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Introduction 

This is the second edition of an annual anthology showcasing some of the 
innovative and outstanding work produced by dissertation students in 
Sociology at the University of Westminster. The five projects collected here 
were narrowed down from a shortlist nominated by the Sociology team, who 
were asked to select particularly interesting pieces of work (not necessarily 
those that have been awarded the highest marks). 

The aim of this anthology is to reward good dissertations, to provide an 
example of quality work for future dissertation students, and to promote 
more widely the achievements of our students in Sociology at Westminster. 

This year’s anthology begins with the work of Nayyar Hussain, whose project 
draws on interview material with young people in South Kilburn to consider 
the complex impacts of gentrification. She argues that gentrifying processes 
rupture longstanding spatial and communal bonds constituted through race 
and class, and have fractured a generation’s sense of community.  

Mashudah Farzana’s work explores the experiences of Muslim students after 
the terrorist Muhammed Emwazi was publicly identified as having studied at 
Westminster. She considers the attention these students faced, and how they 
adapted their behaviour, routines and appearances in the wake of press 
stories about ‘Jihadi John’. 

Dhruvee Masters addresses the cultural management of pre-adolescent 
sexuality, analysing how powerful social institutions enforce a narrative of 
pre-adolescent innocence. She argues that pre-adolescents are accordingly 
embedded with discourses of exploitation and pornification which serve to 
exclude them from sexual citizenship.  



2 

Nile Sobers-Bennett’s project challenges prevalent discourses about 
cosmetic surgery, refuting the idea that women are ‘cultural dopes’ in the 
feminine beauty system. Analysing the lived experience of women choosing 
to undertake cosmetic surgery, she identifies a contrasting set of discourses 
in which women exert their own agency and autonomy when it comes to their 
bodies, and which recontextualize the black body as a physical ideal. 

Victoria Priegan’s project explores the health experiences of African-
Caribbean men and how masculinity influences help-seeking behaviours. She 
explores the ways in which race and culture intersect with ‘hegemonic 
masculinity’, and draws conclusions for developing future public policy on 
men’s health.  

While these five topics are incredibly diverse, they all have qualities that 
make them distinctive of the kind of work our students produce in Sociology 
at Westminster: they engage creatively and passionately with contemporary 
social and cultural life, they challenge dominant ideas and develop new 
perspectives, and they are centrally concerned with issues of equality and 
social justice.  

Victoria, Nile, Dhruvee, Mashudah and Nayyar are not alone in producing 
great dissertation projects. The Sociology team had the pleasure to read 
some really excellent work this year. In particular, we’d like to commend work 
by Zoe Blount, Yousuf Rafiudin, Tamara Sparks, Halima Ali, Zohura Begum, 
Halima Rahman, and Henna Ali. Well done to you all. We are very proud of 
you. 

Dr Ben Pitcher, on behalf of the Sociology team, June 2016. 



 

 

The effects of gentrification on 
working class youths in their 
experiences of commercial, communal 
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Abstract 

Historical and contemporary research about gentrification has been dominated by 
debates about consumerism, culture, suburban-urban migration, and class 
inequalities. Although awareness of the impairing effects of gentrification on 
working class youths who inhabit/inhabited regenerated areas of London has 
proliferated into mainstream gentrification debates, no specific theoretical research 
on youth exists. This dissertation explores the under researched area of the post-
industrial gentrification debates by looking at displacement and young people.  8 
working class youths inhabiting South Kilburn in the early stages of urban 
regeneration were interviewed to find out how they made sense of their lives under 
the processes of local gentrification. The results provided a useful and up-to-date 
understanding of how young people manifest and embody ideologies associated 
with neoliberalism. The research analyses the precarious, individualised, race 
conscious and anxious lives of South Kilburn youths, whilst exploring the ‘gentrified 
generation’ in light of the fast pace regeneration of their neighbourhood, the 
disintegration of their community, social cohesion and youth support. 
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Introduction 

(South Kilburn highlighted in blue, ‘Map of Willesden and Kilburn’, 2016 : 
http://www.intolondon.com) 

Gentrification is often a consequence of regeneration in the UK. Old and derelict 
neighbourhoods are regenerated and as a consequence, displacement of typically 
lower class residents occurs as the marketability and thus economic value of an 
area, its businesses, and properties increase. Gentrification has been defined in 
numerous ways, but the definition used here comes from Lees (2012). ‘We define 
gentrification as the movement of middle- income people into low income 
neighbourhoods causing the displacement of all or many, of the pre-existing low-
income residents’ (Lees et al, 2012: 1). There has been a resurgence in critical 
debates about the implications of gentrification in contemporary UK society.  
Parallels between gentrification and imperialist practices are made due to the 
current capitalised trend of gentrifying, rebranding and appropriating traditional 
zones in London typically associated with minority ethnic and working class groups. 
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Since emerging in the post-industrial period, debates on gentrification have 
generally been critical of its impact on society. This is duly illustrated by Taub et al. 
(1984): ‘Does neighbourhood economic development mean driving out the poor 
and encouraging the presence of a new population or does it mean improving the 
life circumstances of the residents?’ (Taub cited in Lees et al, 2012: 1). Critical work 
on this topic is dominated by economic vs. social/cultural understandings of 
gentrification. However, little to no work recognises displacement and the effects of 
gentrification on youths in the UK.  ‘Critical researchers must be with, and ultimately 
stand with, those whose problems they analyse, describe, and explain’ (Slater, 2011: 
580). 

Researchers like Slater (2011) criticise the often repetitive and monotonous 
conceptualisations of gentrification. He critically argues that current research on 
gentrification ignores youths and individuals who have experienced gentrification in 
their areas first hand, as an absent and undesirable sample in research. ‘In short, it is 
difficult to find people who have been displaced, particularly if these people are 
poor…By definition, displaced residents have disappeared from the very places 
where researchers and census- takers go to look for them’ (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 
2007: 218). However, my own experience of belonging to the category of a 
gentrified youth (growing up in South Kilburn – a neighbourhood in the early stages 
of gentrification) gives me the methodological advantage of being a gatekeeper to 
accessing knowledge on such groups. The latter allowed me to overcome barriers 
previous researchers have faced when attempting to incorporate gentrified youths 
in their work. Gentrified youths provide an important site of investigation in the 
gentrification debate as they arguably form a generation which are born into the 
implications of gentrification or the ‘embodiment of crisis’ (Clarke, 2009: 310), and 
can give an insight into prospective trends as a result.  

Notable scholars researching gentrification have recognised why gentrification is a 
central debate in contemporary society in the UK.  

Gentrification poses a major challenge to the traditional theories of 
residential location and social structure…Gentrification is a political and 
policy-relevant issue as it is concerned with regeneration at the cost of 
displacement…Gentrification represents of the key theoretical and 
ideological battlegrounds in urban geography (Lees. Et al, 2007: N/A). 

Hamnett (1991) broadly identifies several reasons why gentrification has recently 
gained theoretical attention. Moreover, the points below stood out to me as the 
under-researched or more difficult areas of research in terms of gentrification. These 
formed as themes for my research design and general focus in this thesis in relation 
to youth. 
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My research aims are as follows: 

- To include working class youths from South Kilburn, an area currently 
undergoing regeneration, in the study of gentrification. 

- Gain an understanding of how South Kilburn youths viewed their 
displacement and the displacement of essential youth services. 

- To place my research in wider debates on gentrification such as 
neoliberalism, class consciousness and youth trajectories in the 21st century. 

An interpretivist methodological approach of semi-structured interviews allowed me 
‘to achieve optimum use of interview time, interview guides serve the useful 
purpose of exploring many respondents more systematically and comprehensively 
as well as to keep the interview focused on the desired line of action’ (Jamshed, 
2014: 87). My semi-structured interviews consisted of questions in relation to the 
youths experiences of gentrification and their personal lives. The open ended 
nature of questions allowed for new ideas to flow, thus widening the scope of 
knowledge I would gain from respondents. The discussion below begins with the 
literature review. After then explaining methodology, I will provide an in-depth 
analysis of my findings where I will quantify the findings against similar theoretical 
work and finally conclude the discussion with reference to my initial aims. 
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Literature review 

(Redevelopment site in South Kilburn. Author’s own: 2016) 

In the past few decades the realities of the gentrification phenomena have been 
greatly highlighted by scholars, gentrifiers and gentrified groups alike. What 
previous literature has suggested – and as I will demonstrate in this literature review 
is that-a) gentrification is a new term with no firm definition, and b) research and 
literature in regards to gentrification has largely been understood through cultural 
and political models. Within these trajectories, gentrification research and literature 
has orientated around capitalism, social categories, culture, life course and 
gentrifiers. Prior research has failed to integrate the identities, displacement, 
notions of individualisation and community, class consciousness, livelihoods and 
lifestyles of those who are gentrified, specifically in the context of working class 
groups and young people. ‘The absence of qualitative accounts of displacement is 
striking and shocking when juxtaposed with quantitative measures, or with all those 
accounts of the trials and tribulations of the new middle class ‘ (Slater, 2011: 580). 
As Slater (2011) remarks and, as I will demonstrate, theoretical research is 
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antithetical to the proportion of scholarly attention to regeneration and 
gentrification in relation to the gatekeepers of such processes like ‘the new middle 
class’ (Slater, 2011: 580).  A review of contemporary and classic literature regarding 
gentrification established the theoretical backdrop for my thesis as well as exposing 
missing components in the discussion of gentrification. 

