienced this differently, for my grandmother the
impact would, I believe, be far greater and internally painful. Thus causing her
identity to split as her position is unclear, and what was once familiar becomes no
longer so.
Bhabha suggests that it is through tradition that we create partial forms of
identification.38 I would argue that inherited customs and beliefs, which have been
presented as traditions, and which have been passed on from one generation to
another, are fundamental to our sense and construction of identity. In order to
maintain one’s sense of identity, one has to collectively as a society or individually go
through the process of repeating and restaging those traditions. Over time these
repeated performances change, details are either lost or new ones are added. Within
these movements of historical transformation, hybridity emerges and new tensions
and conflicts are created within the altered self.
My mother, unlike my grandmother would go through an entirely different
identity formation process; instead of her identity being split in two it became whole.
Her experience of racist Britain had the opposite effect on my mother; it reinforced
and cemented the Black African identity that she so firmly believed in. Eventually the
sensation dwindled as my mother submersed herself in Black African Caribbean
grassroots communities. My mother, and many of the Black African and African
38
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Caribbean people she was surrounded by, challenged the domination of Western
discourse at every opportunity. I will discuss this transformation process in greater
detail in chapter four.
Where my grandmother and some of her generation embodied the experience[s] of
twoness time and again. My mother who actively believed that if one looked upon
themselves as African and Africa as the Motherland they would be able to bridge the
gap that had been created by the physiological destruction of Black bodies and minds.
It could be argued that the in-betweeness of identity is not only experienced in the
bodies or minds of people, but also in the spaces that people occupy. Fanon suggested
that ‘the stereotype of the native is fixed at the shifting boundaries between barbarism
and civility’, so there is no way of escaping.39 I would argue that through the tearing
down of controlling images and by replacing them with new and positive images that
cross the void of in-betweeness one is able step away from the fixed stereotypes to
which Fanon refers. As James Baldwin writes:
Any real change implies the breakup of the world as one has always
known it, the loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety. And
at such a moment, unable to see and not daring to imagine what the
future will now bring forth, one clings to what one knew; to what one
possessed or dreamed that one possessed. Yet, it is only when a man is
able, without bitterness or self- pity, to surrender a dream he has long
cherished or a privilege he has long possessed that he is set free—he
has set himself free—for higher dreams, for greater privileges.40
The first section of Baldwin’s argument can be applied to my mother’s beliefs about
establishing a Black African identity amongst all Black people. Like Baldwin my
mother believed that to achieve these goals it was crucial that the old imperial and
colonial structures were broken down in order to liberate oneself from mental slavery.
In contrast, my grandmother, a product of imperial and colonial ideologies, would up
until the mid 1990s, when her view shifted slightly, cling to the forcefully imposed
ideas about herself as a Black woman.
The themes that I have raised in this chapter are not only essential to the visual
and theoretical debates that are embedded in the arguments and questions that I
address throughout this thesis. Their significance in the development of this study
operates as a bridge that connects a historical and theoretical landscape with the
39
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production of visual representation and the usage of photography. My mother and
grandmother’s history, narrative and racial experience has formed the catalyst for the
development of my practice, a practice that is as connected to their story as it is to this
research. It goes without saying, however, that at various stages of my grandmother’s,
mother’s and my life that all three of us have employed different methods by which to
break down some of the visual, historical and ideological structures.
I am aware that the splitting of identity is a theme that I return to at different
points throughout this research project, as I attempt to understand its various
formations. In the following chapters, I develop these historical and theoretical issues
in relation to my grandmother’s experience of migration to Britain, my mother’s
identification with Africa as home, and my own unfinished, uncertain relationship
with being both Black and British.
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Chapter Three
Framing the Gaze: Re-opening Passport 290661
In this chapter, I introduce my grandmother by framing her gaze and identity through
my research journal writings and the discovery her British passport, the oldest legal
document that is owned by my family. Using Passport 290661, I provide background
knowledge of my family and reflect further on my grandmother’s reasons for leaving
Jamaica. The first section is structured around my grandmother’s old style British
passport, which I found when looking for photographs for her funeral pamphlet. I
focus intensely on it in order to see what it yields in terms of memory and meaning.
The passport provides invaluable information that confirms and validates my
grandmother’s identity; it evidences her transformation from a Jamaican to a British
citizen. I examine the language, signs and symbols that were used to reaffirm and
remind its holder of Britain’s dominance over its colonial subjects. Aided by my
memories, I describe my observations of my grandmother’s attempts to assimilate into
a British cultural identity, which was different from the British identity that was
exported to Jamaica, and with which my grandmother and her generation had been
familiar.
Reflecting on John Berger’s work, I use his description of the power of choice that
photography captures through the events that it records to discuss my grandmother’s
decision to travel and what is signified by the photograph in the passport.
Photography not only captures the choices that are made, its usage and meanings
change depending on the different environments in which a subject is photographed.
In 1948, Britain witnessed the arrival of West Indians to its shores. The settling of
Black people from British colonies would change the way they imagined and
photographed themselves via the use of studio photography. Contrasting this shift
against the staging of my grandmother’s passport picture, I use family stories to
recount the significance of the event, and the performance that takes place when one
is standing in front of the camera. Echoing Roland Barthes’ writings in Camera
Lucida, I investigate the shifting changes the photographed subject experiences in
front of the camera. Keeping my grandmother at the forefront of the discussion, I
place her in front of the lens and observe her through Barthes’ idea that in front of the
lens the subject goes through a ‘strange action’ each time they are photographed, they

‘suffer from a sensation of inauthenticity’.1 I argue that this action does not only take
place in front of the camera, nor is it simply based on the relationship between the
spectator and the subject, but that it is also generated by colonialism’s control of its
subjects. Exploring how the construction and processing of photographs has
structured the way its subjects create an image of themselves, I use these themes to
further investigate the challenges that are faced when Black subjects step in front of
the lens. I discuss Franz Fanon’s theories on the construction of the Black body and
the effects and affects that manifest when one is looked upon via the colonial gaze.2
Later on in the chapter, I develop further the connection between the colonial gaze
and DuBois’s concept of double consciousness and Barthes’ Camera Lucida. Finally,
I end this chapter with the cancellation and of my grandmother’s passport in 1983 and
the impact this cancellation had on her status as a British subject, and the alteration of
her imagined self.

Her Direct Gaze Transfixes Me
It is about a week since grandma died, and I am sitting on my Mum’s living room
floor going through some of her belongings. In between my legs is a box, filled with
photographs, papers and small ornaments that once sat on the shelves of her living
room. It reminds me of my childhood and summers spent in Harlesden. We are
looking for images that we can use for her funeral booklet and her gravestone. I hold
in my hands the white porcelain figurines that she collected, the quaint miniature
statuettes of young gallant men and blushing women that stood on shelves in the her
living room, which was only open to guests and adults. I wondered why she collected
them, as they were not particularly nice or well made. I think of her out shopping
looking for nice things to put in the living room and then remember that she mainly
bought things from the catalogue or from the magazine that came with the News of the
World newspaper, where you could buy anything from collectable coins to electric
blankets. My brother, sister and I would often look through the magazines and
catalogues, drooling over the pictures of beautiful houses that were filled with things
that we did not have but wanted desperately. Looking at the pictures I was reminded
1
2
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how differently we lived to our friends and how our home was presented. Our house
and living room did not look like the pictures in the magazines. As a matter of fact,
our living room did not look like any of our white friend’s houses either. Where there
were paintings or photographs of beautiful landscapes and portraits, we had posters of
Marcus Mosiah Garvey and Malcolm X, and African masks from Nigeria and Mali.
My grandmother’s house also felt different to ours. It had a trying to be feel to it
that was closer (but not quite right) to the pictures in the magazines and catalogues.
Hanging on her walls alongside the ornaments were paintings of Jesus at the Last
Supper, Jesus standing with his hands out stretched inviting you in for an embrace;
and cheap framed pictures of horses running in beautiful green meadows. As a child,
when my brother and sister were occupied elsewhere, I would sneak into the living
room and jump up and down on the sofas, with the desire to do something forbidden.
After about five minutes of this, I would sit on the floor looking at all of the things
that she had and wonder why they all felt as if they belonged to somebody else, in
somebody else’s house.
I am distracted by my memories and the feeling of loss and try to hold back tears
as my mum comes in and tells me to keep looking for photographs. There are few
pictures of grandma, and none of her when she was younger. The only one I can find
is in her cancelled British passport. She does not look like the woman I remember, but
I am really happy and excited to have found this image of her, still intact in her
passport. It is an old style blue hardcover passport, issued on the 11th March 1960. On
the front of the booklet are two cut out shapes, with the issue date and passport
number at the top. My grandmother’s title and name is at the bottom. The top and
bottom corners have been clipped off, leaving behind a small triangle of space that
exposes printed text on the pages behind the hardcover. In between the cutout shapes
in faded gold is the stamped British emblem with the words BRITISH PASSPORT
written above. I have looked at this booklet so many times, and yet I failed to register
JAMAICA printed below. My eyes were drawn to the British Passport stamp and its
emblem as they are both located on the booklet in the dominant position. The
illustrated crest sits centrally on the front cover. Standing on the right side of the
shield with its mouth open and representing England is a lion. On the left with a chain
around its body stands a unicorn representing Scotland. Legend has it that a free
unicorn was considered a very dangerous beast.
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I cannot help seeing the chained unicorn as a metaphor for slavery and colonialism,
and the lion as a reminder of the role Britain played.

Figure 3.0: Passport (front cover) of Inez Victoria Campbell, issued 11 March 1960, Jamaica

When my grandmother went to collect her passport from the British High
Commission in Jamaica, I imagine that both her mother and grandmother were
present. This was an occasion to be celebrated, and the enormity of the event would
have lasting effects on the whole family.3 I imagine the two women standing on either
side of her as she slowly opens the brown wrapping paper with nervous anticipation
and excitement, revealing the dark blue newly printed booklet with the words
BRITISH PASSPORT embossed in gold shining brightly at them.
My grandmother was a very patient woman and would have taken her time to
open the booklet, looking at all of the pages in detail, savouring the significance of the

3
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moment which would represent the biggest change she would ever make in her life.
Stamped on the inside of the front page is the Jamaican coat of arms and a written
declaration by Kenneth Blackburne, it reads:
Knight Commander of the Most Distinguished Order… Officer of the
Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, Captain-General and
Governor-in Chief in and over the Island of Jamaica and its
Dependencies.4
I am left speculating about what my grandmother would have felt having read these
words for the first time. Would they have added further confirmation to her sense of
Britishness now that she was stepping away from Jamaica and its limitations? Or were
they just a reminder of the ownership and power Britain had over Jamaica, its people
and therefore her? I can only wonder, but it is difficult for me to read those words
without feeling the authority Britain had over Jamaica. Where the front cover and first
page are used to state and remind us of who owns who, the second and third pages are
where we finally get the opportunity to meet Inez Victoria Campbell, my grandma,
also known as Aunt Tiny.

Figure 3.1: Passport (inside) of Inez Victoria Campbell, issued 11 March 1960, Jamaica
4
Kenneth Blackburne was a British colonial official, best known as the first governor-general of Jamaica and was
appointed as governor of Jamaica from 1957 to 1962 when Jamaica gained its independence.
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The Push and Pull of Identity
The passport is a small window that allows me a glimpse into a part of my
grandmother’s life of which I was not aware when she was alive. Its function now is
that of a document opening onto her past, providing snippets of information and
details about her physical presence and appearance.
When I found the passport, it thrilled me; it was like finding a piece of a puzzle. It
is a special object, not solely because of its sentimental attachment, but because it
represents a crucial moment in British colonial history. Sentimentally it contains the
only photograph of my grandmother that was taken of her in Jamaica. It is the only
document that exists in my family that says this is who you are and this is where you
come from. I understand now why my grandmother kept it for all of those years.
This small booklet provides valuable material. It is not just a document of the past,
but also contains the only surviving image taken of my grandmother when she was
still in Jamaica, possibly during the last few weeks before she left the island. The
passport bears witness to the meeting of two worlds and two identities creating a push
and pull sensation every time I look at it. As I read the personal details about my
grandmother – her profession, place and date of birth, country of residence, height,
eye and hair colour, and her ‘special peculiarity’ – I am pushed back to Jamaica and
her past. Her description locates her over ‘there’, yet as I continue to examine the
pages, I am brought forth to the here and now. Jamaica recedes into the background
and in its place, repeated over and over again in small capital letters is the ‘United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’. I find it difficult to read these two
messages simultaneously as they are in constant flux. It is only the black and white
image of my grandmother that sits facing her ‘description’ that has the ability to halt
this sensation.
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Figure 3.2: Passport photograph of Inez Victoria Campbell, issued 11th March 1960, Jamaica

Her direct gaze transfixes me, the image has her immortalised and frozen in her
time. Her pose and it’s framing fit in with the category of a mug shot. The cropped
shoulder to head frame is reminiscent of 19th century portrait photography. In this
case, the purpose of the photograph is to capture a visual description of my
grandmother as an individual, and to frame her social identity as a British subject. She
looks back at me from the past and takes me on a journey through time to this
significant event in her life. As John Berger has written, ‘Photographs bear witness to
a human choice being exercised in a given situation… [it] is already a message about
the event it records’.5 The importance of this event is not only signified by the
photograph in the passport document, it is the behind the scenes that we cannot see, if
we do not know where to look, that adds to the importance of this moment and the
taking of her picture. Although my grandmother came from an upper working class
family, the process of getting your photograph taken was an occasion. While the

5
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Haven: Leete's Island Books, 1980, p. 291

79

snapshot photograph sits within the vernacular, this event was far from an everyday
experience. The decision to keep the passport for 50 years establishes the taking of the
photograph and the obtaining of the passport booklet as an important event; an event
designated as personally and socially meaningful.

Figure 3.3: Passport photograph, close-up of Inez Victoria Campbell

There is something to be said about the difference between the informal snapshot
and professional studio photography that has been used to capture or document
portraits and family photographs. During my grandmother’s time, a professional
photographer would have taken many of the photographs of Black Jamaicans, in a
photographic studio. The idea of having a camera and taking family snapshots would
have been a luxury my family could not afford. When my grandmother went with her
family to have her passport photograph taken I wonder why they did not have a
family portrait taken of the three of them. Why they decided not to make use of the
opportunity, or was it because the family portrait was not seen as an essential item to
have and invest in?
If photographs were taken of the family, they were either left behind in Jamaica or
were destroyed when my grandmother’s house burnt down in 1975. The fact that there
are no pictures of the family suggests that my grandmother and her family did not see
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themselves in the same way that many upwardly mobile Caribbean people were
beginning to view themselves. As Tina Campt suggests, the use of family studio
portraits ‘witness black communities practicing forms of self-presentation that reveal
the inextricable relationship between how black people “image” and how they
“imagine” themselves’.6 It is as if my grandmother had drawn a line between herself
and Jamaica, that her coming into being or self-presentation was an event that took
place twice: first, when she stood in front of the camera to have her photograph taken
alone; and, second, when she received her passport. The lack of family portraits
creates a sense of ‘writing out’ from history, that without the photograph it is
impossible to believe that there was an existence before. If photography has given
Black Caribbean people the control to recreate and document their own image and
their own communities, then the camera and its use, as suggested by Campt, has
become an important ‘vehicle in the articulation of black people’s complex
relationships to cultural identity and national belonging’.7

Figure 3.4: Passport photograph, close-up of Inez Victoria Campbell

6
7
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The Fixing of Identity in Front of the Lens
Increasingly Jamaican families were beginning to view photography as an opportunity
to redefine themselves, while at the same time moving away from images that labelled
them historically and visually as abnormal. The move from Jamaica to Britain enabled
her to distance herself from the perceived negative historical imagery of the past, yet I
am unsure as to why she did not feel the need to affirm this with the use of
photography, which seemed to be popular amongst people from the diaspora at the
time.
Photography has given people the power to create an image for themselves. Not
only has it borne witness to change and the arrival of West Indian people to the UK, it
has also visualised and made real people who were in the margins of society and
rendered at times, invisible. Campt argues that, people from the Black diaspora
inserted themselves into historical narratives of culture and nation through the use of
studio portrait photography. This placing of self within the visual discourse of society
was not unique to people from the Caribbean. Black people from around the colonial
world regardless of their situation were going through a process of visual
reconstruction and ownership. From South Africa, to the Ivory Coast and Britain,
people were redefining the way in which they were depicted. John Peffer argues,
‘colonial “native studies” already mixed fantasy with reality as it subjects were either
dressed or undressed, posed and positioned in unfamiliar settings that created them as
ethnic types’.8 Although Peffer is referring to colonial photographic practices in South
Africa, this ‘posing’ and ‘positioning’ was a common practice amongst colonised
people around the world. The creation of the Black image through photography can be
seen as ‘a place where identity is staged’9 and thus influences the way Black people
began to think about how they wanted to be photographed. Peffer goes on to say that
‘by the time people were able to commission their own portraits or had their own
access to cameras, the idea that “this is what you do: you make-up and dress-up
yourself” was already understood to be what a visit to the photographer was all
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about’.10 The simple act of deciding to have one’s photograph taken shifted some of
the power way from the photographer or viewer and back to the subject.
What happens when we cannot find evidence of this new image, where the only
image in existence is a passport identity photograph that has not been created for
personal use but for the state? Although the passport and identity photograph would
allow my grandmother certain freedom and mobility, I would go further to add that
the mimetic and mechanical functions of identity photographs denied people the
freedom to take charge of their own image and continued the government’s colonial
reading and dominance over its subjects.
When I looked at family portrait photographs that sat on the walls or mantelpieces
of many of my Caribbean friends’ houses, I would feel a sense of loss and exclusion.
Loss, because we did not have images like this in either house and I would spend time
as a child looking at these photographs intently, as if - through these images - I would
find a part of the family that my grandmother had left behind in Jamaica. Without
these images, it became increasingly important to listen to family stories of the past.
Where many of the photographs in the catalogues or magazines had images of
families, my grandmother did not take on the practice of capturing the different
moments and stages of her growing family. It is difficult to draw a comparison
between what her life in Jamaica had been like and the new world she was trying to
connect with.
Unlike many of the Caribbean people that were establishing and creating new
identities for themselves through the use of images and appropriation of culture, my
grandmother was approaching her assimilation into British culture slightly differently
although not in a way that was unique. I am curious to know if the lack of images and
family portraits was born out of a fear for the camera and what the photograph could
reveal about her self.
The passport can be read as if it were a novel, each page telling tales of travel,
migration, ownership, belonging, loss and identity. The small print of text and the
Jamaican stamp frames the black and white photograph of my grandmother and
positions her as a subject of the British Empire. The proclamation at the beginning of
the passport lays out the importance of sustaining the colonial landscape through the
overseeing of order, responsibility and the maintaining of authority. Although the
10
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passport declares my grandmother as a British subject, it is also reminding us of her
status, that she is not fully British. Stuart Hall writes that Britishness is linked to
colour: ‘most definitions of Britishness assume that the person who belongs is white.
It is much harder for Black people, wherever they are born, to be accepted as
British’.11 The placing of the Jamaican stamp across the photograph signifies that the
person carrying this booklet is more subject than British.
The British and Jamaican stamps that are imprinted on my grandmother’s
photograph fix her identity. She stands in front of the camera as a British subject, a
subject of the photographer and a subject of the lens. As Roland Barthes writes in
Camera Lucida, the person photographed poses as ‘that of the observed subject and
the subject observing’.12 She looks back at us spectators with wariness as if she is
feeling the full weight of the gaze of the photographer upon her; it is as if the act of
stepping in front of the camera requires a transformation. Barthes describes this
transformation as ‘making another body… instantaneously transforming [herself] in
advance, into an image’.13 The process of transformation and the act of standing in
front of the lens not only requires a physical shift; one also has to go through a mental
adjustment. I suggest that this process produces doubleness, the self that I am and the
constructed self, and it is this constructed self-image that steps away from the frame
of the subject and becomes an object. As Barthes explains, the process of being
looked at through the photographic lens manifests in the following way:
In front of the lens, I am at the same time: the one I think I am, the one I
want others to think I am, the one the photographer thinks I am and the
one he makes use of to exhibit his art. In other words, a strange action: I
do not stop imitating myself.14
It is through this ‘imitation of self’ that the experience of transforming one’s self
becomes a performance. This performance takes place in front of the camera and is
then captured on photographic paper, equally shifting the observed away from the
subject and into an object.
It is difficult to view the image of my grandmother without reading or being aware
of the different meanings that it registers. For example, the black and white passport
11
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photograph suggests that it was taken at a particular time; if one has an understanding
of the history of photography, one would read this image differently to how we read
today’s digital images. There is a soft focus that is difficult to obtain from the photo
booths that produce the standard passport photographs that we are required to use
today. In addition to the qualities of the photograph as an object, the reading of the
subject needs consideration. Using Frantz Fanon’s analysis of colonial racism, I
would like to draw attention to the links he makes between racism and the scopic
drive of the gaze, in this case the ‘colonial’ gaze. Fanon writes that the white gaze
constructed the Black body, as ‘an object in the midst of other objects’.15 It is through
the historico-racial schema that Fanon is able to identify the different elements of
seeing one’s self through the lens of the colonial schema.
The colonial gaze and the lens of the camera captures, fixes and creates an image
of the subject that is based on the interests of the photographer or the coloniser. The
colonised gaze has shaped structured, defined, redefined disordered and destroyed the
Black body. I am returning to Fanon here with the aim of bringing us closer to the
experience that Fanon was describing, Fanon writes ‘colonisation is not satisfied
merely with holding a people in is grip and emptying the native brain of all form of
content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed people, and
distorts, disfigures and destroys it’. Fanon goes on to express the sensations that take
place within him when he is viewed and talked about by a white child, ‘look, a
negro’.16 This utterance of words and line of visual focus would create a physical
sensation of being rubbed out, into a state of non-being. Fanon would later add that
‘the movements, the attitudes, the glances of the other fixed me, in the sense in which
a chemical solution is fixed by a dye’.17 He suggests that the colonial lens is like that
of the camera lens, it too captures, fixes and determines an image. This image is not
only based on words or gazes, the use of scientific methods have been equally
instrumental in the creating, developing and fixing of the other.
Through the use of scientific study in the second half of the nineteenth century,
photographic images went hand in hand with the construction of otherness. The use of
photography shifted from the simply illustrative to the use of the photographic image
as a measurable scientific guide. Thomas Huxley a biologist drew up plans that
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systematically captured the different races of people within the British Empire.
Included in his plans, were recommendations that subjects be photographed naked,
according to established anthropometric poses and that each subject should be
positioned alongside a large measuring scale, at a set distance from the camera.18
Individuals who were photographed were objectified through this photometric
structure that would influence the way the subject was viewed.
Through the angling of the camera and pointing of the lens, a line of visual focus
would be drawn and the Black subject, as Franz Fanon writes, would experience the
physical sensation of being rubbed out, and placed into a state of none being. The
closing of the shutter, like the blink of an eye, captures the Black subject and in that
moment, the invisible figure is exposed, developed and fixed. The Black subject
ceased being seen as human, and more as objects categorised and defined, naked
against measuring scales. Although Huxley’s guidelines were discontinued by the late
19th century due to the limitations of their scientific results, it maintained and
provided scientists with enough information to continue with the classifications and
objectification of the other.

