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Introduction

As the title suggests, the thesis you are reading deals with the topics of racism
and ethnicity in the works of Benjamin Zephaniah. He has much to talk about
concerning these two terms since he experienced and still come across the issues
connected to them.

This work is divided into three chapters followed by a conclusion. The first
chapter analyses racism in Britain as such. It outlines its history inevitably
connected to immigration that consequently led to growing racism and the
problems connected to it. Britain decided to apply some restrictions of
immigrants via political acts, so a new section of politics began and it will be
outlined how it was changing throughout history since the Second World War.
The chapter shows that racism was and sometimes still is present in politics and
that there were some politicians known for their racist attitude. The chapter also
briefly touches the most prominent issues such as riots. In the past, several
groups that were racist and some anti-racist as their counterparts were
established. The chapter also demonstrates the development of equality on the
facts that coloured politicians are becoming common and that several race-
relation acts came into force that help the minorities.

The second section of the first chapter introduces black British writing. It
tries to explain what it is and how it changed in the past. The main focus is put on
perceiving the notions of identity and belonging of the black authors and how
those notions differ from author to author. The text presents four approaches to
identity and belonging on short analyses of several particular novels to examine
the differentiations.

The second chapter starts with the explanation that Britain changed the
way it looks at black works. Then it analyses the considerable changes in
perceiving identity and belonging between the first and the second generation of
black authors. Later the chapter focuses on black poets and how they are
divided. On several anthologies, | will demonstrate that racism is present even in
literature. It also focuses on the availability of black British writings. The chapter
ends with a brief biography of Zephaniah showing how big a range of activities
he does and that his life is similarly rich.

The third chapter moves on to analyses of some chosen works of
Zephaniah. The first work in question is the poem concerning the murder of
Stephen Lawrence. | will outline the whole case and examine the main messages
of the poem. Similar cases will be discussed to show that it was not such a rare
situation. Then the chapter focuses on three novels written by Zephaniah,
particularly Face, Gangsta Rap and the stage adaptation of his novel Refugee
Boy.

My aim is to prove that his works try to highlight issues of today’s society
such as racism, discrimination, asylum seekers etc. Zephaniah manages to do
that through his directness and picturing realistic, sometimes shocking scenes.
The thesis demonstrates that Zephaniah’s works are educative and try to make
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the world a better place by making the readers think and preferably act in
accordance. By examining the traces of multiculturalism, it will be proven that
Britain moved a lot to be a multicultural society. The analyses will also put effort
into positioning Zephaniah among the other black authors.



1 History of ethnic writing in post-war Britain
1.1 Racism in Great Britain

The topic of racism has been much discussed on the British Islands. As we shall
see in this section, a lot of racism stems from the influx of immigrants from
Commonwealth countries. Since World War Il, many political debates focused on
immigration and racism as such.

It would be false to think that there was no immigration before the
Second World War. For example, already at the turn of the 18™ century, there
were between 5,000 and 10,000 black people in London alone.! However, the
Second World War was a kind of landmark — an initial point — of immigration,
as we know it nowadays. When the British Empire ended and decolonization
started, many territories that had been a part of the Empire joined the
Commonwealth of Nations, shortly the Commonwealth. In 1948, the British
Nationality Act came into power. It distinguished between British subjects who
were citizens of the United Kingdom and its colonies and those who were
Commonwealth citizens, but both groups had the right to enter, settle and work
in Britain.? Thus, the era of immigration started as people from Commonwealth
countries began to move to Britain.

Although the majority of immigrants in 1948 came from the Irish
Republic, white Commonwealth countries and other European countries, a lot of
publicity drew the arrival of 417 Jamaicans on the ship Empire Windrush in May,
who were followed afterwards by many other groups in addition to immigrants
arriving from other West Indian countries, India or Pakistan. The immigrants
coming from West Indies from that time are called Windrush generation. Almost
immediately after their arrival, they were considered a problem. In that time,
political debates on immigration started as a result of the fear that coloured
immigrants would cause problems. During the 1950s, many political debates
focused on control of black immigration and the riots in 1958, the first bigger
issue concerning blacks, were used as the proof that Britain needed such control.
Ironically, in those riots that took place in Notting Hill and Nottingham, the
whites attacked the blacks.

As a result, the Commonwealth Immigration Bill was introduced in 1961
and became law as the Commonwealth Immigration Act in 1962. This was the
first official British step that we may regard as racist. “The controls introduced by
the Bill were justified by the argument that there was a need to halt black
immigration because of the limited ability of the host country to assimilate
‘coloured immigrants’.”3 The Act restricted the arrival of black citizens of the
Commonwealth via the new rules. Freely admitted were “(...) those who (a) had
been born in Britain, (b) held British passports issued by the British government

L R. Victoria Arana and Lauri Ramey, Black British Writing (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2009), 63. Henceforth referred to as BBW.

2 John Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 51.

3 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 58.



or (c) were included in the passport of a person allowed entry under (a) or (b).”*
Thus the free movement of the Commonwealth subjects came to an end.
Another option for permission to enter was a Ministry of Labour employment
voucher. However, in the period between 1963 and 1972, the number of those
vouchers decreased from 30 130 in 1963 to just 2290 in 1972 when they were
abolished. The fact that there were no restrictions for Irish citizens, who could
still enter Britain freely, made the situation racist even more.

There were many racist politicians; the Conservative Peter Griffiths was
one of them at the time. He tried to defend the interest of the whites against the
immigrants using a slogan: “If you want a nigger for a neighbour vote Labour’” >
Another example might be Enoch Powell, whom | will mention later.

The next important step taken by the British government was the
Commonwealth Immigration Act of 1968 which restricted the Commonwealth
citizens even more. “Under the new law any citizen of Britain or its colonies who
held a passport issued by the British government would be subject to
immigration control unless they or at least one parent or grandparent had been
born, adopted, naturalised or registered in Britain as a citizen of Britain or its
colonies.”®

In this period, a politician Enoch Powell played an important role in the
debates over racism and immigration. In his best-known speech “rivers of
blood”, which he gave in Birmingham in 1968, he suggested that “(...) the long-
term solution should go beyond immigration control and include the repatriation
of immigrants already settled in Britain (...)”” His speech caused so much uproar
that he had to leave the shadow cabinet. Apart from other things, Powell later
claimed that “(...) immigration was undermining the entire social fabric of inner
city areas.”® In 1976, he labelled mugging as a crime of blacks® and earlier he
labelled immigrants “alien cultures”.'® Enoch Powell is so strongly connected to
the racist thoughts that the adjective “Powellite” is used as a synonym to the
word racist in Solomos’s book Race and Racism in Britain.

Three years later, the British Nationality Act of 1971 came into force.
Basically, it took away the right of black Commonwealth immigrants to settle in
Britain by differentiating between citizens of Britain and its colonies who were
patrial and therefore had the right of abode in Britain, and non-patrials who did
not. A similar limitation came with the British Nationality Act of 1981, which
effectively deprived British citizens of (mostly) Asian origin of the right to live in
Britain.!

4 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 58.

5> Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 60.

6 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 60.

7 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 61.

8 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 121.
% Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 126.
10 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 175.
11 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 65.



Racism in Britain took the form of riots several times in British history.
Apart from the riots in 1958 that | mentioned above, the other major outbreaks
of unrest happened in 1980 and 1981:

First, in April 1980 violent confrontations took place in the St Paul’s
district of Bristol between groups of predominantly black residents
and the police. Second, during April 1981 violent confrontations
between the police and crowds of mostly black youths occurred in
Brixton in London. Finally, in July 1981 there were widespread
outbreaks of unrest in the Toxteth area of Liverpool, the Southall
area of London and various other localities in London, including
Brixton.'2

Further riots took place in the autumn of 1985 in Handsworth in Birmingham,
Tottenham and Brixton in London and in Liverpool. Other riots occurred in 2001
in Bradford, Leeds and Oldham.

We can trace strong racism in the relation between police and black
people, for this the terms “institutional racism” and “social exclusion” are used.
Probably the most crucial event concerning institutional racism is the
controversial killing of Stephen Lawrence in 1993 which will be thoroughly
discussed in chapter 3.1.

The general stereotype is that blacks commit crimes much more than the
white population. To be more specific, the beliefs often held are that the young
blacks are a problematic group for the police so they are more likely to be
guestioned or arrested; that the police use physical violence when dealing with
them; and that the attitude and behaviour of the police strengthen the beliefs
that young black are involved more in crimes than other groups.'® However, the
evidence, the statistics proved that none of the beliefs is true. The Select
Committee on Race Relations in 1972 claimed:

The conclusions remain beyond doubt: coloured immigrants are no
more involved in crime than others; nor are they generally more
concerned in violence, prostitution and drugs. The West Indian crime
rate is much the same as that of the indigenous population. The
Asian crime rate is very much lower.*

The confrontations between the police and black youth became such a debated
issue in problematic areas that urban disorder and street violence became a
synonym for those confrontations.

Similar to the acts that controlled the black immigration there were
several acts that tried to eliminate racism and integrate the immigrants in

12 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 143.
13 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 123.
14 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 124.



housing, education, employment and social services. They were created from the
assumption that too many black immigrants and the differences between theirs
and British culture might result in racial conflicts. Some of the acts were
considered controversial because people saw them as a way of favouring blacks
over whites in the respect of jobs, homes and so on.%®

During the 1950s, the debates discussed what should be done to deal
with racial discrimination. The first act was passed in 1965 — Race Relation Act
and another important one followed three years later — Race Relation Act of
1968. They showed clearly that the government tried to do something about
racism. Their main tasks were “(...) (a) setting up special bodies to deal with the
problems faced by immigrants in relation to discrimination, social adjustment
and welfare, and (b) helping to educate the population as a whole about race
relations (...)”'® Consequently the 1965 Act set up the Race Relations Board and
the 1968 one set up the Community Relations Commission. The following Race
Relations Act of 1976 merged these two organizations into one — Commission
for Racial Equality. This Act focused on racial discrimination in employment. The
new Race Relations (Amendment) Act of 2000 strengthened the previous one.
Newly, all public authorities have had a statutory duty to promote racial equality.

The fact that in 1987 the first black politicians were elected as MPs
proves that Britain became a multiracial country. “For the first time in 60 years
black and Asians were represented in parliament, and this was popularly
presented as a major change in British political life.”” There were four of them,
all from Labour party: Bernie Grant, Diane Abbott, Paul Boateng and Keith Vaz. In
1992, there were 23 black and Asian candidates but only five of them were
elected. The parties claimed that race was not an issue any more.