Economic vs. cultural explanations of gentrification 

Structural understandings of gentrification like the economic or ‘production 
explanation’ (Lees, et al 2007) were acknowledged as an integral part of 
understanding gentrification and taken aboard by notable gentrification theorists 
Neil Smith (1979). Smith (1979) understood the phenomena of mass regeneration 
within central zones in cities as underpinned by economic incentives to capitalise 
‘cheap land’ and articulated this theory with the concept of ‘the rent gap’ (Smith, 
1979). ‘The rent gap explains gentrification as the product of investment and 
disinvestment in the urban land market’ (Smith in Lees.et al, 2007: 61). 

Theoretical literature adopting the political economist approach to gentrification 
was typically associated with Marx and terms such as capital and ‘the rent gap’.  

The rent gap hypothesis is well connected to a long tradition of Marxist 
economic theory including much work on land rent…The rent gap hypothesis 
is based upon the concepts of capitalised and potential Land rent… Potential 
land rent represents “the amount of rent that could be capitalised under the 
lands “highest and best use” (Smith cited in Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2010: 118-
119). 

The view of gentrification as economically based, set conditions for understanding 
gentrification patterns through capitalists practices. Capitalist practices like 
regeneration, entrepreneurialism, and increasing businesses (making optimal use of 
landscapes) were also initiated by gentrifiers to meet the demands of those (often 
middle class groups)  investing  in inner city housing , in the effort to generate more 
capital. ‘”Capitalism shifted gears,” according to David Harvey (1985: 202), “from a 
‘supply –side’ to a ‘demand-side’ urbanization”’ (Harvey cited in Smith, 1996: 113). 
The commodification of cheap land to meet cultural demand was a perception 
shared amongst several scholars. ‘Formally derelict neighbourhoods are 
“rediscovered” and either refurbished or by erecting new structures in attempt to 
“recapture the value of place” (Zukin, 1991, p.191), the real-estate value is 
increased’ (Zukin cited in Neducin, Caric & Kubet, 2009: 66). Zukin (1995) expressed 
the importance of making sense of gentrification in this conceptual framework. 
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When discussing gentrification, the economic aspect asserts itself as an 
initiator and, perhaps the most influential component of the process, and can 
be viewed through the models of supply and demand. From this point of 
view, according to some, urban centres are more and more financially 
gaining power due to demand rather than supply (Zukin cited in Neducin, 
Caric & Kubet, 2009: 67). 

The political economist approach to gentrification resonates with colonial discourses 
in an implicit manner. This is a process whereby land that has been occupied by ‘the 
other’ is invaded and transformed to meet western middle class customs, and those 
occupying either take up marginal positions in the service sector or migrate 
elsewhere. ‘Those who come to occupy prestigious central city locations frequently 
have the characteristics of colonial elite. They often live in exclusive residential 
enclaves and are supported by a domestic and local service class. ‘(Lees & Slater, 
and Wyly, 2007: 187). The processes of gentrification and economic understanding 
of it, thus inherently suggest the negative impact on the marginalised factions in 
society which consequently reinforce class consciousness and power struggles. On 
the contrary, cultural explanations of gentrification offer a position of understanding 
gentrification as emancipatory and a site that can collectively integrate stigmatised 
groups. 

Cultural explanations of gentrification, which have equally dominated scholarly work 
on gentrification, adopt a multifaceted approach to the phenomena of 
gentrification. Essentially the cultural approach understands gentrification through 
the study of power structures and consumerism. The emancipatory thesis (Smith, 
1996) in relation to gentrification, identifies how gentrifiers who although being 
middle class- inevitably gentrify areas as a consequence of their bid to achieve 
emancipation from the suburbs, a locality which is often conflated with conservative 
ideologies that can clash with the interests and lifestyle choices of marginalised 
groups e.g. LGBTQ groups. ‘It is now becoming clear that many who become 
gentrifiers do so substantially because of the difficulties, not only of affording 
housing, but also of carrying on their particular living arrangements in conventional 
suburbs’(Rose in Lees, et al, 2007: 100). Marginal gentrifiers refer to a group of 
people who, in rural locations would face deterministic barriers based on their 
sexuality and gender, amongst other subjectivities. ‘Gentrification is in large part a 
result of the breakdown of the patriarchal household. Households of gay people, 
singles and professional couples with central business district jobs increasingly find 
central locations attractive. (Lees & Slater, and Wyly, 2007: 99). In short (Lees, et al, 
2007) exhume a complex array of reasons why inner cities were attractive for the 
latter groups and how, support services, efficient transport systems, and so forth 
mobilised individuals who had not received such support in the suburbs.  
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The cultural approach shifts the dynamics of understanding gentrification with an 
interpretivist consideration to the more personal motivations of the movement of 
people and, gentrification as a result. This approach is concerned with gender/race/ 
sexuality/ ethnicity that influence marginal gentrifiers to move away from the 
confines of suburban life (gendered roles, homophobia). ‘Gay gentrification can 
combat oppression, develop economic and political clout, and gain access to the 
state apparatus’ (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2007: 213). The cultural approach to 
gentrification is understood as an emancipatory process, whereby active choices to 
migrate to inner city areas rids previously marginalised groups of some of the 
stigma and barriers they face when expressing sexual agency. 

Suburbs are sexually policed: that’s what they’re for – institutionalized 
heterosexuality... (but in the inner city,) lesbian women can connect up with 
organizations that represent their kind of life-style, and they can live as 
lesbians without feeling surveilled or threatened... There’s a wider range of 
acceptable behaviours here (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2007: 213).   

The cultural approach to gentrification also explains the prevalence of freedom of 
agency in lifestyle choices for women. ‘Gentrification has been stimulated by the 
increased participation of women (especially married women) in the labour force’ 
(Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2010: 264). Thus literature on the cultural approach offers an 
understanding of gentrification as beneficial, due to prelude to gentrification from 
this point of view being essentially bound up with escaping from societal mores that 
restrict certain groups. The cultural explanation of gentrification implies social 
diversity/ equilibrium, well rounded communities, greater job and health stability for 
the subsequent groups.  

Displacement 

Gentrification and displacement is framed mostly through the implications of the 
political economist approach. The implications of practices and motivations 
associated with the economic model of gentrification implicitly entail different scales 
of displacement e.g. commercial displacement, new unaffordable housing thus 
relocation and/ or coercive integration into new communities that may not 
represent them. ‘What is really at stake on this terrain is the heart of the city: the 
quest of the downtown for high class users and high rent uses… Revitalisation really 
involves putting into place an accumulation and a cultural strategy’ (Smith & 
Williams, 2009: 67). However Smith and Williams (2009) were referring to 
gentrification in the context of the US, which cannot be fully applicable to the UK. 
Despite the changing dynamics and growing instability of social housing in the UK, 
the current government still upholds the protection of social and council housing for 
secure tenants. ‘The Conservative position…is very clear: we support social housing, 
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we will protect it, and we respect social tenants’ rights’ (Cameron in Hodkinson and 
Robbins, 2013: 3). Nevertheless Smith and Williams (1986) also provide first-hand 
accounts of such issues affecting existing tenants who have managed to sustain 
living in a neighbourhood which have been gentrified. ‘All the meetings, it was soon 
noted, seemed to be held in middle-class houses. A campaign to do something 
about a transport café whose customers were parking in the fresh trendy 
streets…provoked little enthusiasm from the working class’. (Smith and Williams, 
1986: 73). Atkinson (2000) makes note of two issues affecting the studies and 
policies in relation to gentrification which is the acknowledgment, but not the 
prevalence of displacement of lower class residents in scholarly work or public 
policy, because of the difficulties in researching such groups – which will be further 
explored in the latter part of this thesis.   

On the mention of gentrification, the first thing that comes to mind is usually 
displacement of the lower income residents of a neighbourhood by higher 
income households and, thus, was frequently in the focus of public attention(. 
..) Although the existence of displacement is commonly acknowledged, some 
argue that “measuring displacement is like measuring the invisible” 
(Atkinson, 2000, 154).  

However as Marcuse (1985) notes, ‘Public policy should, by general agreement, 
minimize displacement. Yet a variety of public polices, particularly those concerned 
with gentrification, seem to foster it’ (Marcuse cited in Lees, Slater &Wyly, 2007: 
217). Emphasis on the benefits of gentrification as enriching working class localities 
is utilised as a public policy tool, despite broad acknowledgement and consensus 
amongst scholars and policy makers alike of the phenomena of displacement 
amongst existing working class residents. 

Such agendas in public policy lead to, a) justifying the gentrification of an area and 
expansion of capital through advocating cultural enrichment and ‘social mix’. 

The problem with “social mix” however is that it promises equality in the face 
of hierarchy. First, as often noted, it is socially one-sided. If social mix is 
good, argue local activists, then why not make it possible for the poor to live 
in rich neighbourhoods? ...Second, the empirical evidence suggests that it 
often fails to improve the social and economic conditions for renters. 
Interaction between owner- occupiers and renters in “mixed” 
neighbourhoods seems to be limited. More importantly, it can lead to social 
segregation and isolation (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2007: 206-207). 

And b) more implicitly it can be argued; justifies the displacement of working class 
groups in historically working class areas. 
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Descriptions of gentrification as a market process allocating land to its best 
and most profitable use, or a process of replacing a lower for higher income 
group, do not address the highly destructive processes of class, race, 
ethnicity, and alienation involved in gentrification (Lees, Slater & Wyly, and 
2007: 215).  