The Colonial Gaze of the Other
In order to examine the colonial gaze of the Other, one has to consider the role the
camera has played in supporting and upholding colonialism. Photography travelled
with the French and British colonisers to Africa in the mid nineteenth century. This
new technology impacted on, and changed, the way Europeans viewed Africans and
provided tangible support for the growing field of racialised science among the
colonial powers, both in Europe and in the colonised world. The camera became a
tool used to capture and document the colonial landscape and their colonial subjects
of enquiry. Photographs were used extensively during colonial rule to ‘categorise,
define, dominate and sometimes invent an other’19 and this representation became a
term of cultural and legal power. 20 Many people believed that photography and
18
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photographs provided reliable evidence that informed viewers that what they were
witnessing was a true and accurate example of the subject. We have to take into
consideration the study of the photographer’s view of the subject, and the overall
influence it would have on the image; its composition would be dictated by the
message the photographer wants to convey to his or her audience. Photographers
systematically selected their subjects by employing the skills of contemporary
ethnologists of their time. If photographs were a way of documenting, categorizing
and colonising people; they were also created and produced for entertainment; to reenforce a racial ideology as well as to educate people who were living in places
distant from where the images were taken. These educational tools generated
perceptions of people from other worlds, suggesting and upholding the idea of social
and cultural difference that was created by European colonialism. Subjects were often
posed, placed and positioned in front of the camera, performing both for the
photographer and the viewer.
Photography arrived in Jamaica too late to capture and document the end of
slavery; however, it arrived in time to record other major events, such the Morant Bay
rebellion on the 11th October 1865, the 1907 earthquake and the beginning of the
tourist industry, and later events such as the visit of Emperor of Ethiopia Haile
Selassie in 1966. With the arrival of photography to British Jamaica, came
photographic studios and avid professional and amateur photographers. By the early
1860s photographic studios were already on the increase across the island and were
beginning to replace pre-photographic artists as a cheaper way to document and
capture landscape and portraiture images. Many of the images taken of poor Black
people in the landscape or in the photographic studios were often staged. Poor Black
labourers were hired to perform or pose for images. As Edward Lucie Smith states,
‘most poor people were often photographed as anonymous units of labour, rarely as
individuals. Where poor or disadvantaged individuals are shown, they are portrayed
for their supposedly picturesque qualities’.21 The casting of Black labourers as part of
the picturesque landscape not only stripped them of their humanity and returned them
as types; these photographic images had the added effect of re-enforcing the idea of
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Otherness. Unfortunately, these images often represented and offered up ‘little slices
of the real; of the facsimile of this person; this particular place’.22
It has often been said that if one repeats something over and over again, one will
begin to believe it as real. Photographs of the colonial world were produced on a large
scale and distributed around the world. This mass dissemination not only confirmed
Black people as the Other but also generated a certain type of visual reading and
informed how racial categories were constructed through bodily differences and social
construction. These registers, in turn, would aid the fixing of difference through the
art of looking. As Georg Simmel writes, the ‘eye effects the connection and the
interaction of individuals; it is the most direct and purest interaction that exists’.23 In
colonial countries, however, this interaction was not something that took place
between European colonialist and their subjects. Mimi Sheller, who states that the
notion of a reciprocal exchange through looking was highly skewed, supports the
suggestion that ‘looking or gazing always enacts unequal power relations’.24 Through
this imbalance, we are able to identify the different positions that are held by both the
coloniser and the colonised subject. The coloniser looks and positions the subject in
poses that uphold racialised ideologies concerning Black people and other colonial
subjects. It also implies that a distance between the photographer and the subject has
been maintained, ensuring no infringement of the power balance through direct eyeto-eye contact and thus preserving the subject as object. It is only when the gazer
approaches the subject too closely that there is a possibility for an imbalance of power
and the gazer’s position is put at risk. As Sheller suggests, close proximity or
‘embodied encounters leave a space for contesting the gaze, deflecting the gaze,
returning the gaze, appropriating the gaze and destabilising the power of the gaze’.25
Though the established racialised discourse has shifted slightly within mainstream
society, its roots are still firmly in place. Particularly when discussing the distinction
between Black and White people and how it has developed over time, framing the
ways difference in regards to the Black and White races are viewed. Stuart Hall
explains the binary opposition between the two races and how they have been
considered differently; the White races were seen as having:
22
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Intellectual development – refinement, learning and knowledge, a belief
in reason… [and were] associated with ‘Culture’ and on the other hand,
the link between the black ‘races’ and whatever is instinctual… [were
related to] the open expression of emotion and feeling rather than
intellect… all of which are linked to Nature.26
When my grandmother received her new British passport, she would have done so
with pride, naively believing that the new identity that she had been given placed her
outside of the racist discourse that had shadowed the history of Black people for
generations. The obtaining of the British passport meant that the ‘representational
strategies designed to fix difference’27 came in to question and challenged the notion
that Britishness was synonymous with whiteness.
Some years before my grandmother died, she told me about British nationalism
and the Colour Bar. She told me about the prejudicial abuse she had experienced, and
the difficulty of finding work and accommodation when she first arrived in London.28
These were experiences that she was not prepared for, the idea that she was
‘returning’ home blocked out any thoughts that she might not be welcomed in the
Mother Country. The writing was on the wall, however. Keep Britain White (KBW)
was painted all across inner city London, particularly in areas with large Black
communities.29 Although the ideological origins of KBW stemmed from nationalist
and pre-war fascist groups, it came to represent the voice of some of Britain’s
disenfranchised. Despite the intimidation, harassment and discrimination that my
grandmother experienced, however, her British passport came to symbolise not only
her identity as a British subject but equally confirmed her right to reside in Britain.
Unfortunately for those who had come from the Commonwealth, in 1981 a new
British Nationality Act (BNA) was introduced, coming into effect on the 1st January
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Britain. London: HarperCollins, 1998.
29
My grandmother and mother both experienced the harsh reality of having the KBW graffiti painted on their
doors soon after they arrived in Britain in the early 1960s. I too have memories of coming home from school and
seeing our door covered with racist graffiti.
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1983. This Act stipulated that all citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies were
to be divided into three categories according to British citizenship, British Dependent
Territories Citizenship (BDTC) and British Overseas Citizenship (BOC). My
grandmother’s status was changed to BDTC, which separated her from her British
passport, her British identity and her right to remain changed from British citizen to
migrant, thus reversing the received trajectory that migrants go on to become citizen.
The new BNA affected many of the Caribbean immigrants who had arrived in the
United Kingdom prior to the change in law. All Caribbean immigrants were expected
to hand in their old blue style passports and pay a fee if they wished to remain in the
country. After 23 years in England my grandmother went from being a British citizen
to being a Jamaican national overnight; this stripping of her British identity would
have a lasting effect on how she viewed herself, but also how she viewed the country
she had come to call home.
Stamped in bold capital letters underneath the photograph of my grandmother, in
an empty box for an additional photograph, is the word CANCELLED. A few months
ago my mother explained to me the disappointment and bitterness my grandmother
felt when the law changed and she was forced to reapply for citizenship. This
information has changed how I read the relationship between the photograph and the
stamped text. Initially I viewed it simply as a cancelled passport; however, I now look
at the image of my grandmother and see not weariness but disappointment and
frustration. The word cancelled dominates the page and transforms my grandmother
from a subject back to an object, one amongst many.

Figure 3.5: Passport photograph, the eyes of Inez Victoria Campbell
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Chapter Four
Becoming Black in Harlesden: Images, Narrative and Performance
My mother, Vinnette Pearl McMorris, was born in Kingston, in Jamaica on Saturday
8th April 1950. As with my grandmother, there are no surviving photographs to mark
her birth or her childhood while growing up in Jamaica. The fact that my mother came
from somewhere else, somewhere far away and unknown to me, was understood by
the lack of photographs. I was constantly looking for an object that I could hold firmly
in my hands that told me more than my imagination had constructed. Growing up, the
indexicality of photographs would play an important role in my life, my
understanding of my family and my sense of belonging. For me, photographs are
visual threads that connect the past to the present. Not only would the presence of
family photographs enable me to create a visual link with the past, they also act as
evidence, proving that like other families, we had the means and foresight to
chronologically capture and document our existence. As Susan Sontag notes, through
the use of photographs ‘each family constructs a portrait-chronicle of itself – a
portable kit of images that bears witness to its connectedness’.1
Due to the disconnected feeling of not being from the same place as my mother, or
father for that matter, I often felt the space between our two different experienced
lives were like a bridge, my mother standing on one end and me at the other. With
both of us separated by time and space, I constantly searched for clues, objects and
links that would connect me to the past of my family. As Barthes would put it,
photographs do not simply represent a thing, they have the power to present ‘the
scene itself, the literal reality’.2 Where the passport photograph of my grandmother
presents a fixedness of her identity at the moment of her departure and arrival, the
images that I present of my mother signify the temporality of her identity, which is
mirrored by her movement through the political and social landscape.
In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes speaks of the photograph of his mother and his
separation from the photographs through history, asking the question, ‘is history not
simply that time when we were not born’?3 Although Barthes does not present the
reader with an image of his mother, he movingly explores and describes a photograph
1

Susan Sontag. On Photography. London: Penguin, 1979, p. 5
Roland Barthes. Image, Music, Text. London: Fontana, 1977, p. 17
3
Roland Barthes. Camera Lucida: Reflections on photography. London: Vintage Classics, 1993, p.64
2

of her that was taken at a time before his own existence, before his own memory of
her was formed. I too have had to wait for several years to pass in order to discover
photographs that were taken of my mother before I came into the world or before I
was able to recognise her as the woman and mother that I know today.
There are three images of my mother that I will introduce at different stages of
this chapter. Each photograph shows the various transformations of her identity, from
the 1970s to the mid 1980s. Through the different images we witness the cultural
development of my mother, from a young woman in the 1960s, to a political active
Rastafarian in the 1980s. The image below (fig: 4.0) is of my mother, photographed
before I knew her, and when she was still referred to by friends and family as
Vinnette McMorris, when she wore makeup and kept her hair in a style that is in
keeping with 1970s fashion. As an enthusiastic photographer, my mother
photographed her family extensively but she never really enjoyed it when the lens was
pointed in her direction. The shyness that overcame her when someone insisted on
taking her photograph is echoes the way that my grandmother reacted when the
camera was present. I am surprised by the direct pose the photographer captured.
Like all photographs, this image belongs to the past, and represents a history I
have never been part of, no matter how hard or long I have looked at it, and I have
looked at this image over and over again. Captivated, like I have never looked at her
before, I stared intensely at my mother who, through the photograph, stares right back
at me. 28 years separates us in life, but this image bridges the gap that the lack of
photographs of my mother in her youth has created. The two of us can now engage in
the act of watching each other, my mother as a young woman trapped within the
photograph, myself from the position of knowledge and time. The temporality of my
mother’s identity that shifts over time is also captured in the fragility of the paper on
which the photograph has been printed, and which is shown by the stains and dog ears
that have travelled on the fabric of the photograph over the years. Several years before
this photograph was taken my mother worked as an apprentice at Grunwick film
processing lab in Willesden. It was through the experience of processing and
developing film that my mother began to develop a deeper understanding of
photography, and the importance of documenting family, friends and the wider
African Caribbean community.
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Figure 4.0: Photograph of my mother, London, Willesden 1972. She was 22 years old and had been working at
Grunwick, film-processing laboratories in Dollis Hill for some years. The photographer Patrick, a young man from
Nigeria took this portrait of my mother at her home in Harlesden. Shortly after the photograph was taken, Patrick
returned to Nigeria where he opened his own photographic studio. In the mid 1990s, some years after this image
was taken my mother bumped into Patrick on Kilburn High Road.
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She was 22 years old when this photograph was taken, marking her ten years of living
in London. Like the passport photograph of my grandmother, this image is the only
image of my mother that captures the full presence of her face, her look and her style,
at that particular time in her life. My mother arrived in London a few months before
Jamaica gained its independence from Britain, and two years after her mother had
arrived. Never wanting to leave Jamaica, she fought with, and hid from, family
members on the day of her flight.4 The enormity of my mother’s displacement from
her home had far reaching consequences that shadowed her whole life and has
influenced her later political persuasions. My mother’s involuntary migration to
Britain, and the separation from her great grandmother, created a sense of loss, which
became one of the contributing factors in the formation of her emerging new identity.
I also believe that her reluctance to leave Jamaica during a time of political change
and civil unrest that was taking place throughout the British Empire and around the
world may have had an influence on how she viewed herself and her position in the
world.5 In addition to saving up enough money to bring my mother and her sisters
over from Jamaica, my grandmother was also able to bring over her own mother some
years later. This move allowed the partial reassembly of the family structure. Yet,
despite the family’s reformation in London, the sense of displacement and the pain
that came with leaving Jamaica eventually lead to my mother’s gaze focusing on
Africa. I believe that this experience of movement and up-rootedness at such a young
age would be captured in the temporality of her image in later years.
On arrival in London, my mother first lived in a rented room with her sister and
mother in Alperton, Wembley before they settled in Harlesden in 1963. She has often
spoken of those times, the abuse and inequality her mother was subjected to at work,
and the discrimination and blatant racism she faced from her schoolteachers. This was
not an unusual experience. When retelling their experiences, both my mother and
grandmother often expressed the difficulties they lived with. Based on their
experiences, both my mother and grandmother would tell my brothers and sister that
if we wanted a different experience from theirs, we would have to study ten times
harder than our fellow White school friends, a statement that was repeated to Black
children throughout the UK. Their experience of racial abuse on the street and
4
Historical narratives would often be told in place of fairy tales or bedtime stories to my brother, sister and I. As a
child, I would frequently ask my mother to retell the story of her departure from Jamaica. At other times my
mother would volunteer this story as it was one that we all enjoyed hearing.
5
My mother left Jamaica in 1962, the same year the country gained its independence from Great Britain.
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discrimination in the work force was a reality that continued for many years and
would permeate all areas of social living where Black and Asian people were
concerned. Black people also found themselves at a disadvantage when it came to
education. When my mother’s younger sisters arrived from Jamaica in the late 1960s,
they were both placed in schools for the Educationally Subnormal (ESN) despite the
fact that neither of my aunts had learning difficulties. This had a major impact on both
of their futures. The racist treatment in school placed Black people at a disadvantage,
and often many would leave school with a failed education and a lack of skills. My
mother often told us about her experiences in school. One teacher in particular used to
shout repeatedly, ‘you blacks in the back, need to go back home’ without shame or
consequence. Although powerless at the time, my mother has suggested that some of
those events gave rise to her political, historical and cultural consciousness.

Place, Time and Belonging in Harlesden, 1963-83
On the 1st of July 1962, the amendment to the Commonwealth Immigrants Act came
into effect. This change had a huge effect on many people from the Commonwealth
wanting to migrate to Britain. In the two years that my grandmother was living in
London, she was able to save for the airfare of her two eldest children - my mother
and my aunt - and bring them over to London two months prior to the Act.
By returning to my grandmother’s arrival in Harlesden and the socio-political
environment surrounding her at the time, I am able examine further on in the chapter,
the reasons behind my mother’s political and cultural transformation.
From the late 1940s onwards, African and African Caribbean people had been
arriving and settling in areas across the city, from Brixton and Notting Hill to
Hackney and Harlesden. Over time, as the numbers of African and African Caribbean
people increased, these areas eventually became known as ‘Black areas’. My
grandmother’s choice to settle in Harlesden was based primarily on family
connections, the possibility of employment and cheap housing, and the need to be
among familiar people. Situated in North West London in the borough of Brent, 27
miles from Tilbury docks and 4,674 miles from Kingston Jamaica, Harlesden became
a place where many immigrants, particularly those from Jamaica, would set up home.
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Harlesden had been a middle class area at the turn of the 20th century but it later
declined, providing many of the new Irish, African and African Caribbean people
with cheap housing and employment.6 Fortunately, my grandmother was able to get
employment in McVitie’s biscuit factory, Walls ice cream in Acton, as a packer, and
Park Royal hospital, where she worked as an auxiliary nurse. Although she was able
to find work relatively easily, the type of work she was given and her treatment by her
employers and several of her White colleagues caused internal and unexpressed
frustration. Many of the White employers viewed women like my grandmother and
their ‘presence in Britain strictly through the prism of her status as a migrant worker’,
which impacted on them both financially and socially.7
Due to the damaging treatment that many African and African Caribbean children
were experiencing, parents in some of Britain’s largest cities formed grassroots
organisations that challenged the racially biased education system. Between the 1960s
and 1970s, organisations such as The Black Parents Movement, Black Youth
Movement, The Race Today Collective and The Bradford Black Collective were
gaining strength in the Black community. Unfortunately, some parents, particularly
those born in the Caribbean, were reluctant to rock the boat through fear that they
would draw more negative attention to themselves and their children.8 This reluctance
to engage created tensions between the two generations of immigrants, with those that
were either born in Britain or the Caribbean rallying against both their parents and the
state.9 This tension was captured visually in the first feature length film directed by a
Black British filmmaker, Horace Ové. Set in 1976 Notting Hill, Pressure explored the
complexities between inter-generations of immigrants and the struggle to define what
it means to be Black in Britain.10 The film frames the different ways both generations
6

A number of different industries and employers were based in and around Harlesden, such as McVitie’s biscuit
factory, Park Royal hospital, and railway and bus deports.
7
Kennetta Hammond Perry. London is the Place for Me: Black Britons, Citizenship and the Politics of Race. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2015, p. 48
8
The Black Parents Movement was formed due to the struggles Black people faced in Britain during the 1960s and
1970s in response to the issues that they faced around education, policing, housing and unemployment. Through
the organising of this group, other groups, like the Black Youth Movement, and the Bradford Black Collective
were established. These groups placed an important role in pushing for political, social and judicial change. Eddie
Chambers. Roots and culture: Cultural Politics in the Making of Black Britain. London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd,
2017
9
I would often listen to my mother and her mother, uncle and aunt debate this issue. My grandmother believed that
because they were new to Britain and considered themselves as guests, it was important to act accordingly, i.e. not
rock the boat. Not wanting to admit it, I suppose my grandmother and her brother and sister, may well have felt
that the boat was already unstable. The lack of understanding would cause tension between the two parties. My
mother wanting her mother to act differently, where my grandmother would equally argue that my mother should
be less vocal and challenging in her approach.
10
Pressure, Directed by Horace Ové [Film]. United Kingdom: Crawford Films, Ltd, 1976
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viewed and experienced Britain. In one scene, just after a raid on his parent’s house
by the police, Antony (Tony) the protagonist, and an only child born in Britain
confronts and challenges his parent’s views. He argues that the police arrest Black
people indiscriminately. His mother responds by saying that the White people are the
lords and masters and if they mind their own business and work hard they will be
accepted. As the drama unfolds, viewers witness the generational disconnection
between Tony and his family. Pressure highlights the tension that occurs between the
first generation of migrants and their descendants. As Winston James notes, when
explaining the differences, ‘unlike their parents, they compare their position and lifechance within British society not with the condition of pre-independent Caribbean
society but with their white British counterparts’.11 The experience of a more direct
racism would, as James adds, make them more aware of ‘themselves as a black
enclave within British society […] therefore even greater than that of their parents’.12
A number of parents who arrived up on the SS Empire Windrush and shortly after
felt that their ‘citizenship was a given that offered a language to make claims about
rights, assert political identifications, contest the power and prerogatives of the state,
and articulate expectations of belonging within the imperial body politic’.13 By the
time my mother arrived in 1962, however, these optimistic expectations that had been
felt by a generation before her were beginning to fade.
During those formative years, my mother underwent a transformation of thoughts
and beliefs, and she was not alone. A new way of thinking and acting was beginning
to take shape in the Black areas in London and across the country. Many of the
friends that my mother grew up with were immersing themselves in the works of
radical Black intellectuals and activists such as Marcus Garvey, Frantz Fanon, C. L.
R. James, Queen Mother Moore, Angela Davis and Malcolm X. She has often
recounted tales of attending house parties, night clubs or Shebeens in Harlesden
where in one room, people were dancing and drinking, while in another room people
would discuss Black politics, the SUS laws,14 racial oppression and Pan Africanism.15
11
Winston James. ‘Migration, Racism and Identity Formation: The Caribbean Experience in Britain’, in Winston
James, & Clive Harris. (ed.), Inside Babylon: the Caribbean Diaspora in Britain. London: Verso, 1993, p. 251
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Ibid, p. 251
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Frederick Cooper. Colonialism in question: Theory, Knowledge, History. Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 2005 p. 62-63, 71-73; Lara Putnam. Citizenship from the margins: Vernacular Theories of Rights and the
State from the Interwar Caribbean. Journal of British Studies, 53(01), 2014, p. 162–191.
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SUS law was the name that was given to the police’s use of stop and search. It allowed police officers to stop
and search people whom they suspected of criminal intent or behaviour. Although it was first established as part of
the Vagrancy Act of 1824, its use was widely and unfairly targeted at those from Black and minority communities.
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I believe that these occasions allowed young Black people to traverse confidently
through new and exciting territory. The idea of being amongst people that not only
looked like you but also moved physically and mentally like you was important to my
mother and something that we discussed on more than one occasion. As stated by my
mother, ‘the freedom of partying, and moving amongst people who looked and moved
like you, was liberating in itself’.16 It was during those events that a ‘new Black
consciousness’ began to form, first in the imaginations of the people and then
outwards towards the wider Black community.17

Transformation, Consciousness and Politicisation
Though my mother was only eight years old and still living in Jamaica when Kelso
Cochrane was murdered, his death had a significant impact on her and many of her
friends growing up in Harlesden, whether they were living in Britain or not. His death
would continue to be discussed years later. My mother still speaks of him now, and
remembers clearly what the loss of his life meant to her.
Cochrane, a young Antiguan had arrived in England in September 1954. Although
his arrival was far from unique, his time in London will always be recognised as a
critical moment in British race relations. Five years after settling in the city, Cochrane
was murdered by a group of White men and his death was felt and mourned by
thousands in London and further afield. Messages of sympathy were sent from
Malawi, the People’s National Party in Trinidad, and the Liberian Government.18
Cochrane’s death became one of a number of catalytic events that united Black
communities and political activists. My mother was only a child when Cochrane was
murdered, but his death, her own experiences and the experiences of Black people
around the world had an effect on the way she organised and structured her life,
15

A Shebeen is an illegal bar or clubs were alcohol was sold without a license. During the late 1960s early 1970s
there were a number of Shebeens in Harlesden that my mother attended. My mother talked about these years as
being very formative for her and the influence it would have on her own sense of identity (Interview Saturday 24th
January 2015). It is also because of this seminal time in her life that she has recently decided to make a
documentary titled From Clubbing to Consciousness, which captures the move away from a particular colonial
way of thinking to Black self-determination, and the push for creating a new identity.
16
Taken from an interview with my mother Tuesday 23rd August 2016. My mother explained the feeling of being
able to let one’s guard down when in a Black space. The freedom of being able to express one’s self without
questions was beneficial to one’s wellbeing but also lead to a number of community action projects.
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By new Black consciousness I am specifically speaking about Rastafari, and Black is Beautiful politics that
came out of Black America and was picked up by Black people in Britain.
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including how she would eventually raise her own children. In combination, they led
her to develop a transnational form of solidarity with all Black people.
The politicisation and backlash in response to Cochrane’s murder, and other
similar incidents of racial violence, led many Black people to begin mobilising by
forming grassroots organisations instead of waiting for the government to address the
issues they faced. Kennetta Perry suggests that through Cochrane’s death, Black
people were beginning to voice questions and bring debate around the ‘colour
problem’ to a wider public arena. In turn, these debates created a platform where
Black people were able to ‘speak on their own terms about the politics of race and
Blackness in postwar Britain as a lived experience and as a broader social dilemma of
citizenship and belonging’.19
Although Black people were beginning to leverage a space at the political table,
many of the discussions, in which my mother took part, were taking place in the
living rooms and kitchens of friend’s houses. My mother has spoken in the past of
going to the London Apollo nightclub on Pound Lane between the borders of
Harlesden and Willesden for a dance and then heading over to a friend’s house where
they shared personal stories or discussed events that concerned Black people globally.
These moments were extremely important. As I have mentioned earlier, people were
not only able to converse freely, many of the ideas behind some of the grassroots
organisations that my mother co-organised were forged during those informal
conversations. It was not only the conversations that excited and inspired my mother,
it was also the diversity of people who took part in such discussions. Black American
GIs, who were posted in the UK, were present. These soldiers opened up the arena of
debate by talking about the Civil Rights Movement, Black Power and the different
ways Black people could and should resist racial oppression.
There were several moments that occurred in Harlesden when GIs witnessed the
abuse that African Caribbean people were experiencing. One in particular was when
my mother and a friend were out with two GI friends of theirs. As my mother recalls
to me, they were on the High Road, when my mother went into a shop to hire a
television for the evening. The shopkeeper, a White woman was standing behind the
counter informed my mother that she would not serve her. An argument ensued and
the woman threw coffee over my mother’s face. As the women began to fight, her
19
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friend ran into the shop and dragged my mother back to the car where the two GI’s
were waiting. My mother recounts this story as we walk past the same shop where the
incident to place, and which is now closed. Looking up and down the street and
seeing the different ethnicities of people walking past, the Caribbean food shops, the
Halal butchers, it is hard to imagine the street looked any different than it does now. It
was after this occasion that the GIs began to challenge my mother and her friends, not
understanding why they were allowing people to treat them in this way. At the time,
although these incidents were everyday occurrences, my mother was aware of the
significance of having African Americans directly standing up to racist and aggressive
behaviour.20
Exchanges of information and ideas were not limited to Black domestic spaces. A
large number of debates around the experiences of racism, police brutality, Black
youth, home life and the Civil Rights Movement in Britain and America were had on
the streets of Harlesden and other Black areas in London; these conversations were
not limited to a particular time period either. I have distinct memories of being a child
and having to stand quietly as my mother stopped to talk with somebody she had met
in the street. Although I did not fully understand the details of their conversations, I
am aware that it was important to my mother that I was present during those
discussions, particularly when discussing the treatment of Black youth both in the
educational system and by the police. The sentiment that was often repeated by my
mother and her friends was that the youth needed to accept their African cultural
identity, an idea that many were embracing.21
Alongside the conversations that were taking place in both public and private
spaces, Black people were also taking to the streets to protest and demonstrate against
police brutality. Four years after the portrait of my mother was taken (fig: 4.0), both
her and her best friend were at the front line of the Notting Hill uprising on 30th
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August 1976. People were protesting against the police ‘stop and search’ policy that
many Black people found heavy handed. 3,000 police officers were assigned to the
Carnival and their high numbers were seen as confrontational. Throughout this period,
protests, demonstrations and uprisings took place in London and other major cities
across the UK, from the Anti Nazi League in 1977, to the Southall uprising in 1979,
the Brixton uprising and Black People Day of Action in 1981. Although known and
printed in the papers as ‘riots’, my mother and many of her friends believed it was
important to always refer to those events as uprisings. As Peter Fryer writes, ‘riots,
being a four letter word, is excellent for headlines; but its use to describe what were in
fact uprisings by entire inner-city populations, black and white together, served to
obscure the true nature and causes of these events’.22 By labelling those events riots,
many people failed to understand why young African Caribbean and Asian people
were taking their frustrations to the street, and were hence unsympathetic to their
plight.
My mother took part in numerous uprisings, and I believe these events taking
place in her own backyard, and around the world, significantly influenced her selfimage and her way of life.
As I look at the photograph, I imagine it being pinned up on the wall or situated in
pride of place above the mantelpiece, occasionally being passed around to visiting
guests. On one occasion, something was spilt on it that was not cleaned up properly,
leaving behind what look like tea stains. As my mother began to turn her back on her
former self and life, the photograph would eventually find itself stored among other
photographs in an old shoebox, where I would come across it several years later.