In Britain, several political groups were established in the previous
decades concerning race. Some were racist and some anti-racist. One example is
Rock Against Racism; its main target was the political fight against the National
Front and similar racist groups whose popularity was growing at the time. Britain
supported anti-racist groups by founding Anti-Nazi League (ANL) in 1977, which
was most active in the two years after its establishment. Among their activities
were rallies, demonstrations and successful musical events that focused on the
youth.8

The National Front was established in 1967 as an organization uniting the
neo-fascist and anti-immigration groups. It seems that it was founded as the
reaction to the fact that political parties were overlooking the issues of
immigration. It was against decolonization, racial mixing and the Jews. Its
members used racist expressions such as the alien, the stranger or the subhuman
in referring to the immigrants or the Jews.*®

15 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 76.

16 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 81.

17 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 201.

18 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 203 — 204.
19 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 178 — 179.
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1.2 Black British Writing

Defining black British writing is not an easy task to do and even the specialists
cannot agree on one particular definition. Here is how Tracey Walters defined it
in her essay A Black Briton’s View of Black British Literature and Scholarship:

Rather, black British literature has been defined, variously, as
literature written by people of African descent who were both born
and reared in England, literature written and published by expatriate
writers from Africa and the Caribbean who published on both sides of
the Atlantic (e.g., V.S. Naipaul or Christine Qunta), literature
composed by authors who did not necessarily establish literary
careers in England but published in England, and, lastly, literature
written by people who are simply dark in color, such as East Indians,
Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and other Asians, Near Easterners, and
North Africans.?®

There is a big difference between the black authors who came to Britain during
their life and those who were born in Britain. The former ones are usually
referred to as the first generation, the latter as the second generation. These two
groups differ mainly in the perception of their identity and belonging and of
course, they reflect these notions in their works. In this section, | will examine
four different approaches of identity and belonging on some of those works.

Both Caryl Phillips and Joan Riley, the first generation writers, moved
from the Caribbean as children to the United Kingdom shortly after World War Il.
Thus, they could depict early post-war Britain and living there. In their books,
they demonstrate the first approach that depicts the experience of migration
from colonial countries to racist Britain.

The book The Final Passage (1985) by Caryl Phillips tells a story set in the
1960s of Leila, a teenage girl of mix-coloured parents. She marries a black man
Michael and they have a baby together. They decide to move from their home in
the Caribbean to Britain with a dream of a better life. To their shock, however,
they face strong racism: They struggle to find any accommodation; in the
windows, there are signs such as “No Coloured” so they have to live in horrible
conditions. Michael is warned that his employer will treat him worse than a dog.
In addition to Leila’s miseries, Michael leaves her for a white woman so the only
option for her is to return to the Caribbean. The book pictures vividly their home
island as full of life and colourful, whereas England as grey and cold.

A similar story gives us Joan Riley’s book Waiting in the Twilight (1987).
Adella is a great seamstress in Jamaica, she comes to England with her Husband
and becomes a poor office cleaner. She confronts terrible racist treatment at

20 BBW, 172.
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work and she does not receive any support from her husband as he compensates
his own suffering on her.

The second approach “(...) highlights the importance of history to identity
and the role of imaginative rewritings of marginalized or forgotten histories.”?! It
can be seen in Caryl Phillips’s novel Cambridge. Its story dates back some 200
years ago — the era when slavery still existed. The main character — Emily —
travels from Britain to a Caribbean island to a plantation possessed by her father.
There she meets a well-educated slave Cambridge who was once freed from
slavery but became a slave again. He used to be a servant in England where he
learnt noble behaviour and became Christian. Although Emily goes to the
Caribbean with abolitionist aims, she is soon driven by her surroundings into
hegemonic racism. She looks down on the slaves and the equality between
blacks and whites is unthinkable. In her blindness, she cannot see that
Cambridge, though a slave, is a man of better dignity than the whites. “(...) the
novel challenges the hegemonic racial discourses in play both historically and at
the time of its publication.”??

Let us focus on the third approach that shows how black people lived in
Britain in the last quarter of the 20™" century. Sam Selvon is one of the Windrush
generation writers who wrote Moses Ascending in 1975. The book, set in the
1970s, describes Moses’s story and gives a reader a reliable picture of the time.
Moses, like his creator, is an immigrant of the Windrush generation; he buys an
old house and starts to rent it to various tenants some of whom do illegal
practices there. “A key theme of the text is the difference in sense of identity
between the Windrush generation of migrants — with their respect for authority
and disappointed belief in Britain as the “Mother Country” — and the younger
London black people.”?3 Moses’s dream is being a kind old apolitical landlord, but
throughout the book, he realizes how racist the British society is through several
encounters with the racist and violent acts of the police. It changes his apolitical
attitude.

Another author applying the third approach is Diran Adebayo who was
born into a Nigerian family. In his novel Some Kind of Black, set in 1993, he
portrays a few months of the life of Dele, a university student, who encounters
racism not only in London in a form of the police’s brutality, but also in Oxford
where he is labelled “number one Negro”. Among others, he experiences beating
up by the police during which his sister almost dies. His Nigerian family tries to
keep all Nigerian traditions, which means that his father is the main figure of the
family and suppress him. The novel depicts the relationship between the
Nigerian and African-Caribbean diasporas and their attitude towards the white
population.

Finally, the fourth approach takes into consideration the impacts of
racism on identity and belonging. “The impossibility of achieving a sense of

21 BBW, 74.
22 BBW, 84.
23 BBW, 85.
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belonging in a racist, white society is the central theme of much black British
writing.”?* To examine this impossibility, let us return to Joan Riley, particularly
to her novel The Unbelonging (1985). Its protagonist, Hyacinth (11), leaves
Jamaica to meet her father in Britain for the first time in her life. Sadly, he abuses
her sexually and thus creates in her a fear of black men forever and hate toward
herself. She does not feel comfortable in England and since she does not feel
comfortable among other people of her kind, she dreams about finding peace in
beautiful Jamaica of her childhood, so she goes there. “The Jamaica of her
dreams is replaced by a reality of poverty, slum life, and disease. She does not
belong there either. Her position has become marginal to both British and
Jamaican cultures.”?

Questions of identity and belonging are even more difficult for mixed-
heritage people. Lucinda Roy’s novel Lady Moses (1998), set in the 1950s — 70s,
deals with such questions. Its main character is black Jacinta, whose mother is a
white English and the father is of African origin. The father dies when she is still a
child, which leaves her alone with her white mother in racist Britain. Therefore,
once again, facing racism is in question and Jacinta feels she does not belong
even to her family. When she visits her African ancestors, she realizes that again
she is different from them as half of her is white. She has to come to terms that
she is unique —different from everybody.

Similar to Lady Moses is an autobiographical novel by Charlotte Williams
— Sugar and Slate (2002). Half Welsh and half Guyanese, Charlotte spent her
early childhood in Guyana where she was considered white and grew up in Wales
where she was looked at as coloured. The unsatisfying visit of Guyana makes her
realise that “until | changed my perception of what it was to be Welsh or what it
was to be Guyanese, or both, | would never feel that satisfaction of belonging.”2¢

24 BBW, 89.
% BBW, 91.
26 BBW, 94.
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2 The position of Benjamin Zephaniah in the post-war literary context

A big interest in Black writers occurred in the 1990s. The works of ethnic authors
in 1960s and 70s were regarded as the possession of their own culture, but this
perception changed in 1980s when Britain began to sense ethnic works as a part
of multicultural Britain. This changed once again in the 1990s when ethnicity and
race were put aside and the works of black Britons became a part of British
literature thanks to the notion named “cultural diversity”. At last, the black
British writing moved from a margin to the centre of literature. The new authors
of 1990s such as Bernardine Evaristo, Andrea Levy, Diran Adebayo and Courttia
Newland brought big changes concerning mainly the theme of identity but we
can see transformation also in, for example, imagery.?” | will briefly examine
these two changes that define the new generation of authors.

The reader can see the difference of the theme of identity in the work of
Bernardine Evaristo and Andrea Levy. Evaristo’s young character Lara in the
novel Lara grows up in the 60s — 70s and although she is half-Nigerian and half-
Irish (born in Ireland), she considers herself British. She travels to Nigeria to seek
her roots but feels that Britain is her home despite the racist taunts. Similarly,
the reader can trace the acceptance of Britain as home in Levy’s novel Every
Light in the House Burnin’ in which Angela, its young protagonist, prefers school
food to meals of her mother. She labels the school dinners as normal whereas
mother’s cooking is somewhat odd in her eyes. Moreover, she tries to assimilate
in regard to a haircut, and although her origin is Jamaican, she does not feel a
need to visit it. Generally, the new black authors deal with acceptance instead of
displacement (as earlier authors sensed it).

Migrant writers used very colourful language in their writings; they often
compared their vivid homeland with rainy Britain. They used items of their
culture such as tropical fruits and flora in metaphors and other tropes. For
instance, an immigrant writer Ferdinand Dennis described a kiss as “sweeter
than a Julie mango and twice as watery.”?® The new generation knows only what
surrounds them in Britain so for them, a mango is just a tropical fruit, as we can
see in Lara in which mango is labelled as black food. Therefore, the British-born
authors do not write about Africa or the Caribbean because they do not know it;
Britain is their home.

Since Benjamin Zephaniah is not just a novelist, but also a poet, allow me
to write about contemporary black British poetry. Black poets fall into two
groups: urban griots and trickster figures. The latter group named themselves
Cave Canem which literally means “beware the (angry) dog”. “The black British
poets who view their roles as “urban griots” (Roi Kwabena, Breis, Fatima
Kelleher, Merle Collins, Adisa, Vanessa Richards, Malika B) narrate contemporary
Britain as a citified and diverse diasporic village, partly defined by its external

27 BBW, 99 — 101.
28 BBW, 105.
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connections.”?® The other group, trickster figures, reflects British culture and
brings critique of it. To this “camp” belong SuAndi, Roger Robinson, Benjamin
Zephaniah, Lemn Sissay, Anthony Joseph, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Patience Agbabi
and Lorraine Griffiths. Of course, this division cannot be applied strictly to all the
poems by these authors, some of them would fit precisely to the other group.