The pitfalls of gentrification can explain Butler’s (1997) interpretation of 
gentrification and what it causes for groups who occupy ethnic minority identities. 
‘Gentrification has frequently been found to produce racial and class conflict. There 
is no evidence that it will necessarily lead to integration’ (Butler, 1997: 39). Butler 
(1997) like Brown (1973) touches on tensions as a result of gentrification and the 
repercussions of it on identity consciousness in regards to race. Racial difference is 
exacerbated thus the treatment of displaced groups is underpinned by intricately 
related class and racial power relations. 

Gentrification and acknowledgement of youth 

Through the review of existing literature on gentrification, it is apparent that there is 
a huge theoretical gap in research and literature in relation to gentrification and: 
working class women, young and very old individuals, and their identities, class 
consciousness, livelihoods, lifestyles, and communities. Such groups were invisible 
in literature on gentrification from first wave gentrification (1950-70’s) to the present 
– arguably third wave gentrification (1990’s onwards). Theorists exploring
gentrification have given some insight into the rationale for such lack of theoretical 
work done on working class often displaced groups in relation to gentrification.  

Furthermore, on the issue of young people, despite a rhetoric of ‘diversity’ 
that seeks  a mix of age groups, children and youth are often seen to be 
‘undesirable’, as Lee’s (2003d) research into planning for diversity in Portland, 
Maine, reveals (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2007: 214).   

Researchers show evidence of attempting such research however there are barriers 
in measuring displacement.  

Displacement is, however, extremely difficult to quantify… measuring 
displacement “measuring the invisible’, Newman and Wyly (2006) sum up the 
reasoning for such a problem as follows: In short, ‘it is difficult to find people 
who have been displaced, particularly if these people are poor…By 
definition, displaced residents have disappeared from the very places where 
researchers and census- takers go to look for them (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 
2007: 218).  
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Atkinson (2000) comments that ‘the existence of displacement is commonly 
acknowledged’ (Atkinson, 2000: 154) however, there was a ubiquitous theoretical 
pattern of facing great difficulty accessing displaced groups. When such groups are 
accessed, it is clear that young working class displacee’s or eventual displacee’s, 
due to gentrification, were not wholly inclusive in research. In summary, prior 
literature has provided an insight into the political and cultural debates in relation to 
gentrification and have enlightened me to deviate from such understandings and 
bridge theoretical gaps in research, for example, qualitative understandings of 
working class gentrified youths. Such groups offer a new breadth of information and 
arguably could aid classical literature on gentrification, with new contemporary 
generational understandings of the effects of regeneration in 21st century UK. 
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Methodology 

(Redevelopment site in South Kilburn. Author’s own: 2016) 

Context 

The literature review highlighted unexplored absences in research regarding 
gentrification which, I argue and endeavour to demonstrate in this paper are crucial 
in the discussion of gentrification. These absences included inadequacy of previous 
scholarly work on the notion of mass gentrification and its effects on youths in 
Britain, and their experience of displacement. The latter has encouraged me to 
conduct qualitative research of this nature in order to fill this gap in previous 
research and explore the effects of gentrification on working class youths (within 
South Kilburn). Specific focus was on the extent to which working class youths from 
different social categories (sexualities, races, abilities, gender) depend on their 
access to their community, public space, and essential services in their experiences 
of commercial displacement and class consciousness. In short the research question 
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was to explore gentrification and its effects on working class youths in their 
experiences of commercial, communal and spatial displacement.  

Method 

Preceding literature informed me on some of the research method suitable for 
studying this area of research. Most work done on gentrification included some 
form of qualitative questionnaire, interviews or observation which produced first-
hand accounts of individual’s experiences of gentrification. ‘Qualitative research 
methodology is considered to be suitable when the researcher or the investigator 
either investigates new field of study or intends to ascertain and theorize prominent 
issues’ (Jamshed, 2014: 87). The latter implies that such information from new 
subjects of research (youth) for analysis could only be found through interpretivist 
qualitative methods, therefore I chose the following research methods for this case 
study, which comprises of 10 semi -structured interviews with South Kilburn youths. 
The fluid yet schematic structure of semi-structured interviews allow for any 
additional information or themes to be considered or as Bryman (2012) describes, 
‘the relatively unstructured nature of the semi-structured interview and its capacity 
to provide insights into how participants view the world’ (Bryman, 2012: 471). 
Snowball sampling allowed for greater access to my intended sample (working class 
youth) through the utilisation of social networks to develop my sample. Snowball 
sampling coupled with semi-structured interviews, allowed me to gain a well 
informed and thorough insight into the wider context of what is happening in the 
lives of youths from South Kilburn, whilst anchoring the discussion within the realms 
of gentrification. My semi-structured interviews were conducted following the 6 
central open questions (listed below) which respondents were able to expand on: 

1. Have/ how have you noticed South Kilburn change since living there?

2. Have you had to/will you have to move?

3. Tell me about your life until now.

4. Did you ever rely on services like youth clubs, police cadets extra support etc.
locally or otherwise? 

5. Have the redevelopment programmes all around south Kilburn or anywhere in
London affected you directly/indirectly? 

6. Tell me about your future plans, careers, housing, and family or anything else I’ve
missed. 
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The interviews were recorded which thus enable the transcriptionist (me) to 
generate ‘“verbatim transcript” of the interview’ (Jamshed, 2014: 87). The practice 
of recording interviews and transcribing and coding later allowed for me (the 
researcher) to focus on the research at hand, not the practicalities of balancing 
listening to the respondent and making notes, where information is likely to be lost. 
‘Verbatim transcripts’ allow for word for word recording of interviews and thus the 
researcher can code the exact material spoken in the interview. Once the interviews 
were conducted they were openly coded under the following headings and 
interpretive notes were made alongside to inform the findings and analysis section: 

- Race consciousness as opposed to class consciousness 

- Precariousness 

- Service closure and anxieties 

- Displacement 

- Fragmented community 

‘Open coding is the part of analysis that pertains specifically to the naming and 
categorizing of phenomena through close examination of data’ (Strauss and Corbin 
in Seale, 2004: 304). From this description of coding, I named and categorised 
recurrent sentiments and themes from the interview responses; which formed the 
basis for my analysis and how I would contextualise the responses within broader 
sociological debates. 

Initially the target population for my research was: 10 young people aged 18-23 
from south Kilburn (5 males, 5 females) and 1 experienced youth worker in South 
Kilburn. My target population reflects how I operationalised ‘South Kilburn youths’ 
as individuals aged between 18-23 and included all working class youth (from all 
genders, sexualities, abilities, races/ ethnicities). As existing research has 
demonstrated, the specificity of such groups and the contextualising of them in 
gentrified areas insinuates difficulty in access. Therefore, snowball sampling was 
ideal, as Browne (2005) notes ‘Studies of sensitive subjects have employed 
individuals’ social networks in order to access ‘hard to reach’ and ‘sensitive’ 
populations’ (Browne, 2005: 48). As a result, I underwent the selection process via 
snowball sampling. 

Snowball sampling is a sampling technique in which the researcher samples 
initially a small group of people relevant to the research questions, and these 
sampled participants propose other participants who have had the 
experience or characteristics relevant to the research. These participants will 
then suggest others and so on (Bryman, 2012: 424). 
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I endeavoured to find these youths by initially starting with 2-3 youths I knew and 
grew up with (in South Kilburn) who were comfortable being interviewed and 
enquired whether any  individuals they know that have experienced the effects of 
gentrification would like to participate in my study.  Issues in the difficulty of finding 
gentrified groups (as previous literature has suggested) is reduced as snowball 
sampling ‘relies on the behaviour or ‘trait’ under study being social and participants 
sharing with others the characteristic under examination’ (Browne, 2005: 48). As a 
consequence individuals from similar peer groups (likely to have shared similar, 
localities, interests and thus experiences e.g. effects of gentrification) are found 
more easily. Snowball sampling also delineates the intrusion of ‘sensitive 
populations’ or ‘Specific individuals, groups or experiences which are not validated 
by society’ (Browne, 2005: 47-48). Which, I argue the working class youths under 
study in my research are. Respondents have the agency to mediate and better 
ascertain whether individuals they bring in are comfortable with being subjects of 
personal, intrusive research. Due to the implied ‘Uncertain nature’ (Yin, 1984: N/A) 
of responses produced by my research design, a case study format was most fitting 
as it illustrates the analysis of this thesis. 

Pitfalls of methodology 

Nevertheless the chosen research method and sampling frame to hand do have/had 
their pitfalls. ‘Snowball sampling can be seen as a biased sampling technique 
because it is not random and it selects individuals on the basis of social networks’ 
(Browne, 2005: 51). Social networks can be useful when researching groups who are 
ignored in research, as their affiliates are likely to fall in the same category (which is 
an intended feature of my study) however, using social networks as a catalyst for 
generating responses can lead to a skewed sample. This coupled with the nature of 
information gathered from semi-structured interviews ‘Can be highly interpretive, 
making it difficult to generalize the results. Thus despite its accessibility, it might not 
ultimately be useful’ (Brady, 2009: N/A). Therefore research obtained in a case study 
is not transferable on a macro level. However it should be acknowledged that, the 
applicability of the results gained through my research were never intended to be 
applied on such a large scale. Semi-structured interviews imply less objectivity in 
research, research is generally less reliable because responses are heterogeneous, 
and generalizations cannot always be made. Additionally, snowball sampling 
(although imperative to my research) as mentioned earlier tend to create a biased 
sample therefore information gained from respondents cannot be representative or 
applicable to the population of youth in South Kilburn. 