The more I learnt about myself the more I changed
The same year that my mother was on the front line of the Notting Hill uprisings was
the same year she would ‘dash way the comb’ and become a Rastafarian.23 As a child,
I often heard the story of her decision to become a Rasta. My mother, like many
young African Caribbean women and men in 1960s and 1970s Britain, was going
through a process of growing self-awareness and discovery. Garrison suggests that the
22
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spread of Rastafarianism among the Black youth was in part due to the desire for
cultural purification. Writing in 1979, he noted that that ‘black youth in Britain today
find themselves torn between two cultures and two sets of values and expectations
and alienated from both’.24 It is in part these conflicting circumstances that would
push my mother to make the cultural and political choices that she made.
Rastafarianism, however, was not only about embracing one’s cultural identity. Rasta
would become a symbol that represented Black enlightenment. 25 The way she
recounts her acts of transformation makes it seem as if it was a very simple decision. I
suppose that in many ways it was. The night the seed was planted, my mother and
godmother Inez, had been at a house party where they had met up with two of their
friends who had already become Rastafarians. As can be seen in the portrait of my
mother (fig: 4.0), she wore her hair straight and for many years described the change
as a learning process.
The more I learnt about myself the more I changed, and went from
straight hair with wigs and all that, to the Afro. If I did wear a wig, it
would be an Afro wig, until I had enough hair to wear my own hair in
an Afro. The Afro was a statement, although it was very glamorous, but
it was also a statement of who I am as an African woman, as a Black
woman, and as a Caribbean woman. 26
The choice she made was not simply based on changing her hairstyle. For her it was a
process of transformation that took place over a number of months, and resulted in her
moving through various stages of shedding and reclaiming her own identity. From
some of the discussions that we have had over the years, and in the light of the
political events that were taking place in both Britain and around the world, I can
understand why my mother resisted the image that had been created of her and all
Black people. It was extremely important to seek an identity that reflected back at her
the beauty, courage, ingenuity, creativity, intelligence and strength of Black people.
From a young age, my mother read and familiarised herself with the writings of a
number of Black academics, writers and political leaders. By 1976 she had already
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witnessed the decline of the British Empire and was beginning to challenge her own
mother’s way of thinking about Blackness, Britain, Britishness and Christianity.
I often heard my mother argue with my grandmother about the use of the word
‘coloured’ and about how that as Africans, they needed to stop thinking of themselves
in colonial terms, and as subjects of empire. This debate went on for several years and
also include other family members. My mother would argue and try to educate family
members about the Caribbean before European discovery, slavery and the destruction
of the indigenous people who inhabited the island before their arrival.
Among some of my mother’s circle of friends and throughout the Black
communities of Harlesden, Notting Hill and Ladbroke Grove, the push for resistance,
change and the growing articulation of Blackness and self-expression created a
tension that my mother viewed positively. These years of social change affected
people differently. Where my mother and large numbers of her friends would turn
their back on the church, others were drawn towards it. Some even changed their
religion, becoming Muslims and Rastafarians. Many others followed the path of
politics and grassroots activism. For my mother, Rastafari and political activism
would become her chosen path, which she embarked on with passion and rigour.
Rastafari developed in Jamaica in the 1930s, the decade of my grandmother’s
birth. This new development in Jamaican society would shape my mother’s and
subsequently my life. My grandmother grew up with an understanding that Rastafari
and people who followed it were part of a sect that challenged many of the teachings
of the bible and the colonial Jamaican way of life. The obduracy of my grandmother’s
generation prevented them from understanding why there was an increasing need for
some to turn to Rasta as a way of understanding their place in the world. Those who
did not understand Rasta’s resistance to traditional Christianity and to Britain saw this
as an affront to all that they believed in. For some, the search for a new cultural
identity to which they could relate was not simply a challenge to their parents, but it
was also about creating a future. I suppose that this was difficult to understand for
people like my grandmother and other Jamaicans, because the idea of identity and
who they were as a people was ‘profoundly culturally graded’.27 Interestingly, despite
the lack of understanding about the formation of this new identity people were slowly

27
Stuart Hall. Negotiating Caribbean Identities. New Left Review, 1/209, 1995. Available
https://newleftreview.org/1/209/stuart-hall-negotiating-caribbean-identities (Accessed: 28 January 2017)
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beginning to interrogate the old established structures that formed colonial Jamaica.
As Hall writes:
Of course those cultural relations did not remain fixed, and the relative
cultures were quickly open to integration, assimilation and crossinfluence. They were almost never self-contained. They became subject
at once to complex processes of assimilation, translation, adaptation,
resistance, reselection and so on. 28
By the time my mother left Jamaica in 1962, Rasta had been a growing part of
Jamaican society for roughly 30 years. While only 12 years old when she left, my
mother was already fully aware of Rastafari having seen their presence on the street
preaching about Africa and Emperor Haile Selassie I. Prior to the birth of Rasta, many
of Jamaica’s traditional church going citizens, particularly those from lower economic
and rural backgrounds, were themselves going through a transformation in kind.
Between the 1920s and 1930s, Marcus Garvey an activist and Pan Africanist offered
many Jamaicans a different way of viewing themselves and other Black people. This
was achieved through the development of a philosophy and movement of Black
Nationalism, Pan Africanism and Black pride, with the aim of connecting all Black
people across the diaspora. Though my mother was too young to fully understand the
extent of what she was hearing and seeing in Jamaica, concepts of change would
follow her to Britain, where notions about Black consciousness would begin to take
shape.
Becoming a Rasta was not just about changing her Christian upbringing for
another religious group. I would argue that her decision was about self-ownership and
self-direction as well as about resisting a colonial and imperial visual representation
of Blackness. The need to take control of her own identity and image would become
an important part of her life and philosophy. It was not just about thinking of herself
as a Black African Caribbean woman, it was important that she lived as one, which
entailed speaking for herself and about herself. As Stuart Hall writes, ‘the practices of
representation always implicate the position from which we speak, or write – the
position of enunciation’.29
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Ibid. (Accessed: 28 January 2017)
Stuart Hall. ‘Cultural Identity and Diaspora’, (ed)., in Jonathan Rutherford. Identity: Community, Culture,
Difference. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990, p. 222
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The second image of my mother (fig: 4.1) was made in Queens Park, London, and
visually records her and two of her friends performing the Black Power salute. I
cannot but see in this image the bodily comportments of my mother and her two
friends as being caught in the act of practicing an action that they were not quite used
to doing. It is as if their playful performance was a dress rehearsal for a future protest.
Not only does the photograph depict a rehearsal of sorts, the fact that it is very worn
suggests that it has been repeatedly examined. It carries the marks of time through the
many hands I imagine have handled it. The dog-eared corners are reminiscent of the
photograph being pinned up and taken down from walls on more than one occasion.
One can see where the paper has been peeled away by this action and in handling it
myself, I can feel the softness that has replaced what was once a firmer object. All
four corners show the touch of someone’s hand. I imagine that my older brother, in a
bid to be included in the photograph scratched the letter T into the left-hand margin of
the photograph. Above all, I believe that the photograph acts as a sort of statement,
wherein my mother’s main aim was to take back control of a space that she was
excluded from but fundamentally believed she had every right to occupy. Not only
was she speaking for herself, she was also speaking from a politically Black space by
demonstrating and marching on the street, protesting outside Downing Street,
attending parents and teacher’s meetings to speak on behalf Black children in
predominantly White schools, and by forming networks with other Black grassroots
organisations. It was also around this time that my mother began to feel that what was
happening politically in the Black community was not fulfilling her in a manner that
she wanted. She was searching for something spiritual that would connect her to
Black people. As a Black African Caribbean woman, she believed that it was her
responsibility and duty to address and change the perception that Black people were
‘forever victims, objects rather than subjects, beings that feel yet lack the ability to
think, and remain incapable of considered behaviour in an active mode’.30 Whereas
my grandmother’s generation did not want to add to the long-held perception that
Black people were a problem, and tended to keep to themselves and not address issues
of racism and police brutality, my mother’s generation would meet such issues head
on, as those in power did not intimidate them in the same way. As a consequence, it
was Rastafari that would bridge the gap and provide a platform from which she could
30
Paul Gilroy. ‘There Ain’t no Black in the Union Jack’: The Cultural Politics of Race and Nation. London:
Routledge Classics, 2002, p. 111
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create new images and produce a new positive Black legacy that would be handed
down to her children.
In a recent conversation, my mother mentioned that Rasta was a level up from
some of the Black run organisations to which she was attached. She recalled that as
groups like the Black Panther Party began to falter, Rastafari would take its place.31
Not only would the discussions that were surrounding Rasta and ideas about
Blackness, Africa, imagery and militancy resonate deeply with her, I believe Rasta
also released an energy and a passion that allowed her to be, look and act more like
the woman she had been seeking. Initially, my mother’s first stage of transformation
would take place through the process of changing her appearance. She would go from
chemically straightening her hair or wearing wigs and weaves to growing an Afro, a
style that was synonymous with the Black Panther Party and the empowering slogans,
Black is Beautiful and I am Black and I am Proud. Although people like her mother
and her aunt and uncle saw this as an act of rebellion, she did not consider it
rebellious enough.

31

On Thursday 24th November 2016 I had a phone conversation with my mother to discuss some the BBC
documentary Roots, Reggae and Rebellion presented by Akala. The show explores the birth of reggae music and
Rastafari and how Rasta was an act of rebellion for many Jamaican people.
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Figure 4.1: This photograph is of my mother who is standing on the right, her then GI boyfriend who is in the
middle, and an old school friend in a cream Mac is standing on her left. The image was taken between 1972 and
1973, in Queens Park, North West London.
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One of my mother’s more popular stories is of the day she decided to become a
Rasta. Her stories are always peppered with an atmosphere of excitement, movement
and possibility. From the words that she used, to her actions when recounting events,
her stories always had the ability to captivate me as I sat with my head on my
mother’s lap playing with her long locks. I believe that her ability to tell and perform
a good story would have been handed down to her by her grandmother who was the
family storyteller back in Jamaica. Storytelling in my family was not just about the
structuring of words in a way that the audience will find interesting; the recounting of
stories was always an active performance. The day my mother decided to ‘locks up’
was the day she threw away the comb. As she tells this story, this time for the benefit
of an interview, she gets up from the bed and standing directly in front of me,
laughingly re-enacts the moment she decided to locks up over some forty years ago.
Yeah, I am going to break the comb, jump on it, and stamp on it and
brock it.32
As she stands in front of me, she stamps on an imaginary comb. Although she cannot
remember the exact date, the stomping and breaking of the comb was something she
physically did. Later she would explain that the breaking of the comb was not just a
physical act that represented a change in hairstyle. The comb’s destruction also stood
for the unshackling of Britain’s colonial and imperial grip. This symbolic act not only
suggested the sacrificing of an old way of living and thinking. In many respects the
snapping of the comb would signify the receiving of a new direction and way of life.
Although my mother has never suggested that this important moment in her life as
was at all religious, I cannot think of the performativity of this act without thinking of
the symbolic ritual of the breaking of bread, which is performed by priests during
Holy Communion. As she often states, ‘it is important to know who you are so that
other people do not define who you are, and that you are able to define yourself by the
information you have’ and that, ‘it is necessary and important to be educated about
ourselves and to stop being ashamed of being African’.33
I have known my mother for just over 39 years, and for most of those years she
has been known both as Askala Marian and Vinnette McMorris. Many people,
32

My mother reenacted the moment she decided to become a Rasta during an interview on conducted on Saturday
24th January 2015.
33
Taken from an interview conducted on Saturday 24th January 2015.

108

including my grandmother and my mother’s close family members, know her as
Vinnette. For others, she is known as Askala. This duality of names referencing the
past and the present would have a strange effect on me as a child. It would often leave
me feeling slightly unsettled, as if I were standing on ground that was unstable. This
feeling would shift depending on where we were, and in relation to the name to which
she was referred. Often in my grandmother’s home, a battle of wills would ensue
between my mother and my grandmother. When my mother became a Rasta and
joined the Ethiopian church, the Ethiopian priest gave her the name Askala, and as a
result of this act she was no longer known as Vinnette, except in official documents.
Although I know that she took to this change with ease, it was very difficult for my
grandmother to accept not only her name change, but also her shift in religious belief.
I have memories of being at my grandmother’s house in Harlesden and my mother
explaining that she no longer wanted to be called Vinnette, that it was no longer
necessary to refer to Black people as ‘coloured’ and that we had a right as Black
people to not accept the way we were treated. They would debate these issues back
and forth for years, at some points coming to some form of consensus. It would take
over 20 years for my grandmother to stop using what my mother referred to as her
‘slave name’. Knowing my grandmother’s position on, and thoughts about, Rasta, it is
possible that she would have viewed the changing of my mother’s name from
Vinnette to Askala as a form of rejection. My grandmother had to watch as her
daughter systematically stripped away all that was familiar, only to replace it with
something foreign and challenging. The act of changing her name was not only a
demonstration of my mother’s political stance, for some members of the family it
seemed as if she had turned her back on them and all that they represented. I suppose
that this is exactly what my mother did. In order to embrace the new identity that she
had created for herself it was necessary to draw a clear line in the sand between what
she considered a colonial way of thinking and acting, and a decolonized way of being.
My mother, Askala, not only went through the process of changing her name, she
also changed the name of my older brother from Neal Darren Morrison to Tekla
Marian. Like Askala, he too would be baptized Ethiopian Orthodox, and have his hair
twisted into locks. On one of the numerous occasions that I visited my grandmother to
take photographs and interview her about her life, she told me a story I had never
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heard before.34 When my older brother Tekla was either nine or ten, she decided to
comb out the locks that had just begun to form. This act of rebellion and refusal to
acknowledge my mother’s beliefs would have serious consequences. While my
mother performed a very physical act of breaking the comb when she became a Rasta,
my grandmother equally reintroduced the comb into her life by physically combing
out the identity her daughter was creating for her children.
Thinking back to the time my grandmother shared her version of events that had
happened many years ago, I remember being in her living room in Harlesden. She was
seated on a chair, while I stood combing out her greying hair in an attempt to put it in
cane rows. The contrast between the triangulation of these three key acts is not lost on
me. The gendered nature of combing my grandmother’s hair, the closeness, patience
and gentle care that each brush stroke involves acts as a conduit that evokes memories
of childhood and summers spent in Harlesden. I am reminded that although my
grandmother and mother sometime viewed the world from different positions, they
both made certain life choices that were for the betterment of their children and their
future. The changes that my mother made throughout her life did not end with the
changing of names, hairstyles or religious belief. Neither did they take place solely
within my mother’s personal life. My mother’s transition from Vinnette to Askala was
simultaneously made visible in photographs and also in public.
In celebration of my mother’s 64th birthday in 2014, a family friend posted an
image of her and my younger brother on Facebook. My initial reaction on seeing this
scanned copy of a photograph that had been taken over 30 years ago, was one of pure
emotion. Unlike the unfamiliar portrait of my mother that was taken in 1972 (fig: 4.0),
by her friend Patrick, the photograph of her with my younger brother would capture
the mother that I know and am familiar with. The photographer has also managed to
shoot an image of my mother at the exact moment of her repeating the Black Power
salute in what seems to be a more mature realisation of what was playfully played out
in the image of 1972-3 (fig: 4.1).

34
Leading up to my grandmother’s death in 2010, I would on numerous occasions visit her in order to take
photographs and collect her stories. Unfortunately the recordings of all of those interviews have been lost or
damaged. Though I have used some of the material collected during those times for my BA dissertation, I am
relying on my own memory of those conversations.
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Figure 4.2: My mother and younger brother at a Queen Mother Moore rally at Willesden Sports Ground in 1982.
Taken by her friend Byron Lye-Fook. Unfortunately, we have only been able to download a copy from Facebook,
as we do not have access to the original.
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Nine months after this image was first uploaded on to her Facebook page, I asked my
mother if I could interview her to discuss my grandmother’s passport photograph and
several other images that I had discovered in my exploration of the family photo
archive. My aim was to gain an understanding of what this image meant to my mother
and to talk about what was taking place politically when the photograph was taken.
We are sitting in her bedroom in Kilburn, looking at my grandmother’s passport
book and several photographs that I have spread out across the bed. For the occasion I
had downloaded the image of her and Ajah, and reprinted it so that it could be viewed
as a photograph and not just a screen shot. My mother explains that she did not know
the image existed until it was uploaded on Facebook. She added, ‘there are a lot of
photographs of myself that I am not happy with, but this one, I completely fell in love
with when I first saw it’. She goes on to talk about what the image means to her and
what it represents now.
It captures a moment in time with Ajah my little baby. On reflection, on
looking back and looking at this image, it invokes a memory of
defiance. Whatever the person on the podium was saying, you can see
that it stirred me emotionally and it is those emotions that I am looking
at now. And here is that little baby in my arm, he looks secure, no shoes
on, you can see he is in the early stage of his hair being locksed up and
my hair is free, it’s not covered up. Yeah, he is very safe in my arms,
and although I was preoccupied with what was happening on the stage
and listening, I know that he was protected. I like the fact that my hair
was free, wasn’t covered up, that is also me stepping away from the
image that all Rasta woman have to cover up. That’s me being defiant; I
am being defiant against those statements, even though I liked having
my hair in wrap. I just love the photograph.35
As I watch my mother intensely look at the image of herself, I am acutely aware that
she is reconnecting with her past self, that she had been transported back to a different
time and place. My mother, along with my father Levi and other members of the
Cultural Awakening group, had organised a rally in honour of their friend and African
American Civil Rights activist, Queen Mother Moore.36 Although she was unable to
remember what it was that she was responding to, she is sure that whatever Queen
Mother Moore was saying, she was in agreement with it.
35

Interview conducted in Askala’s bedroom on the afternoon of Saturday 24th January 2015
Cultural Awakening group was founded by both of my parents on the 17th January 1980. The purpose of the
group was to provide schools and community groups with information about Africa and African and Caribbean
history that counter balanced the information that children and young people were being taught in schools.
36
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Reflecting on the image and remembering the day’s event, my mother speaks of
the difficulties Black people faced during those times, and why it was important to
have people like Moore articulate publicly the different ways they could change their
experiences. Moore’s visit to the UK marked the first anniversary of the New Cross
fire of 1981, where 13 young people were killed in what was believed by some in the
Black community to be a racially motivated arson attack. Moore’s presence and
speech allowed my mother to feel that it was possible to make changes to her life and
that of her children. As I look again at the image of my mother, I am drawn to a
number of things to which the photograph points, as well as the things that are not
visible but to which I have been made aware via our conversations.

Intersectionality of Race and Gender
The event that my mother and father organised in 1982 took place in the park directly
opposite my grandmother’s house. I know that my grandmother did not attend the
rally, and if she were invited to attend, I can understand why she did not go. I imagine
her sat at her front room window listening to the sounds of speeches and joviality and
the comings and goings of large numbers of Black people. I wonder what it would
have felt like to see such an event take place across from where she lived. Did it leave
her feeling anxious and wondering what the neighbours would think, or did it add to
the tension that had previously formed between my mother and grandmother? Had she
looked out of the window, would she have seen the same image that is captured in the
photograph of her daughter?
I cannot look at this image of my mother without thinking about the cards that
were dealt to her as a Black woman. Although I see within this image a strong and
proud Black woman, I am acutely aware that there is another side to the woman that
stands before us, that is not evident in this photograph. I see a woman at the
intersection of a number of contrasting issues, which are symbolically played out and
captured in the photograph. My mother balances the realities of being a mother,
alongside being a political activist, a woman and Black. I have grown up watching her
struggle to make sure that there was food on the table, while at the same time trying to
provide a rounded and positive Black education for her children and all young African
and African Caribbean people with whom she came into contact. Looking at the
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photograph of her time and again, I am witnessing a woman take her own space,
demonstrating to all those around her that she has a right to be where she is. It is as if
she has staked a claim to the very land she is standing on. Thinking of the
representation of the image, one has also to consider the implications of what it meant
then, and what it means now, to be a woman standing at life’s intersections.
Initially, I was not going to write about my mother in relation to feminism as the
issue of race always seemed more important to her than women’s liberation or the
rights of women when we were growing up. When my mother was in the company of
female friends, they would often reminisce over the past. A story that has stayed with
me all of these years, and one that evokes a whisper of disappointment by the
storytellers, is about a pivotal moment in my mother’s life, as well as that of the
women present. Roughly 16 years ago, around my 23rd birthday, my mother and a
couple of her friends, Sister Roots and Anji were sitting in our living room in Kilburn
reminiscing about the past. I recall them reminiscing about the time when they first
met. My mother, heavily pregnant with me, was organising a ‘Back to Africa’ event at
the Yaa Asantewaa, which was then known as the ‘Factory’. 37 She tells of her
standing in the hall shouting, ‘all those who want to go back to Africa, line up here’,
pointing to a queue of people who were already adding their names to a list of those
wishing to go back home. Walking into the hall is Sister Roots, her partner Roots and
her friend, Anji. My father, who was also present, saw Roots with two women and
said to my mother, ‘this is how a man should live’. My mother and Tina laugh as they
recount this story and how 23 years after that moment they are still here in Britain.
Although it is an account of an event that was retold with laughter and lightness,
the significance and magnitude of the moment has always stayed with me. On the one
hand, it speaks of migration and the idea of the ‘return’, and on the other, it highlights
the structural position women held within different social, religious and civil rights
groups. It was common for Black women and other women of colour to be at a
disadvantage, and ‘subordinate to men, but also have a titular equality with men that
was different than the problems they experienced with racial and class segregation’.38

37

‘The Yaa Asantewaa’ or ‘Factory’ as it was formally known, was a community centre that was taken over by the
Ausar Auset Society and used to host a number of different cultural events. The center had its name changed from
The Factory to the Yaa Asantewaa in honour of the Queen Mother of Ejisu who led an Ashanti rebellion against
colonial Britain in the 1900s.
38
Patricia Hill Collins., & Sirma Bilge. Intersectionality. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016, p. 65
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Despite the fact that women were seen at times as equal in the struggle, there was an
underlying belief by some men that women were there to cater for their needs.
As I shift my gaze and focus between the photograph of my mother and my own
memory of my mother’s re-telling of a significant moment in her life, I become
increasingly aware of the many layers that the visual and oral snapshot of the past
contain. My mother’s performance, recounting her desire and will to return back to a
place of belonging alongside a sexist remark - made in jest but with a pinch of truth from my father, speaks to me of the complexities of being both female and Black in
the 1970s and 1980s. There was an expectation that women within organisations and
community networks that she was part of would fight for equality for both men and
women. Often issues relating to women’s rights were pushed to the sidelines or seen
as a secondary issue. When discussing this point with my mother during one of our
frequent conversations, she explained that although there were disparities between the
expectations placed on women and men, it was common for women to drop all gender
inequality issues when facing racism and discrimination from the police. In addition
to this, Rasta women were pressured to act and dress appropriately, to be ‘all woman’,
while supporting the struggle. On more than one occasion my mother was asked to
cover up her locks and wear more feminine clothing, a request she repeatedly ignored
and challenged by doing the very opposite. Shifting my focus back to the photograph,
it becomes increasingly obvious that my mother frequently rebelled and performed
her rebellion in a public sphere. Such acts would be played out in various ways in
front of my brothers, sister and I.
One of the first steps she took in ensuring that her children were not subjected to
some of the sexist ideologies regarding women’s subordination to men was to educate
us about powerful Black female actors in history and across the Black diaspora.
Images of influential Black women and men were stuck up on walls throughout the
house. We learnt from a young age about Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Angela
Davis, Nanny of the Maroons, Claudia Jones and Queen Mother Moore to name but a
few. My mother lauded these women as being essential in the struggle against racial
oppression. They needed to be celebrated for their intelligence, courage and
determination to stand up for equality and freedom. It was not only expected of us to
learn the names and actions of these powerful women, my sister and I were also
encouraged to go forward in a similar vein.
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Figure 4.3: This image is a still from the documentary, Whose Town is it Anyway that aired on Channel 4 in 1982.
My mother is seated on the left next to her friend Makeda Coaston. The surrounding walls are covered with
photographs of Queen Mother Moore and other influential Black people.