Racism plays, sadly, an important role in poetry. Regardless of the
rekindled interest in the black authors described above, the black poets in Britain
are considered somewhat separated from the rest. Even the new modern
anthologies do not contain much black poetry if any:

The Columbia Anthology of British Poetry includes not one black
British poet, though it purports to chart the entire history of the
genre from its genesis to the present. In the second volumes of both
The Norton Anthology of English Literature and The Longman
Anthology of British Literature (each over 2,000 pages long), the sole
sample of a black British poet is Derek Walcott.3°

The times might be changing to the better since The Oxford Anthology of
Twentieth-Century British & Irish Poets contains eight black poets including
Benjamin Zephaniah but more than 120 white poets. The reason for it is that
black authors are not deemed canonical. Lemn Sissay suggested that Benjamin
Zephaniah, John Agard and Grace Nichols are closest to be canonical but they are
not. Moreover, Zephaniah seems to be more a figurehead for critique and
rebellion. Similarly to the anthologies, very few poems by black authors are
taught in schools, for example, ones by Grace Nichols, Moniza Alvi and Jackie
Kay.3!

Luckily, there are some anthologies being published that focus on Blacks
poets, such as Lemn Sissay’s The Fire People; IC3: The Penguin Book of New Black
Writing in Britain, and Bittersweet: Contemporary Black Women’s Poetry.
However, for an unknown reason, IC3 is out of print and its publisher is not
planning the second edition. Touching the topic of publishing, it is worth
mentioning that a book by SuAndi was refused by a white male publisher to be
printed for being too black.3?2 Another anthology called Other: British and Irish
Poetry Since 1970 is quite specific because, as the title suggests, it focuses on
“others” — various authors who write somewhat different poetry. It offers six
black British poets out of 55 (again including Benjamin Zephaniah) which is a
better percentage than in the works mentioned above.

Works by black British novelists are not so easy to get. There are some
specialized shops in London and other big cities, especially ones with big black
diasporas. However, in common libraries, one has to look for it carefully. Black

2 BBW, 110 -111.
30 BBW, 117.
31BBW, 111.
32 BBW, 114.
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literature is too often hidden in the section Commonwealth literature. Even the
specialized stores, however, sell more books by American blacks than the British
ones. “This is partly because the British reading public has not quite realized that
there are many black British writers worth reading and, of course, because black
British writers are often overshadowed by American writers.”33 At this point, it is
worth acknowledging that many black British writers saw their models among
African American authors — oppositely to the history of American literature
which had its foundations based on traditions and culture of Britain.3*

Benjamin Zephaniah, fully named Benjamin Obadiah Igbal Zephaniah,
was born in Birmingham on 15 April 1958. His roots, however, are set elsewhere.
His parents came to England a few years before his birth, the mother from
Jamaica, the father from Barbados.

Zephaniah left school at the age of 13. “Benjamin Zephaniah’s
background seems unlikely for a poet: a dyslexic who left school unable to
properly read and write; a black British Brummie whose teenage years of petty
crime culminated in a prison spell.”3> However, Zephaniah reached his popularity
thanks to his witty poems that often use features such as humour, absurdity or
parody to point out the issues around us.

Zephaniah has been doing poetry since he can remember and started
performing publicly very early. As he said: “But my first performance was at the
age of ten, in church, where | performed songs from the Bible in a kind of poetic
style.”3® It is no surprise then that by the age of 15 he was already a well-known
dub poet in Birmingham.

Zephaniah moved to London in 1978 to earn a living from poetry and
succeeded. He started performing at music concerts; meanwhile the bands were
changing over he amused the audience with his poems.3” Two years later,
Zephaniah's first poetry book Pen Rhythm was published by a small cooperative
Page One Books in East London. It was a good success, three editions were
created and it interested many big publishers some of which, ironically, refused
him only a few months earlier. To reach more people, Zephaniah decided to
perform his poetry on TV, so in 1983 he started a short TV program The Slot on
Channel 4.

Benjamin Zephaniah became the people’s poet; it is proven by the events
in the early 80s:

Zephaniah’s poetry could be heard on the demonstrations, at youth
gatherings, outside police stations, and on the dance floor. It was
once said of him that he was Britain’s most filmed, photographed,

3 BBW, 172.

34 BBW, 116.

35 “Benjamin Zephaniah,” British Council, accessed April 26, 2019,
https://literature.britishcouncil.org/writer/benjamin-zephaniah.

36 Benjamin Zephaniah and Victor Ambrus, Benjamin Zephaniah: My Story (London:
HarperCollinsPublishers, 2011), 22.

37 Zephaniah and Ambrus, Benjamin Zephaniah: My Story, 25.
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and identifiable poet, this was because of his ability to perform on
stage, but most of all on television, bringing Dub Poetry straight into
British living rooms.38

In the 90s, his popularity even increased and Zephaniah started performing
abroad, for instance, in South Africa, Zimbabwe, India, Pakistan and Colombia.

Benjamin Zephaniah is also a musician; he creates mostly Reggae and Dub
Poetry music, but his later music touches genres like Jazz, Hip Hop and Dubstep.
So far, he has released several albums and appeared as a guest in many songs by
various authors. He got involved in black rights in South Africa and composed a
song Free South Africa in 1983 as a tribute to Nelson Mandela, who listened to
this song while he was in prison and went to meet Zephaniah when he was
released.3?

Zephaniah got and still gets involved in many beneficent organizations; he
is their patron. Some help the minorities, some help disabled people, children,
poor, prisoners, refugees, youth and last but not least, he is the patron and life
member of The Vegan Society. The vegan lifestyle is often a topic of his poems;
he fights for animals’ rights and likes to point out unnecessary slaughters —
sometimes in a soft and funny way, sometimes in a realistic, shocking one. Some
of his books are dedicated to this topic — the first of them, Talking Turkeys, is
also the first one for children and it was so successful that it had to be reprinted
in just 6 weeks after publishing. He has written several other poetry books for
children since then.

Moreover, Zephaniah writes novels for teenagers starting with Face in
1999 and followed by Refugee Boy in 2001, Gangsta Rap in 2004, Teacher’s Dead
in 2007 and Terror Kid in 2014. These novels describe stories of teenagersin a
straight and realistic way.

To date, he released several other poetry collections such as The Dread
Affair (1985), City Psalms (1992), Propa Propaganda (1996) and Too Black, Too
Strong (2001) that points out racist issues in a very straightforward way. Apart
from that, he wrote also a few non-fiction books and several plays. Zephaniah
played minor characters in several TV series, in a film and documentaries; was a
TV presenter in a number of programs. In addition, he received almost twenty
university doctorates, a few awards and shockingly, he refused to become an
officer of the Order of the British Empire in 2003 because he considers it a
reminder of slavery and racism which is exactly what he despises. In 2008, The
Times listed him among 50 greatest post-war writers and people chose him the
third most favourite poet of all time in a poll in BBC in 2009 (after T. S. Eliot and
John Donne).

38 “Bjography,” Benjamin Zephaniah, accessed April 26, 2019,
https://benjaminzephaniah.com/biography/?doing wp cron=1554145291.78615808486938476
56250.

39 Zephaniah and Ambrus, Benjamin Zephaniah: My Story, 35.
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3 Analysis of ethnic and racial aspects in selected works by Benjamin
Zephaniah
3.1 Stephen Lawrence

Even though the controversial case of the killing of Stephen Lawrence happened
more than 25 years ago, its investigation has not come to an end yet. The case
will stay forever in British history as one of the most crucial events that highlight
racism.

Stephen Lawrence, an 18-year-old black youth, was waiting at a bus stop
in Eltham, south-east London, on 22 April 1993 with his friend Duwayne Brooks
when a gang of white young men approached them and stabbed Stephen. He
died on the spot. One day later, somebody left a letter with four names of the
suspects in a telephone box. The police surveillance began four days after that,
but when the killers were not caught within more than a week, Stephen’s family
complained publicly that the police had not been doing enough. During May and
June, the police arrested five youths (brothers Neil and Jamie Acourt, David
Norris, Gary Dobson, Luke Knight), two of whom were identified by Duwayne as
the killers at an identity parade. Those two (Neil Acourt, Luke Knight) were
charged with murder which they denied. On 29 July, the Crown Prosecution
Service dropped the charges with the announcement that identification by
Duwayne had not been sufficient evidence. The inquest stopped at the end of
the year, but it was to continue for many years.

In 1994, the Crown Prosecution Service refused to prosecute and
Stephen’s family started a private prosecution, which failed two years later. In
April of 1997, the inquest started; it was followed by an inquiry in 1998 and in
the same year, the police apologized for their mistakes in the case. The suspects
talked very evasively in all investigations.

In February of 1999, after two years of a judicial inquiry and an
investigation, the Macpherson report was published by a retired High Court
judge Sir William Macpherson. The report did not deal just with the murder of
Stephen Lawrence. “For example, it includes recommendations on general
policies on race relations, racism, education, social policy and numerous related
issues.”*9 It blames the Metropolitan Police*! (Met) for institutional racism.

David Norris and Neil Acourt were sent to a prison in 2002, but not for
the discussed murder. Another unsuccessful trial took place in 2004. Two years
later, the BBC created a documentary about the case. The new investigation
started in 2007 with new technology. A memorial for Stephen was opened in
2008 but its windows were smashed, most likely, by racist vandals only two
weeks later.

Another suspect, Gary Dobson, was jailed in 2010 but again not for the
murder. In 2012 (19 years since the incident), both David Norris and Gary Dobson

40 Solomos, Race and Racism in Britain, 91.
41 Henceforth referred to as Met.
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were found guilty for the death of Stephen Lawrence thanks to the traces of
Stephen’s DNA on their clothes. They received life sentences.

So far, the last bit of this case dates back to 2018: “The Met says the
investigation into Stephen’s murder is “unlikely to progress” without new
information.”*? In different words — the investigation has not finished yet, but
whether it will evolve or not nobody knows.

In the poem “What Stephen Lawrence Has Taught Us”, Benjamin
Zephaniah expresses strongly his anger about the injustice made in the case of S.
Lawrence by the police as a deed of institutional racism. The poem starts with a
very explicit line “We know who the killers are”. The first stanza then talks about
those killers, how they strut in public instead of being in prison, that they are like
“sick Mussolinis’”, but still they are protected by the law.

The second stanza informs the reader that black people do not provoke
fights; they encounter injustice, want justice and it is implied that everybody
knows it. The last two lines go “And now we know that the road to liberty/ Is as
long as the road from slavery.” If liberty means the freedom to do what one
wishes then these lines say that even though the black people are free, they
cannot, apparently, do what they want to do. It refers to the fact that Stephen
was just standing on a bus stop and the gang stabbed him just for being there,
for daring to stand there when they were going by. It will take a lot of time to
reach the point at which blacks are equal in everything to whites.