Lastly, a pitfall of trial and error which was not related to the intricacies of 
methodological practice was the failure of interviewing a social/ youth club worker 
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from South Kilburn. Initially the research plan was to interview a social worker in 
order to get an opinion of the displacement and fractured lives of youth in South 
Kilburn, due to gentrification. The responses would then be validated/ invalidated 
when analysed in conjunction to how youths made sense of their own lives and 
displacement. After great difficulty in attempting to access a social worker, I 
decided to abort that section of methodology and focus on the main aspect of 
research which was South Kilburn youths. Ironically the social workers in South 
Kilburn had been displaced after several policies like, New Deal (which supported 
youth clubs) were scrapped in light of the regeneration that was due to take place. 

Ethical considerations 

The nature of responses from research methods like semi-structured interviews is 
likely to include personal accounts of the respondent life.  Therefore careful 
consideration must be made to maintain anonymity when disclosing the responses. I 
made the respondents well aware of their anonymity and when their responses were 
included in this thesis and fake names were allocated. I also provided a clear 
consent (shown in the appendix) form that covered their consent to research and 
rights whilst under study. 

Despite the inapplicability of responses to the broader population of gentrified 
youths, and several inherent methodological flaws in my choice of methodology, 
the methodological use of semi-structured interviews and snowball sampling 
allowed for authentic and in-depth information to be acquired from my 
respondents, which as I will demonstrate set the foundation for my analysis. This 
uncovered the voices of under researched groups who, arguably contemporarily 
enrich existing scholarly understandings of gentrification and youth. 
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Demographics of South Kilburn

It is vital to begin this section with a brief overview of the context in which my 
research was undertaken. South Kilburn, its history and demographics play a crucial 
role in the formation and shaping of my findings. 

South Kilburn and Its history 

South Kilburn is an area in North West London. It constitutes part of the Kilburn 
ward which is situated on the border of the London boroughs of Brent and 
Westminster. South Kilburn is typically associated with diversity in London and is 
historically home to the highest number of Irish people in London (amongst other 
ethnicities) (Census, 2011). South Kilburn is also densely populated with ethnic 
minorities who are now well into the 3rd or 4th generation.  

Image A: Proportion of ethnicities living in Kilburn (Kilburn Local Stats, 2011: 
http://kilburn.localstats.co.uk/census-
demographics/england/london/camden/kilburn) 

South Kilburn is notably diverse and Census statistics on numbers of ethnic groups 
within the Kilburn ward where South Kilburn is situated showed in 2011 that the 
population of all minority ethnic groups recorded came close to making an almost 
equal ratio of ethnic minorities to white British groups who occupy the area (See 
image A), (Census, 2011).  The crime rate per thousand in Kilburn was at its highest 
in 2002-2003 at 208 and lowest in 2014 at 103 (UK Data store, 2002-2014) again the 
redevelopment programmes in south Kilburn can account for the change in this 
figure. Between 2013 and 2014 a number of high rise flats that were associated with 
criminal behaviour were either knocked down or in preparation to be knocked down 
(2 knocked down and 2 emptied). These correlations give an indication of the 
processes of sanitization in areas within London which are being redeveloped. 

Representations of South Kilburn in news media throughout the years has focused 
on youth violence amongst the community with notable articles from the likes of 
The Guardian and so forth portraying such realities as “London Falling” and “Fear 
scar the capitals heart” (The Guardian, 2012). Whilst crime amongst youth is a very 
real anxiety and reality in South Kilburn, such coverage and representations critically 
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serve to maintain and justify marginalisation against the minority ethnic groups 
South Kilburn is disproportionately comprised of. Due to such inequalities policies 
to regenerate south Kilburn ‘to enhance the creative, social and cultural life of the 
neighbourhood’ (Brent, 2016: N/A) have been critiqued as ‘social cleansing’ 
(Jobson, 2014: N/A). Demographics of South Kilburn can give an insight into how 
and why such representations of the locality are made and how these 
representations justify regeneration and the ‘South Kilburn master plan’ (Brent, 
2016: N/A). 

The ward in which South Kilburn lies is home to 17,350 residents (UK Data store, 
2013: N/A). In 2011 the figure was 17,065 but fell in 2012 to 16,074 (UK Data store, 
2011-2012) following the start of mass redevelopment plans in south Kilburn which 
meant residents in the following areas were relocated: Watling Place, Albert Road / 
Bourne Place, Kilburn Park Road, Cambridge and Wells Court, Cambridge 
Avenue/Ely Court, Chichester Road/Wood, Bond and Hicks-Bolton House (Brent, 
2016: N/A). However on completion of ‘Phase 1a’ (Brent, 2016: N/A). The 
population figures in 2013 rose again to 17,350 (UK Data store, 2013), it is unclear 
whether previous residents were relocated back to the new regenerated sites or if 
the rise in population figures in Kilburn is due to new private residents. Brent council 
reaffirms in their South Kilburn master plan that all ‘secure tenants’ (Brent, 2016: 
N/A) will be rehoused within their previous locality. However not all residents within 
the areas of development in South Kilburn are secure tenants. Therefore this fact 
coupled with the latter population statistics suggests to some extent that - typically 
poorer residents who occupied South Kilburn without a secure tenancy will have 
had to relocate themselves. Relocation of previous residents without secure tenancy 
would’ve paved the way for private flat/home owners assumingly of a higher class to 
capture the new housing, thus fundamentally changing the aesthetics and 
community within South Kilburn.   

Unemployment in South Kilburn from 2001 to 2011 increased from 771 persons 
being registered unemployed to 1,067 (UK Data store, 2001: N/A). However those 
who were ‘economically active’ steadily increased in the same time frame from; 
7,342 to 9,763 (UK data store, 2001 - 2011: N/A). The number of properties sold 
within the last 4 years is steadily increasing which demonstrates the growing 
interests of the housing market in Kilburn.  
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 (UK Data store, 2011-2013: N/A) 

In terms of data on young people, the 2011 Census showed the following trends 
and figures; 

 Census date from the second Kilburn ward in which South Kilburn Is situated (UK 
Data store, 2011: N/A). 
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 Child poverty in South Kilburn between 2006 - 2012 (UK Data store, 2006-2012: 
N/A). 

South Kilburn redevelopment 

In regards to the redevelopment, Brent council (2016) reaffirms: 

 ‘The regeneration programme is as much, if not more, about the people and 
community of South Kilburn, as it is the properties… 

The South Kilburn Master plan will deliver: 

• 2,400 homes of which around 1,200 will be made available to existing South
Kilburn residents

• A new larger high quality urban park

• A new local primary school

• New health facilities

• Improved environmental standards

• An improved public realm’
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The different phases of regeneration in south Kilburn (Brent Council, 2016: 
https://www.brent.gov.uk) 

Initially the redevelopment plans in South Kilburn arose from ‘“Arm’s Length 
Management Organisation” (ALMO) which Brent Council was legally obliged to 
create in 2003 as part of the then government’s “Decent Homes Programme”’ 
(Brent housing action, 2014: N/A).The redevelopment plans evolved  as part of the 
state-led intervention on poverty called ‘New Deal for communities’. This program 
funded a number of institutions like public schools, youth clubs and local authorities 
to support impoverished areas and their residents. As part of the New Deal plan, 
housing regeneration for South Kilburn was invested in by the government and 
private international investors. ‘ In the UK, as former Prime Minister Tony Blair’s New 
Labour government sought to lift the most disadvantaged out of poverty, they drew 
on HOPEVI and developed a “New Deal for Communities”’(Bridge et al, 1949: 5). 
The Prime Minister at the time pitched the idea of the 10 year regeneration plan 
(between 2013- 2023), (Brent council, 2011: N/A) on the premise that ‘The division 
between areas exclusively of owner occupation and exclusively of renting, which 
was very much a creation of the 20th Century, has not been a happy one in our view 
and it has led to social polarisation and social exclusion’. (Bridge et al, 1949: 5). 



Nayyar Hussain: the effects of gentrification 

	

25 

Essentially to delineate inequalities and promote social mix however in 2014 the 
regeneration plans became heavily critiqued by residents of South Kilburn and the 
borough of Brent, as it became apparent South Kilburn was being gentrified and 
perceived as a ‘massive failure ‘ (Brent housing action, 2014: N/A). Brent housing 
action (2014) noted that on March 12th 2014 the MIPIM ‘world’s biggest property 
fair’ (Brent housing action, 2014: N/A) in Cannes invited Brent housing action 
representatives to join with international private investors in the discussion of the 
South Kilburn regeneration programme. This inevitably acted as a catalyst inviting 
private investors to capitalise on the regeneration in South Kilburn. Brent council 
still reserves the fact that secure tenants will remain within the regeneration scheme 
however as a quarter of the new properties from the estates in South Kilburn will 
now be private, displacement of temporary residents to say the least is unavoidable. 