While she pushed against stereotypical perceptions of a woman’s role, she also
worked persistently with my father in setting up organisations, educational school
workshops, holiday camps for inner city Black children and other activist movements
to promote and create unity within the Black community as well as in the home. Yet
while my mother resisted the expectations that were laid out for her, she informed me
in a recent interview that she did not consider herself a Black feminist despite the fact
that most of her views and beliefs were in line with Black feminism and the
Womanist movement. She would go on to add that although she was passionate and
active in the fight for the rights of Black women, she felt it was necessary and
important to maintain a united front while dealing with racial discrimination.
African and African Caribbean women and men have had to fight for the
recognition of their rights to belong and to be treated equally in Britain. This would
prove a difficult struggle when the idea of belonging was based on the colour of one’s
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skin. As Heidi Safia Mirza states, to be ‘black in Britain is about a state of becoming;
a process of consciousness, when colour becomes the defining factor about who you
are’.39 This process of becoming is not only shaped around one’s skin colour, body
shape or language, it is also effected and implemented by certain systems that are
structured to keep non-white people at a distance, in their place.
For the Windrush generation and the first and second generation of Black British
people to be born and reside in the UK, many, including both my mother and
grandmother, faced discrimination through lack of suitable housing, in schools and in
the judicial system. This discrimination caused parents to become increasingly
concerned for their children’s future. Between the late 1960s and early 1990s, the
number of grassroots and community organisations, as well as Black owned
businesses, expanded. Over the years, groups such as the Black Parents Movement,
BLK Art Group, and religious groups began to use arts and culture as tools of
activism, promoting solidarity through unity and connecting with other groups and
organisations throughout Britain and the Black diaspora.40
Despite the racist discrimination Black women and men faced outside of the
community, Black women were also subjected to sexist discrimination both outside
and within community organisations. The shaping of this political identity through
disempowerment and the shared experience of postcolonial migrants would create a
new articulation of the Black identity. Black people were becoming increasingly
frustrated with the state of affairs in Britain and the need to unite against the racist
social structures that were in place. The situation would become more evident due to a
number of events such as the Brixton riots and New Cross fire in 1981. Incidents such
as these added to the shifting tide of social upheaval and the creation of new
identities. As Hall wrote in 1995, ‘the old identities which stabilized the social world
for so long are in decline, giving rise to new identities’.41 This social change would
come about through the formation of people, organisations, and grassroots groups

39
Heidi Safia Mirza. ‘Introduction: Mapping a Genealogy of Black British Feminism’, in Heidi Safia Mirza (ed.).,
Black British Feminism: A Reader. London: Routledge, 1997, p. 3
40
The Black Parents Movement (1975-1980s), and the BLK Art Group (formed in 1982) addressed similar issues
regarding race, discrimination and police brutality. Where they differ, is in their approach, the Black Parents
Movement used their collective resources to push for change by participating in a number of campaigns and legal
cases. The BLK Art Group used creative practices to critique institutional racism.
41
Stuart Hall. ‘The Question of Cultural Identity’, in Stuart Hall., David Held., Don Hubert., & Kenneth
Thompson, (eds.), Modernity: An introduction to Modern Societies. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Inc, 1995, p.
596
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pushing back against the racist and stereotypical ideas and imagery that were
surrounding African and African Caribbean people in Britain.
While groups were uniting, Black women were facing multiple issues by the
intersections of gender, race, and class experiences. Over time, Black women were
beginning to address the issues that had collided and were now reassembling in the
form of Black Womanism.42 I would argue that it this provided Black women with a
platform from which to reflect back to society the issues that they were facing. This
need for Black women to create a space where they could discuss and challenge issues
regarding personal and collective experiences as well as the sexism within the black
civil rights movement was vital to the movement. Black women were feeling
increasingly excluded by the Women’s Liberation Movement, believing that feminism
was primarily represented by the needs of White upper and middle class women,
women who lacked the foresight in addressing the concerns of Black and other ethnic
minority women.
As bell hooks explains, contemporary feminism excluded people of colour and
poor White women. She argues that feminist writers such as Betty Friedan, who is
still heralded for the forging of the contemporary feminist movement, made great
strides for women’s liberation. Her work, however, speaks largely to a select group of
‘college educated, middle and upper class, married white women-housewives bored
with leisure, with the home, with children, with buying products, who wanted more
out of life’.43 For Black women and women of colour, many of these issues were not
matters that they faced.
As I read the words of Mirza, hooks and others who laid the foundations for
development of Black Feminism, I struggle with my mother’s assertion that she did
not view herself as a feminist. Returning to the photograph of her and my younger
brother, it is difficult to gaze upon the image without noticing her difference and her
otherness. I see an image of a woman invoking her agency as a Black woman with a
voice. My mother claims her space, a space that merges meanings of race, gender and
42
Though many African and African Caribbean women in Britain would become part of the Black British feminist
movement, there were others who preferred the term Womanist. The term Womanism was first coined during the
early feminist movement, and was a response to the Feminist Movement, which was seen as supporting the needs
of White middle class women. Although the womanist movement was organised in America in response to the
feminist movement as many women of colour felt the movement did not represent them fully. African and African
Caribbean women in Britain also felt that more combatable using the term. Though I am aware that a number
Black women who were happy to identity as British feminist. For the purpose of this thesis, I am going to use the
term Womanist; it is a position I feel more comfortable with.
43
bell hooks. Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. London: Pluto Press, 2000, p. 1
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class. Although she did not refer to herself as a feminist, her actions in many ways can
be framed as such. The decisive moment of the captured image has made her visible
during a time where the majority of Black women were often invisible. As Mirza
states, the ‘invisibility of black women speaks of the separate narrative construction
of race, gender and class: in a racial discourse, where the subject is male; in a
gendered discourse, where the subject is white; and a class discourse, where race has
no place’.44
As a Black child, I grew up in a world where the colour of my skin was used
against me. I faced discrimination in school and in other public institutions. As a
Black person, I was be exposed to racist comments and attacks, and had to work ten
times harder if I expected to raise myself out of the economic poverty many African
Caribbean people growing up in Britain faced. As a Black woman, I not only had to
deal with racism but had to confront racial and sexist ideologies that were intrinsically
linked, and which formed additional barriers to my progression. As Black women, my
grandmother, mother and I were all expected to fade into the background while
allowing the men in our family to shine. Instead of following in the footsteps of her
mother, my mother has not faded into the background. Instead she is standing centre
stage and is visible.
When I look back at the feminine and masculine dynamics within my family, and
the different roles and responsibilities that were expected between the sexes, it
becomes apparent to me that there was a great divide. Both my grandmother and
mother in some way, albeit small, were pioneers of gender equality, but they both to
various degrees still adhered to patriarchal system that men’s needs came before a
woman’s. Women in my family were expected to be responsible for the home and to
behave in a particular way.
My grandmother would often chastise me if she caught me whistling or sitting
with my legs apart. As a young girl, learning to whistle was a great achievement and
something I set out to accomplish through sheer determination. I spent hours and
hours squeezing my lips together and trying to make a sharp high-pitched sound. As
excited as I was about being able to whistle, I wanted to demonstrate to the boys in
my class that I could whistle as good as them, my aim was to create a sound that was
as melodic and loud as theirs. I remember the day my grandmother pulled me up and
44
Heidi Safia Mirza. ‘Introduction: Mapping a Genealogy of Black British Feminism’, in Heidi Safia Mirza (ed.).,
Black British Feminism: A Reader. London: Routledge, 1997, p.4

119

told me quite emphatically that ‘girls do not whistle’. I think I was more taken aback
by the statement and not the chastisement, as I did not see myself as being different
from my brothers or other boys. Growing up, I would find myself getting increasingly
angry and frustrated by the different roles and responsibilities I was expected to
perform compared to that of my older and younger brother. I can understand the
complexities that came with being a Black woman from a particular generation. I
know that my grandmother being born in 1930s Jamaica was brought up with certain
values that had been a contradiction to her experienced realities. I can also see the
difficulties and positions my mother had to navigate herself through. She was brought
up in a household that was governed solely by women; my grandmother lived at home
with her mother and grandmother. Women in the family had to go out to work and
were the sole breadwinners in the household and this would also continue to be the
case once they arrived in Britain. For my mother, however, her experience as a
woman, the inequalities that she faced were things that were both accepted and
expected. As Mirza points out, ‘Black women’s experiences were invisible’.45 While
this would later change, my mother was faced with having to deal with overt racism.
As a result, she would join civil rights groups as well as setting up her own groups,
organising school workshops and becoming involved on other Black-led initiatives.
The Black experience around the world would be something that she felt wholeheartedly. For example, if a Black person was subjected to racial violence, without a
doubt it would have an impact on my mother regardless if she knew them or not.
Racism and the Black community were at the forefront of nearly all her actions and
thoughts. Over time I would become increasingly aware of how my mother would
swing between the needs for racial equality which would more than likely mean that
the needs of women were side-lined alongside the need for a space were Black
women were able to discuss the intersectionality of race, gender and class.
My mother’s ideas about Black consciousness, Pan Africanism and the home,
alongside my grandmother’s acceptance of her British identity had a profound effect
on me and the way I considered and performed my own Black, African Caribbean,
British, gendered identity. In the following chapter, I will discuss in greater detail how
through the use of photography and the photographic object I have played out the
challenging issues surrounding Black authenticity.
45
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Figure 4.4: Queen Mother Moore rally in Birmingham, 1982
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Chapter Five
Mirroring, Reflections and the Creation of Blackness
In this chapter I will discuss my relationship with photography and its function as a
medium through which identity has been lived, performed, and theorised. I will
examine the tensions that surface within the body as a result of navigating between
different Black spaces in London. I am aware of the assumptions surrounding the
ways in which different groups of people should and are expected to behave. As I
mentioned in chapter one, the conversation that I had with my friend regarding the
authenticity of my Blackness has always been present in my life and has raised a
number of questions that I attempt to answer throughout this thesis. One of the
positive aspects of her questioning of my Blackness, or lack of it, has been that it has
forced me to re-examine the meanings and performances of a perceived idea of
Blackness. Although my friend's use of stereotypical ideas as a navigational tool
informed her own Black identity, my mother made it her life’s work to resist negative
ideas of Blackness.

I was born on Wednesday 8th March at 2.10 pm, 1978. The

event of my birth has been captured and retold throughout my life. So much so, that
the story of my arrival is now an event that I remember as if I were consciously
present. Mixed with the recounting of this event are several photographs that were
taken a few hours after I was born and in the ensuing days. Unlike my mother and
grandmother, who do not have photographs of their births or their time in Jamaica
before migrating to Britain, I was born during a time when photography was being
extensively used by both my mother and the wider Black community. From as far
back as I can remember photographs and storytelling have played an influential and
important role in my life, particularly how I view myself, my family, and the external
community in which I have grown up.
As mentioned in previous chapters, one of my favourite pastimes was to sit down
amongst boxes of photographs looking through images, hoping always to find a
photograph that I had not seen before. I become increasingly excited when I found
one that had slipped from my memory. Spending hours poring over the photographs, I
would try to piece together the different dynamics of my family and its position in
relation to other Black and White families. I looked for clues that could answer the
nagging question of why and how we were here in Britain and not somewhere else,
particularly because my mother would explicitly remind us that we were not British.

Mixed up within the boxes of photographs was a small burgundy Kodak photo
album that held 4x4 inch photographs. The pages were made up of transparent plastic
sheaths that could hold two images back to back, so that when the page was turned
you could see the photograph on the other side. The collection of images contained
within the small album held me captivated for hours. I turned the pages over and over
as I watched the first moments of my life from a few hours after my birth, to my
Ethiopian orthodox baptism some weeks later. As I looked through the album, I
would retell myself the stories that went alongside each of the images, the stories that
my mother would retell on every birthday.
I can think of a number of different occasions where the importance photography
and family narratives attached themselves to me to become an intrinsic part of my
identity and character; but, more than that, they would become the prism through
which I viewed the world around me. There are a number of different photographs
that hold me captivated and to which I returned to often. In particular, there are three
images that I will discuss here which in some ways pinpoint moments where events
frame my identity. The first image that I will examine is the photograph of my
baptism.
I am not sure what day I was baptised. I do know, however, that my older brother
and I are the only two of my mother’s children to be baptised within the Ethiopian
church. The event of my baptism was really important to both of my parents. It would
signify a complete change in direction, away from their Anglo Christian upbringing
towards a Black African consciousness and an African religion that had Black priests,
bishops and which worshipped a Black Jesus, not a White one. My baptism was as
much about religion as it was about the confirmation of my name; but more
importantly, it was also about the physical act of my immersion into a Black African
identity.
This is one image that captures the exact moment of baptism (fig. 5.0). My
fascination with this image has been with me since childhood. I would look at this
photograph with intensity hoping that a small miracle would happen and that all three
faces would come into view. I can only imagine the identity of the priest who
anointed me with oils and holy water. All of this took place in the centre of my
mother’s living room in her house in Willesden. I am also struck by the contrast
between the enormity and the meaning of the event and its captured informality.
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It is not a technically proficient photograph by any standard, many of the details
are either blurred or hidden in shadow. Layered over the floor of the living room are
sheets of newspaper on which stands a small table. The table is also covered with
newspaper; its slightly blurred title reads Business Observer. The photographer has
used flash, which highlights the white of the bowl and the white sleeves of the robe of
both of the priests, and creates a striking contrast between the Black of their hands
and the Black of my small body. One priest holds me with both hands while the other
holds an Ethiopian cross over my head in his left hand as he scoops up water in his
right hand, ready to pour over my head. Unlike baptisms that are held in churches,
mine seems to have been a rather humble affair. I am unsure why it took place at
home, but find that it is fitting with the theme I keep returning to regarding different
spaces in which my Black identity has been produced. On this occasion, however, I
am not the one framing my identity; instead, it has been framed for me and its framing
is captured within this image.
The fact that the newspaper placed under the basin has in its heading title,
Observer is rather fitting. In some ways, it acts as a reminder of those who are also
present and are watching this occasion but cannot be seen. This observation is
repeated time and time again every time that the photograph is viewed. The observers
who stand outside of the frame are an equally important part of the image, and the
newspaper reminds us of their presence. The newspaper, by its mere place in the
house, has managed to bring the outside world directly into my mother’s living room.
As I look over this photograph, I am now conscious of the significance of the meeting
of these two worlds, and how as a child and young adult I would struggle with the
continuous need to move between them and the effects it would have on myself and
my world view.
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Figure 5.0 Ethiopian Baptism. Willesden, London (March 1978)

125

Photography, the Mirror with a Memory
Every time I look through my family’s photo album I am taken on a journey through
the past. Culturally and historically, I am transported through time to where my
memories reside. Some argue that photography and memory do not mix and that the
photograph functions more as a disruption by having the ability to replace memory.
Like objects, people store memories holding them close and, at times, accessing them
with ease. The importance of retaining memories can influence the way they are
organised, how we prioritise and access them, in a way similar to the photographs that
we keep in albums, reprint or discard. Some memories are returned to time and again
while others are pushed to the recesses of our minds only to be brought to the
forefront of our minds when stimulated. Photographs to some extent can operate in a
similar way, creating links to the past. The photograph enables me to fill in the gaps
that my memory alone cannot fill. It is as if the photograph acts as a gateway into
memory and, despite what some critics may think about the relationship, the two have
over time become intrinsically linked.
My understanding of the relationship between photography and memory was
formed at a young age; first, through a natural curiosity surrounding the mechanical
functions and productions of the camera. I particularly loved Polaroid cameras and
their ability to produce images instantly. It was, however, my grandmother’s and
mother’s rich re-telling of stories that often accompanied the viewing and handling of
photographs that would reinforce these connections. Both the visual and oral
reminders would be offered out with equal weight and importance. Together,
photographs mixed with repeated stories, acted as aides-mémoire that were located
around our house. Nearly all surfaces were covered with images and each of the
rooms of our home would contain the memories of stories and events that had taken
place over the years, and which would prompt repetition and performance. The
conjoining of both were, I believe, purposefully done so that my mother could prevent
the possible melting away of our positive Black African Caribbean history.
Though I agree that the photograph is not a physical representation of ‘true’
memory, or that it can replace memories, it does have the potentiality to act as a
beacon, locating and highlighting particular moments across the landscape of
memories. What the photograph can do, which memory alone cannot, is capture
particular details to which one would not necessarily pay attention to or remember.
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The photographic object has the ability to sharpen the haziness of memory by
bringing the captured moment into the foreground. More significantly, I am unable to
separate the two. Their differences have merged and they have become interwoven,
not only to each other but also within me. The photograph thus acts as a medium of
memory, and a medium of collective family and community memory. For many, the
relationship with the photograph as an aid to memory is a private one. For others,
particularly a Black girl child, the privacy of the photographic encounter is
unavailable in the context of a racist society. This is most evident in the derogatory
images that have been reproduced and reprinted time and again, to which I have been
exposed my whole life.
The importance of my baptism photograph is signified by the way that it has been
kept. Unlike most of the images that my mother has around her house, it is one of a
small number that have been looked after and kept close to its original order. Its
keeping within the album offers up the opportunity to remember not the single
moment but sequences of events that capture (what I have only seen in my family),
the direct birth of a child into Rastafarianism and Black consciousness. As I flick
through the pages, I become increasingly aware of the size of the images, and the fact
that I cannot see clearly the individual details of the faces that are caught within the
frame. It is obvious, however, that several generations are present, witnessing an
occasion that would be a first for both my mother’s and father’s families. These
photographs are records that functioned as knowledge tools that provided information
about the family, and which the family used to support ideas of itself. I am not alone
in my need to examine family photographs in order to understand my cultural and
social surroundings. Marianne Hirsch argues that ‘family photography is a site
through which the family expresses and projects its desire and aspirations through
social status and self-creation’.1 Interestingly, through the photo album that captures
my birth and ends with my baptism one is able to recognise precisely what Hirsch is
referring to. Although most of the photographs within the album are slightly out of
focus, and the composition within the frame required further consideration, the
formality of the event, despite my parents move away from traditional Anglo
Christian standards, replicates White middle-class conventional family photographs.
My family in all its African regalia, however, challenges the racialised assumption
1
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that the Black family is broken, dysfunctional and impoverished, by using the same
visual mechanisms that White middle-class families have used to elevate their social
status. Hirsch adds further that ‘increasingly, family pictures have themselves become
objects of scrutiny. Contemporary writers, artists, and filmmakers, as well as
contemporary cultural critics, have used family photographs in their work’. 2 An
example of this has been captured in the film Through the Lens Darkly, a
documentary that is centred around Black African American photographers and their
use of the camera to bring about social change and address the in-balance surrounding
Black people and the way that they have been photographed over time.3 The director,
Thomas Allen Harris, uses the family photo album to discuss the countless ways in
which Black people have been photographing themselves and each other and which
affirms their identity and the different ways that they see themselves, which is very
different from how they have been depicted in mainstream media. I too have been
using a range of family photographs to interrogate and underpin some of the broader
issues surrounding cultural identity and belonging. Searching through photo albums
and boxes full with images, I have attempted to discover the various ways in which
my family has expressed, performed and framed their personal and collective
identities.

Cultural Re-education as a Political Weapon
While nearly all of my photographs depict certain events within the family, it is also
important to consider those external events that have not been captured, but equally
have had an influence on how my family views, constructs and imagine itself.
Returning to the newspaper and its presence within the frame of the photograph of
my baptism, I am aware of the visual link that represents a bridge between the internal
and personal, and the external and public, world. A number of social and political
events that would surround my birth, and the proceeding years that framed the
political struggles that were taking place in Britain. Two months before I was born,
Margaret Thatcher, the then Conservative leader of the opposition was recorded in a
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television interview for Granada’s World in Action (27th January 1978), referencing
Enoch Powel’s 1968 speech by saying that:
Though threatening People are really rather afraid that this country
might be rather swamped by people with a different culture and, you
know, the British character has done so much for democracy, for law
and done so much throughout the world that if there is any fear that it
might be swamped people are going to react and be rather hostile to
those coming in.4
In its tone, her comments represented and shaped the cultural and political landscape
in which I was about to be born. The slow burning fuse of racial unrest would ignite
three years after Thatcher’s comments. In January 1981, the country witnessed the
New Cross fire, where 13 Black youths died at a house party, believed to have been
started deliberately, followed in April by the Brixton Uprisings, which were seen as
culmination of years of police brutality, poor housing and high unemployment.
The institutional attitudes of the police further embedded mistrust and anxiety
between them and the African Caribbean and Asian communities around the country.
The uprisings of 1981 eventually lead to the Scarman Report, which was
commissioned by the government. Lord Scarman was appointed to lead an inquiry
into the causes of the uprisings and his report was published in November 1981. In the
report, Lord Scarman found that the Brixton riots were a culmination of years of built
up resentment faced by the indiscriminate stop and search powers police used against
Black people. He also recorded the racial disadvantages many African Caribbean
people faced in the inner cities, such as in housing and employment. Despite the
report being the first of its kind to address racial discrimination in Britain, it fell short
by failing to identify institutional racism as a key reason behind community
disharmony. It also faced criticism from the African Caribbean community because it
identified and laid responsibility at the hands of Black families. As Scarman adds in
his report:
Without close parental support, with no job to go to, and with few
recreational facilities available the young Black person makes his life
the streets and the seedy, commercially run clubs of Brixton. There he
4
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meets criminals, who appear to have no difficulty obtaining the benefits
of a materialist society.5
The lack of acknowledgment of the structures of policing as a cause for unrest and the
passing of blame to disenfranchised communities and families would have long
lasting effects. I can understand why my mother felt it was necessary to supplant the
external backdrop with images and photographs that counterbalanced some of the
images that were finding their way into our house and psyche through outside media
such as newspapers, television and personal experiences. Apart from decorating our
house with positive images of Black people, my mother organised a number of
community interventions that would create a positive social network for young Black
people in the inner cities. As a child, I remember having to attend a Black African
Caribbean summer school in Harlesden, where I could choose to learn a number of
different subjects relating to a Pan African identity, such as Swahili, African dress
making and Black art history. I thoroughly enjoyed my time there and, in many ways,
it would come to signify the only time when I truly felt that my Rastafarian
upbringing did not single me out as different. The drive that my mother had to reinsert
a new positive Black identity into the minds of her children was so remarkable that
she was invited to take part in a number of different television documentaries that
highlighted the racial inequalities, tension and positive activism in Brent and other
areas in London after the uprising in 1981. In 1984, Channel Four commissioned a
documentary that looked at how the London borough of Brent was dealing with the
fall out of the Brixton uprisings in 1981.6 The documentary captures, visually and
orally the very essence of my mother’s belief in her explicit use of photography,
photographs and storytelling. She describes the importance of being active in this
society as a Black woman and mother and that it is essential for her to educate her
children in order to be able to effect change in their mentality. I can understand why
she took this viewpoint, as she felt that she was providing us with the necessary tools
with which we could defend ourselves against racist abuse.
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Figure 5.1: This photograph was taken during the 1984 Channel Four filming of Whose Town is it Anyway?
Seated on left is my mother with her best friend Makeda Coaston. They are in the living room of our house. It is
those walls that my mother points to when talking about the importance of having images that represent a positive
Black identity.

I have stark memories of coming home from school with my mother to find our front
door kicked in, our windows broken, and ‘go home you n.....s’ written over our
outside walls, for all to see.7 It was events and images like this that my mother wanted
replace with a different way of seeing ourselves as Black children.
As I return back to the photograph of my baptism and the symbolic purpose of
naming me in the faith of the Ethiopian church, I am reminded of the numerous times
that my mother told me why she felt it was important that we had that religious
connection to Africa. When my mother became a Rasta, she changed her name to an
Ethiopian name. My birth provided the opportunity for her to continue along this line
of naming. As a child I frequently asked my mother why she named me Ekua, as I did

7
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not understand why I had a name that was so different from that of my peers. My
mother would tell me that she gave us all African names so that we would know who
we were and, more importantly, so that there was a direct connection to our African
heritage. I also believe that as a Black woman, she was fully aware of the
impossibility of her children being able to move away from their Blackness. Being
brought up in a politically active family and community, as well as our Rastafarian
beliefs, added to my already politicised Black and gendered body. From a young age I
had already experienced what hooks refers to as pain. She suggests that Black people
are unable to control their own image and how they are seen, which in turn leaves the
Black subject fragmented and torn, and causes the greatest pain from a young age. I
too have felt shame when viewing images or reading material that depicted the Black
body in a negative light, though I did not have the words with which to articulate it at
the time. It was a shame that was born out of the collective participation of looking
and being looked at through the photograph. Barthes discusses the private viewing of
the photographs and writes that ‘photographs, except for an embarrassed ceremonial
of a few boring evenings, are looked at when one is alone’.8
hooks argues, however, that not only do Black people need to take control over
their own image, they must also be mindful of the images that they take of
themselves. I understand clearly the point that hooks is making and believe that for a
number of Black people, including myself, the encounter with the photographic image
cannot be a private one. In order to counter-balance some of the damaging material
that was proliferating in British society, my mother would take to using the images
and stories of Sojourner Truth, and Fredrick Douglass, who believed that through
photography the Black subject, could reclaim domination of their own image and thus
their own identity. Her proviso raises the question of what are good and bad images.
Here, she writes that ‘often what is thought to be good is merely a reaction against
representations created by white people that were blatantly stereotypical’, adding that
‘currently, however, we are bombarded by blacks creating and marketing similar
stereotypical images’.9 I believe that my mother’s desire to transform the Black image
is the reason she picked up the camera and started photographing her family in
earnest. Her approach to photography and its political uses were never subtle; it was
clearly explained to us why particular photographs, images and text were inserted into
8
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our line of vision. She would repeatedly discuss with us why stereotypical images
were created, stressing the importance of recreating new positive images of
Blackness. It was not ‘just a question of critiquing the status quo. It is also about […]
moving away from dualistic thinking about good and bad’. 10 From other family
photographs that were taken during this time one can see the extent to which my
parents went to create a structured Black African Caribbean identity. And yet, as
important and influential as this way of thinking and acting was in the creation of my
own sense of self and identity, how I navigated the two different worlds into which I
was born were at times difficult. As I have mentioned previously, within the home
and Black community my identity was created and fixed as that of a Black African
Caribbean child with an emphasis on the African. Outside of the home, however, this
positioning would run into conflict. In the Channel Four documentary, my mother’s
friend Makeda say to her, ‘some people would say that your setting you’re kids up for
problems, your teaching them to be something other than British’, to which my
mother responds,
I would be totally upset with any of my children coming home telling
me that they are British. If I feel that way, then I have to do something
to change that. All my children got to know that they are African
children born here, no way can they really say that they are British.11
My mother’s response was repeated on numerous occasions. As much as I understand
why she held those views, as a child I struggled to make sense of it. Yet, Makeda’s
question identifies and predicts some of the problems I faced growing up. Once I
stepped outside of the house or the Black community, I was forced in some ways to
go through a process of change, a transition that created uncertainty within myself,
and my surrounding environments. Outside of the Black space, I would have to go
through the process of altering the way I presented myself depending on where I was
and who I was with.
In 1981, I started a new primary school in Kilburn. When I was asked by some of
the other Black children why my hair was in locks and why my name was so different
from theirs, I remember repeating what my mother had told me several times, that I
10
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was a descendant of Africans. Statements like this would end with the other children
calling me derogatory names or me fighting for something that I did not fully
understand at the time. In other situations, we were educated in class that we were all
here as British citizens. We learnt to play God Save the Queen on the descant
recorder; we visited the Commonwealth Institute where we were taught about the
British Empire and its colonial territories. On the other hand, I came face to face with
racist hostility. On more than one occasion, I was told to go home, go back to where
you came from. This saying threw up a number of questions for me, how do I go back,
when I am from here?
My systematic exploration of our family photographs unearthed several images
that I had long forgotten about, but which emphasised visually some of the pressing
points that this research is addressing. One photograph in particular (fig: 5.2)
illustrates the internal and external struggle I was living. The photograph was taken at
the home of a family friend and is of me with my face painted. I have no memory as
to why I decided to paint my face in Black and White, but as I look at the photograph
now it has shifted from what was probably a game, to representing the conflicting
issues I faced of being both Black and British.