The last stanza, multiple times longer than the previous two, softly
appeals to love one another and it says via irony that blacks had better never
dare to wait for a bus and be certain they would get aboard. The text raises a
guestion, after seeing desperate Stephen’s parents, why should people,
especially blacks, pay for the police via taxes when the police do not protect
them, as it should. The text warns people that they should not feel safe on the
streets just because they are free since the police cannot secure them.

Zephaniah then talks about institutionalized racism that is being defined
by “the academics and the super cops” meanwhile people die in custody. It is
implied next that though it might sound absurd the murders of blacks often do
not have a murderer which is not a theory, it is a sad reality, a heart-wrenching
situation of justice in Britain. Zephaniah underlines this statement by uttering the
ironic praise of the Queen — “God Save the Queen”. He then begs God to save
“black children who want to grow up” perhaps because he does not know who
else he could beg for their protection when the police are useless in this sense.
God should also protect those who dare to be angry because of all this injustice
because anybody can harm them if “You have friends in high places” and
oppositely, those in high places will not help you if you are not their friend.

The last several lines of this piece of poetry make an appeal to Mr
Condon, to be honest, enter the cruel reality, leave the “well-paid ignorance”

42 “Stephen Lawrence murder: A timeline of how the story unfolded,” BBC, accessed April 26,
2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-26465916.
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and deal with the blacks as equal. Simply, Zephaniah wants him to confess that
the police is institutionally racist. One can easily imagine how unpleasant must
be such a direct call on the police Commissioner. Paul Condon is the person who
publicly apologized for police’s failures in the past concerning Lawrence’s case.
“However, Sir Paul refused to accept that his force was 'institutionally racist.”43
The poem ends with the same line with which it begins — “We know who the
killers are.”

Zephaniah said in one interview in 2004 that racism had not really
changed from the times he was growing up but people that cause it have. “I think
we shouldn’t be fooled by the fact that we don’t see groups of skinheads walking
round east London. The people who killed Stephen Lawrence weren’t your
typical skinheads. So | think the struggle hasn’t really changed — just that the
skinhead now has longer hair and wears a suit.”** He continues to explain that in
some ways things got even worse because official torturing is legal in some
cases.

It is worth mentioning that Stephen Lawrence is not the only one who
died in suspicious circumstances involving whites or even the police. One of
them is Ricky Reel — a student of Asian origin who went out with his friends and
never came home. His family learnt from his friends that they had faced some
threats from a group of whites that night and had seen Ricky running towards
the Thames. What exactly happened to him remains a mystery, his body was
found in the river. The police were not much helpful in the case and the whole
truth may never be revealed.* A Sikh youth named Gurdip Singh Chaggar was
also a victim of racist murderers.

Another horrible case is the one of Joy Gardner’s, a 40-year-old Jamaican
woman, who died in the police’s effort to deport her. Zephaniah wrote a poem
“The Death of Joy Gardner” about her. Similar cases are those of Roger Sylvester
and Rashan Charles. The police are involved in both of them.

One case involves a member of Zephaniah’s family. Michael Powell,
Zephaniah's cousin, was arrested in Birmingham. “He later collapsed and died in
suspicious circumstances at Thornhill Road police station.”*® Zephaniah said that
he had tried to reach Tony Blair (the Prime Minister at the time) to ask him for
information about the case but had not succeeded and the police had not
provided any useful information either. “We have not seen or heard anything of
all the reports and investigations we were told were going to take place. Now, all
that my family can do is join with all the other families who have lost members

43 “Lawrence Inquiry: Condon apologises,” The Guardian, accessed April 26, 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/1998/oct/01/lawrence.ukcrime.

44 “Benjamin Zephaniah: Rage of Empire,” Socialist Review, accessed April 26, 2019,
http://socialistreview.org.uk/281/benjamin-zephaniah-rage-empire.

4> “Do you remember Ricky Reel? | still do,” Labour Briefing, accessed April 26, 2019,
http://labourbriefing.squarespace.com/home/2018/1/21/do-you-remember-ricky-reel-i-still-do.
46 Socialist Review, “Benjamin Zephaniah: Rage of Empire”
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while in custody because no one in power is listening to us.”4’ In this interview,
Zephaniah encouraged Blair to discuss crime investigation of racist cases with
him, though unsuccessfully.

3.2 Face

Martin Turner, the main character of the novel Face, is a handsome young boy.
He has a pretty girlfriend Natalie and two best friends Matthew and Mark. They
love to spend time together. On the last day of school, just before the summer
holiday, they go out and meet three girls from Jamaica Marica, Teen and Naz
who invite them to a rap club Dancemania so they go there in the evening and
have a great time. They leave because a man offers drugs to Matthew. The three
boys walk Natalie home and on their further way, they meet a car with Pete, a
boy from school, who offers them a lift home. Both Martin and Mark get in,
Matthew chooses walking instead. The driver starts driving dangerously fast and
refuses to drop them off. The police begin to chase them until they crash. Pete
dies on the spot, the driver and Mark are lightly wounded and Martin’s face is
heavily burnt.

Martin awakens in the hospital. He is drugged with painkillers; he can
hardly move. His parents sit by his bed. He feels that something is wrong with his
face, so he demands to see himself in a mirror. After discussing it with the
psychologist Alan Green, he is allowed. His face is deformed; he is ugly. He
spends almost a whole summer in a hospital. His friends visit him now and then,
he proceeds a surgery, and he meets a similarly disabled boy Anthony. When he
is released, he decides to go to school normally with the others. He has to face
many disgusted looks and rude remarks everywhere. He has to learn how to
cope with it.

Martin changes. He becomes a better, more conscientious student.
Gradually, due to his appearance, he loses his best friends. He realizes that they
are not so good; on the contrary, they are superficial. Martin is chosen to be the
captain of a gymnastics team. Once he goes out alone since nobody wants to go
with him and visits Dancemania. He meets the Jamaican girls there. Martin
notices that they do not judge him according to his appearance. He enjoys the
night at the club and invites them to the upcoming gymnastics competition.

Not even Natalie wants to go out with him. In addition, he encounters
some children who insult him badly. After this, he refuses to leave home for a
few days and eventually goes to visit the psychologist Alan Green. Thanks to his
advice, he is back on track. The gymnastics competition takes place and although
Martin’s team does not win, they celebrate because their performance was the
most impressive in the eyes of the audience. The disfigured boy Anthony and
Jamaican girls are and cheer. Natalie wants to approach Martin and be proudly

47 “'Me? | thought, OBE me? Up yours, | thought,"”, The Guardian, accessed April 26, 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2003/nov/27/poetry.monarchy.
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his girlfriend when she sees his success, but he sends her away implicitly. He
feels happy.

The story is set in contemporary East London. One of the first scenes
takes us into a fair where Martin with his friends saw an unusually big amount of
police officers. They are acknowledged that there was unrest caused by gangs.
The reader learns from the narration that this part of London is very culturally
diverse and that gangs of different ethnic origins fight between each other and
unite sometime to fight gangs from other parts of London. There are “(...) white
gangs, black gangs, Muslim gangs, Sikh gangs and Chinese gangs.”*®

Zephaniah mentions many signs of ethnic diversity as well as racism while
the friends go down Green Street. What used to be the heart of the Asian
community is now a multicultural area. There are kebab houses, Indian
takeaways and:

(...) Chinese shops, African dress shops, a Filipino bookshop, shops
that sold jellied eels, Jamaican breads and Somalian foods. Then he
saw a reminder of the sadder side of life in this area. Many of the
shops had metal shutters on their windows and doors to protect
them from racist attacks. But here racists had even attacked the
shutters. Some of the shutters had racist graffiti painted on them and
others had scorch marks left after fire bomb attacks.*

The first one who meets the Jamaican girls is Natalie while she is waiting for the
boys outside a shop. At this moment, Zephaniah depicted a racist belief often
held by whites that every black person embodies a danger to them. The first
thing Natalie thinks when she notices that the Jamaican girls are watching her is
that “(...) they looked good but dangerous.”? As the girls began to approach her,
she felt insecure just because of her presumption: “Her heart began to race, the
palms of her hands began to sweat. She felt like falling apart but she held herself
together.”>! She was expecting trouble so powerfully that she even expected to
see a weapon drawn from a pocket of one of the girls. “Natalie swallowed hard
as the girl pulled out a couple of leaflets.” She misjudged the situation and
received an invitation to the rap club Dancemania. Not only the black girls invite
her and boys to their favourite club, they are also friendly and they invite them
again when they are departing in Dancemania.

A rather important scene is when the four are deciding where to go that
evening. It is Martin who turns out to be a racist to a considerable extent. He
refuses to go to Dancemania “I’'m not going there, it’s all black music.”>? and
continues with uttering his fears that “The place is gonna be full of blacks, they

48 Benjamin Zephaniah, Face (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1999), 19.
49 Zephaniah, Face, 28.
%0 Zephaniah, Face, 25.
51 Zephaniah, Face, 25.
52 7ephaniah, Face, 32.

22



don’t like us ... OK, some like us but not in their clubs.”>3 The reader learns that
Martin considers blacks different to which as a response Natalie says wisely: “If
you don’t like someone just because they’re different you got problems. What
do ya expect, everyone to be like you?”>* She also tells him he had to respect
people. As we know from the summary, it is Natalie who will not respect him
after the crash and it will be Martin who will be glad for everyone who would
respect him with his new face.

Racism is strongly connected to the term discrimination; well, racism
itself is nothing more than discrimination of race. Discrimination might have
many forms. In Face, we meet discrimination of appearances that helps Martin
to understand and overcome his own racism. Martin feels this discrimination
many times throughout the book and feels the first signs of it in the hospital in
which even his best friends cannot look at him for a long time. Martin has to
learn to face discrimination in many forms such as the disgusted expressions on
people’s faces that walk by or several verbal attacks by pupils at school. He even
gets into a physical fight with a classmate on the first day of school when he tells
him “I don’t care if you look a bit poxy.”>® Since then, he learnt to control his rage
and convert it into mere verbal defence. He has to struggle with a perception of
some people who treat him like disabled and believe he is just temporarily ill.