Housing inequality by borough (South Kilburn in Brent) 

(The Runneymede trust, 2016: http://www.runnymedetrust.org ) 
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Historical and contemporary images of South Kilburn council estates 

(Flickr, 2014: 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/willfaichneyphotography/13177078915) 

(Brent, N/A: https://www.brent.gov.uk) 
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Findings and Analysis 

(Graffiti on adverts for new private flats in South Kilburn. Author’s own, 2016) 

As mentioned earlier, the recurrent themes from the interview responses have been 
used to form the foundation of my analysis. This section will elaborate on these six 
themes: race consciousness as opposed to class consciousness, precariousness, 
service closure and inequality anxieties, displacement and fragmented communities. 
The aims of my case study weren’t to follow a specific research question, rather, I 
endeavoured to qualitatively (with semi-structured interviews) explore how: youth in 
South Kilburn (a locality undergoing the processes of regeneration) were affected by 
gentrification cognitively and literally, and how they made sense of their 
displacement. Each of the subheadings to follow give an insight in to what I argue 
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are the embodiments and manifestations of the effects gentrification and 
displacement on South Kilburn youths. 

Race consciousness as opposed to class consciousness 

Gentrification for the most part is often researched in class terms: 

Finally, the housing inequalities we have noted are proving to be of 
increasing public and political concern across the capital, though their impact 
on ethnic minority Londoners has been somewhat less studied and discussed 
(Elahi and Khan, 2016: 3). 

However, as Elahi and Khan (2016) note and as my study uncovered, ethnicity (race) 
and (although not explicit mentioned but suggested) class constantly intersect in the 
formation how structural forces like regeneration and thus, gentrification affect 
these groups. For almost all of my respondents their race was central to how they 
made sense of the regeneration of South Kilburn. When asked about the 
importance of their identity this was highlighted, respondents viewed their identity 
in an almost identity hierarchy, the most important being race and every other social 
category was peripheral.  Arguably in light of the effects of gentrification their race 
consciousness was exacerbated: 

 It is important for me to stay in London because I’m a black woman, as a 
black person I know my opportunities to prosper in my career wouldn’t stand 
a chance anywhere else (…) my race is big deal for me I think about it every 
day and especially when I was moving house. I was leaving a community I 
took for granted, they all looked like me they were like my family but I wasn’t 
sure what Harrow would be like and it worried me. Changes always remind 
me of my race and now that you’ve asked me, yes my identity plays a big role 
in why I want to stay in London, my race is the most important and then my 
gender I think ( Interviewee). 

As a result of phase 1a of the South Kilburn gentrification programme this 
respondent and her family chose to relocate to Greater London where they could 
afford better housing at the same price as their council home in South Kilburn, a 
push factor for this was that they had anxieties about where the council would 
relocate them. For this respondent, like my other respondents (as I will demonstrate 
in the latter part of this section) the implications of racialisation are a very real 
anxiety and conscious thought in her head in day to day life. The indirect effects of 
gentrification intensified her race consciousness in considering life in a less diverse 
society. Cole’s (1985) research on gentrification, social character and personal 
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identity similarly notes how there is an evident relationship with one’s social identity 
and the area they live in, the ‘social distinctiveness of a neighbourhood’ (Cole, 
1985: 142) plays a big role in the reasons why, and the way an individual might feel 
about living in a certain location based on the resonance of it to their own social 
characteristics/identity. 

The simplest way I can describe it is being black is like being a criminal, you 
always feel like you need to be careful, treading on egg shells in case 
something you do is wrong, which jeopardises your life. I know everywhere 
out of London is way worse (Interviewee). 

For these youths it was a case of quantifying how to live their lives with the least 
amount of stigma. These responses not only displayed ‘race consciousness’ over 
‘class consciousness’, which is heavily cited and mentioned in contemporary 
literature on the absence of class (cognitively). The responses also unearthed how 
gentrification, amongst other institutional forces like the police, government, 
legislation, education and work experience, lead to reinforcement of racial 
consciousness, racialised policing and racial stigma calculation amongst these 
youth. This evident pattern of race consciousness in light of the effects of 
gentrification provided a new knowledge of the frameworks in which youth in the 
UK (particularly those facing the marginal effects of gentrification) saw their 
identities and their consciousness in making sense of their lives along race lines. 
Such knowledge not only highlights arguably brand new findings in relation to the 
heavily under-researched topic of youth and gentrification, but also adds to the 
growth of research done on the ‘invisibility’ of class. Demonstrating perhaps that 
race consciousness is a more relevant replacement of class consciousness in 
contemporary life (for working class youths) or the intersecting nature of race and 
class. ‘Comparisons among lower-power strata showed that black identification, as 
predicted, was most widespread.’ (Gurin, et al, 1980: 45). However, I acknowledge 
that researching participants who were disproportionately ethnic minorities may 
have led to some bias in these findings on identity consciousness. Race 
consciousness in light of the multiple effects of gentrification to an extent isn’t 
transferable in other instances or youths experiencing gentrification in another 
locality. 

Precariousness 

I don’t think about the future , just because right now I’m thinking about 
completing education which I hopefully will get through, I don’t know what I 
wanna do in my career I want to try and see how I feel in different positions I 
have in mind but I can only set those goals once I’ve made it through 
education. Housing though… I don’t see it in south Kilburn or even London 
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unless I get super rich (…)I wouldn’t say I’m uncertain but I’m just not sure of 
anything, nothing is set in stone in life, everything changes so quickly it’s 
hard to (Interviewee). 

From the outset, precariousness and gentrification may seem like two unrelated 
categories however, the realities of youths within South Kilburn, growing up with 
uncertainties due to the effects of gentrification, e.g. services shutting down, 
relocation, adapting life around construction work, losing friends/peers/members of 
the local community from the latter. Arguably produced an attitudinal trend 
amongst these youths, as being precarious and viewing life as inherently unstable, 
therefore, their attitudes inhibited a sense of fatalism, pessimism and uncertainty. 

In response to the question ‘did changes in your life, like the changes in your area 
(redevelopment) and the impacts it had on your community and youth clubs make 
you this way (precarious)?’ the response was:  

Come to think of it, yes, anything I’ve ever got used to change drastically. I 
lost contact with loads of my close friends because they had to move houses 
and then moving myself, changing schools 2 times, living in a new area- all of 
that made me so unstable at the time and now mentally(Interviewee). 

The interviewees often spoke of feelings of instability or generally being unsure 
about their future.  A cognitive effect: was clear that youths from South Kilburn 
manifested and embodied vast changes in their environment in their precarious 
views on life. 

In work done on youths, marginalisation and precariousness (unrelated to 
gentrification), Clarke (2009) similarly found that youths became precarious in 
response to societal “crises”. 

I want to suggest that we are seeing a combined and over determined crisis 
of youth that Is connected with, but not identical to, a range of other social, 
political, economic and institutional crises. The contemporary youth problem 
stands in a double relationship to the question of crisis: the marginalised 
(though it might be more accurate to say precarious) position of young 
people is an effect of these multiple crises…a crisis of youth (Clarke, 2009: 
309). 

Regeneration thus gentrification too can be likened to a crisis ; not a conventional 
one as those aforementioned by Clarke (2009) – nonetheless the crisis of 
gentrification and its impairing effects on working class people, means it can be 
correlated to ‘crises of youth’ (Clarke, 2009: 309). This research can demonstrate a 
trend in the effect on youth from the practices of the government and privatisation 
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and the way it creates displacement and precariousness. Youth become isolated, 
displaced and precarious about their lives which is not only a threat to their own 
sense of stability but a threat to the cognitive wellbeing of a whole marginalised 
generation. Further to this, existing literature has suggested that youths are 
reflexive of structural changes. ‘Larry Grossberg (2005) has argued that young 
people exist in a distinctive and distinctively vulnerable relationship to the multiple 
crises of ‘Euro modernity’ (Grossberg in Clarke, 2009: 309). Grossberg (2005) in the 
same way found that youths respond to ‘crises’ which in this context is youths 
responding to gentrification and essentially the breakdown of their community by 
embodying a sense of precariousness and instability in their world views. ‘Each of 
the contemporary crises has an aspect that renders young people more vulnerable 
and more precarious in material terms and simultaneously makes them more visible 
as the embodiment of crisis’ (Clarke, 2009: 310). Yet in light of my findings, 
gentrification alone may not be the main cause of such embodiments. Atkinson 
(2000), who attempted to measure gentrification and displacement, put forward the 
argument that gentrification wasn’t the only premise from which individuals became 
displaced (which thus as a consequence affected their cognitive thoughts like 
becoming precarious). 

It would seem clear that certain areas of London have undergone a social 
evacuation effect mediated by the process of professionalization. This also 
means that the neighbourhood effects, in the form of impaired social 
networks and reduced service provision, adversely affects groups less able to 
cope with the psychological and financial costs of such shocks (Atkinson, 
2000: 163). 

However, ‘social evacuation’ is part in parcel with gentrification as such 
environmental changes lead to migration of higher professional groups which brings 
along  changing aesthetics (service closure) of the area  and demographics of 
people. Thus, this still makes lives for those originally growing up in gentrified areas, 
unstable and as a consequence leads to the embodiment of precariousness – 
amongst other mind-sets.  

Service closure and inequality anxieties 

The youth clubs built my self-esteem, I made more friends there then I did in 
school (Interviewee). 

7 out of 8 respondents attended some form of a youth club or youth service, which 
fundamentally shaped their childhoods and aided them materially with school 
supplies, toys, and leisure activities. Most of these youths experienced youth clubs 
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that were formed under the Labour government, which were located on 4 estates 
between 2000 and 2010. 