Figure 5.2: I was 10 years old when this photograph was taken at a friend’s house. (1988)
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At the same time that I entered a new world of Blackness through education, my
mother’s organisation, ‘Cultural Awakening’, had invited Queen Mother Moore over
from America to be a guest speaker at a number of different events throughout the
UK. Although I was too young at the time to remember her exact words, I was,
however, aware of some of the general themes, which were clarified in an interview I
had with my mother in 2015.12 Queen Mother Moore, who was inspired by Marcus
Garvey, believed in the unification of Black people everywhere. The Black
consciousness into which I was born was continuously restated throughout my
childhood with the expectation that I too would grow up and maintain this
interconnectedness. By the time I was old enough to fully understand and appreciate
my upbringing, and the importance of Black unification, the world had shifted, the
fight that my mother and others believed was necessary was not necessarily the fight
people of my generation were willing to continue.
As I stepped out into the world, I experienced what Fanon explained as the
realities of the Black child. He writes, ‘the experience of the Negro child is different
from the white child. While he is normal within his own family structure he becomes
abnormal in his meeting with the white world’.13 The abnormality I experienced was
not solely down to my entering the White world, the gaze from other Black children
also framed me as peculiar. This experience would slowly unravel all that I had been
told as a child and led me to question what it meant to be Black, and the performance
of my Blackness depending on the spaces I inhabited. I had expected to be accepted
by all Black people because we shared not only skin tones but also experiences of
race and racism, yet this proved otherwise.
Being the first generation to be born in Britain would in some ways set me apart
from my parent’s generation, who believed in the coming together of all Black
people. By the time I was entering into the world this vision had changed. Black
African Caribbean people had slowly been assimilated into British culture and were
turning their backs on, or drawing a line between, political activism and a Black
national identity. Going forth as a child, I would speak with other children believing
that we all shared the same experience; instead, they looked at me as if I were
speaking a different language. In order to limit the sensation of being looked upon
with hostility, I had to adapt to my environment. I became a hybrid person with the
12
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ability to blend in with the geographical and societal landscape, like Fanon I too
experienced the continuous need to recreate myself depending on whom I was with
and where I was standing. As Fanon wrote, ‘in the world though which I travel, I am
endlessly creating myself’. 14 W.E.B DuBois describes this shifting as double
consciousness. Although DuBois’s concept is derived from the African American
experiences of the early twentieth century, I believe that this concept is still relevant
today, particularly because it relates directly to my own experiences of being Black in
the world. DuBois describes the first moment he realised that he was different from
the white children with whom he was playing. It was, he explains, as if he were being
‘shut out from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter no desire to tear down that
veil, to creep through’.15 Although I was not totally excluded by either Black or White
children, I did, however, experience a similar separation, as if we in habited different
worlds. Unlike DuBois, I longed to fit into both worlds. I would begin to see myself
through the eyes of others, which would, as DuBois so aptly phrased all those years
ago, produce a ‘peculiar sensation, [of] double consciousness, this sense of always
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others’.16 The gaze of the other would fix me
and I too would go through a process of splitting or ‘two-ness’. Both DuBois and
Fanon suggest, albeit in different ways, that the Black man or woman in the White
world experiences the act of shifting depending on whom they are with and where
they are. Fanon writes, ‘as long as the Black man remains on his home territory, […]
he will not have to experience his being for others’.17 Although I am aware that both
Du Bios and Fanon’s discourse is particularly gendered as they both speak mainly
about the experiences of Black men, I would argue that Black women were not
immune to the sensations of splitting, and that in some cases Black women would
experience this shift also in the presence of Black men. My experience as a child
required that I learn to observe myself through the eyes of others; going through the
processes of becoming and unbecoming regardless of the racial and cultural
difference of the people I was with.
Eventually I started to mirror the actions and movements of others, learning how
to behave, when and where. As Karina Eileraas states ‘through play, gesture, and
mimicry, the child experiences what it is like to become the fictional image and to
14
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assume an identity’.18 Looking at the old black and white passport strip photograph
(fig: 5.3), I am impressed by the visual capturing of my mirroring and the playing
with my self-image.19 I do not remember this photograph being taken, but through
examination and knowing how photographs were taken in the photo booths of the
time, I know that I was standing in front of a glass screen that mirrored my image
back at me before the bulb flashed and the aperture closed. I am wearing an African
print top that slightly exposes the white T-shirt I have on underneath. Poking out from
underneath the wool hat that I am wearing are my newly twisted locks. In the top
photograph I have averted my gaze away from the camera, as if I am not aware of the
lens that will soon capture my image. I wonder if the flash brought me to my senses,
so that in the next image, I became fully conscious of the image-making device that I
am contained within. These two images have also come to represent the two-ness or
double consciousness DuBois refers to. I am two people in one place. Although I am
not looking at the lens or the supposed observer, it is as if I have been captured in my
true form, unconscious of my surroundings. It is only when I am literally snapped into
being that I start to perform a fictional image, based on the perceptions and directions
of the other’s view of who I am. This performance both in front of the look of the
other, or in front of the lens, was a reality that I would experience throughout my life.
It is here that the importance of my mother’s insertion of a new, positive Black
identity and image is realised. It was expected that, when I looked at myself in the
mirror, I would see, and recognise reflected back at me, a strong and proud Black girl,
minus the trappings induced by the colonial and stereotypical gaze.
Viewing this passport identification photograph, I am also conscious of my
grandmother’s passport identification photograph. Though both images have been
taken for the same reason, to allow freedom of movement, our experience in front of
the lens has been framed differently. My grandmother’s contained expression and
body is in direct contrast to my childish unawareness of the importance or expense of
having one’s photograph taken. This is also reflected in the quality of both images.
My grandmother’s photograph has been kept clean and does not show signs of being
handled without consideration, which I suppose has much to do with its location
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within her British passport. My photograph clearly shows its age and traces of the
hands that have held it over the years. It has been torn, burnt, drawn on, creased and is
covered partially in stains. On the one hand, this points to the disposableness of the
image, as if it had served its purpose and was no longer important. Yet, on the other
hand, it was not thrown away. It was kept for many years at my mother’s house until I
rediscovered and took it for safekeeping.

Figure 5.3: Passport photograph strip taken of me for my first British passport. (1981-2)
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Photographic Object
The condition of my passport photograph and the physical handling of my family’s
photographic archive raise the importance of the materiality of the photographic
object in this project. I have often thought of the magic of the photograph and its
ability to pass through time, and survive generations of hands, some gentle and
protective, others indifferent and uncaring. Yet for some, particularly myself, the
photograph is an object that has many powers. Not only do photographs function as
evidence or reminders of particular moments in time, through the passing on of their
owners, they become family heirlooms passed down through the generations. They
capture fixed frames of time, still movements of family gatherings and important
events, unchanging landscapes, and actions always caught at that particular moment;
these photographs although fixed are able to move, to time travel, silently present as
the world around them changes, thus changing our reading of them. Sometimes these
images are kept in immaculate condition, stored and protected in archival boxes and
handled with white cotton gloves. Through my mother’s relationship and belief in
photography, there has been an unwritten and unspoken rule about the keeping,
maintaining and importance of our family’s photographic collection, despite the fact
that they have not always been kept in secure places. Unlike some families, we only
have two generations of photographic images (bar the passport photograph of my
grandmother) that span from the early 1970s, after my older brother was born to the
present day. 50 years of family photographs have added to the intrinsic value of the
family archive. Their importance as objects are linked to family narratives and
memories is made obvious in their keeping, but they were evidently not so important
that they were handled with the care that they deserved, as in (fig: 5.4). If photographs
could talk, I wonder what would be said about the different hands that have handled
them, the fingers that have held them gingerly at the edges or without care, the
children that have marked their own presence by drawing another layer of time in pen.
I wonder what they would say about their positioning throughout the house, the
conversations they heard, if only photographs could take pictures.
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Figure 5.4: This framed school photograph sat on the desk in my father’s shop for many years until it closed down
in the mid 1980s

It is impossible for me to hold or look at a photograph from the family archive
without considering the relationship between myself the subject and the object-ness of
the photograph. Elizabeth Edwards suggests that ‘photographs are objects specifically
made to have biographies. Their social efficacy is premised specifically on their
shifting roles of meanings as they are projected into different spaces to do different
things’. 20 In regards to some of my family photographs, it is evident that their
meaning and what they have come to represent changes depending on where the
photograph is located, who is viewing them, and when. One image in particular that
illustrates this point is a photograph that was taken in 1978 (fig: 5.5). Its composition
and the formal position of my seated father means that it can be viewed as a standard
family portrait. The reason for taking this photograph was to celebrate the
confirmation entry into the Ethiopian church, my father’s acknowledgement of his
role as a father and our cultural standing within the Black community. The
photograph represents a significant moment in our family history. It was taken not just
as reminder of our cultural heritage, its primary intention was for it to be viewed by
others outside of the family. As my father once told me, the intention of this
photograph was to be framed and enlarged, so it could hang on his wall in his Tree of
20
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Life shop in South Kilburn. This intention, however, was never realised. The
photograph that holds so much meaning was never made bigger than its 6x4 inch
print, nor did it hang above the fireplace or on the wall of my father’s shop. Like
many of the photographs in our family, it was moved around the house, taped to
various walls, mixed with other photographs in boxes, or stuck down on sticky
cardboard pages of photo albums next to other images of religious or cultural events.
What is distinctly obvious is that although this photograph was and to some extent
still is considered precious, the moment tape was put over its surface and then pulled
off again the photograph lost some of that preciousness. This photographic object
would fluctuate between being valuable and not so important depending on the nature
of its location. Louise Purbrick writes that ‘objects have moments of stasis and
moments of transition. Their meanings are known and certain until they are moved
and when next at rest new meanings settle upon them’.21 While my mother and father
were still together, the meaning and value of the image was derived from my father.
After he left, its value and relevancy changed. With its re-emergence for this research
and with all of the archival images that I used, I apply my own meanings to each
photograph. The dents and watermarks have also recorded the relationship between
the subject and the object. The evidence of its handling equally adds new meaning to
the photograph, its dents and scratches take it out of the realm of two dimensions and
into that of a three-dimensional object.
This further shift in perspective and its transformation alters the nature of the
photographic object, which I argue breathes life into what was once a flat object. As
Carl Knappett writes, ‘there are many processes through which objects come to be
alive (socially, and perhaps even biologically)’.22 These changes are also affected by
the values and meanings that we place on the photograph. Edwards considers the
ethnographic question that holds together the different parts that relates to
photographs, asking ‘why do photographs as “things” matter for people’?23 One of the
reasons, I argue, is that photographs of people matter simply because they record
important and special people, people who come to life with each viewing or for the
duration that the photograph is looked at.
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Figure 5.5: Portrait to celebrate my father, older brother, and my Ethiopian baptism. (1978)

Photographs have played an important role in my life, acting as a conduit through
which I am able to travel back and forth through time. They are physical objects that I
am able to hold and move about, bridging the gap between the past and the present
they allow me to hold on to memory and time. Making the photograph more valuable
to me than any other object that I possess. They not only act as portals to another time
or as evidence of a particular memory. The photographic object stands in place of the
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verbal statement and a reminder to all that I/we are from here. As I have mentioned in
previous chapters, the shifting orientation between my mother’s own use and
orientation to photography and my own are important threads that run throughout this
thesis. Where my mother’s main use of photography and the photograph was as a
political intervention that would override the negative imagery of Black people that
was prevalent during my childhood in the 1970s and 1980s. I would utilise the camera
and the photographic object as a platform on which I could playfully explore different
aspects of Blackness alongside some of my own experiences. Despite my mother’s
placing of positive images of Black people, however, I would, when looking through
my family photo album, become aware of the visual blank to which time, slavery and
social economics have contributed. It is as if a wall has been put up that creates a
visual barrier to the past, leaving only oral family histories that are now in danger of
being lost and forgotten without the storyteller to pass them on. These two factors,
which were ignited in me from a young age, underpin my whole relationship with
photography and the values and meanings I have placed on the photographic object.
Over time, I have appointed myself as the family collector of stories and photographs,
going through the family’s collections often to make sure that photographs are kept in
their disordered place. My appetite for processing our photographs was so vigorous
that I began to look at the collections not as if they belonged to the whole family but
rather solely to me. Arguments would erupt whenever my younger brother and sister
tried to lay claim to any of the photographs or if they tried to sit and spend time with
them. I was afraid that they, not understanding the value that represented and why it
was important to look after them, would not handle them with the same care as I did.
As Edwards argues, it is through the handling of photographs, that key registers of
meanings are negotiated. She writes:
Photographs, as objects defined in part by their reproducibility and
potential repurposing, are objects with active biographies in a constant
state of flux. They are reframed, replaced, rearranged; negatives
become prints, prints become lantern slides or postcards, ID
photographs become family treasures, private photographs become
archives, analog objects become electronic digital code, private images
become public property, and photographs of scientific production are
reclaimed as cultural heritage.24
24
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Like the photograph that has shifted and changed in its meaning throughout time, I
too have gone through a similar process, which I have been fortunate enough to
capture. I have stood in front of and behind the lens, exposing different selves with
each opening and closing of the aperture.

Black in the Urban Landscape
The wonderful thing about photography as a visual medium is that it opens up a
number of discussions about the relationship between identity and memory. I have
often spoken about how photographs within my family album have been placed
directly next to images of cultural and political events, or contain people of significant
standing within the Black community. I cannot discuss issues relating to identity and
belonging without also examining how our Black identity is performed in different
landscapes. All of the photographs I have presented from my family album thus far
were taken within the surrounding areas of Harlesden in Brent, North West London.
Although my mother grew up in Harlesden and spent much of her time there,
once she had children and moved away, Harlesden was always a place in her mind
that truly represented Blackness. It was a space were one could be Black freely and
where Black cultural events took place. Walking down the High Road with my
mother, I noted the interactions she had with people and heard her call out to friends
and family as she walked by. I noticed the Jamaican accents as she ordered food or
spoke to passers-by, and the various melodic voices of the people. I watched as people
communicated with each other through the movements of their bodies, the way they
walked or nodded their heads, or the look in the eyes as they walked by. Harlesden
was a place where people danced as they walked and sang with each word, it was a
place that I felt deeply connected to on one hand and a stranger to on the other.
Many of the cultural events that my mother organised took place in Harlesden. As
a rather small part of the London borough of Brent, it would have a big influence and
impact in the Black community. As well as walking through Harlesden, I have great
memories of walking into Harlesden with my grandmother to do the shopping.
Through her I experienced a different Harlesden; a Harlesden that was slower paced,
where the older generation stopped to speak with each other about their day-to-day
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business. They would sing song conversations about going back home or staying put,
all the while looking down at me, as I was some sort of apparition that they could not
quite work out. I would see their questioning eyes as they looked at my grandmother
regarding my different style of hair and clothes, yet the Harlesden that my
grandmother lived in always felt that little bit softer and easier to access.
The different Harlesdens to which I was exposed represent the differences
between how my mother and grandmother viewed race, identity and belonging.
Whenever I had to enter into that part of London on my own I became acutely aware
of the physical shift my body went go through. I became conscious of every part of
me, from my hair, to the way that I walked; seeing myself in the reflections of shop
windows, I looked at myself wondering if I was doing it right, was I doing Black
right.
I really have no answers for the 11-year-old child that pondered such questions
about what it meant to be Black, move Black and act Black. Over time those
dilemmas would move to the recesses of my mind, only resurfacing at different stages
in my life. Returning to the phone conversation that I had with a friend some years
ago, and which has shadowed my every move, has left me pondering what it means to
be Black, look Black and act Black. I have centred both my practice and my research
on these questions. At the time, I asked my friend what she thought it meant to be
Black; was Blackness defined by the music one listens to, the clothes one wears,
friends that one hangs out with, or was it about a particular type of performance?25
When discussing this further with her, I suggested that if the answer was any of the
above, then it meant that to be Black, one had to act Black. I could not help feeling
that my friend, while examining my behaviour, did not consider her own actions or
the fact that her ideas about Blackness had been structured by negative stereotypes. I
would go so far as to say that her thoughts and comments were an example of the
disfiguration, distortion and destroyed mind and body of which Fanon speaks, and
which is the legacy of colonialism.
As a child, I was not immune to the stereotypical structures surrounding Black
people but I was fortunate to have a cultural education that counterbalanced ideas of
racial inferiority. Yet, despite my understanding and exposure, my friend’s comment
left me questioning myself. I felt paralysed by her judgment and the gaze she had cast
25
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in my direction, as if any movement I made would be scrutinised. Her statement that
was delivered with such ease would collide with my understanding of myself, and my
Black cultural up bringing. It was as if these factors had been thrown up in the air,
only to land in a confused heap of images, questions and uncertainty. Her statement
also left me reconsidering Fanon’s belief that amongst other Black people, one will
not have to experience ‘being through others’. Through the very act of examining the
performance of my Blackness, however, Fanon’s argument is contradicted and
brought into question.
Going through a similar process of sitting and sifting through images to get an
understanding of the self, I reconsidered the ideas I had and that I had inherited about
Blackness. My friend’s statement forced me to rethink and reorder my visual self and
worldview about what constituted acts of Blackness. I believe that what was being
suggested was that I was not authentically Black or that I did not act authentically
Black in relation to others.
This idea brings into question the meaning of authenticity and how it relates to
Blackness. To be authentic is to be real, pure or original, which seems a simple
enough explanation. In relation to Black people, however, ideas of the real, pure or
original are challenging and complicated.
If we look at popular/global culture as a medium through which a type of
Blackness has been presented, one would believe that there exists an authentic
Blackness. Hall writes that ‘the role of the “popular” in popular culture is to fix the
authenticity of popular forms, rooting them in the experiences of popular communities
from which they draw their strength, allowing us to see them as expressive of a
particular subordinate social life that resists its being constantly made over as low and
outside’. 26 This strategy of using popular/global culture to fix certain ideas of
Blackness is incredibly powerful, for it has the power to exclude Black people
throughout the diaspora from the mainstream while at the same time leaving the Black
subject to mainly occupy a broad repertoire of performative spaces. Hall argues that
despite the inauthentic and deformed forms in which Black people are represented, we
continue to see the forms from which popular culture draws its influence. Hall writes
that it is ‘in its expressivity, its musicality, its orality, in its rich, deep, and varied
attention to speech, in its in inflection toward the vernacular and the local’, which
26
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appear as traditional representations of Black people and Black communities. 27
Although Hall writes of these forms in the positive, by adding that they make up the
‘rich production of counternarratives’, through the ‘metaphorical use of the musical
vocabulary, black popular culture has enabled the surfacing, inside the mixed and
contradictory modes even of some mainstream popular culture, of elements of a
discourse that is different’.28 I would suggest that it is the repeated performance of
these very forms that often go on to structure the bases of many of the stereotypes that
are often perceived as authentic representations of Blackness.
The examples that I was brought up with were portrayed as authentically Black
and the negative image’s that myself and my peers were exposed to through the media
and education were also presented as authentic. My mother’s main aim in the
reinsertion of a new Black identity was to ensure that her children were not held back
by the limitation that had been placed on them and, more importantly, that we grew
up knowing and believing that we could and had a right to access any space.
Blackness, as explained by Nguyen and Anthony, ‘is not one dimensional nor
static, but instead consistently shifting and changing alongside racial discourse’. They
add that ‘Black authenticity reflects dominant socio-cultural ideologies and
perpetuates intersectional inequalities’.29 I would argue that ideas and inequalities
were maintained not only through racial discourse, but are also upheld by White
ideals, and disseminated through the media.
According to the dictionary, authenticity means being true to oneself or to live in
accordance with one’s true self. But what happens if the idea of one’s self is made up
of racist propaganda? Though not explicitly mentioned by my friend, I wonder if she
regarded the apparent ease in which I traversed through different groups of people,
institutions and places, as a stepping away or not keeping it real. Though I was under
no illusions regarding how I viewed myself as a Black woman, I believed that I could
achieve the same things as White people, which did not necessarily mean creating a
wholly different version of myself. Wherever I went, regardless of how I felt
internally about myself, my mother’s words were a constant presence in my mind,
which pushed me forward when I too felt that what I was alone physically in what I
was doing; often I would be the only Black person present.
27
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After a number of years, I came to realise that my friend was not unique in her
thoughts and although it affected me personally, I am able to rationalise the reasons
why she said and thought the way that she did. Lingering in the recesses of the minds
of the Black psyche is the belief that we do not belong, are not good enough, and are a
problem to others and ourselves; all of which are ‘subliminally implant[ed] negative
self-images that can trigger acts of aggression against other Blacks’.30 This, Ngugi Wa
Thiong’o states, is an issue faced by all colonised people including their descendants.
He writes, ‘the effect of a cultural bomb is to annihilate a people’s belief in their
names, in their languages, in their environment, in their heritage of struggle, in their
unity, in their capacity and ultimately in themselves’. 31 Instead of working
collectively together for greater achievement, there was a systemic belief that Black
people could not be more than what had already been carved out for them. Where I
had images that I could copy or refer back to, my friend was exposed to other images
that were based on stereotypical descriptions on race. I am taken back to the
memories I have of being in the school playground, trying to explain to the other
Black children in my class that I was, or at least could be, a descendent from African
Kings and Queens, at which they laughed. Yet in my childish attempt to convince
them of my authentic connection to Blackness, and therefore Africa, I had opened up
a space for abuse, which I know stemmed from their fear regarding race. By making
the claim that I was real Black, reflected back at them their own Blackness, which in a
naïve way, I viewed, and believed was an imitation of the real. My friend, however,
was also suggesting that I was not authentically Black because I was, through my
actions, imitating Whites. Eversley out lays this point out clearly; she writes that ‘in a
racialised configuration, the crucial difference is not between the “real” black and its
“imitation”; but, between the “real” black and the “imitation” white’.32
And yet, the very idea that there exists an authentic way to be, dress, move, and
talk Black amazes me, particularly in relation to Homi Bhabha’s work on hybridity.
Although hybridity is an accepted term within postcolonial theory, one that has been
used within the discourse on race, particularly throughout the diasporic community, it
has since gone on to refer to a number of different cultural, religious, and literary
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crossovers.33 It was my mother’s firm belief that the only way to for a Black person to
view himself or herself is to see and know themselves as an African. Whilst I do not
share the essentialist ideas about Black authenticity held by my mother, I understand
her desire and its political importance, that there exists a space in which a Black man
or woman could truly be their authentic self. My own view is closer to that articulated
by Homi Bhabha, that the mechanisms of colonialism do not allow for a reaching
back to a before. As he writes:
The ‘beyond’ is neither a new horizon, nor a leaving behind of the
past…. Beginnings and endings may be the sustaining myths of
the middle years; but in the fin de siècle, we find ourselves in the
moment of transit where space and time cross to produce complex
figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside and
outside, inclusion and exclusion.34
It is the complex overlapping of the past and the present that, in part, goes on to form
hybrid cultures, ideas and people, a circumstance from which neither my mother,
grandmother or myself are exempt.
It is here, with all of these arguments laid out in front of me that I have come to
the conclusion that similarly to the act of reiterating performance, photography, due to
the process of being able reproduce multiple prints, has the ability to capture or mirror
back to the subject a real reflection of the self at that moment, a self that is made up of
exposures to different cultures, languages, thoughts and traditions. I state this with the
belief that all actors may at different stages in their lives reposition and reimagine
themselves. This is, however, only possible if the actor or actors have full control over
their own image.
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Chapter Six
Photographing Blackness/Performing Blackness
In this chapter I will lay out the different processes that I use to address the complex
relationship I have with photography, its function as a visual tool, and its use in the
construction of African and African Caribbean racial identity. I will also address some
of the key factors that have influenced my artistic practice and how my practice has
informed my research. Analysing my own practice, I will address some of the visual,
stereotypical and racial challenges to which I have been exposed, such as being told
that I was not, and did not act Black enough, or that Black men and women belonged
in particular areas. I will introduce, through the different sections of this chapter,
bodies of practice that visually contextualise my research. In addition, I will examine
the work of artist, Ingrid Pollard, and her experience with the British landscape and
her use of narrative text to describe feelings of exclusion and foreignness. Using
Pollard’s work, I will discuss where our practice meets and where it departs. I will
move on to discuss the production of authenticity and presence with reference to the
fictional novel Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison, who uses ‘light’ to address issues of
race and invisibility and has influenced the way I think through and approach my
photographic practice.1
An aspect of my practice stems from a long burning desire to take ownership over
my own image as well as a longing to see other Black men and women publicly
represented in a manner that is more akin to the positive images with which I am
familiar. Growing up, I was increasingly aware of the broad photographic collection
of images generated by family members, Black photographers and artists that were
either held in private households or exhibited publicly to a small and select few of
interested audiences. Many of the images to which I was exposed depicted an
alternative and positive view of the Black family, Black people in general and of
Black Britain. These images did not match up with the negative, and all too familiar,
images that presented a broken community at odds with itself and with the country in
which they lived. In other instances, when I cast my gaze further afield and closely
examined the history textbooks that touched briefly on Britain’s role in slavery and
colonialism, it became obvious that all too frequently the Black subject had been
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excluded or cropped out of the photographic record. The visual lacuna that has been
created by the absence of pre-emancipation photographs has informed the way history
from that era has been remembered. Krista Thompson writes that ‘slavery’s
occurrence outside of the purview of photography would, however, profoundly inform
how the pre-emancipation era of the British was reproduced, remembered, or wilfully
forgotten’.2 A limited repertoire of repetitive images of Black people was passed
around in classrooms, on television and in the media. I have firm memories of sitting
in my history class feeling ashamed of the images that were being used to explain
Britain’s involvement with the Transatlantic Slave Trade, and how African people
were more responsible for slavery than the British and Europeans. Such images and
the stereotypical beliefs about Black people would not only affect the how Black
people were perceived by some in the wider society, they would also impact on how
Black people viewed themselves.
By engaging with the dominant visual photographic representations of Black
people spanning from the late 19th century to the present day, I have begun to
understand how all forms of representations had the power to control and limit people
who were positioned as inferior. The plethora of images that had been taken, reprinted
and distributed globally would eventually go on to form a vast archival repertoire
which would sit within the public and institutional domain and would form the basis
for our main access point to history. One did not need to search for too long to
discover information about one’s past. Often racist ideology and racist images could
be found hidden in plain sight amongst books, folders, in boxes under beds, stored in
basements or attics, or on computers.3 Knowing where to look enables the mapping
out of the different points in history that ultimately signpost the various positions
people may find themselves in today. In the same way that history has not been
written predominantly by Black authors, as with history more generally, Black
cultural, family, community and political photographic archives have not been
possessed by those whom these archives represent. Rather, institutions have benefited
from maintaining a racialised and debased image of the Black subject.