When Martin visits Dancemania alone, the text does not mention a single
word of any disgust toward Martin’s face; quite the opposite, immediately after
he meets familiar faces, they start conversing with him and praises his dance
moves from his previous visit. The Jamaican girls even ensure him that they still
like him “It was bad news, man, but we know you’re cool. So just stay cool, all
right, brother?”°¢ Moreover, a boy unknown to him approaches him and says
“Just stay strong — it’s nice to see you here.”>” Before he says goodbye to the
girls they suggest that they should go to watch a football match sometime and
Martin invites them to the gymnastics competition.

A beautiful message can be seen in this novel, it looks like Zephaniah tries
to make the readers aware of the fact that, simply put, discrimination is bad.
People should not discriminate each other because something might change and
the discriminators might become the discriminated ones. Consequently, it also
explains how racism is useless because black people, in the book Jamaican girls,
can be even better people than superficial whites. The book also conveys a
message to appreciate what we have.

It seems in all of his novels, that he educates his readers. In one interview
for The Guardian Zephaniah confirmed my assumption. To the question if he
tries to change the world via his books, he answered:

53 Zephaniah, Face, 32.
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Yeah, | seriously do but | realise that that’s not possible. What | can
do is make individuals think. | can make individuals think about the
issue a bit deeper than they would have if they’d just heard it on the
news. A lot of those people go on to being in positions of importance
and in that way I’'m — indirectly — I’'m helping to change the world.
So yes, | kind of write for the good of mankind. But | know my
limitations.>®

In the same interview, he also said that if people, especially young ones, want to
change something about the injustice they have to get up off the couch and be
activists.

3.3 Refugee Boy

Alem is a fourteen-year-old refugee boy from the border between Ethiopia and
Eritrea. His mother is Eritrean and father Ethiopian. That means that Ethiopians
hates them because they are Eritrean family and vice versa. There is a war
between the two nations and it is the war from which Alem with his father Mr
Kelo escape. They come to England and accommodate in a bed-and-breakfast.
Without discussing it or at least letting him know, Mr Kelo abandons Alem at
night leaving him only a letter. The owner of the place contacts the Refugee
Council and Social Services that arrange for Alem to be taken into care. First, he
goes to a children’s home and later to the kind and supportive foster family —
the Fitzgeralds.

In the children’s home, Alem meets Mustapha and Sweeney. Sweeney is
a bully (white); he likes to tease Alem as well as Mustapha. Mustapha is also a
refugee boy and becomes a good friend of Alem. His new foster family consists
of Mr and Mrs Fitzgerald and their daughter Ruth. They try to prepare Alem for
the court by teaching him what to say, they play it like a theatre. Alem starts
going to school and enjoys it. The family receives a sad letter from Mr Kelo
informing Alem that his mother was murdered. Alem has flashbacks from the
hard times back at home in Africa (violent encounters with soldiers). In addition
to the sad news, Ruth reveals that used to take care of Themba, also a refugee,
who committed suicide. In all his distress he experiences some bright moment
such as the first encounter with snow.

Later, Alem learns Mustapha’s story of his father who was dragged away
in a car and Mustapha still hopes he will once return for him. One day, while
waiting on a bus stop, a hooded man approaches Alem and threatens him he will
kill him unless he gives him his bike. He makes Alem angry when he calls him

58 “Benjamin Zephaniah: people all over the world are living in fear and to me all those people are
being terrorised,” The Guardian, accessed April 26, 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/childrens-books-site/2014/nov/04/benjamin-zephaniah-
terrorism-revolution-interview-terror-kid.
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Refugee Boy so Alem wants to fight him with a knife, but luckily, Sweeney
appears, calms him down and sends the hoodie away.

Unexpectedly, Mr Kelo comes back to England and meets the Fitzgeralds.
Mr Kelo and Alem want to obtain asylum, which is difficult because officially
there is no war to hide from. Together they practice for the court again with the
Fitzgeralds. Mustapha and Ruth decide to start a campaign for Alem and Mr Kelo
that would include leaflets and a concert. Mr Kelo disagrees with that because he
believes there are spies everywhere so he does not want to draw attention.
Later, according to their plan, there is a demonstration for them; Mustapha, Ruth
and then Alem himself talk to the microphone about his case. At the same time,
some man, probably a spy, stabs Mr Kelo.

What | read and will examine is Lemn Sissay’s adaptation (2013) for the
stage based on Zephaniah’s novel. Lemn Sissay is a friend of Zephaniah. The story
is similar to Sissay’s own fate since his parents were also Ethiopian-Eritrean. They
left him as a child so he grew up in a foster family in the county of Lancashire.

Refugee Boy is a crucial work concerning racism and ethnicity since
asylum seekers and refugees are often discussed topics nowadays and as
Zephaniah said: “Racism against asylum seekers is the new racism, and what |
think is really sad is that a lot of black people are getting on board with it.”>° He
also said that black people complained that refugees were taking their jobs
although people had said the same about them not so long before. Zephaniah
wrote the novel after listening to refugees’ horrific stories, so it is based on real
lives. He wanted to create a book with which would refugees identify and which
would open the eyes of Britons.

The racism in the play is clearly depicted in Sweeney’s behaviour. He
compensates his own misfortune on both Alem and Mustapha. He mocks them
all the time. In one scene, for instance, he makes Alem say the sentence “l am a
Refugee Boy.” louder and louder and threatens him with a knife in his hand.°
The book shows that many refugees must go through a lot, their lives are not
easy and racism makes it even worse. It points out the sad facts that some
refugees commit suicide to end their misery, some are even killed and some are
left alone in a foreign country without anybody.

The scene with the hooded man reminds me strongly of Stephen
Lawrence’s case for several reasons: Alem stands on a bus stop, also in East
London, he does not do there anything wrong and he definitely does not do
anything to provoke the hoodie. Moreover, the man starts annoying Alem
without any logical reason and there is the same weapon — a knife, although in
Alem’s hand.

The sad story of this novel explains that people should not treat the
refugees in a bad way, because perhaps the majority of them arrived in Britain
(or any other country) since they had to escape from their home country.

59 Socialist Review, “Benjamin Zephaniah: Rage of Empire”
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Moreover, many of those might have gone through some distressing events and
again (as the blacks in Face) they might be good people.

3.4 Gangsta Rap

Ray (15) is expelled from school for his rude behaviour. His best friends Prem and
Tyrone were also expelled a short time before him. The common hobby of the
three boys is listening to rap music and creating it too. They gather in a shop Flip
Disc owned by a big Jamaican man nicknamed Marga Man who is a friend and
something like a father to them.

Ray, Prem and Tyrone visit, with their mothers, their head teacher who
offers them attending a special school Positivity Centre, where they would learn
through their hobby — rapping. The Positivity Centre arranges for them working
in @ music studio owned by a friend of Marga Man. They start to create raps and
record them. Marga Man becomes their manager. They find a producer that
belongs to Duncan R. Sinclair. They called themselves Positive Negatives. Their
music becomes popular; they are celebrities. They have the first concert at Rex,
which is a big success, but after the concert a bunch of hooded men attack them
and one fan is stabbed. There is another rap band Western Alliance®! (WA) from
West London (Positive Negatives are from East London) whose leader is Dragon.
It seems that there is a war between gangs from East and West caused by rivalry
between the bands.

Ray meets Yinka and falls in love with her, she is a great inspiration to
him. Ray moves to his own place after an incident with the father. After one of
the concerts, two men on motorbikes attack them with guns; Yinka dies on the
spot. Ray and all the other receive calls from a man called The Messenger. Ray
buys a gun to defend himself. During another concert, a member of WA is
arrested with a gun. Their next concert is in West London. After the concert, the
members of WA manage to get to the backstage to start a fight, but after a little
struggle bouncers make them violently go away.

The Messenger calls Ray and arranges a meeting at night with Dragon
from WA. Dragon beats him up, but Prem with Tyrone save him. Ray is just about
to shoot Dragon when they find out that the members of WA receive the same
calls from The Messenger. The two bands meet to make peace and find out the
truth. They go to the police station. The police find out that the number of The
Messenger belongs to Duncan — the producer of Positive Negatives as well as
WA. He created a war between them to raise profits. Both bands visit him
together and Duncan is arrested for his deeds. At the end, both bands plan to do
a concert together.

Once again, the story of the book is set in East London, many times the
characters visit the exact places where Martin from Face wandered with his
friends; and once again, the book is very rich in a variety of ethnicity. The three

61 Henceforth referred to as WA.
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main characters are coloured. Prem has Indian origin, Tyrone and Ray’s origin is
set in the Caribbean, Marga Man is Jamaican, Yinka Nigerian, Prem’s girlfriend is
described as “(...) a pretty, dark-skinned Hindu girl”®?, Tyrone’s girlfriend Sam is
of Asian origin and throughout the book, the reader meets a lot of minor
characters of various origins, such as a Japanese reporter at a press conference.
Therefore, Zephaniah offers a truly multicultural society with all its pros and
cons.

We can see multiculturalism in the setting similar to the one in Face.
Apart from the characters and among other things, Zephaniah writes about
various types of restaurant (Thai, Nigerian, Calabash Caribbean takeaway) or
Indian culture in the discussion at school with the head teacher and parents.
Prem’s mother is discontent because Prem does not take any interest in Indian
culture. She always wished he would sing Hindi songs and maybe once he would
become a Bollywood film star. “(...) but no, Prem doesn’t like Hindi films, Prem
doesn’t like his own culture, he want to do that shouting rapping thing to that
Jamaican Music.””®3

As the head teacher explains to her and to the rest of them, rap is not
Jamaican music, it is American, which leads me to the fact that the central theme
of the book is music as the title suggests. The novel offers a few short lyrics of
the boys’ rapping. Gangsta rap is a type of rap whose lyrics deal with gangsters’
themes. “Mirroring the culture of ‘gangsta rap,” some of the dialogue is
misogynist (girls are referred to as ‘bitches’), stereotyped (Marga Man speaks a
combination of mainstream and pidgin English), and raw.”®* As this sentence of a
review says, the boys, trying to live a proper gangsta life, label girls with the word
bitches. In their struggle to pick up some of the girls they do various things and
Zephaniah makes fun of it, which may mean he is against a gangster lifestyle, or
— more likely — he tries to learn young people behave properly. “They teased,
guestioned or simply made noises without let-up, never stopping to consider
why none of the girls had come rushing over to throw themselves at their
feet.”® In general, teenagers like using swear words whenever adults are not
around. To depict the story more realistically Zephaniah uses quite a lot of dirty
words, especially when the two bands confront each other.