I attended the K club; all my close friends went there. They gave me support 
with my homework which now looking back, is probably the reason why I now 
go university. Without extra support I don’t know how I would’ve been able 
to catch up with my peers … when I got too old for K club (Kilburn club) - it 
also shut down, we had nothing to do. Everyone spent time in the park and 
some of us ran into trouble (crime) (Interviewee). 

These youth clubs served to provide better life chances for youths in South Kilburn 
who are disproportionately working class. Youth club closures meant mass 
inequality and increasing vulnerability of youths who would have to seek leisure 
time elsewhere - that might have made them more susceptible to crime. This is 
suggested by the fact that the crime rate in the borough of Brent was at all time 
high during the period of preparation for the demolition of South Kilburn estates, 
which as a consequence lead to the closure of youth club services in 2011 and 2012. 
The crime figure was 101.2 in 2011 compared to 86.6 in 2013. (London Data Store, 
2010- 2014: N/A). Essentially the change in governments from left- wing  Labour to  
right-wing Conservative, whose change in housing policies led to youth clubs 
shutting down and privatisation (thus gentrification), directly disadvantaged youths 
and subsequently further marginalised and criminalised them. 

I went to police cadets again, that wasn’t in South Kilburn. They never had 
police cadets in South Kilburn and the only way I managed to get into it was 
by chance when the police came to our school and told us about it. They told 
me they had spaces in the Kensington police cadets and encouraged me to 
go. I had to travel to Kensington to attend every time (Interviewee). 

The redevelopment meant that there are now no youth services within close 
proximity of South Kilburn residential estates (from 2011 onwards in preparation for 
demolition of some estates in 2013). A divide in an unequal ratio of distributions of 
youth services in poor areas to affluent areas was apparent. Such youth service 
closures/ lack of youth services for different age groups, in light of the 
neighbourhood regeneration in South Kilburn created anxieties amongst some of 
the respondents in relation to the inequality they faced without having the support 
from a youth centre. The main anxieties circulated around the idea of south Kilburn 
youths and their predisposition to criminal and gang related activity. 

I: so every time you changed what you spent your spare time doing what was 
the reason? Where services shutting down? 

Interviewee: No I just got too old and then there was nothing for me to do so 
I spent time with my old friends in the park. After a while bad things 
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happened and there was a bad crowd in my park. Police were always there 
and my mum didn’t like that. Things changed, I had to move on and do 
something else but, there was nothing else so I just isolated myself 
sometimes did school work. 

I: did you lose your south Kilburn friendships? 

Interviewee: Nah not really, I still knew them some of them moved away.  
Like you said redevelopment and that, like when it was starting in their blocks 
some of them were put in prison but the ones I saw around I still said 
wagwan (Hello) to. I still kept it friendly. I’d known them since I was small. But 
I mostly starting bein’ with people from school, I really didn’t wanna be a part 
of any of the trouble in SK (South Kilburn) I missed my old friends in a way 
but I know I would get into trouble soon enough If I stayed with them. 

 ‘Hall (1904) and Puff (1912) put forward the recapitulation theory, that, in forming 
gangs, the young person is repeating an evolutionary phase and I so doing gains 
companionship, recognition, status and a sense of belonging’ (Hall and Puff cited in 
Scott,1957: 5). The recapitulation theory can explain how “crime” and “gang” 
related behaviour for South Kilburn youths may have been one of the ways in which 
youth responded to the failure of support from local services which prior to, 
gentrification, provided them with a sense of belonging. The formation of gangs 
may provide a compensatory agent of provision for the lack of youth services that 
legitimately supported them, thus becomes an inherent part of the lives of 
marginalised youths and their realities. Whilst criminal and gang related behaviour 
have always existed in South Kilburn, the point I am trying to make is that the period 
of youth service closure (2011 onward) may have contributed to the increase in 
criminal behaviour for the aforementioned reasons. The respondents expressed 
anxieties of not wanting to partake in criminal behaviour as they consciously knew 
that in order to find a collective sense of belonging, gangs and “criminal” 
cliques/squads were one of the very few options at their disposal due to the 
inequality in distribution of youth services in South Kilburn. However, the 
criminalisation of such acts meant that they feared falling into gangs, as they would 
face further inequality, marginalisation, and stigma from governing bodies like the 
police and courts that weren’t empathetic to South Kilburn youths and their 
disadvantages in life. 

We live, for at least the part time, in a rhetorically constructed picture of kids 
out of control, an enemy hiding within our most intimate spaces. The 
responses – zero tolerance, criminalisation and imprisonment … suggest not 
only that we have abandoned the current generation of kids but that we think 
of them as a threat that has to be contained, (…) Criminalisation and 
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medicalization are cheap (financially and emotionally) and expedient ways to 
deal with our fears and frustrations (Grossberg, 2005 in Clarke, 2009: 309). 

Although Grossberg 2005 refers to kids/youth homogenously, this quote can refer 
to marginal youths who live in such areas where the above practices are enforced 
on larger, harsher scales. The pressure to out ‘troublesome’ youths, in light of the 
context of gentrification, criminalisation becomes a regular , cheaper and lower 
maintenance way in which youth are controlled and rehabilitated instead of 
investment in youth services . Criminalisation has real implications for youths in 
South Kilburn who arguably already have reduced life opportunities due to their 
class, and race. Thus making the issues of crime a huge anxiety and issue of 
inequality when supportive services either shut down or do not account for them 
(youths) anymore, these youths become consciously aware of their realities and the 
inequalities they are exposed to, like being criminalised.  

Displacement 

Although arguably all the previous themes touch on the notion of embodied 
displacement or embodied responses to prospective displacement, I still wanted to 
highlight explicit displacement, as it is a recurrent theme throughout the research. I 
felt it would be necessary to get responses on the respondent’s immediate thoughts 
on concepts of moving in conjunction with their personal cognitive responses to 
gentrification and displacement. In terms of explicit displacement of youths being 
moved around/ out of South Kilburn; responses were a mixture of for and against 
the displacement argument. 

Not really, none of the regeneration happens around me so I haven’t been 
directly affected yet but indirectly yes. Some of my friends don’t live here 
anymore and I know some south Kilburn yout’s (youths) who basically live on 
and near construction sites and have to work their way around the road 
disruptions cause of the builders and that (Interviewee). 

The level of displacement amongst individuals differed depending of their location 
within South Kilburn therefore each individuals experience of explicit displacement 
in South Kilburn could not be homogenised.  

The redevelopments of south Kilburn affected me greatly as it caused me to 
move house. But it affected me in a good way; the new house is a lot bigger 
than the old one in the high rise blocks (Interviewee). 

Still, there was a sense of obligatory adaptability of existing communities who 
arguably forcefully would have to materially work their way around the 
redevelopment.  Thus became displaced from their locality at different tenures. 
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The upgrading of the area for its new population has arguably been achieved 
by a combination of commonality of purpose, will and high levels of 
resourcefulness on both sides. The local authority has been quick to meet the 
needs of residents through the market and has facilitated the development 
process; …This has of course led to widespread displacement (Butler and 
Robson, 2001: 2153). 

There is a sense that redevelopment occurs for prospective residents. Those who 
inhabit the area suffer the implications and challenges of having to meet the rising 
cost of living in a gentrified zone, adapt to the aesthetics of a gentrified area and 
have to work their lives around redevelopment sites. Such implications associated 
with gentrification have been criticised in previous work conducted on gentrification 
as ‘a frontier on which fortunes are made’ (Smith cited in Lees. Et al, 2007: 39). 
There is an almost imperialist element to the gentrification of poorer and older 
landscapes in London. The gatekeepers (often elite groups) to redevelopment plans 
have greater power to impose changes for their own economic benefits, at the 
expense of the prospects of the often working class ethnic minorities who previously 
inhabit those areas. 

However, displacement was a hard variable to measure in such a small sample and 
respondents provided mixed results which could not be generalised. Secure tenants 
although they held a marginal position- reaped some benefits as their status of 
secure tenancy protected them from the most marginal effects of gentrification ( 
being moved permanently away from their previous locality).  

Interviewee: We will have to move and we have been moved around a few 
times in the past. 

I: Can you tell me more about these moves or future moves? 

Interviewee: I was really little when we came to South Kilburn but the council 
kept moving us around. I’m pretty sure it was for the same reason as the 
places we were moved to are all redeveloped now and look really new. And 
yeah, I will have to move with my family as my block is due to be knocked 
down but we’re moving back as soon as it’s redone. Also when there’s 
council block works I’ve sometimes had to change routes to school and stuff 
which affects me and has done my whole life. 

Secure tenants would still have been temporarily rehoused whilst development in 
their existing estate was occurring. However, their status guaranteed they would be 
returned to their existing estate or, at the very least, the same locality (after the 
completion of regeneration). 
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Some secure council tenants will have to move home as part of the South 
Kilburn Regeneration Programme, as we demolish and redevelop blocks to 
deliver high quality new homes (…) we will support and advise you 
throughout the process. Before we start demolition work on your block you 
will receive an offer of a new home (Brent council, 2016: N/A). 

Nevertheless, secure tenancy, as my findings suggest, cannot adequately make up 
for the vast changes/ loss in existing communities , aesthetics, identities and 
livelihoods that are/were highly valued in any given location, that is intended to be 
gentrified. The ever present debate about the negative impacts of displacement 
and the distress it can cause is still relevant. 