2
Krista Thompson. The Evidence of Things Not Photographed: Slavery and Historical Memory in the British
West Indies. Representations, 113(1), 2011, p. 39-71
3
On more than one occasion I have come across children’s books that have sat on the shelves of some of my white
friends living rooms that have racist representations of Black people. I have also been gifted racist memorabilia
such as Golliwog badges that have been in the family’s possession for many years. I have also come across nursery
rhymes that were sung to British school children in the 1930s and onwards that was extremely racist in their
description of Black people.
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The examining and re-reading of archival images has added to the development of
the new photographic archive that is slowly burgeoning throughout British institutions
that are redressing the historical imbalance of cultural representation. While the
reworking of existing mainstream institutional archives has increasingly, albeit
slowly, begun to include and collaborate with Black cultural material and Black
community-based heritage organisations. Colin Prescod has written about the official
commemorations in 2007 of the Bicentenary of the British Abolition of the Slave
Trade and its celebration of the ending of British slavery. He notes that, although
many of the Black community archivists, historians and activists who were involved
with the commemorative moment were disappointed with their experiences, and some
of the outcomes, it lead to the increasing recognition of the significance and
importance of Black archives. As Prescod states, ‘it meant that our records deserved
to be taken seriously, more seriously’, adding that ‘it demanded that we should take
the struggle to belong to a new level, not just asking questions of those who controlled
heritage discourse but providing answers and solutions; daring to lead, not merely
following’.4 Though the struggle that Prescod is discussing has been an aspect of
social life that many Black keepers of the record have been challenging for many
years, the eventual outcome, would lead to the ‘raised profile in London and beyond,
of, for example, the Black Cultural Archives; the George Padmore Institute’s
archives; the Friends of the Huntley Archives at the London Metropolitan Archives;
and the Black History Collection at the Institute of Race Relations; as well as ‘other
Black archive initiatives concerned with cinema/film; TV and broadcasting;
photography; dance; cinema; music’.5 As an artist and researcher, Black cultural,
historical and photographic archives are at the core of my visual practice, a point that
I will return to later.

The Practice of Photography
My visual practice is an integral part of the research process, as well as providing a
platform through which to articulate the key concerns of this thesis. Through the
medium of photography and video, I explore the themes of authenticity,
4
5

Colin Prescod. ‘Archive, Race, Class, and Rage’. Race & Class, 58(4), 2017, p. 80-81
Ibid, p. 81
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performativity, visibility, invisibility and movement. These critical arguments also
frame an interpretation of some of the critical issues surrounding the visual making of
Blackness, the Black African diaspora, as well as my own Black British, African
Caribbean and gendered identity.
My experience has often been that family photographs do not match up with
images that have been kept and maintained within institutions. The images that one
sees in school textbooks, in advertising and the media are very different from images
one views when looking through family photo albums. Where the former may limit
the Black subject, and place them within the margins of society, the latter captures an
alternate reality, one that is familiar, everyday and an accepted form of representation.
I have explored these different themes, which have been previously developed in
relation to my discussion of my grandmother, mother and myself. In chapter three, I
discussed colonialism and it’s structuring of the Black subject, and its impact on how
Black people were photographed. I discussed how the colonial frame structured my
grandmother’s relationship with her own image and how she used photography as a
way to contain and assert her British identity. In chapter four, I explored how my
mother used photography as an educational tool that replaced the dominant visual and
historical representation of Black identity.
As an artist, I am not only concerned with my own family’s photographic archive.
I am equally interested in whether it is visually and creatively possible to navigate
one’s way between photography as a mode of representing the Black subject, and
photography as a space of creative imagination. In considering the construction of the
Black subject, and in working with certain images, it is crucial to consider the
different ways of working with the photographic archive. Campt raises interesting
questions regarding the operation of negative imagery and how to challenge the
archive and its collections. She asks:
What is the place in this archive for images assumed only to register
forms of institutional accounting or state management? How do we
contend with images intended not to figure black subjects, but to
delineate instead differential or degraded forms of personhood or
subjection – images produced with purpose of tracking, cataloguing,
and constraining the movement of blacks in and out of the diaspora?6

6

Tina M. Campt. Listening to Images. Durham: Duke University Press, 2017. p. 3
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These are questions I have been exploring through my photographic practice. Campt
questions the use of certain images and suggests that it is only through working with
the archive that it may be possible to shift the balance. The images Campt is referring
to are images that fix and frame the Black subject, images that Black people have
been refusing to accept for some time. These images have also been repurposed.
Visual artist, writers and activists have been excavating the archive, bringing to light
photographs that were once used to diminish and debase Black people and reappropriating them for new forms of image production.
Growing up, my mother encouraged us to harness our own creativity and
suggested that we not only look within ourselves for inspiration, but that we take what
was out in the world by making creative use of it. My mother’s relationship with the
creation of art holds an important position within the structure of my family, and was
as much part of the everyday practices of my home life as politics and Black African
history. To put it more clearly, the practices of art making and presentation of images
are forms of history making, which is also a form of politics. To that extent, it is
exceedingly difficult for me to see art and politics as separate things. As discussed
earlier, our house was full of paintings and objects that my mother had collected from
local and international African and African Caribbean artists.7 For my mother, art was
as much about understanding the formation of Black identity in Britain as it was about
its relationship with politics. In addition to the artworks, it was common for my
mother to take us on regular visits to art galleries, performances and talks. I was
exposed to the works of Tam Joseph (painting), George Fowokan Kelly (sculpture),
Sonia Boyce (painting), and Maud Sulter (fine artist and photographer), Ingrid Pollard
(photographer), Barrington Watson (painter), and Ras Daniel Hartman (illustrator),
some of who are also friends of our family. Many of these artists would have a lasting
impression on my interpretation of the world, as they all, in various ways, explored
themes of race, belonging and identity. These artists visually articulated an
understanding of complex issues, which opened up and inspired a new and different
way of looking at the world. I began to realise that although I had inherited some of
my mother’s views about race and belonging, through artistic expression I was able to
play with and explore these important themes in a multitude of different ways.
7
I am using African and African Caribbean artist instead of Black British artist for a number of reasons. Firstly,
the artist, regardless of their own geographical orientation would not have been referred to as Black British in our
household. Secondly, it was only by the mid 1980s that many would begin to use the term, and by this time the use
of African and African Caribbean was already part of my vocabulary.
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Part of the rhetoric of the medium of photography is that it can operate as a
gateway into different realities, it allows the possibility of a three-way relationship,
between the photographer, the subject and the viewer, that is photographed, processed
and printed. The photographic object, it has frequently been argued, by it’s recording
of light and time, operates as evidence and is used to establish fact. As Elizabeth
Edwards explains, ‘it was the very nature of the photograph as the mechanical and
chemical trace of the body of the subject, that made it so powerful a metaphor and
rhetorical force’.8
If I were to put my understanding of photography and its practices in two groups,
the result would look like two warring factions, albeit complex ones. One group
would consist of photographs that negatively represent Black people. As Edward
argues:
These features of photography also mapped onto theories of the gaze
and of the construction of stereotype through the semiotic structure of
images, especially dichotomous models of white/ black,
clothed/unclothed, civilized/primitive, dominant/dominated, and their
associated hierarchical significations.9
The other group would contain images that not only contest the history of racial
categorisation, but also rigorously set out to contradict it and readdress it at the same
time. Both opposing groups, however, would take full advantage of the functionality
of photography, and would utilise the perception that the photograph as an art form
offered a true reflection of its photographed subjects. Many groups would exploit the
power of the photograph by seeing its value as a political tool that can be used to
influence or manipulate audiences, making the photographic object a powerful
political tool. From literature, music, and drama to painting, sculpture and
photography, one is able to see their long and entwined relationship with political and
social events. Rather than presenting a full historical account of the Black African and
African Caribbean artists who resided and produced art in Britain between the early
1950s and the 1980s, I will discuss the role of photography, art making and the
debates surrounding the production of art making and politics in Britain during those
times.
8

Elizabeth Edwards. ‘Tracing Photography’. In: Marcus Banks and Jay Ruby (ed) Made to Be Seen. Chicago:
university of Chicago Press, 2011, p.172
9
Ibid, p.172.
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Though I do not know if my grandmother was ever interested in, or had the time
to engage with, the visual arts either in Britain, Jamaica or elsewhere, I am fully
aware that my mother saw all art that was produced by Black African, African
Caribbean, British or African American artists as political. The simple fact that
Blackness was, and still is, seen by my mother as political makes the production of
artwork a political act. This way of seeing Black art was not escapable or simply
located within the boundaries of our home. As a matter of fact, much of the work that
was being produced in the 1970s, during what Chambers coined as the ‘critical
bridge, or decade of transition’, can be seen as highly political.10 As a result of the
discrimination that Black artists were facing and the lack of acceptance of Black
people as equals within wider society, and therefore the art world, Black artists found
themselves in a position where it was essential to their practice to unite and form
representational groups, such as the Caribbean Arts Movement (1966-1972), the BLK
art group (1982) and Autograph ABP (1988).
These groups addressed the political landscape of those times, addressing themes
such as racism, prejudice, national belonging and cultural heritage. Through these
groups and other grassroots projects we witnessed the rise in awareness of Black
artists in Britain. Artists such as Vanley Burke, for example, used photography to
document African Caribbean communities in Britain. In 1977, Burke photographed
the African Liberation Day rally in Handsworth Park. One of his images captures
young Black people from all over the country, including my mother, who went to
Handsworth in Birmingham to peacefully protest against racism and discrimination.
Other artists who produced work that tackled political issues included Chila Kumari
Burman who used screen-printing methods to create Convenience Not Love (198687), to highlight the social and political implications of Thatcher’s Immigration Bill.
Tam Joseph, who I have mentioned earlier, also used screen-printing to create, Spirit
of the Carnival (1988), in response to increasing police presence at London’s Notting
Hill Carnival. The masquerading figure at the centre of the print is seen as a
commentary on the continuous criminalisation of the Black community. Although not
limited to those mentioned above, artists have in various ways demonstrated that art
and photography could give voice to the development of new political consciousness.
Like Burgin, however, I also believe that the two components are not mutually
10
Eddie Chambers. Black Artist in British Art: A history since the 1950s. London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2014, p.
41
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exclusive. Though certain factors may be in place, such as the manipulation of images
both by the photographer and the audience, it is important to note, as Burgin suggests,
that ‘manipulation is of the essence of photography; photography would not exist
without it’.11 The manipulation that Burgin is speaking about is not the simple act of
photo-shopping an image; he is alluding to the production of meanings.
Many of the photographers that I have researched and have been inspired by have
used the camera as a political tool, either subtly or explicitly. Photographers such as
Ingrid Pollard who combines autobiographical text with photographs, has been of
particular interest. Pollard’s journey from Guyana to London is similar that of many
African Caribbean migrants. In a number of ways, Pollard’s arrival to Britain reminds
me of my mother’s arrival, despite their difference in approach to being both foreign
and British. Their work, albeit different, represents the continuously growing voice
that was burgeoning out of the African Caribbean community. What intrigues me is
the various ways that these two women used the photographic document to articulate
their ideas regarding identity. Although there are a number of years between Pollard
and myself, her photography speaks directly to the complex relationship I have had
with being African Caribbean and Black British and how those opposing positions
may shift depending on location.
Pollard’s work, The Boy Who Watches The Ships Go By (2002), and Pastoral
Interlude (1988) are two projects that examine the connections between the British
landscape, both as a point of arrival and departure, and the history of the Transatlantic
Slave Trade. Through the combined use of photography and text, Pollard sets out to
disrupt ideas of British identity, land ownership and economic development. Despite
the fact that the work spans nearly thirty years, it still has relevance and meaning
today, particularly themes such as identity and belonging. It is Pollard’s repeated
return to, and interrogation of, the British landscape and her engagement with its
geography and history that I find acutely interesting. Pollard opens up the idea that, as
a child of the African diaspora, it is possible to be part of the British countryside and
that, through history; she is also connected to it. By placing the female figure within
the image in Pastoral Interlude, Pollard also addresses the gendered relationship
between the subject and the landscape. The solitary Black woman is more out of
context in the landscape than a Black man or White woman would be. There is a
11
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vulnerability to the woman that sits alone, her race and her gender contrasting against
the remote countryside. The layering of text over the image compounds this contrast
further. In relation to Pollard’s work, Kellie Jones notes that the ‘image of a woman
sitting alone in a bucolic field, for example, becomes not a figure of meditation or
contemplation but one signifying isolation and danger as directed by the caption’.12
The Black body in the English rural setting highlights a disconnection between the
two subjects. I would argue that it is this disjuncture that signifies not only isolation
and therefore danger, but also the space full of tension that surrounds them.
It’s as if the Black experience is only lived within an urban
environment. I thought I liked the Lake District; where I wandered
lonely as a Black face in a sea of white. A visit to the countryside is
always accompanied by a feeling of unease; dread.13
As much as I appreciate the subtlety of Pollard’s photographic reworking of the
existing cultural understanding of the British landscape, I have been at times
frustrated by it. There are moments when viewing the photographs and text together
that I have wanted the photograph to do more, to speak for itself, to speak out. It is,
however, through the linking of photography and text that one is able to understand
the nature of Pollard’s intervention. Pollard is fully aware of the ‘implicit meanings in
standard straight photography’.14 By joining text with words she is able to pin down
the meaning of the image, which, as Jones writes, leaves ‘less chance for
misinterpretation’.15 Thus by adding text, the relationship between the photographer
and the subject shifts, as the photographer’s purpose for taking the photograph is
explained. The framing of Pollard’s lone Black subjects in spaces, reminiscent of
picture post cards, is beautifully captured. Each subject is positioned in isolation, with
the rolling hills, and rivers of the Lake District in the background. As the title
suggests, Pastoral Interlude requires the viewer to pause and spend time with each
photograph, and to contemplate the positioning of the subject against what is often
considered as a quintessentially British, or rather English, landscape. By adding her
voice and explaining the photograph, or as Burgin would suggest manipulating the
12

Kellie Jones. ‘In Their Own Image’, in Jacqueline Bobo (ed.), Black Feminist Cultural Criticism. Malden, Mass:
Blackwell Publishers, 2001, p. 174
13
Caption taken from Pastoral Interlude (1988).
14
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meaning, by including the accompanying text Pollard reveals too much too soon, and
one is no longer challenged by the subtlety of the image. Once read, the opportunities
to consider the photograph’s meaning or to contemplate particular questions are lost.
Viewing Pollard’s photographs coincided with the development of my interest in
photography and the decision to engage in practice in the 1990s. Her images draw on
the lived experience of being within and outside of the dominant culture while being
both Black and female. As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the feeling of
being out of place in particular spaces, and feelings of being exposed, have produced
by and are intertwined within my own personal narratives.

The History and Development of Visual Practice
In regards to my own practice, I am aware of the threads that link my work with
Pollard’s, particularly Pastoral Interlude, and where our work differs. Though we
both use the English landscape through which to discuss issues of Britishness and
belonging, the movement between urban and rural spaces is more present in my work.
My visual practice is also born out of a need to connect personal narratives with
images. The photograph has always been an important part of my cultural make up. I
use my collection of stored stories about colonialism, racism, migration and internal
emotional conflicts and desires surrounding Blackness and beauty to create
photographic images. The fusing of narratives and images has remained firmly fixed
within my psyche, making it near impossible for me to produce images that are
unconnected to personal, social or cultural narratives. It is these same narratives that I
search for when viewing particular photographs, eager to discover the events
surrounding the making or taking of each photograph. Despite being brought up to be
culturally aware of positive images of Black women, I - like a lot of Black girls my
age - fantasised about being White and having long blonde hair. The collision of these
two factors would lead to a body of work that was based on my internal conflicts and
the experiences of always feeling on the margins of society.
An early body of work, Blondes (2009) captures the realisation of my childhood
fantasies while, at the same time, referencing stereotypical images that have been used
to depict Black people in mainstream media, or their complete exclusion from it. The
blonde wigs are props that I used to highlight otherness in certain White spaces. In
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many cases, I used a mirror in which to reflect back to me the repeated construction of
my own image. My intention with this work was to share with the viewer some of the
inherent problems that racist, gendered and national exclusion creates, and the
ridiculousness and sadness of it.

Figure 6.0: From the Blonde series (2009)

While these images explore the processes of identity construction, other bodies of
work speak to the themes of containment and exclusion.
Aporia (2009) was a manifestation of growing up, living with, and experiencing
discrimination on a daily basis, all of which would come to a head while studying for
my Masters at the Royal College of Art (RCA). During my time there, I would on
numerous occasions be the recipient of racist slurs. Tutors repeatedly reminded me
that my practice addressed issues around race and national identity that were personal
only to me. They said that artists such as Pollard, Boyce and Gregory had already
tackled those particular themes in the 1980s and 1990s, and that I should consider
different themes to work with.
Initially this repeated advice left me feeling both dejected and angry and not
knowing what to do. It would take several years before I could really consider the
meaning behind statements like theirs without the emotional attachment. The
implication of my tutors’ advice was that the challenges surrounding race and identity
had been questioned and answered during a specific period, and Black British art was
thus confined to a certain era. These attitudes are reminiscent of stereotypical views
about Black people, and imply a belief that racism no longer exists, thus making it
unnecessary to challenge it in similar ways to other artists. This attitude towards my
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practice was not unique. Black art had been systematically excluded from the
celebration of mainstream recognition in Britain. It is no surprise then that staff
members were only able to view work about race and identity in a particular context. I
had a naive expectation that by being accepted into the RCA I would have a different
experience from the Black artists who preceded me. This, however, was not the case;
myself and other Black students often found we faced similar experiences to that of
our predecessors. And it was this prevailing attitude that was at the very root of the
some of the comments that we faced. I vehemently objected to the ease with which
my practice was contained and misunderstood. The implication that the prevailing
questions about race had been exhaustively answered disregarded a whole plethora
issues relating to the African and African Caribbean experience in Britain. It also has
the effect of silencing the creative voice of many young artists. More importantly,
however, it made invisible the work, the experience and the presence of Black
students in a predominantly White art institution, while simultaneously limiting the
sharing of knowledge of the contribution of Black British art to the academy. As
Chambers highlights, ‘Black artists have seldom been accorded the right to simply be
just artists, and to be exhibited and interacted with accordingly. Instead of the art
world adopting what we might call a “colour-blindness”, it more often insists that
black artists can and must only show up in exhibitions and art projects that set them
apart from the wider body of practitioners’.16
Resisting the advice of tutorial staff, I began to use the experience to push against
the confining walls within which I, and my practice were placed. Using the very
themes I was advised against, I began thinking about different ways I could visually
articulate the prejudicial suppression of Black expression. My practice began to take
on a new direction. Employing a similar strategy to that of Andy Warhol, I created a
moving portrait that confronted the spectator with my larger than life sized Black and
naked female body.17 Aporia is 50 minutes of silent footage, which, over the course of
time, slowly reveals the pool of a black substance that is collecting between my open

16
Eddie Chambers. Black British Artists: A hidden history. [online] Art Fund 2014 Available at:
https://www.artfund.org/news/2014/11/03/the-hidden-history-of-black-british-artists [Accessed 15 Jun. 2017];
Eddie Chambers. Black Artist in British Art: A History Since the 1950s. London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2014
17
In 1964 Andy Warhol produced Screen Test of Ann Buchanan, that would form part of a collection of silent
films, capturing various people, that were categorised into different themes. What would interest me about this
work was the sheer intensity and lack of movement of the subject. One is completely confronted by the person
who stares back at you.
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legs, eventually dripping on to the white floor. Over time what started as a singular
drop of molasses, slowly spreads to a large reflective pool around my feet.

Figure 6.1: Still from the video Aporia (2009)

The experiences of always being on the outside and exposed would continue through
to this research, and the development of my artistic practice. Returning to concepts of
everyday racism, identity and belonging, I began to investigate different spaces and
how otherness is constructed within particular positions, sometime making the subject
visible or invisible, depending on their location.
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Stranger in the Land
On Wednesday June 22nd 1994, my mother visited the Hill of Tara in County Meath,
Ireland. So unusual was the presence of a Black Rastafarian woman, that her
appearance on the hill was recorded in the Irish Times newspaper. My mother, in a
bid to learn more about other religions and, in particular the Druids, had been invited
to visit the country with a friend.