Benjamin Zephaniah is known as a rebel who says what he thinks
regardless of how controversial or rough the topic is. In other words, he does not
fear to tell the truth. It must be clear by now from the poem analysed above and
not only from it. He does it in his novels as well though they are aimed at
teenagers. In one interview, however, he confessed: “And it’s interesting that I'm
supposed to be writing these things for teenagers, and teenagers read them, but
deep down I’'m writing these for adults. Really they’re books for adults.”®® As |
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showed and will show, the books depict the gang fights, crimes, drugs, murders,
deaths etc.

Gangsta Rap shows also a relationship that is not so usual. It is between
Tyrone who is only 16 and a member of the stuff of the Positivity Centre — an
Asian woman Sam. Not only do they date, but they also conceive a baby and
than Zephaniah surprises the reader once more, when Sam has a miscarriage
while shopping.

While walking alone at night, Ray meets prostitutes, even almost childish
one, who must have encountered violence. “The second was a black girl, she
looked barely fifteen. (...) Ray looked down as he walked and saw that her legs
had long scars on them as if she had been slashed with a sharp instrument. ‘Do
you want it, Mister?’”®” Earlier in the story, before the three boys start attending
Positivity Centre, Ray runs away from home and when he is alone, at night on a
street, he himself is offered to become a male prostitute by a stranger who also
offers him doing some illegal practices. “’Doing what?’ Ray replied. ‘That all
depends how far you wanna go, youth man. (...) | can get you some modelling
work, you know what I’m saying?’”®®

The police come across several times in the story. Ray returns to his home
from his short homeless life because he is caught by the police in a small fight
that he gets into with Tyron and Prem. As described above they tried to pick up
some girls in a park and when one of them pushed Ray, he did the same and
called her a bitch. As revenge, her friends came and beat up the boys. “Their
attackers were older than them, a mixture of Asian and black guys. They had
come for revenge, and they had the element of surprise.”® Then a fight is
described vividly ending with a little of blood. From this moment, the police
know them by their names. “On Thursday night as they walked home from Flip
Discs they were stopped and searched and on Saturday in the shopping centre
they were stopped and questioned, and on both occasions the police called them
by their names.””? | find the searching and questioning racist. If one gets involved
in a fight once it does not mean he/she will do other illegal practices.

The characters are aware of racism in Britain including the institutional
type. For instance, they know that some places just are not designated for them.
When they are in a luxurious hall, as celebrities, they discuss it briefly. “’Just
think, if we’d walked in this place last year, we would have been kicked out.” ‘You
mean arrested,” Tyrone said. ‘Or given a cleaning job,” Prem added.””’?

Later, after the murder of Yinka, Ray accuses the police of institutional
racism by saying to the police officers:

67 Zephaniah, Gangsta Rap, 303.
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"You lot are rubbish,” shouted Ray. ‘You know that, don’t ya? You're
rubbish, and | can see that you don’t care. We will never get justice if
you have your way, never. As far as you’re concerned we’re just black
people killing each other. This is just another black on black statistic
for you, ain’t it, and all you’re doing now is just going through the
motions. This is just a job for you, but this is our lives. My girlfriend
has been killed, we could have all been killed, and to you we’re just
paperwork.’

The police officer denies it and Ray continues. ““Yeah, but it’s a dead black
woman,” said Ray. ‘And you got better things to do, haven’t you?’”’2 Ray’s
sentence “As far as you’re concerned we’re just black people killing each other.”
reminds me of Zephaniah’s reflection on racism against asylum seekers.
Zephaniah highlighted an article in which people were supposed to say what they
thought about asylum seekers and the reporters asked deliberately Asians and
blacks to show that it is not just whites that are against them. “It really is easy to
be racist when you’ve got black people doing the racism for you, when you’ve
got some Uncle Toms, if you like.”3

It seems that Ray knows something about cases like Stephen Lawrence.
There is no evidence of institutional racism in the book but it is worth
mentioning that it turns out that the motorbike from which a killer of Yinka shot
was stolen from the police station. What a coincidence — the owner was a police
officer and the thief cannot be identified from the footage of the CCTV camera
because of his/her helmet.

Children of ethnic minorities often face exclusion at school. There is an
article in the book from the newspaper “The Sunday Educational Supplement”. |
find it funny that the article is an imitation of The Times Educational Supplement.
It is a newspaper dealing with an education that is being published for teachers
in the UK.”* This article serves as an introduction to the chapter in which the boys
enters Positivity Centre for the first time. Again, it looks like Zephaniah tries to
educate his readers about issues such as exclusion that minorities have to face
oftentimes; and gives a reader a solution.

Yinka was not the only character that died; apart from her, a teenage boy
from the west part of London (unknown to the reader) was killed by somebody
from the east side. Although it may look far-fetched in reality, wars between
gangs (usually shaped by origin) are really happening in London. It is a grand
issue.”
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Zephaniah's novels are interconnected by several details. Firstly, of
course, it is the setting of Face, Refugee Boy and Gangsta Rap. They all take place
in East London and, for example, they visit the same Green Street.

The strongest connection is between Refugee Boy and Gangsta Rap. The
fan, nicknamed Fingers, that was stabbed at Positive Negatives’ first concert
becomes their friend and receives free VIP entrances to their concerts as a
means of compensation for his wound. He is allowed to bring one more person
and he takes his friend Alem. Therefore, Alem and Ray meet at the after-party of
a concert. He tells Ray: ““You should go to Africa, I'm from there, Africa needs
you. And | want to thank you for that rap you done called “Refugee Me”. That
tune is intelligent, yes, that tune means a lot to me. | brought you a present.”””®
He gives Ray a small book titled Wise Words of Africa. Only after the next concert
does Ray learn from Fingers that his name is Alem and as a means of his thanks
for the book, Ray sends Alem a signed CD. Another small connection is the fact
that Jackson from Zephaniah’s novel Teacher’s Dead listens to the band Positive
Negatives.

Concerning the perception of identity and belonging discussed above,
Zephaniah belongs definitely to the second generation as a British-born author
writing about young Britons, but Refugee Boy violates it a little since Alem,
apparently, is a refugee and he does not feel a need to be in Britain. All he
desires is being with his parents regardless of a place. Going back to the topic at
the beginning of chapter 2, the eleventh chapter of Gangsta Rap is a short
review of Positive Negative’s music. It starts with “It may be British, but this has
to be the hip-hop album of the year.””” The sentence confirms the statement
that creations of minorities in Britain are nowadays a part of cultural diversity,
hence considered British. Contrary to the old perception, which would see their
music as foreign or Caribbean-Indian.

The main message of the novel leads us back to the poem “What Stephen
Lawrence Has Taught Us” in which Zephaniah encourages everyone to love more
and thus be kinder and more honest to one another. Whit kinder behaviour
there would not be so many misunderstandings that can lead to violence or to
something even worse, as the book pinpoints. To be particular, if the two bands
discussed the threat-calls when they first occurred, there would not be the “war”
at all. Consequently, one might say that assumptions without evidence lead too
often to harmful impacts (each band assumed the threats were coming from the
other one).

76 Zephaniah, Gangsta Rap, 280.
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Conclusion

The first chapter discussed racism in Britain, mostly from political view.
Although the immigration did not start with World War I, it was a starting point.
People from the former colonies started to move to Britain which immediately
launched fears of the British population. Therefore, several acts came into force
that put more and more restrictions on the incomers. Some politicians decided
to defend Britain by being against immigrants, hence being racist. The best-
known one is Enoch Powell who even wanted to send the immigrants back to
their countries. Racist behaviour of politicians, the police and common people
resulted in many riots, most importantly the ones in 1980, 1981, 1985 and 2001.
Even though it is often believed that the black population commit more crimes
than whites do, the statistics show it is not true. As a means of suppressing
racism, several acts on race relations were created. A big step in creating anti-
racist nation was electing four MPs of various origin in 1987; their number even
increased in the next elections. There was a sort of fight between racist and anti-
racist political groups such as Rock Against Racism, Anti-Nazi League and their
opponent the National Front.

The other part of the first chapter started with defining Black British
Writing and a basic division of the black authors. It continued by examination of
four different approaches to the notions of identity and belonging. The first one
can be found in the stories of characters who decided to migrate to Britain as
their “Mother Country” and were immensely disappointed by the racism they
found there. The second approach goes back to history to remind us that things
used to be even worse for blacks in the past. The third approach depicts the lives
of blacks in Britain near the end of the 20™" century and the fourth one highlights
the impact of racism on the sensing of identity and belonging. The last
paragraphs of the chapter discussed mix-origin characters for whom it is very
difficult to find a place or people that they would identify with.

The second chapter started by stating that books by black writers are no
more considered as foreign but as a part of culturally diverse British culture.
Then, | dealt with changes in the perception of identity and belonging in works of
the second generation and how their imagery changed. The following paragraphs
focused on black British poets and demonstrated that racism has its place even in
poetry since anthologies do not contain many black poets. There are however
some specialised anthologies dedicated to them. It is then explained that works
of black British authors are not so easy to come by. The last part of chapter two
offered Zephaniah’s biography. Zephaniah has been a poet since his early
childhood; his dream to earn a living from poetry came true when he was
twenty. He is a musician, the patron of many beneficent organizations; he wrote
several novels for teenagers, a few other books, several poetry collections and
among other activities appeared many times on TV.

Chapter 3 seeks ethnic and racial aspects in selected works by Benjamin
Zephaniah and analyses them. The first discussed work was the poem “What
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Stephen Lawrence Has Taught Us” that Zephaniah wrote as his angry reaction to
the murder of a youth by a white group of racists. In the case, police turned out
to be institutionally racist which is exactly what Zephaniah points out in the
poem. As an introduction to the poem, the description of the whole case is given,
and a few similar cases are added in its analysis. Zephaniah uses irony,
accusations and appeals.

My main aim concerning the novels was to prove that they are truly
multicultural and that Zephaniah educates his readers through his directness
about issues such as racism and discrimination. He conveys to the readers wise
messages and tries to, not forcibly, change them — their perception of racism,
for instance. By directness, | mean the realistic, often shocking events such as the
total destruction of Martin’s face in the novel Face and the consequent
discrimination he has to encounter; the deaths, the kidnapping and threats in
Refugee Boy; the deaths, stabbing, fights and threatening calls in Gangsta Rap.
The first target, multiculturalism, was easily traceable in descriptions of streets
and in variety of origin of the characters in each discussed novel.

| believe the main message of Face was demonstrating that one should
not discriminate others for any reason because she/he might become the
discriminated one and that a person who looks the least appealing might be the
kindest one since the novel’s protagonist realises how superficial his friends are
and the people whom he tended to discriminate are fine.

