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Racism of a different hue 
 
 
 

Tony Blair’s dream of presiding over a truly multi-cultural Britain 

remains elusive. Dr Gëzim Alpion argues that a flagship ethnic awards 

scheme highlights that equality for all races is still far from being a 

reality. 

 
 
 
I am not sure if the founders of EMMA (the Ethnic Multicultural Media 

Awards) had any idea in 1998 that their project was about to share the same 

name with Emma Woodhouse, Jane Austen’s notorious fictional matchmakers. 

 

Whatever, their six year-old business is proving quite a match for Austen’s 

Emma. Both the 1816 fictional heroine and the modern awards scheme are 

relentless in their efforts to bring people together – or so it would seem – to 

arrange relationships which could or could not, as the case may be, end up 

always in ‘holy matrimony’. 

 

The 19th century matchmaker, however, is different from our 21st century 

EMMA because she makes no secret of her intentions to match only the people 

she likes and, of course, as a self-appointed guardian of her society’s morals, 

she makes it her business to ensure that social trespassing remains highly 

reproachful and under no circumstances condoned. 

 

 1



To be fair to modern EMMA, ‘she’ also is proving quite determined to achieve 

her goal of bringing people together. The Ethnic Multicultural Media Awards 

was established with the purpose of recognising and acknowledging ‘the wealth 

of talent that lies hidden within the media world’, hoping that ‘the awards will 

play their part in bringing to the forefront those ‘silent contributors’ without 

whom there would be no ‘Cool Britannia’’. 

 

In other words, some of the nation’s best news reporters, chart-toppers, actors, 

script writers, comedians, sport personalities and so on, are not white.  

 

The likes of Ms Dynamite, Jimi Mistry, Lenny Henry, Rageh Omar, Clive 

Myrie, Navdip Dhariwal, Diane Abbott, Angela Griffin, Meera Syal, Ashia 

Hansen and Raekha Prasad deserve awards not because they are from ethnic 

communities but because they are outstanding professionals; because they are 

as good as and, more often than not, better than their award-loaded, white 

colleagues.  

 

Awarding an EMMA to such talents is a blatant example of positive 

discrimination, and an official endorsement of segregation and patronising 

behaviour. 

 

Racism does exist in Britain and the reasons for this ugly aspect of the 

contemporary British society are many.  

 

The discrimination of communities in the UK, however, does not come only 

from those who are “ethnically” British (read white). Every form of 

discrimination and racism is despicable and should be condemned. The 

discrimination comes mainly from ignorance and a false belief in one’s 

superiority.  
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We tend to ignore the painful fact, however, that in some cases the 

discriminated themselves unwittingly become the discriminators. The very 

people who cry foul, and rightly so, when they feel that they are not treated 

fairly, adopt a narrow-minded attitude when it comes to race-relations and 

multiculturalism in Britain.  

 

EMMA, in my opinion, is as guilty of discriminating against the people whose 

achievements it apparently wants to acknowledge and publicise as any 

institution or person who distinguishes, categorises, selects, segregates, pigeon-

holes and stereotypes talents on the bases of the colour of their skin.  

 

Anyone watching the awards ceremony who does not know much about ethnic 

communities in this country would get the wrong impression that ethnic 

minorities here consist exclusively of people from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, 

the West Indies, and Africa. In other words, it seems as if the message that 

EMMA is sending out is that one qualifies as a member of an ethnic 

community if he or she comes from a former British colony. 

 

While it is true that most of the people who make the category known as 

‘ethnic minorities’ in Britain do come (if not themselves, at least their parents 

or grandparents) from such colonies, it would be wrong and irresponsible to 

ignore, sideline and forget the tens of thousands of British citizens who come 

from those near and distant corners of the global village that good, old Cool 

Britannia happened not to have conquered.  

 

Britain is the new country for numerous Bulgarians, Rumanians, Bosnians, 

Albanians, Serbs, Hungarians, Poles and so on and the intellectuals and artists 

from such communities, as well as from the Chinese and Latin American 

communities, do often encounter racist and discriminating attitudes.  
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No ‘ethnic’ community in the United Kingdom is immune from racist attacks. 