Figure 6.2: My mother on top of Mount Tara, Wednesday 22nd June 1994. Irish Times
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The newspaper clipping of her standing by the Lia Fáil (Stone of Destiny) has, until
recently, remained in the family’s photo album only to be removed by me for the
purpose of this thesis. It is an image to which I have returned on numerous occasions.
I am captivated by the out of the ordinariness of my mother standing at a historically
spiritual site in a foreign country. The photograph reminds me of historical images of
British missionary explorers, on reflection, however, the image also conjures up the
powerful and well-known photograph of Huey Newton co-founder of the Black
Panther Party sitting on a planter’s chair with a spear in one hand and a rifle in the
other; both images playing on the idea of the African warrior as a symbolism of Black
Power. Yet the clipping reverses some of the images I have seen of David Livingstone
and others. The African clothing, the spear that she is holding in her hands, her
womanliness and the title she had been given added to the unusualness of the article.
She is described as a Druidess, a title that symbolises a mutual affinity with the
Druids of Ireland. Similar to the lone figure in Pastoral Interlude, everything about
my mother’s presence seems at odds and out of place against the backdrop of
cultivated fields and rolling hills. Though Pastoral Interlude and the image of my
mother in the Irish Times were made nearly a decade apart from each other, they both
refer to the underlying issue of the relationship between geography and identity.
Although this image is of my mother in the Irish countryside, in my mind, the
incongruousness of her Black body surrounded by the cultivated landscape is as out of
place as if she were in Britain. And yet the significance of her presence on foreign
land that was once also colonised by the British is not lost on me, and makes the
image more playful, without losing its connection to the familiar uneasy
anthropological images to which one might be accustomed. It is as if the colonial
child has arrived to conquer the once colonised land.
As mentioned above, I have repeatedly revisited this image, using it to explore
ideas around Blackness in White spaces, in particular the English countryside. The
foreignness of my mother in the landscape acts as a reminder of her movement
between countries and places, while at the same time capturing an aspect of social
mobility. Surrounded by the backdrop of the countryside my mother is once again reframed as a stranger. The landscape that has been constructed as a variation of
Englishness, with its colonial history, has also become strange.
We are born a people constantly on the move, and never staying in one fixed place
for too long, our journey throughout time is based on a triangulation of different
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places from Africa to Jamaica, and finally England. England is the place where we
have stayed for the shortest time and it is the one that is the most unfamiliar, it is
interesting that it has had the greatest impact on us. And yet we look at England and
its countryside from its peripheries. Turning away from Ireland and Mount Tara, I
will discuss the English countryside and its relationship with identity formation. The
countryside has often been used to conjure up or support ideas of national identity, of
which the English countryside has been seen as the bastion of British identity.
I have often heard it said that the environment makes the person, and that our
identity is a reflection of the spaces in which we live. My mother is also known for
repeating her version of Stuart Hall’s words, ‘we are here because you were there’,
and that we have every right to access all spaces in Britain.18
I remember quite distinctly the first time we left London for the unfamiliar and
unknown green landscape of England. The further away from London, the more
acutely aware I became of our presence and our difference. There was not an object or
person present that represented anything or anyone that looked remotely like my
family. What I was confronted by was a country that had been first constructed in my
imagination by the storybooks and nursery rhymes that were read and sung to us in
class. As I grew older, these stories were retold as histories. Great Britain was
depicted as the centre of the world, and the English countryside as its heart. Kazuo
Ishiguro sums up the image of the English countryside as being superior to all other
landscapes in the 1950s-based novel, The Remains of the Day. It captures the thoughts
of the narrator, a butler named Stevens, and his memory of climbing up a hill in the
West Country. He points out that it was not Salisbury Cathedral or other parts of the
city that captivated him, but rather the rolling hills of the English countryside:
The English landscape at its finest – such as I saw this morning –
possesses a quality that the landscapes of other nations, however more
superficially dramatic, inevitably fail to possess. It is I believe, a quality
that will mark out the English landscape to any objective observer as
the most deeply satisfying in the world, and this is probably best
summed up by the term greatness.19

18
In 2008 Stuart Hall gave a keynote speech ‘Missing Chapter symposium I: Cultural Identity & The Photographic
Archive’ at Rivington Place, London. It was at this event that I first heard Stuart Hall use the phrase that I heard
my mother repeat.
19
Kazuo Ishiguro. The Remains of the Day. London: Faber and Faber. 1989, p. 28
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It is this imagined and often believed description and placing of the English
countryside as one that symbolises greatness that supports ideas of nation. Despite the
hundreds of years that Black people have been living in Britain, the English
countryside is considered by many as being the absolute picture of civility and
Whiteness. As Stevens goes on to describe, the image of the sprawling landscape laid
out before him was one of order and restraint. He goes as far as to compare it to
places in Africa and America, claiming that ‘though undoubtedly very exciting,
would, I am sure, strike the objective viewer as inferior […]’.20 This idea of other
landscapes as being lesser or other is not a unique thought. My particular interest in
the construction of the English countryside is the simple fact that Black people were
pushed to peripheries of its borders and excluded from cultural narratives.
In their reading of Henri Lefebvre, Sarah Neal and Julian Agyeman suggest that
‘spaces are socially produced and made; that this production and the making of space
incorporates gendered, raced, ethnicised, sexualised, classed social power, and
political relationships’.21 The countryside acts as a reflection of the various political
situations in which the country finds itself. Its rolling hills and trimmed hedges are not
symbolic of blank spaces, but rather represent a landscape that is politically charged,
and represents a space of social exclusion.
Like some of the various British institutions that I have accessed in the past, the
perception has always been that they were spaces not for people like me. And
although as children we were taken to different parts of the country by my mother and
her organization, Cultural Awakening, the feeling of being racially out of place has
never left me.22 As Julian Agyeman writes:
Britain prides itself on being a multicultural society, yet out here in the
countryside, that’s far from the truth. I believe that being British means
more than owning a British passport. We need to feel confident that we
can explore every corner of it. Until then, we’ll continue to feel like
stranger in our own land.23
20
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One of the remits of the Cultural Awakening organisation was to ensure that inner city working class Black
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Stranger: I am Here Because You Were There
Stranger is a series of photographic portraits of my mother which attempts to
challenge and open up the debate that Blackness is synonymous with urban spaces; by
placing my mother in different locations throughout the British countryside I
accentuate notions of belonging. My mother becomes a solitary figure in the
landscape that is out of context and unfamiliar. She is no longer in place but has
crossed over the imagined boundaries that separate her from British nationhood. She
is also, however, claiming the space, claiming her space, putting into action the words
of Stuart Hall that she so often repeated. Unlike the image of her on mount Tara in
Ireland my mother confidently occupies the landscape while gazing directly into the
lens and at the viewer. Equally dissimilar to Pollard’s images is her assuredness of her
right to belong, which is a departure from the insecurities that Pollard expresses in
Pastoral Interlude.
The processes I use to create images that are a response to my experiences is fairly
straightforward and primarily about merging stories with images. Mobility and
movement are some of the key themes in this research and are explored and
experienced differently by the main characters. My practice seeks to visually
conceptualise acts of movement and to penetrate or rupture the English landscape.
My choice of different locations is based on my perception of the English
countryside. The English countryside has been captured and portrayed in many of the
classic novels I have read which summed up the landscape typographies in my
imagination. From the English country garden to the lush southern counties of the
garden of England and the solitary and wild areas, such as the Lake District, and the
Moors, all these areas have been used to portray Englishness, and to reinforce the
perception of the landscape as White. Though the majority of the images of my
mother are taken in the countryside, there are two portraits of her that I have shot in
the city, which are also about the reclaiming a different type of English space. They
are a direct response to the earlier images of my mother that were taken in two
separate parks in London.
Each photograph has thrown up different experiences; the first image was taken of
my mother outside of her mother’s home in Harlesden. It is the early hours of the
morning and I am aware of our presence on the street, and how unusual we both must
look, while at the same time, feeling relatively at home. As I line up the camera, I
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notice the curtain in the upstairs bedroom that used to be my grandmother’s house
move aside; we are being watched. In that moment I realise the significance of the
triangulation of our presence on the street. The imagined ethereal presence of my
grandmother, the solidness of my mother and the duality of our relationship as
photographer and subject, is played out part in my imagination and part on my
grandmother’s street in Harlesden. This image symbolises the rootedness of our
connection and presence in London. My mother’s turned back, however, suggests a
refusal and resistance, not merely towards me the photographer but rather to the
landscape and history that surrounds her Black body, while also signalling confidence
and direction. More significantly however, I am conscious of the return to location to
which this photo shoot alludes.
In subsequent images, I have taken my mother away from familiar surroundings,
away from the city and designated Black areas, and have situated her in spaces that
are thought to ‘represent’ the English countryside. These photographs speak to what
Paul Gilroy describes as the ‘politics of race’. Gilroy suggests that race ‘in this
country is fired by conceptions of national belonging and homogeneity which not only
blur the distinction between race and nation, but rely on the very ambiguity for their
effect’.24 Gilroy’s conception of the politics of race captures the additional layer of
animosity and suspicion my mother felt towards the British government. It also
reinforced the idea that Black people were not, and could not be, truly British. By
placing my mother, and therefore myself, in the landscape, I set out to visually
explore Gilroy’s argument relating to the exclusion of Black people and the idea of
national belonging. Once out of the city, both my mother and I shift in position, no
longer surrounded by the familiar streets, sounds and people that make up the city.
Our presence is out of context, as if we have appeared out of nowhere. To use
metaphors that have been used to describe the Black presence in Britain, we represent
‘the unarmed [invaders]’, or ‘alien encampments’.25 Gilroy goes on to suggest that
such use of language ‘specifies who may legitimately belong to the national
community and simultaneously advances reasons for the segregation or banishment of
those whose origin, sentiment or citizenship assigns them elsewhere’.26 Our presence
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occupies a space that represents Whiteness, national British identity, and wealth.
These are categories in which neither of us belongs.
While the foundations of my work references these issues. It does more than just
confronting the history of the dispossessed; the image of my mother acknowledges
and defies those tensions by refusing to adhere to the dominant forms of institutional
representations of Black people. These acts of refusal are contained in her direct gaze,
her turned back, and the confidence in the way she its on the beach, each image crying
out I am here.
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Figure 6.3: Doyle Gardens, where grandma used to live. Harlesden/Willesden border. Part of the Stranger series
(2016)
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Figure 6.4: Dungeness. Part of the Stranger series (2017)
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Figure 6.5: Kettleshulme, Peak District. Part of the Stranger series (2017)
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Figure 6.6: Queens Park, London. Part of the Stranger series (2016)
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I Feel Least Coloured When Dissolving into a Dense Black
Background27
While Stranger is a visual commentary on belonging, Britishness and place, Black
Light is a series of portraits that addresses invisibility and Blackness. Shooting with a
low light against a black background, each member of my family is rendered nearly
invisible; one can only see the person within the image by approaching the
photograph closely. I am inspired by Ralph Ellison’s seminal book Invisible Man, and
one of the most powerful elements of racist discourse, that suggests that there is an
individual indistinguishableness of Black people. The idea that ‘we all look alike and
are hard to tell apart’, has led me to consider the physical aspects of invisibility, and
how it might rendered visually. Invisible Man opens with the unnamed protagonist
explaining why he considers himself to be invisible, he writes:
I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me.
Like the bodiless heads you see sometimes in circus sideshows, it is as
though I have been surrounded by mirrors of hard, distorting glass.
When they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves or
figments of their imagination, indeed, everything and anything accept
me.28
Like the protagonist in Invisible Man, I have grown up conscious that at times I too
blend in with my surroundings, my face, my presence merging with the other Black
faces around me. Racial visibility and invisibility is a difficult, painful and emotional
experience, a harsh reality to contend with. It throws up many challenges; it produces
insecurities, affects the way you carry yourself, magnifying actions and behaviour. On
one hand, you are seen as a problem and, on the other, you are glanced over and
excluded. These experiences generate feelings of movement, of ebbing and flowing
between states, from being stationary and fixed to being interchangeable and
fragmented, never fully in control of your own image. To view the content of each
image of Black Light, the viewer has to be in close proximity to the photograph; such
is the under exposure of each shot that it may initially be viewed as a solid black
square. The intimacy it requires forces each viewer to look closely and intently at
27
This subtitle is an inversion of a quote by Zora Neal Hurston, which reads, ‘I feel most colored when I am
thrown against a sharp white background’. Zora Neal Hurston. How it Feels to Be Coloured Me. Massachusetts:
Applewood Books, 2015, p. 1-32
28
Ralph Ellison. Invisible Man. London: Penguin Books, 1965, p. 4
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each photograph in order to see each person, and once seen, they cannot be unseen.
By controlling the exposure of each portrait, I slow down the reading of the racialised
body, they are no longer read as iconic beautiful figures, exoticised by their physical
attributes, nor can they be read as stereotypical Black figures. Instead, each
photograph asks the viewer to consider how they see the Black subject. Due to the
nature of the photographic material, its glossy surface captures the reflection of each
viewer, momentarily fusing the contained subject and the viewer.
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Figure 6.6: Askala Black Light Series (2017)
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Figure 6.7: Tekla Black Light Series (2017)
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Figure 6.8: Ekua Black Light Series (2017)
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Figure 6.9: Ajah Black Light Series (2017)
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Figure 6.10: Malika Black Light Series (2017)
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The Black Flâneuse
An aspect of my visual research practice that I am yet to discuss and explore are the
different transitional states or internal conflicts that I go through, which are dependent
on the various spaces that I occupy. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, ever since
my childhood I have grappled with the notion of Black authenticity, questioning my
own actions, asking whether they represent true Blackness, or whether is it possible to
embody multiple representations. In addition to questions regarding my identity, is the
overwhelming need to understand what it truly means to belong to or come from a
particular place.
I was born in Park Royal hospital in London, two miles from my grandmother’s
house. Though my family history is tied up in colonialism and a diasporic experience,
the awareness of not really being of here has followed me throughout my life. I know,
however, no other place as I know the city of London. And yet my relationship with
the city, and with this country is tenuous. I am passionate about being a Londoner, I
have nearly forty years of walking its streets, and I know its history and have stories
to tell about some of its hidden spaces. I have walked, run, danced, played, cried and
laughed its streets, so deep is my relationship with it that I feel overly protective and
possessive of it. London has embraced different cultures of people for centuries; it has
embraced five generations of my family, each adding a new story to its long history.
There is, however, another side to the personal experiences and feelings I have
towards this city. The relentless and underlying feeling of not belonging or being truly
from here has never left me. I have had to contend with constant reminders, both via
my cultural upbringing, and through negative external interactions, that reminded me
that I am from elsewhere.
I cannot discuss the act of walking and being in the city, however, without
mentioning the flâneur.29 The term was first used to describe men of leisure who
29
‘A flâneur is a man who saunters around observing society’. Angus Stevenson, (ed). Oxford Dictionary of
English. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010, p. 664. Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867) first coined the term
flâneur. He was particularly interested in the urban expansion of Paris. Between 1853 and 1870 Emperor Napoléon
III commissioned a Georges-Eugène Haussmann to renovate Paris and demolish the old, over crowed and
unhealthy areas, which were to be replaced by arcades, parks, avenues and squares. Baudelaire, who was a young
man and who witnessed the modernisation of Paris, would be extremely fascinated by new patterns this brought to
urban life and the different ways people interacted with the street. The flâneur’s main activity was to stand back
and observe those wandering around. Baudelaire saw the flâneur of having a key role in the way that the city was
understood and portrayed. Baudelaire’s depiction of the flâneur would go on to influence a number of artist and
writers such as Walter Benjamin and Charles Dickens. Benjamin would go on to describe the city of Paris as the
promise land of the flâneur, one that ‘opens up to him as a landscape, even as it closes around him as a room’. See,
Walter Benjamin. The Arcade Project. Cambridge (Mass): Harvard University Press, 2002, p. 417. Charles
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strolled along the streets of 19th century Paris observing society as they walked along.
Eventually the flâneur would become a term that was be used by artists, literary
figures and academics. Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, and Charles Dickens
would take to the streets during their careers, often walking for hours and reporting in
their writings on the manifestations of urban life. These White men had the full scope
of the city and could often navigate the street without fear or reprisals. The flâneur’s
actions are somewhat similar to that of an ethnographer observing and commenting on
society they have chosen to inhabit.
While men have had the monopoly of wandering the city streets, women have
only recently been granted the female version of the title flâneuse. According to the
Merriam Webster dictionary, the flâneuse is ‘a woman who is or who behaves like
flâneur’. Some argue that a flâneuse is not the same as a flâneur because of the simple
fact that she does not and cannot experience the city in the same way that a man can.
As writer Lauren Elkin suggests, however, ‘Space is not neutral. Space is a feminist
issues. The space we occupy – here, in the city, we city dwellers – is constantly
remade and unmade, constructed and wondered at’.30 She adds:
Cities are made up of invisible boundaries, intangible customs gates
that demarcate who goes where: certain neighbourhoods, bars and
restaurants, parks, all manner of apparently public spaces are reserved
for different kinds of people. We become so accustomed to this that we
hardly notice the values underlying these divisions. They may be
invisible, but they determine how we circulate within the city.31
Elkin implies women have had to navigate the city differently from men, suggesting
that the construction of the city was designed with no regard to the different types of
people who would occupy its space. Like the constant making and remaking of the
city, women have to constantly go through different processes of transformation in
order to access and understand the space they live in. I have witnessed this in the way
that my mother occupies her space. My mother has always walked with a purposeful
gait, tall and with her head held high. Walking with my mother as a child was always
Dickens, journalist, essayist and novelist often went on urban walks garnering inspiration for his work. He would
use the street and the country to create characters of his novels. In his collection of essays, Dickens writes that
‘figuratively speaking, I travel for the great house of Human Interest Brothers, and I am always wandering here
and there from my rooms in Covent Gardens, London’. See, Charles Dickens. The Uncommercial Traveller.
London: Oxford University Press, 1958, p 2
30
Lauren Elkin. Flâneuse: Women Walk the City in Paris, New York Tokyo, Venice and London. London: Chatto
& Windus, 2016, p. 286
31
Ibid, p. 286-7
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an exercising ordeal as she walked at such a speed that I spent most of the time
running behind her. From this position, however, I was able to fully appreciate her
presence on the street. My mother, in contrast to the negative experiences of Black
women walking in White spaces, walked like she owned the space that she occupied.
For all intents and purposes, my mother walked in the street in the same confident
way that most men do, unabashedly claiming her space. I know that this was not a
natural way for my mother the walk, but a self-taught one that had been practiced and
perfected over time for a specific reason. My mother firmly believed in her right to be
in Britain, and one way of demonstrating her conviction was through bodily
performances, education, creativity, and visual presence.
Though there are broader conversations about the differences between the flâneur
and the flâneuse, my reasons for introducing the flâneuse into this chapter is to
highlight the differences between gendered approaches to the street. It has also been
suggested that the flâneuse was first able to access the outside world by navigating
between department stores, the home and, eventually, the streets.32 These rights to
spaces were primarily based on class as well as gender and race. Middle class White
women were expected to keep themselves within private domains, where women
walking the streets were often seen as prostitutes. The mere fact of woman travelling
alone or walking the streets was often seen as sexual. Rebecca Solnit explains that
during the 19th century ‘a woman who has violated sexual convention can be said to
be strolling, roaming, wandering, straying – all terms that imply that women’s travel
is inevitably sexual or that their sexuality is transgressive when it travels’.33 The mere
fact that the English language is full of the sexualised expressions referring to women
walking further reinforces the negative perception of women in urban spaces.
One could argue, however, that the Black female body has never fully been in the
possession of the bearer. In her readings of Walter Benjamin’s exploration of seeing
and being seen on the city streets, Susan Buck-Morss writes that there is a ‘close
connection between the debasement of women sexually and their presence in public
space, the fact it functioned to deny women power…’34
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As a woman, one is always reminded of one’s physical presence in the space
through the looks and eyes of those that watch. I am conscious of both my Black and
female body as it traverses spaces that have inherently been constructed for White and
male bodies. I remember clearly the first time my body went from being fully mine to
being publicly claimed and inspected as I walked alone past a group of workmen.
Like my walks in Harlesden as a young child, I felt extremely exposed by the
surveillant looks and the jeering sexualised comments, which I tried to ignore as I
walked by in an attempt at defiance. Though this moment passed by without any
further unpleasantness and was one of many that would occur during my youth, it
remained forever printed in my memory as an initiation to the sexualisation of my
Black female body. By calling out the different parts of my body, I was instantly
changed from a private being into a public object. Although I was unaware of my own
agency as a young woman, I was fully cognizant of the sexual subjugation that was
being directed at me, and by my lone presence I was not in a position to retaliate,
despite the public-ness of my position. My only option was to continue walking with
my head held high, all the while wanting to reclaim my body from the eyes and words
of those who had proclaimed it as theirs.
The racialisation and sexualisation of the Black female body is not a new
experience. For centuries, the Black female body has been a terrain where dominant
Western ideologies have been etched into the reading of the body. From slavery
onwards, the body has undergone processes of violence, construction and
containment. As Jayna Brown suggests, ‘the slavery regime was written in the
language of the body. It was designed as spectacle. Rituals of control were
choreographed for audiences and audience participation’. 35 Thinking back to the
moment I walked past the group of men, I cannot help but consider how their
projections influenced the way I moved and thought about my body years after, but
also how it changed the way I experienced the streets that had once been very
familiar. From then on, I would walk while at the same time trying to conceal myself.
My mother’s words, ‘walk with your head held high’ became a weight on my
shoulders. I was no longer just a Black presence, but also a female one. The portrayal
of Black women as sexually lewd and naturally promiscuous would not only affect
how Black women were viewed or viewed themselves, it would also impact their
35
Jayna Brown. Babylon Girls: Black Women Performers and the Shaping of the Modern. Durham: Duke
University Press, 2008, p. 61
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movements, and experiences while walking in the city streets. If a lone walking
woman (particularly at night) may be brought into question, the consequences for
Black women were often that they would find themselves to be the target of open
racist and sexual harassment. On numerous occasions, I too have experienced the
inflicted harassment that my race and gender attracted, and these experiences often
left me with an overwhelming feeling of being exposed.
Walking is an act, a movement, a gait, and an ambulation that most people do on a
daily basis, so much so that it is done without much thought or consideration. Solnit
captures beautifully the process of walking, and the pendulum motion of moving
forward, as different parts of the body work together in order to get one from A to B.
When broken down, the process is slow and cumbersome, requiring the tensing of
muscles, the holding of body as one leg at a time swings forward. While the body’s
weight is focused on the supporting leg, rooting the body to the ground, holding the
body upright as the act is repeated over and over again. Each step forming a rhythmic
movement. Most of us will repeat this action over an average life span of eighty years.
From infancy to old age, we will, as Solnit writes ‘wander so readily into religion,
philosophy, landscape, urban policy, anatomy, allegory, and heartbreak’.36
Retracing old steps between Harlesden tube station, and Doyle Gardens where my
grandmother used to live, I record my own Black Girl Walking footsteps in a need to
reset the balance, and reclaim the spaces that my body occupied all those years ago.
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Black Girl Walking

Figure 6.11: Still from the Black Girl Walking series, Harlesden (2017)

It is very easy to take the simple act of walking for granted, to expect that one will get
up every morning and walk from room to room, place to place. As an artist, I have
used the method of walking as a process of investigation, exploring not only the
different environments I find myself in but also how different and various spaces
impact on the way one’s body moves. Walking opens up the body to different spaces,
it allows people to come together in a shared activity, we walk to create new paths in
life or to retrace old ones. As Solnit writes, ‘the subject of walking is, in some sense,
about how we invest universal acts with particular meanings. Like eating or breathing,
it can be invested with wildly different cultural meanings, from the erotic to the
spiritual, from the revolutionary to the artistic’.37
Similarly to Walk Like A Black Man, a video of my brother walking (I will discuss
this body of visual work in greater detail further on in the chapter), I too alter my walk
depending on the location of the street. Like my brother who exaggerates his walk,
announcing his Black male masculinity when on particular streets in London, I put on
37
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different costumes and change my posture in order to perform a version of myself that
the environment requires, sometimes flattening my female body, while at other times
trying to ignore the fact that my Blackness is out of place. Walking becomes a fine
balancing act, a judgment of steps and a performative rendition, one that I consciously
do. Yet unlike my brother, I, as a Black woman, have the ability to walk without
having to carry the same weight of anxiety as he:
There is an immediate relationship between the body and its space,
between the body’s deployment in space and its occupation of space.
Before producing effects in the material realm (tools and objects),
before producing itself by drawing nourishment from that realm, and
before reproducing itself by generating other bodies, each living body is
space and has space: it produces itself in space and it also produces that
space.38
As the ball of my foot rolls and pushes off from the grey hard concrete, the heel of my
other foot slowly and carefully impacts with the hard surface, and with each step I
move further forward. My feet, naked and exposed represent the space my body
occupies in the streets, and in the city.
Black Girl Walking is a short video that documents my journey between
Harlesden tube station and Doyle Gardens.39 It captures each of my steps as I traverse
along an old and familiar route that takes me through residential areas, to the busy
thoroughfare of Harlesden’s High Street. Passing Longstone Avenue with the paved
hill that I loved running up and down as a child, and which I now walk up as an adult.
There are no signifiers other than the colour of my feet in which to place cultural and
racial readings. It is not obvious whether the feet that contrast the rough surface of the
ground are male or female. The rolling ground throws up clues that disappear as
swiftly as they appear; the presence of people is captured in the shadows that mingle
with my own shadow; and in the cigarette butts that litter the ground. I am reminded
of the times I used to walk between my grandmother’s house and the High Street and
the different and sometimes uncomfortable feelings of not belonging that I would
experience. Passing by streets and building that are familiar with memories. My feet
seem to have a mind of their own, passing by cracks and layers that reveal a build-up
of history and time. Sometimes walking in my own shadow, they dip in and out of
38
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visibility as they step out of the darkness my body casts over them and into the light. I
walk past people who have the same sing song Caribbean accent as my grandmother.
I pass men that try to chat me up, while gazing quizzically down at my feet. The
feeling of vulnerability never really leaving me despite feeling both at home and out
of place as I walk. As I move through and across the streets where I first began my
journey of examining the performance of a visual, racial and cultural identity, I am
conscious of my body’s shifting movements, the meaning of my unspoken presence,
which at times goes by unseen. There are, however, moments when I feel doubly
exposed, as if the whole world is watching me as I walk while attempting to maintain
a dignified composure.
I walk up Harlesden Road until I get to the roundabout and bypass Roundwood
Park on my left, taking the first right that leads to Doyle Gardens. Memories of
walking with my grandmother, my hand in hers as we make the last leg of what
seemed like a long walk for my little legs. I am grateful for those memories, and for
the trips I made with her but did not value at the time, which I value now that she has
gone. My walk comes to an end outside of her house, which is also directly opposite
King Edwards Park; the same park where the photograph of my mother with one hand
raised in the Black Power salute and my younger brother in her other arm was taken.
The process of my walk is not merely done to invoke childhood memories, or to
capture the continuous movement of my feet as I walk through familiar and
unfamiliar streets. The purpose of my walk is also to develop a deeper understanding
of the production of knowledge that is generated by the flow of movement that I make
as I walk between places. The mind, like one’s feet in action is constantly ticking over
as it absorbs a barrage of visual information. Both the body and the mind have to
work in unison while walking regardless of one’s focus. The mind via each of our five
senses processes information as it guides the body over obstacles and past other
ambulating pedestrians. Walking is not just about the movement of the body or about
getting from A to B, walking stimulates both thoughts and feelings, that are at times
produced by the different environments one finds himself or herself in. Depending on
the speed and reason for hitting the pavement, it allows one the opportunity to
consider one’s immediate surroundings and the understanding of it.