Refugee Boy teaches the unaware readers that refugees, who are often
disliked by the “original” population, might be in fact warm-hearted people who
had no other choice than fleeing from their country to the new one; and that
they quite possibly experienced something horrible so we should not treat them
badly.

Finally, Gangsta Rap gives a not-so-clear lesson that if people were kinder
and more straightforward towards each other they would avoid a lot of
misunderstanding, violence and even wars! Similarly, in the poem “What
Stephen Lawrence Has Taught Us”, Zephaniah appeals to us to love one another
more. The reader can also learn that people of ethnic minorities are often
excluded and what can be done about that.

As was visible mainly in the multicultural setting of London and various
ethnicity of characters of the novels, Zephaniah belongs to the second
generation of black writers — the foreign characters do not even mention the
countries of their origin, although Refugee Boy violates this rule. His novels are
not afraid of depicting taboo subjects in a straightforward way to educate the
readers and draw their attention to issues of society.
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Resumeé

Tato bakalarska prace se zaobird rasovymi a etnickymi aspekty ve vybranych
dilech Benjamina Zephaniaha. Déli se na tfi kapitoly; v prvni z nich je Ctenafi
nastinéna problematika rasismu (Uzce spjatého s imigraci) v Britanii od druhé
svétové valky, a to predevsim z politického pohledu. Po druhé svétové valce se
britské impérium zacalo rozpadat a dochazela k dekolonizaci. Nasledkem toho
zacalo ¢im dal vice lidi migrovat z byvalych kolonii do Velké Britanie. Velkou
pozornost upoutalo pfipluti lodi Empire Windrush k britskému brehu, kterd
pfivezla 417 obyvatel Jamajky. Tato lod nebyla ani zdaleka posledni, ktera
privazela obyvatele byvalych kolonii. Neni proto pfekvapenim, Ze v 50. letech
zacala v politickych kruzich horliva debata na téma imigranti jako dusledek
strachu z moznych problému. V roce 1958 k prvnimu vétSimu problému i doslo.
Jednalo se o demonstrace v Londyné a Nottinghamu, které vSak zapocali bélosi
svymi Utoky na pristéhovalce. Prvni krok ze strany vlady omezuijici pfiliv imigrant(
byl zakon Commonwealth Immigration Act v roce 1962, ktery jednoduse zamezil
volny pohyb osob mezi staity Commonwealthu — tj. Spolecenstvi naroda.

Ztejmé nejznaméjsim politikem spojovanym s rasismem je Enoch Powell,
ktery, mimo jiné, navrhoval deportaci imigrant( zpét do jejich ptiivodnich zemi.
S pfibyvajicimi zakony omezujici imigranty na sebe nedaly nepokoje dlouho
Cekat. Vyznamné ndsilné konfrontace mezi imigranty a policii se objevily v letech
1980 (Bristol) a 1981 (London, Liverpool). Dalsi, podobné nepokoje nastaly v roce
1985 a 2001. V pfipadech, kdy policie diskriminuje mensiny a dopousti se
rasismu, mluvime o tzv. instituciondlnim rasismu. Je to rasismus, proti kterému
zmohou pfistéhovalci méloco, kdyz se nemaji na koho obratit pro pomoc.
které bude fec¢ pozdéji.

| kdyZ se Casto fika, Ze cernosi pachaji mnohem vice trestnych ¢inQ,
statistiky to nepotvrzuji. Krom zdkon(i omezujicich pfijezd mensin do Britanie
zacaly vychazet i zakony, jeZ se snazily eliminovat rasismus a zaclenit
pristéhovalce do spolecnosti. Nékteré z téchto zakonu si kladly za cil odstranit
diskriminaci v zaméstnani, pomoci vzdélat o rasismu obyvatelstvo a dokonce
vzniklo nékolik statem spravovanych instituci pro boj proti rasismu. Mimo né
vzniklo a zaniklo také nékolik politickych skupin, at uz rasistickych ¢i anti-
rasistickych. Velkym krokem pro Britanii bylo zvoleni prvnich ¢ernych ¢len(
parlamentu v roce 1987 a to hned ¢&tyr.

Druha ¢&ast prvni kapitoly pojedndva o Cernosské britské literature. Velky
rozdil panuje mezi prvni a druhou generaci téchto autora. Jako prvni generace se
oznacuji ti, ktefi se do Britanie pristéhovali v prlibéhu jejich Zivota, kdeZto autofi
druhé generace se jiz v Britanii narodili. Vyznamny rozdil miZeme vysledovat
v jejich pristupu k identité a sounaleZitosti. K témto konceptim byly popsany
celkem ctyfi pristupy. Prvni z nich je vyobrazen v pribéhu lidi, ktefi pfijedou z cizi
zemeé do Britanie, kde dana osoba Celi silnému rasismu. Druhy pfistup si klade za
cil zdlraznit duleZitost historie vzhledem k identité, coZ jsem demonstroval na
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knize Cambridge od Caryla Phillipse, jejiz déj se odehrava v dobé otroctvi a my
mUlzZeme pozorovat ménici se hlavni hrdinku z dobromysIné Zeny na nadfrazenou
otrokarku. Treti pfistup ukazuje, jak se Zilo pfistéhovalciim v Britanii ke konci 20.
stoleti a kone¢né Ctvrty pristup bere v ivahu dopady rasismu na vySe zminéné
koncepty. Na kratkych dvodech ke dvéma knihdm popisuiji, jak slozité mlze byt
najit sebe sama, své misto ve svété, pro lidi smiSeného plvodu. Takovi jedinci
musi pfijit na to, Ze nepatfi nikam a jsou jedinecni.

Druha kapitola navazuje vysvétlenim, Ze v 90. letech vzrostl zajem o
¢ernosskou literaturu a Ze tato dila jiz nejsou povazovdna za néco ciziho, ale jako
soucast pestré kultury Britanie. Takova dila se konecné presunula z pomysiného
okraje literatury do jejiho stfedu. V novéjsich romanech doslo ke zméné ve
vnimani totoZnosti a soundlezitosti. Postavy takovych knih jiz nepovazuji zemi
svych predkd za svdj vysnény domov, tedy misto, kam patfi, ale jejich domovem
se pro né se stala Britdnie. Ke zménam doslo také ve vyjadfovani cernosskych
autoru. Zatimco spisovatelé prvni generace uzivali pestry jazyk zahrnujici tropické
ovoce, spoustu barev apod., novéjsi autofi pouzivaji jen to, co znaji, tedy to, co je
obklopuje v Britanii.

Dale se druhd kapitola pousti do tématu cernosskych basnik(, mezi néz
Zephaniah rozhodné patfi. Déli se do dvou skupin. Prvni z nich, urban griots,
povaZzuji Britanii za pomésténou vesnici plnou mensin, kterou ovliviuji vnéjsi
propojeni. Druha skupina, do které se fadi i Zephaniah nese nazev trickster
figures nebo také Cave Canem. Ti na britskou kulturu pohliZi jakoby zvenci a
kritizuji ji. Dal$i odstavce analyzuji rasismus v britské poezii. Cerno$ska poezie je
povazovana za jaksi okrajovou nez ta psana bélochy. Ani novéjsi antologie
neobsahuji mnoho ¢ernosskych spisovateld, i kdyz se dopodrobna vénuji
¢ernosské literature jako celku od jejiho zrozeni. Nastésti jiz vySlo nékolik
antologii soustredujicich se jen na ¢ernosské spisovatele. Dila diskutovanych
autord udajné neni tak snadné sehnat. Dokonce i specializované prodejny
proddvaji vice afro-americkych autord nez téch britskych. Casto se dila britskych
cernosskych autort chybné nachazi v sekci literatura Spolecenstvi naroda.

Posledni ¢asti druhé kapitoly je stru¢ny Zivotopis Benjamina Zephaniaha,
ktery se narodil 15. dubna roku 1958 v Birminghamu. Jeho rodice vSak pochazi
z Karibskych ostrova. | kdyz Zephaniah ukoncil sva studia jiz ve 13, je to dyslektik
a parkrat mél i drobné problémy se zdkonem, jeho vasen pro poezii ho proslavila.
Ve svych basnich pouziva s oblibou humor, absurdno, parodovani, ale i pfimou
kritiku — to vSe k popisu problémui moderni spolecnosti. Ve dvaceti se zacal
v Londyné basnémi Zivit a o dva roky pozdé&ji vydal i svou prvni sbirku Pen Rhytm.
Doposud vydal sbirek hned nékolik, nékteré se zaméruji na déti, nékteré na
veganstvi a kupfikladu Too Black, Too Strong Gtoci na rasismus.

Kromé toho vydal pét romanl pro adolescenty, tvoti vlastni hudbu, stal se
patronem mnoha dobrocinnych organizaci, obdrZel témér dvacet doktoratu,
uvadél mnoho televiznich show, umistil se v Zebficku padesati nejlepsich
povaleénych spisovatell a Britové ho zvolili jako tfetiho nejlepsiho basnika vsech
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dob. Na protest odmitl stat se nositelem Radu britského impéria, jeliko? jej
povaZuje za symbol otroctvi a léta utrpeni.

Treti kapitola rozebird vybrana dila Zephaniaha a zacind basni ,What
Stephen Lawrence Has Taught Us“ (Co nas naucil Stephen Lawrence). Kapitola
nabizi na Uvod prehled celého pfipadu, ktery zGstane nejspiSe navidy klicovym
symbolem rasismu. Stephenu Lawrencovi bylo 18, kdyz 22. dubna 1993 stdl
s kamaradem Duwaynem na autobusové zastavce ve vychodnim Londyné. Aniz
by cokoliv udélal, tak se na ného vrhla skupinka péti bélochl a ubodali ho k smrti.
| kdyZ nékdo anonymné udal jména vSech péti vraht a Duwayne s jistotou oznacil
dva z nich na policejni stanici, tak byli podezreli propusténi pro nedostatek
dlikazu. V dlouhé historii tohoto otfesného pfipadu doslo k mnoha pokustiim
k trestnimu stihani péti vinikd, ale za Stephenovu vrazdu byli zbaveni svobody
pouze dva z nich teprve po 19 letech diky novym technologiim, které odhalily
stopy Stephenova DNA na jejich odévech. Jesté loni nebyl pfipad zcela uzavren a
mozna ani nikdy nebude. Okolo pfipadu vyvstava mnoho otazek a policie,
predevsim ta plvodni, ktera pripad vySetiovala, se dopustila institucionalniho
rasismu. Paul Condon, vrchni komisaf policie, se vefejné omluvil za chyby ve
vySettovani, instituciondlni rasismus vsak nepfiznal.