And as an East-European writer and academic myself, I have noticed more than 

once that being white in the UK is no passport to equal opportunities. 

 

In all fairness to EMMA, or perhaps to its judges, none of whom by the way is 

from Eastern Europe or Latin America, some nominees for the awards are not 

from ethnic communities originating from the former British colonies. The 

winners, however, are almost exclusively from the same ethnic cohort.  

 

Foul play? Of course not, I hear some of you screaming with indignation. And 

you are absolutely right. Like you, I also am enraged by such a preposterous 

insinuation.  

 

What about the American and international EMMA nominees and winners? 

Aren’t they the best example of the multicultural and multi-ethnic and above all 

the fair attitude adopted by EMMA? 

 

Nominating and giving awards to a couple of American artists and sports and 

human rights personalities is a good idea. After all, the US was a British colony 

and we should neither forget nor ignore the descendants of our former 

colonials, even if, as some cynics may argue, at times Britain could easily be 

mistaken for the 51st American state.  

 

Acknowledging the outstanding achievements of the Americans is a brilliant 

idea, but let us not be too internationalists prior to acknowledging properly and 

fairly more talents from ethnic communities in our own back yard. The 

Americans have more than their fair share of award ceremonies in their country 

and I am sure they will not mind saving their precious time from receiving our 

awards via satellite. 

 

 4



Offering the EMMA Legend and Lifetime Achievement Awards to such 

outstanding people as Muhammad Ali, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Ray 

Charles, Dr Maya Angelou, Dr Martin Luther King Jr and Stevie Wander 

indicates the cosmopolitan nature of such awards.  

 

However, this good tradition of acknowledging the contribution of such people 

who are a credit to humanity should be preserved and carried further. It would 

be wrong and misleading to believe that apartheid and racial segregation came 

to an end only because of the inestimable contribution rendered by Ghandi, Dr 

King or Nelson Mandela.  

 

Racial relations have improved and will continue to improve in the UK, 

America and around the world if we acknowledge the contribution of everyone, 

no matter what colour they are and irrespective of our relations to the now 

extinct British Empire.  

 

The EMMA presents a unique opportunity to widen our perception of ethnic 

communities and multiculturalism.  

 

I have no doubt of the good intentions of everyone behind the scheme. I am 

absolutely confident that everyone involved is doing their best to promote 

talents from ethnic communities.  

 

But the EMMA founders, promoters and financial backers should realise that 

Britain will be cool when no one is marginalised because of belonging to this 

or that as yet unacknowledged ethnic minority.  

 

The rhetoric employed by EMMA so far has been politically correct but as 

things stand now, this awards ceremony, for the time being, is something of an 

exclusive club. 
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It is ironic but at the same time very telling that the person who says it best 

with his fists describes unequivocally the true nature of EMMA. Mohammed 

Ali, who has never been economical with the truth no matter how upsetting or 

embarrassing that could have been at times for the politically-correct and self-

censoring people, argued very eloquently in his letter to EMMA when he was 

awarded the 1999 Lifetime Achievement Award that: ‘It is important for Black 

and Asian communities to recognise talent.’ 

 

This is fine. But, ethnic communities in this country include Black and Asian 

communities as well as other communities. Either EMMA is a misnomer or it 

should re-address the issue of ethnic communities’ representation in the years 

to come.  

 

Personally, in an ideal world, I would prefer outstanding people to be 

acknowledged not because they belong to ethnic communities.  

 

Considering that we hardly live in an ideal world, or as George Orwell would 

put it, we still live in a world where ‘All animals are equal but some animals 

are more equal than the others’, we who come from or are reminded daily that 

we belong to ethnic communities must work harder to acknowledge our talents 

which are part and parcel of the wealth of talents the British nation has always 

been blessed with.  

 

The Ethnic Multicultural Media Awards is a very good name for a very noble 

project. I only wish that it will not end up being just another Austenian Emma 

who likes or dislikes people because of their societal links. 

 

• Dr Gëzim Alpion is a lecturer in English and Cultural Studies at the 

University of Birmingham. 
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