188

Figure 6.12: The route that I took using an 1958 street map of Harlesden

Over the past three years my walks throughout the city and the countryside, in the
United Kingdom and overseas has led to the garnering of knowledge about myself,
and the various spaces that my body occupies. Regardless of the insecurities that I
may feel in respect to the presence of my moving Black female body in certain
landscapes, my understanding of the flow and rhythm of familiar parts London is
often taken for granted. It is only when I find myself in landscapes that I am
unaccustomed to that I become aware of this fact, for from my first childish steps on
the streets of London I have learnt the various subtle and unsaid rules of the city. This
comes in stark contrast with my lack of understanding of the flow and rhythm of
foreign places, which has been made acutely obvious to me in numerous locations. On
a trip to California at the end of 2017, my first few weeks of walking between my
apartment and the local library in Redwood City often left me feeling anxious. I
became intensely aware of my lone Black female body walking in a space that was
void of other Black men or women walking. I felt exposed as I walked between sites,
as if a giant magnifying glass had been placed above my head making me hypervisible to the world around.
During my walk through Harlesden I learnt a number of things about myself as I
paid close attention to the movement of my body, my surroundings, my thoughts and
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ideas. Over time I began to realise that the feeling of double exposure that I
experience while walking in unfamiliar places was a recurring sensation; though
despite this all of the walks that I have completed produce new knowledge and offer
up different ways to see the world. My mother has trained me, through her own bodily
performances, in the art of negotiating and navigating the city; instructing me to walk
with head held high, with confidence in the belief that I have a right to be present, has
influenced my own bodily performances.
On all of the walks I have taken, regardless of their location, I have been
confronted with myself. Not only do I feel the close scrutiny of others, I am aware of
the close scrutiny I have of myself as I consider my bodily movements, the people
around me, my thoughts and ideas. It is in those moments of walking in solitude that I
come closer to knowing myself. As Tim Ingold and Jo Vergunst propose ‘the
movement of walking is itself a way of knowing’.40

Figure 6.13: Still from the Black Girl Walking series, Harlesden (2017)
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Walk Like a Black Man: Black Authenticity, Through Movement
Walk like a Black Man is a short video that stems from the idea that different races
have particular phenotypical characteristics, which in turn are often considered as
authentically representative of their race or culture.41
My artistic practice is motivated through intuitive moments or personal
experiences; I collect conversations, images, and events that stand out, piercing
through other everyday occurrences. In ways similar to the idea of the punctum in
Barthes, Camera Lucida, it is the ‘accident which pricks (but also bruises me, is
poignant to me)’.42 It is those moments of emotional and experienced interruptions of
the punctum that I use to create an image, or a line of text or moving images.
Walk Like a Black Man responds to the fact that I have always been impressed by
the stereotypical assumptions that Black men behave, act and move differently from
White men. In a conversation with one of my students, I explained my research and
why I thought race was a performative act, something that we do rather than what we
are. The student, a young Black man, added his own thoughts to my explanation by
recounting an encounter he and a friend had with the police on Kingsland High Road
in Hackney, and which led to them both being stopped and searched. They had both
been looking at a poster when they noticed two police officers approaching them,
which prompted them to walk away. The student believed that they were not stopped
because of any suspicious activity but because of the way they had moved, that they
had moved too quickly and, as Black men, this movement had raised suspicions.43
This brief discussion would stay with me for some time. I began to explore what
could be constituted as Black acts or what defined Black movements that were
dissimilar to how White people physically moved. I began to recount my student’s
story to people to gauge their thoughts, wondering if this was a perception or a reality
that both Black men and women experienced. When I spoke to my younger brother
about this idea, he agreed that there were differences between the way Black men and
White men moved and walked, and suggested that this may have to do with their
different experiences and environments.
Although Walk Like a Black Man is, in many ways, a humorous performance of
the different ways Black and White men move, it also illustrates a deeper and more
41

To view Walk Like A Black Man please follow the link: https://vimeo.com/169571896#t=0s
Roland Barthes. Camera Lucida: Reflections on photography. London: Vintage Classic. 1993, p. 26-27
43
Taken from an informal conversation on Wednesday 15th April 2015
42

191

complicated understanding of Blackness. At the start of the footage, my brother
initially exaggerates his impression of how he thinks Black men walk, how he walks.
When he becomes aware of what he is doing, he stops and starts the walk again, this
time taking more control and consideration over his movements. My brother
demonstrates through his actions, the performativity of Blackness, or what he assumes
Blackness looks and moves like. As I watch the footage of my brother walk back and
forth outside our family home, I cannot help but wonder where he learned to move
like this. I know that as a young boy, he did not walk or present himself in the manner
in which he does in front of the camera.
Considering this further, as children we all would have been presented with
images or ideas that depicted what my mother considered as authentically Black; we
were brought up culturally with images, stories, games and performances that
informed us about how to behave and act. The posters, photographs and painting on
the wall presented us with characters we should aspire to be like. These ideas were
also presented differently depending on our gender. My sister and I, like our brothers
were often told what was expected of us as young Black girls and boys and how we
should conduct ourselves. The authentic image we were brought up with contrasts
starkly with the authentic Black male image my brother would develop and present
some years later.
Nguyen and Anthony write that ‘Black authenticity includes ideals and
expectations that affects what it means to be black in relation to personal, public, and
cultural identities’.44 In regards to Walk Like a Black Man, we see the physical
articulation of a young Black man who learnt to move and walk in a particular way,
which is similar to the young Black men who are part of his social group. Despite the
simplicity of the video, it highlights the fluidity of Blackness, its constant moving and
shifting between the influences of personal and group identity construction. As my
brother moved away from the private constraints of Black cultural identity within the
family to a more shared and public presentation of Blackness, he would eventually
shed some of the characteristics that anchored him to a particular school of thought, in
exchange for another. The more time he spent away from my mother and out of the
house, the more his identity shifted. He began to talk, walk and dress differently,
imitating certain characteristics that were common amongst his peer group.
44
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Interestingly, my brother chose to imitate stereotypical representations of the Black
male in the ways that he dressed, moved, talked and behaved. He embodied a hard
exterior that was akin to popular perceived norms of the Black male body, and that
simultaneously acted as a defence mechanism that cloaked him in protection. It was
also, however, an act, a performance, a mimicry that was copied, learnt, and repeated.
The stance my brother holds is in direct conflict to my mother’s and our upbringing. It
is in some ways a rebellious positioning that he has decided to occupy. His shift away
from his cultural upbringing was, and is, not unique to him. Although only three years
younger than me (he was born in 1981), like many other young Black boys and men
he joined groups that represented a different perceived idea of authentic Blackness.
My brother’s movement between different aspects of Blackness represents its
slippery and moving nature. Though Blackness is considered by some to be fixed,
through its constant transformation it is increasingly difficult to pin it down. As a
society, however, we believe that there are such authentic markers indicating
Blackness. The validations of authentic Blackness are challenged in times of social,
upheaval leaving us examining the various mechanisms that operate certain forms of
Blackness. As Johnson writes, it is ‘during a time of crisis (social, cultural, or
political) when the authenticity of older versions of Blackness is called into question.
These crises set the stage for “acting out” identity politics, occasions when those
excluded from the parameters of blackness invent their own’.45 The very intangibility
of authentic Blackness suggests, however, that if there is a true performance of one’s
race, there may subsequently be a false presentation of authentic Blackness. It is the
problematic performance of the first few minutes of my brother’s captured walk that
speaks directly to the complexities of authenticity. As Regina Bendix suggests ‘the
notion of [black] authenticity implies the existence of its opposite, the fake, and this
dichotomous construct is at the heart of what makes authenticity problematic’.46
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Figure 6.14: Still from video Walk like a Black Man (2015)
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Conclusion
Representing Black Identity in British Culture
What is important to me is that there are now three million black people
or more in Britain today. In 10 or 15 years there will be a whole
generation of black people who were born in Britain, who were
educated in Britain and who grew up in Britain. They will be intimately
related to the British people, but they cannot be fully part of the English
environment because they are black. Everyone including their parents is
aware that they are different.
Now that is not a negative statement…. Those people who are in
western civilization, who have grown up in it, but yet are not
completely a part (made to feel and themselves feeling that they are
outside) have a unique insight into their society. That, I think, is
important – the black man or woman who is born here and grows up
here has something special to contribute to western civilization. He or
she will participate in it, see it from birth, but will never be quite
completely in it. What such persons have to say, therefore, will give a
new vision, a deeper and stronger insight into both western civilization
and the black people in it.1
The words of C. L. R. James on the contributions of Black people to western
civilization, and the unique insight into the society that they formed, resonates deep
with me on a personal level. He captured something that is still experienced by the
large majority of the Black people that I know today, people who like me grew up as
children in this country feeling that they were cast onto the margins of British society.
James’ statement begs the question, if Black people are never to be completely
accepted in western civilization, will there ever be a time were Black people born in
Britain will be able to resolve their complex relationship with this island.
The main focus of this research was to interrogate ideas surrounding Britishness,
belonging and Blackness and how those themes intersect through the use of
photography. I have always been aware of the uniqueness of my family and my
upbringing. We were the only Rastafarian children in our school, and the only Black
children with African names. As a family, we were somewhat of an anomaly, even
amongst other Black families that were like ours. My brother and sister went to
private school, and my mother pushed for us to take part in extra curricula activities in
an attempt to place us on a level playing field with our White classmates. She pushed
for this while instilling in us a deep sense of African cultural belonging and identity,
1
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which excluded any possibility of us picking up the mantle of Black Britishness.
These opposing factors speak to James’ argument that Black people, regardless of
their participation in and contribution to British society, will never be or feel fully part
of it.

***

I was ten years old (1988) when I first embarked on my journey of visual exploration.
I had been attending my local youth club every Thursday evening called ‘girls’ night’
that was specifically aimed at girls and young women from the surrounding areas of
Kilburn, Willesden and West Hampstead. Every Thursday the youth workers would
organise a variety of activities from sexual health, drama, dance and art classes. On
the evening in question, the youth workers had got a volunteer photographer in to
open up the black and white darkroom. I was the only one of my friends to choose
photography as an activity to work on, and as one of the youngest participants at the
youth club separating oneself from the group was considered a bold move.
The first image that I made, processed and developed was a slightly unfocused
black and white self-portrait. I could just about contain my excitement as I watched
my Black face slowly appear on the white paper. Although unbeknown to me at the
time, my understanding and relationship with the photographic object and the camera
eventually began to develop into a deep and personal interaction. Through the
exploration of visual imagery, and the photographing of Black subjects, questions
regarding identity and the role of photography in the framing of identity began to
develop. As my practice grew I experimented with my own image in the quest to
understand, articulate and come to terms with my personal identity. No matter how
hard I tried to find and understand myself through the photograph, the realisation that
my image (like that of other African and African Caribbean people) had been
distorted, which often left me feeling adrift and permanently located outside of British
consciousness.
Like my travels through Southern Africa, this research project has been a process
of discovery, personal, theoretical and artistic. I have been confronted with
information and research that I have found uncomfortable and challenging, and which
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at times left me angry. The very nature of my project meant that I spent many hours of
my day alone, except for the company of books, photographs and other research
material. There were moments when I had to walk away, or turn the page when I
came across material that was difficult and hard to bear. At other times, I felt
completely elated by what I found. Although I had previously come to terms with the
lack of records that existed of my family’s lineage, the visual lacuna that I was
confronted by as I excavated my family’s photographic archive was harder to
reconcile. One of the aims of this research that was born out of this visual void was
the need to comprehend how my family utilised the mechanics of photography in
order to understand, maintain and inform their beliefs about identity, race and
belonging.
I discovered that my family’s use of photography starts with the pivotal moment
of the making of my grandmother’s passport identification photograph in Jamaica.
Over time this photograph would become the only surviving image of any member of
my family in Jamaica, which compounded the visual void. I looked through
photographs hoping to find an exchange in knowledge between those who stayed
behind in Jamaica and those that left for Great Britain. I wanted to view the visual
exchanges between the two islands and to gain an understanding of how photography
and photographs may have been used to inform and maintain cultural homogeneity. I
was, however, primarily interested to learn how Black women in particular
appropriated photography in the need to articulate and confirm their individual
identities. Using an autoethnographic methodology, I explored this further by pointing
my lens directly at my grandmother, mother and myself, examining how three
generations of women performed their Black identities in front of the lens.
Our relationship to photography also proved to be unique; it was not primarily
about taking photographs of family events or particular milestones, but about using
photography as a way to frame and confirm our Black identity, and as an educational
tool. My mother’s influence and use of the camera as a mechanism to reset the
balance of Black African and African Caribbean identity influenced my own desire to
pick up the camera and turn it on myself, my family and other members of the Black
community. Through the collections of photographs and family stories, I attempted to
find something new that answered some of burgeoning questions I had regarding race.
As Denzin eloquently puts ‘stories are like pictures that have been painted over, and,
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when paint is scraped off an old picture, something new becomes visible’. 2 By
scratching away at old photographs with the aid of family memories and narratives
what I discovered was that although photography has been used to generate ideas
around race, identity and belonging, individuals used photography in different ways
that made the arguments surrounding fixed ideas about race debatable. This is
particularly obvious between the different uses employed by my grandmother, mother
and myself, which highlights the different perspectives each of us had regarding race.
The interdisciplinary nature of this research, which I layout in chapter two, has
allowed me to approach this project from a number of different points. Through the
use of autoethnography I had the benefit of being able to pay close attention to the
make-up of my family, our history, our stories, memories, narrative, beliefs,
geography, and our photographs. This gave me the opportunity to explore some of the
key themes surrounding the aspects of this research mentioned above. Through the
unpicking of collective narratives and my own visual practice I was able to take a
closer look at the meaning of Black authenticity. I used a comment made by a friend
to open up the debate regarding its meaning and effects on how an authentic Black
body is presented. I attempted to tackle this concept not only through the written word
but also through my visual practice. In chapter six, I raise the issue of Black
authenticity through movement via the video of my younger brother Walk Like a
Black Man, where I discuss the stereotypical assumptions Black and White people
have about the performative acts of Blackness. Walk Like a Black Man despite its
humour exposes the internal conflict that Black men, in this case, experience when it
comes to presenting their Black and gendered body to the world.
Stranger, a series of photographs of my mother in different locations between
London and the British countryside also speaks to the performance of Black
authenticity and belonging albeit in a visually different way. Juxtaposing my mother
against backdrops that may be viewed as typically British, I try to bridge the gap that
Walk Like a Black Man is unable to achieve, particularly how one’s environment
affects our performative acts. Yet like the video, the subtlety of the photographs
requires the written aspect of the research to do the speaking where the images
cannot. This not only raises the question of the relationship between theory and
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practice or how the two inform each other. It also requires the work to be able to stand
independently when needed.
I have also come to accept the challenges of trying to visually capture and present
authenticity in a manner that is accessible to all viewers, while staying clear of
stereotypical representation. Looking back at the processes that I used, perhaps if I
had approached my practice more objectively by embracing the unfamiliar with
greater confidence, it may have been possible to overcome this challenge by
developing multiple videos of my younger brother walking in a number of different
locations around the country. This I believe may have a created a closer synergy with
the photographic series of my mother, as well as allowing the examination of the
changes in movement that occur due to one’s location, thus undermining the belief
that there is a particular way to perform Blackness.
Black Light, another series in my visual practice, is a take on Ralph Ellison
Invisible Man, which addresses the Black experience of invisibility and
hypervisibility. My aim was to challenge the viewer, to create a tension between the
subject and the viewer by stretching out the length of time that is spent in front of
each photograph. Though the work is mainly about the contradictory and somewhat
painful feeling of being seen and unseen, I believe it also has the breadth to address
the similar experience of being heard, shouted down and silenced. Both experiences
speak to the power of representation and the lack of it. One would not necessarily, I
believe, experience the overwhelming sensation of being exposed or underexposed if
fairly represented in mainstream society. This is a question that could be taken further
both visually and theoretically. I also wonder if I would have gone down this line of
visual and theoretical research had I been exposed to a more positive representation of
Black people in mainstream media.
In a recent discussion with my husband, I spoke about the excitement I felt at the
soon to be released Black Panther action superhero movie by Marvel Studio (release
date: 13th February 2018). My excitement was not based on any inside information
about the quality of the film, to be honest I could not care less if the film is a success
or not. It is the predominantly Black cast that has me waiting impatiently for the
film’s release; I imagine young Black girls and boys around the world are also waiting
excitedly for the release of the film. Despite my mother’s efforts to provide for us a
positive image of Black people and therefore ourselves, I wonder, had I been exposed
to images and films that depicted Black people as victors, and not victims or
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perpetrators of crime, would I have struggled frustratingly to find representations of
myself in every photograph, magazine, billboard, book or film that I came across.
Unfortunately, I doubt that it would have made a real difference, and I know that
one film alone may not make a great difference to the young Black girls and boys that
go to see it. It may, however, be the planting of a seed of understanding, ‘that this is
what it is like to be visible’.

***

In chapter three, I introduced my grandmother at her point of arrival in Britain;
through her British passport I described her experiences and performances that were
captured in front of the lens. Through her stories and passport photograph I have tried
to write in a manner that is performative, including both her memories and beliefs,
and the effects those beliefs had on me while I was growing up. By observing my
grandmother through the spectrum of time, I was confronted by the somewhat painful
reality of her feelings about being a Black woman. The struggles she faced while
living in Kingston, which followed her to London, acted as the fixing solution of an
identity that had been constructed for her and which she believed in. By starting with
my grandmother, I was able to understand some of the reasons my mother brought us
up the way that she did.
Due to the death of my grandmother some several years previous to starting this
research, I had to rely on personal memories, past interview material and my mother
to fill in certain gaps in knowledge and history. Though I was extremely lucky to have
a large collection of material, I faced a number of challenges, particularly in relation
to how the information that was handed down was remembered. Equally the use of an
autoethnographic methodology did not come without its own problems.
I often had to turn to my mother to gather information around my grandmother’s
experiences in Jamaica, and the first several years of her living in London. This at
times threw up small barriers as my mother tended to add her own perspective and
thoughts to the retelling of my grandmother’s history. In addition to including a
character that is no longer able to speak for herself, I had to derive meaning from the
material that I had obtained several years previously. The difficulty that this exposed
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comes with the territory of using an autoethnographic methodology. The struggle
resided in the piecing together of different events to create a full picture of her lived
experiences. The closer you get to things the more complicated they become.
Knowing how and when to create boundaries between the writing, the subject matter
and my own personal and emotional input proved to be challenging. As an artist and
researcher using this methodology, I often found myself in territory that was not easy
to navigate. To ensure that I maintained real representations of each character, I had
to ‘capture, [and] probe’, the material I was given, and constantly question the validity
of it in relation to the research.3 I also had to decipher meaning by looking outward
towards the wider political arenas in which my grandmother as a Black woman and
colonial child found herself. What became increasingly obvious was that it is
impossible to fully examine or truthfully write about someone’s life experiences
without considering wider political influences.
I would, through my research, come to understand that identity is neither fixed nor
certain. Both my grandmother and mother used repetitive narratives to subtly, and
sometimes overtly, enforce beliefs about Blackness. Where my grandmother looked at
and performed identity and Blackness through a colonial lens, my mother enacted
hers through an anticolonial lens. I have looked, listened and retold stories and
explained images from my position as a Black woman, born and raised in London. I
have tried to maintain an objective stance, while at the same time using the
autoethnographic ‘I’. Using an autoethnographic methodology means that I hold a
central position, a fact of which I was consciously aware. I wanted to be explicit in all
areas, and at the same time respectful, and conscious of the emotions, stories, images
and views I presented.
Like Mercer, I have come to the conclusion that it is not who I write for that is
important, it is ‘who or what [I] am writing against’ which is of most importance.4
This project has allowed me to write against, and fill in some of the gaps located
within, the popular narratives surrounding Black experiences in Britain.
By introducing my mother in chapter four, I was able under close examination of
her photographs and memories, to pick out images that represent her transformation
as it was played out in front of the camera. The process of working with her images
produced constant movements, wavering between different states of identity,
3
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reminiscent of a dress rehearsal, only to be made fixed when the act was repeatedly
performed.
As Robert James Waller says, ‘first you must have the images, then come the
words’.5 This sums up how my practice and theory have developed. Images have
always been at the forefront of the research. Without the photographs, it would have
been difficult to have the words. In order to maintain control over the practice and the
writing, it has been necessary to allow the practice space to breathe, develop and work
in unison with the text and not solely as an example of the theory.
One of the main themes that reoccurred throughout this research, both in the
practice and the writing was the idea of Black authenticity and performance. Fanon
suggests that ‘as long as the black man is among his own, he will have no occasion,
except in minor internal conflicts, to experience his being through others’. 6 His
observation implies that one goes through a process of ‘being for others’; or as
DuBois, who speaks of the prevailing ‘two-ness’ that comes with being Black,
implies, that there is a dual nature to authenticity. There are moments when it
becomes apparent to me that as the photographer pointing the lens at a Black subject,
I am in a position of power, as Barthes suggests one derives one’s existence from the
photographer.7 By taking my mother’s photograph, I in some way move her from a
position of stillness and representation to a moving and living being that is contained
within a performative visual object.
The journey of trying to answer my initial questions: is race a performative act
and what role have the memories and histories of my family played in the
performance of race has been one that has taken me down a number of different paths.
There have been moments of clarity, where the answer is certain and fixed in my
mind. There have been moments of doubt and uncertainty. To answer the former, I
would argue that race is a performative act, one that ebbs and flows with the sifting
tide of one’s surroundings, beliefs and experiences. It is a performance that we repeat
to others, and ourselves, with each act the script changes, sometimes highlighting the
stereotypes of Blackness that we may spend time distancing themselves from, only to
find that we have been mimicking it all along (see Walk like a Black Man). My
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practice enquiry has provided a way of exploring in depth the quality and
performativity of these acts.
I have come to accept that race is a performance that we all engage in. There are
forms of identity that we have been positioned, historically, alongside and which we
also position ourselves against. The beautiful thing about it is that it is constantly
changing regardless of where one is located and that offers hope. The reality that is
difficult to step away from is that, irrespective of what one believes about themselves,
one will always butt against systems and beliefs that contradicts one’s own position.
With regard to the role memory has played in the structuring and performance of
race, I would firmly argue that the transmission of memories from one generation to
another has indeed influenced the way identity has been performed within my family.
Memories that were purposefully passed down from my grandmother, who told
stories that were tinged with performances, Britishness and longing, while my mother
ensured that our African cultural identity shaped the ways we viewed our environment
and ourselves. We grew up in a space that was dominated by narratives that preceded
our birth and which informed our present. These stories were told, not to fill our heads
with fantasies of an Africa and people long past, but with the main purpose of
informing how we presented ourselves to the world. The combination of an
autoethnographic enquiry and practice has provided an in depth insight into the
relation between storytelling, performance and photography, and their combination,
function precisely as forms of transmission via which memories and experiences of
race are transmitted through generations, but at the same time these forms are flexible
and open to being reworked.
The role the camera plays in capturing performative acts of race is also subject to
the three-way relationship between photographer, subject and viewer. Each person
brings with them an individual set of ideas and beliefs that are also subject to change,
depending on their generational experiences and where each character is positioned in
their stage of life. By examining the transmission and creative reworking of Black
Britishness over three generations of women, this thesis contributes to knowledge and
the discussions surrounding the Black body and the Black experience in Britain.
My practice has focused on the distorted representation of the Black body. This
research offers the reader the opportunity to consider the visual and theoretical
influences surrounding the construction of identity and opens up different ways of
viewing how Black identity is represented in a British context. Through the practice
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of making and use of photographs, this research contributes to the shift in cultural and
visual representation of the Black body. It provides a broader representation of the
Black experience and disrupts the single narrative that has been widely held about
Black people in Britain. It argues that when viewed through a different lens,
photography can offer new ways of seeing which in turn gives rise to a new way of
being.
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Appendices
Video Links
Black Girl Walking: https://vimeo.com/233180578 - t=0s
Walk Like a Black Man: https://vimeo.com/169571896#t=0s
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