Basen se pousti bez okolk(i do vraht hned prvni vétou ,,My vime, kdo jsou
ti vrazi.”“ Zephaniah v basni fika, Ze ti vrazi se prochdzi na svobodé&, misto aby byli
ve vézeni, a jeSté jsou chranéni zakonem. Sarkasticky pak naznacuje, Ze ¢ernosi
by si neméli byt tak jisti, Ze se dostanou v pofadku domu cestou autobusem. Déle
se taze, proc¢ by méli ¢ernosi platit za policii, ktera je neschopna jim pomoct a
muze byt dokonce proti nim. Upozoriuje na to, Ze vrazdam ¢ernochd mnohdy
chybi vrazi a Ze staci mit vysoce postavené kamarady a nic se dotyénému nem{ze
stat. Mimo to apeluje na pana Condona, aby vkrocil do kruté reality a jednal
s ¢ernochy jako sobé rovnymi.

V jednom rozhovoru z roku 2004 Zephaniah uved|, Ze rasismus se
v mnoha ohledech nezménil, Ze skinheadi jsou stale mezi nami, akorat maji
dlouhé vlasy a nosi obleky. Udajné je i muceni v nékterych p¥ipadech legalni.
Zavér této podkapitoly shrnuje v nékolika vétach podobné pripady: Ricky Reel,
Gurdip Singh Chaggar, Joy Gardner, Roger Sylvester, Rashan Charles a bratranec
Zephaniaha — Michael Powell, ktery za zahadnych okolnosti zemiel na policejni
stanici v Birminghamu. V nékterych téchto ptipadech figuruje sama policie,

v jinych skupinky bélochu.

Prvni rozebiranou knihou je Face (oblicej) vypravéjici pribéh mladého
pohledného hocha Martina, kterému lezi svét u nohou, ale po jedné party
s prateli nasedne do auta Sileného fidice, ktery naboura a Martin se probouzi
v nemocnici s uskvarenym, Uplné znetvorenym oblicejem. Jak se postupné vraci
zpatky do Zivota, tak musi Celit diskriminaci zaloZzené na jeho vzhledu. Zjistuje, ze
jeho nejlepsi pratelé a jeho pritelkyné s nim uz nechtéji travit moc ¢asu a naopak
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si zacne uvédomovat, jak byval dfive sam povrchni a Ze naptiklad mladé
Jamajcanky, se kterymi se v den nehody spratelil, ho berou takového jaky je.

V dile Ize zpozorovat spoustu etnickych aspektl v popisech vychodniho
Londyna, kde se pribéh odehrava, a v podobé postav ciziho plivodu. Rasismus
jako takovy je v knize jen lehce zastoupen, ale jelikozZ je rasismus vlastné jen
typem diskriminace, kniha se k tématu skvéle hodi. Rasismus lze pozorovat ve
scéné, kdy se jesté pred nehodou Martinova parta potka s holkami z Jamajky,
které je pozvou do ¢ernosského klubu. Martinova pfitelkyné ma z nich plvodné
dokonce strach a sam Martin prokazuje znamky rasismu — zdrahd se do onoho
klubu jit. Nakonec je to on sam, kdo je rad za kazdého, kdo mu projevi trochu
Ucty. Krasnym poselstvim knihy se zdd byt to, Ze by lidé neméli diskriminovat,
protoZe se oni sami mohou lehce stat témi diskriminovanymi. Zda se mi, ze
takovymi poselstvimi se Zephaniah snazi udélat ze svéta lepsi misto, coz se mi
potvrdilo v jednom rozhovoru pro The Guardian, kde fekl, Ze se snazi pfinutit své
Ctenare premyslet a pokud mozno dovést k ¢inim.

Dalsi rozebirané dilo, Refugee Boy (mlady uprchlik), se zaméruje na
pfibéh Alema (14), ktery utekl s otcem pred valkou v Africe do Londyna. Otec,
pan Kelo, Alema opusti a Alem se tak dostane nejdfive do détského domova,
pozdéji do péstounské rodiny. V détském domoveé se skamaradi s jinym
uprchlikem Mustaphou a bélochem Sweeneym, ktery je Sikanuje. Jednou
dokonce hrozi Alemovi nozem. Alem se dozvi, Ze mu v Africe zemfela matka a na
samém konci pribéhu zemfre i otec. Alemovi se vyobrazuji obrazy z minulosti, kdy
museli s rodici celit agresivnim vojakiim. Alem je szirdn samotou, neznamym
prostfedim, désivymi vzpominkami, rasistickym chovanim okoli a smutkem ze
smrti matky.

Mezi etnické aspekty dila se radi predevsim téma uprchlik(i a s nim
spojeny rasismus v0ci uprchlikdm. Zephaniah tento rasismus oznacil za novy typ
a mrzi ho, Ze i sami ¢ernosi jsou proti uprchlik(im, ktefi jim berou praci, i kdyzZ to
byli oni sami, o kom se jesté nedavno tvrdilo to samé. Temnym poselstvim
tohoto dila se mi jevi to, Ze lidé by méli byt vici uprchliklim laskavéjsi, protoze
opustili svou zemi, ponévadZ museli a neméli jinou moznost, chtéli-li pfezit. Krom
toho si dost mozna vétsina z nich prosla nebo prochdzi nepredstavitelnymi
Utrapami.

Posledni probirané dilo Gangsta Rap (gangstersky rap) se vénuje trojici
mladik( (Ray, Prem a Tyrone), ktefi byli vylouceni ze skoly. Radi rapuiji a tak jim
jejich byvaly feditel navrhne chodit do specialni Skoly zaméfené na inkluzi déti
etnickych mensin (Prem je indického plivodu, Ray a Tyrone karibského), kde se
budou moci ucit skrze rapovani. Diky nové skole zaloZi kapelu, zaénou nahrdvat
skladby, brzy se uchyti a stanou se slavnymi. Hned prvni koncert je velkym
uspéchem krom toho, Ze jednoho fanouska nékdo bodne. Celd trojice Zije ve
vychodnim Londyné a kdyz se v zapadnim Londyné objevi obdobnd kapela, tak
vSe nasvédcCuje tomu, Ze rivalita mezi fanousky nastartovala jakousi valku mezi
obéma ¢astmi Londyna. Po jednom z jejich dalSich koncertl zemfe Rayova
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pritelkyné Yinka, a tak se Ray rozhodne pofidit si na obranu pistoli. VSem tfem
raperdm vola ¢lovék nazyvajici se The Messenger (posel/kuryr) a vyhroZzuje jim. Ti
si mysli, Ze je to nékdo z konkurujici kapely — Western Alliance’® (WA). V jednom
z téchto telefonatl si Ray domluvi schlizku s frontmanem WA — Dragonem.
Vyzbrojen pistoli se dostavi na misto setkani a zrovna kdyzZ se chysta Dragona
zastrelit, tak zjisti, Ze i ¢lendm WA vola stejny ¢lovék. Nakonec zjisti, Ze The
Messenger neni nikdo jiny nez vlastnik nahravacich studii obou kapel, ktery chtél
vyprovokovanou valkou navysit své trzby.

Tento roman nabizi nejpestiejsi ukdzku etnickych aspektl. Nejen Ze jsou
vSichni tfi hosi ciziho plvodu, jejich pritelkyné maji také nebritské koreny a
stejné mnoho dalSich postav. Mistni zasazeni je stejné jako v Face a Refugee Boy
a Alem z pfedchoziho dila se v Gangsta Rap dokonce v jedné scéné objevi.

V pribéhu se objevi nékolikrat policie, poprvé kdyz tfi pratelé vyvolaji rvacku se
skupinkou ¢ernoch a Asiatl a policie je pochyta. Od té doby je znaji policisté
jménem a namatkové je prohledavaiji a vyslychaji, coz mi pfijde dost rasistické,
protozZe jedna rvacka jesté nemusi znamenat, Ze dotycny ¢lovék je kriminalnik.
KdyZ jsou na policejni stanici po zavrazdéni Yinky, Ray narkne pfitomné policisty
z institucionalniho rasismu a zaéne jim i lehce nadavat. Zacne na né kticet, Ze se
k nému s takovou spravedinost nedostane, Ze pro polici jsou to jenom ¢ernosi
vrazdici jeden druhého, jen dalsi Cislo ve statistice, Ze pro né to je jen trocha
papirovani zatimco ¢ernosi pfichazi o zivoty. Nakonec svij vybuch hnévu zakonci
vyréenim ,J0, ale je to mrtva ¢ernoska a vy mate lepsi véci na praci, ze?“

Kdyz Ray fika, Ze jsou pro policisty jenom Cernosi vrazdici jeden druhého,
tak mi tim pfipomina rozhovor se Zephaniahem, ve kterém se rozohnoval nad
jednim ¢lankem, ve kterém se reportéfi ptali schvalné jen mensinového
obyvatelstva, co si mysli o uprchlicich, aby svétu ukazali, Ze to nejsou jen bélosi,
kdo jsou rasisté. Zephaniah to vystihl vétou ,Je opravdu lehké byt rasistou, kdyz
mate ¢ernochy, co konaji rasismus za vas (...).” | kdyzZ text neposkytuje stopy
institucionalniho rasismus, za zminku stoji to, Ze motorka, ze které na Yinku
nékdo vystrelil, byla ukradena z policejni stanice a jakd nahoda, Ze jejim
majitelem je policista a zlodéj nemUze byt identifikovan kvali helmé.

Je obdivuhodné, Ze Zephaniah dokaZe kazdou svou knihu své ¢tendare
vzdélat. V Gagsta Rap se Ctenar dozvi néco o rapu, reggae, ale co je dllezZitéjsi —
o inkluzi a o valkach mezi gangy, které se nékdy v Londyné skute¢né déji. Hlavnim
ponaucenim z knihy je vsak to, Ze kdyby byli lidé k sobé upfimnéjsi, vyhnuli by se
mnoha omylim a potyckam. Kdyby se obé kapely rozhodly resit The Messengera
okamzité, nemusel by nikdo zemfit, a tak roman poukazuje i na Skodlivost
vytvareni domnének.

78\ daldim textu pod zkratkou WA.
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