Fragmented community 

The notion of fragmentation of the South Kilburn community was apparent and 
embodied by my respondents in my findings due to the displacing effects of 
gentrification, the introduction of newer social groups inhabiting South Kilburn and 
the impacts of neo-liberalist ideology in society, which was a result of the 
proliferation of privatised and capitalist practices under the Conservative 
government. 

Interviewee: I don’t really have a strong identity linked to any of these places 
they’re just different part of my life. Ultimately I’m a South Kilburn boy but I 
don’t feel like i belong to one place only. I don’t belong anywhere really… 

I: So do you feel like a part of the community in South Kilburn? 

Interviewee: Kind of in the way that I live here I’m familiar with everyone but, 
it’s not some typical community relationship when they’re like my family, 
never been like that. 

Neoliberalism and the embodiment of its ideologies that proliferate in UK society 
for these youths led to a breakdown of community and a shift toward individualism. 
Capitalist practices like gentrification (not just in South Kilburn) perpetuate and 
maintain such ideology as it serves to benefit, govern, and responsibilise individuals 
into following idealist capitalist practices. 

In the space of one generation there have been some radical change to the 
typical experiences of young people … and some of the effects of these 
changes are evident in the extent to which young people now see their 
decision making as  individual ‘choice’ rather than the product of structured 
constraints (Giddens cited in Ball et al, 1950: 2). 
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The fragmentation of communities in South Kilburn touches on wider debates about 
the breakdown of collectives and communal living as a site of support, familial 
networks, and even resistance.  The fact that these youths suggestingly lead very 
individualist lives, meant that they subconsciously fed into maintaining privatised 
practices like gentrification that arguably disadvantaged them. They spoke in terms 
of their own individual discontent and not collective discontent- the latter having 
greater potential to raise awareness. 

I: Is your relationship with the community similar to this do you associate/ 
disassociate yourself with them? 

Interviewee: This community is still nice it’s a nice culture. It’s really diverse 
and the older lot get on really well but for me and my generation I’d say the 
relationship is a hi and bye thing. 

‘The individual himself or herself becomes the reproduction unit of the social in the 
lifeworld’ (Ball et al, 1950: 2). Ball (1950) succinctly articulates how individuals 
reflexively become an incarnation of social rhetoric and this perception can 
evidently be applied to my findings. My respondents are replicating the social 
ideology of neoliberalism and leading individualist lives as opposed to communal 
ones. From the responses it appeared that this was not a conscious thought process 
or action but a societal change imposed on them, which they questioned and 
acknowledged but did not indicate resistance. 

Another reason for the fragmentation of the South Kilburn community for my 
respondents may have been the failure of social mix in a neighbourhood which is a 
key endorsed feature of regeneration. 

Gentrification is often promoted to the public as a process that stimulates 
social mixing and diversification of neighbourhood population, which creates 
more liveable communities. On the other hand, social mixing is sometimes 
presented as “social wallpaper”… that might lead to covering up of 
displacement, socio-spatial segregation and polarization among local 
inhabitants (Butler and Robson cited in Neducin et al, 2009: 68). 

It is evident that ‘there is little evidence of substantial interactions between or 
among populations and few shared perceptions of community’ (Sarkissian, 2014: 
117). Similarly, such perceptions Sarkissian (2014) notes, was especially visible 
amongst South Kilburn youths who did not identify with the community they lived 
in. Changes in the residents who occupy South Kilburn has further fuelled 
individualisation amongst newer generations and fragmented communities as 
opposed to social mix. Social disintegration and tension amongst residents may 
arise out of fragmented individualised communities however; the power to do 
something about low affiliation in a community arguably falls in the hands of those 
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new residents with greater social and economic capital. Their interests and changes 
won’t necessarily coincide with that of the existing working class/ethnic minority 
tenants. 
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Conclusion 

(Redevelopment site in South Kilburn. Author’s own, 2016). 

Through the analysis of gentrification in South Kilburn and its effects on working 
class youths in their experience of commercial, communal and spatial displacement; 
the findings of this study have embraced and aided material on existing debates 
around gentrification and set new ground for the implementation and 
understanding of youth trajectories. Firstly, the findings from interviewing youths on 
their life experiences in relation to gentrification were patterned by notions of 
displacement (at different tenures), embodiment of neoliberalism, polarisation and 
lack of resistance. Gentrification in South Kilburn ruptured traditional spatial and 
communal bonds, which completely fractured a sense of community amongst the 
generation the interviewed groups fell into.  However, the findings had been 
anticipated, not only by my own personal experience of loss of community amongst 
my generation, but existing literature which narrated gentrification as a displacing 
force. As Fullilove (2004) describes: 
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Each person in his social and geographic slot – is destroyed, and even if the 
neighbourhood is rebuilt exactly as it was, it won’t work. The restored 
geography is not enough to repair the many injuries to the mazeway’ 
(Fullilove cited in Slater, 2011: 581). 

Subsequently ‘involuntary residential changes also produce a considerable amount 
of psychosocial stress’ (Hartman cited in Slater, 2011: 581). Comparable to Hartman 
(1984) my findings uncovered the cognitive manifestations of neoliberalist ideology 
permeated throughout the thought processes of the youths in question. The 
sentiments of neoliberalism are imbedded in the way youths cognitively, thus 
physically, partake in social life through individualised traits. ‘Giddens (1991) has 
argued that risk and uncertainty are experienced subjectively and individuals are 
held more and more accountable for their own survival in a time where change is 
the only certainty’ (Giddens cited in Ball et al, 1950: 2). This was due to the growth 
of attachment of neoliberalism to practices like gentrification, which physically 
demolish communities and promote privatisation and thus mannerisms of 
individualisation. Individualisation of youths had worrying implications for 
‘generational politics’ (Little in Massey, 2015: 10) and thus the potential of 
resistance against any of their discontents to the gentrification of South Kilburn and 
what it meant for their future. Again such findings were not exclusive to my research 
and were predicted amongst other scholars assessing regeneration in London. Little 
(2015) notes, 

The working and middle classes will condense, and there will be a sharp 
drop-off at the bottom – from relative precarity to deep poverty; and there 
will be increasing social mistrust, with lines being drawn along racial and 
geographic lines as well through social class. My argument is that this new 
settlement is manifest in an emerging generational politics produced by the 
material effects of neoliberalism on the lives of young people (Little in 
Massey, 2015: 7). 

The most important finding or perhaps interpretation of my findings was the 
importance of the consultation of youth (amongst other minority groups) in the 
regeneration of their neighbourhood, as these groups are likely candidates for the 
negative effects of: ‘the harsh realities of poverty, displacement, and chronic 
shortages of affordable housing’ (Lees et al, 2007: 44). My research adds to the 
breadth of knowledge on gentrification in terms of the conflicting perceptions and 
outcomes of regeneration for different groups, e.g. regeneration planners & 
investors and existing working class residents do not have the same interests in the 
regeneration, and thus gentrification of an area. ‘Local planners and politicians need 
to do more to ensure the benefits of regeneration or gentrification flow to all of a 
borough’s residents’ (Elahi and Khan, 2016: 3). The prevalence of acknowledgement 
of youths and their opinions in urban planning could potentially further to the 



Nayyar Hussain: the effects of gentrification 

	

41 

consideration and sensitivity of the disintegration of working class groups. In terms 
of social cleansing, generational precarity and instability due to regeneration and 
thus gentrification. 

However, several factors mainly due to the methodology and the nature of case 
studies meant that my findings were limited and arguably exclusive to the sample 
researched. The way in which the youths made sense of their lives within the 
framework of gentrification could not be applicable to the population of youths in 
South Kilburn as whole. Although some of the respondents agreed to key points 
which came to define the findings e.g. precariousness etc. The responses were 
broadly far too heterogeneous and subsequent analysis was highly dependent on 
my interpretation of the findings. Snowball sampling meant that again responses 
and those being interviewed weren’t entirely representative of South Kilburn Youths 
thus reducing the reach of my findings. Nonetheless, my exploration and analysis of 
the effects of gentrification on South Kilburn youths, forms the beginning of 
theoretical work that can provide a holistic picture of the effects of gentrification in 
the UK. Which can reaffirm classical theory that has attempted to predict 
prospective changes.  

Some of the older certainties and collective identities have 
weakened…suggest that there is a “freeing” relative to status like social 
classes’ contemporary experiences and a diversification of life-styles have 
replaced older traditional social relationships (Giddens cited in Ball et al, 
2000: 2).  

Resonating with Giddens, my research revealed the nuances in the effects of 
gentrification on youths and the wider societal implications of it from a 
contemporary yet, unheard and marginalised position.  
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Abstract 

Islamophobia is a growing concern for British Muslims and Muslims worldwide. It 
marginalises mainstream Muslims, affecting their way of life, despite their thoughts 
and beliefs, in comparison to radical Islamists. Jihadi John, a terrorist and a former 
student of the University of Westminster, graduated in 2009; his identity as 
Muhammed Emwazi was revealed in January 2015. This study demonstrated how 
some Muslim students of the University were affected by Jihadi John’s exposure 
and the ways it impacted on their daily lives for example, some students felt the 
need to go home early in order to be safe, putting their family’s minds at ease. It 
states how some students faced Islamophobia -a form of racism- due to their 
appearances and supposed signifiers of a Muslim identity. These resulted to certain 
students at Westminster changing their behaviour, routines and were pressured to 
the point they altered their visual appearance in order to fit into Western culture; 
few felt needs to incorporate Western fashion whilst others took their face veils, 
hijabs, abayas and thobes off, wearing completely Westernised clothing. Though it 
was by their rightful choice, their freedom was removed as they felt their dressing 
was inappropriate due to fear of attacks, considering the way news organisations 
such as the Daily Mail, presented Muslims. In addition, there were some incidents 
students faced and believed unfair amongst few staff members and peers at the 
University. However, this study also revealed in an educational University setting, 
most people understood the situation, recognising Jihadi John as one individual 
therefore, participants did not continuously feel isolated. Participants acknowledged 
the importance of educating people, in order to differentiate Islam and radical 
Islamism, thus preventing discrimination or racism developing.  
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Introduction 

This research project will examine experiences of students at the University of 
Westminster after exposures of “Jihadi John”. Jihadi John is known as a ‘mass 
murderer of IS [Islamic State] [and was identified] as Muhammed Emwazi’ (YouTube, 
2015: n.p.). He was born in Kuwait, raised in London and studied Computer 
programming at the University of Westminster; he graduated in 2009 (The 
Guardian, 2015: n.p.). In July 2013, Emwazi changed his name via a deed poll, 
attempting to travel to Kuwait, but was stationed. He then disappeared and his 
parents reported missing person. Four months later, he was thought to have 
entered Syria. From August 2014 to January 2015, video footages included Emwazi 
murdering many Westerners, including British aid workers, Alan Henning and David 
Haines. Emwazi was additionally alleged to have killed Syrian troops, too (BBC, 
2015: n.p.).  A few days before the Paris attacks, Jihadi John was reported dead in 
November 2015; a US drone, which fired a missile in the vehicle he was travelling in, 
killed him.  

The study aim was to discover how the revelation of Jihadi John, as Muhammed 
Emwazi – a former student - affected Muslim students studying in the same 
University - the University of Westminster. It was important to maintain focus and 
emphasise on students’ University experiences with, for example, lecturers, staff, 
peers, travelling to and from campus, University library and so forth. This was 
assessed further by distinguishing and comparing how certain Muslim students 
faced different experiences because of their identity in terms of gender, ethnicity 
skin colour and how they dressed (Islamic attire) to University. Furthermore, this 
study aimed to examine how students were impacted by their University experience 
and depiction of a Muslim in a Western society, drawing on changes they made in 
order to “fit in”. The data indicates relevance and demonstrates how the study 
significantly considered the thoughts and feelings of the students towards the way 
Jihadi John’s story was represented, specifically by the Daily Mail news 
organisation. The study aims are unique in some senses; it is the first research 
focused exclusively on Muslim students who have been affected by contemporary 
news stories of Jihadi John. Therefore, these students have first-hand relevance with 
necessary original views, to be enhanced on. 

Jihadi John was a terrorist, murdering non-Muslims and Muslims in the name of 
Islam, despite differentiation between his views and the majority of Muslims. Studies 
found since January 2015, levels of Islamophobic attacks increased, particularly in 
Westminster borough (BBC, 2015: n.p.). A reason this issue raises concerns is 
because there appears to be correlations between attacks against Muslims and the 
date Emwazi’s identity was exposed as Jihadi John. It may be argued the revelation 
of Emwazi is a concise example of someone who amplified an ‘already persuasive 
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fear of the Arab Other through concern with Islamic fundamentalism’ (Poynting, S. 
et al, 2004: 28). Islamophobia is a relevant issue, referring to the ‘injustices faced by 
Muslims, and specific to Muslims’ (Sayyid in Sayyid and Vakil, 2010: 1). It contains 
significance to Jihadi John’s story because, as established in this study, his actions 
marginalised Muslim students throughout their final year at University. This resulted 
in what may be described as discrimination, impacting their daily lives negatively, 
specifically, with studies. Jihadi John is an example, demonstrating how ‘the 
activities of bad Muslims are seen as contributing to Islamophobia’ (Sayyid in Sayyid 
and Vakil, 2010: 11), differentiating Muslims from society, in general terms. 
Islamophobia is a form of cultural racism because minority Muslims sharing similar 
cultural values, through ‘ideologies of otherness; […] skin colour, location, religion, 
rank and gender’ (Vakil, in Sayyid and Vakil, 2010: 29) face judgment; judgements 
resulting in categorisations of Muslims against mainstream society, due to the 
actions of a criminal. Islamophobia is a form of racism, is real and this investigation 
indicated this.  

In the form of semi-structured interviews, qualitative method was utilised, obtaining 
perceptive and authentic informational data. This was most suitable as it provided 
ability to ‘explicate an understanding of a phenomena of interest from the 
perspective of those who experience it’ (Mills and Birks, 2014: 260). Seven semi-
structured interviews were useful as they delivered competence, discussing aspects 
of details. This may have covertly reflected their experiences delivering additional 
inherent and rich data (Bryman, 2012: 471). Participants included four female and 
three male Muslims; numbers were coincidental as participants first interested, took 
part. All participants were from the Regents and Cavendish campus as both were in 
close proximity with one another; time availability was convenient. 

To generate coherent readings of this study, the conducted research of the 
literature review is placed at the beginning. This allows readers to gain general 
ideas behind the studied topic. Moreover, the methodology is evaluated 
subsequently, followed by the findings and analysis section. The overall findings of 
the study will be summarised in the final section of the conclusion and will concisely 
answer the aims of the project; a brief reflection of the methodological limitations 
will also be included.  
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Literature review 

In Britain today, particularly after the events of 9/11’s “War on Terror” and the 7/7 
“London bombings”, ‘Muslims […] have been identified as a group of potentially 
‘false nationals’ and systematically constructed as the Other’ (Saeed, 2008: 15). As a 
result they ‘have found themselves bearing the brunt of a new wave of suspicion 
and hostility’ (Madood, 2005: n.p.). An example demonstrating the extent of 
Islamophobia can be seen through recent news where a black Christian woman 
made racist remarks to Muslim women on the bus. The recorded footage was over 
five minutes long however, some of her words included, ‘Fucking ISIS bitches, go 
back to your country where they’re bombing every day […] Have you both got the 
same husband? Have you? Are you still sleeping with the same man? Is that how it 
works?’ (The Guardian, 2015: n.p.). Harker states, ‘When a black woman can stand 
in a bus and tell someone, without irony, to “go back to their own country” it shows 
how deeply embedded the hatred of Muslims has become in our society’ (The 
Guardian, 2015: n.p.). In order to understand the concept of Islamophobia, 
meanings of both race and racialisation must be acknowledged. It is firstly important 
to understand what is meant by racism in today's society. 

According to Garner (2009), race is a fictive construct, which we turn into social 
reality every day of our lives and attach to it the label of racism. There is not one 
meaning to race but there have been similarities with the approach-suggesting race 
to be a ‘form of categorisation’ (Garner, 2009: 3). This depends on both physical 
and biological attributes (i.e. colour of their skin, shape of eyes etc.). These essential 
understandings of race are not that simplistic; race is a social construct; ‘particular 
way of looking at the nature of reality’ (May, 2011: 7), that is not given by nature but 
rather its foundation is ideologies in disguise (Wolfe, 2002: 52). The interpretation 
of the physical differences created in society are not determined by racial 
differences, ‘but by the social imperatives that enable us to do so’ (Garner, 2009: 3). 
Racialisation is an ‘exercise of power in its own right, as opposed to a commentary 
that enables or facilitates a prior exercise of power’ (Wolfe, 2002: 58). Therefore, 
when one becomes racialised and experiences racism, it means power has been 
inflicted on the victims because of their racial attributes, ‘merely for personal gain’ 
(Garner, 2009: 5). 

Contemporary study of race suggests race no longer is just a biological form but a 
newly arisen concept of cultural racism. As Hall et al. (1992) observe, though both 
forms of racism includes power differentiation, cultural notions of race have in some 
ways coincided with biological notions of race ‘drawing on national belonging and 
national identity’ (Saeed, 2007: 445). Cultural racism progresses from just racism 
because it involves ‘physical appearance as one marker among others, but is not 
solely premised on conceptions of biology in a way that ignores religion, culture 
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and so forth’ (Meer and Madood in Meer, 2013: 390). What this suggests is the 
‘distinction is difficult to sustain, for the biological cannot be easily disarticulated 
from the cultural in the case of racism’ (Sayyid, 2010: 13). Therefore, as Fredrickson 
states, ‘culture can be reified and essentialised to the point it becomes functional 
equivalent of race’ (Fredrickson in Madood, 2005: 14).  

These ideas about race have been linked to the concept of Islamophobia. Stolcke 
(2006) argues Islamophobia is ‘a form of racism that excludes and marginalizes 
populations not just on the basis of their biological difference but on their ‘’so-
called’ incommensurable cultural differences’ (Housee, 2012: 106). Runnymede 
report (1997) had defined Islamophobia to be ‘unfounded hostility towards Islam 
[resulting in] practical consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against 
Muslim individuals and communities’ (Runnymede in Taras, 2013: 418). Embarking 
on cultural racism, it has been suggested that ‘All Muslims, like all dogs, share 
certain characteristics. A dog is not the same animal as a cat just because both 
species are comprised of different breeds. An extreme Christian believes that the 
Garden of Eden really existed; an extreme Muslim flies planes into buildings - 
there's a big difference’ (Telegraph in Saeed, 2010: 16). Expanding on this 
essentialised view, ‘Arab-ness and Islam and middle Eastern-ness are seen to be the 
same thing, and are seen to be essentially and pathologically evil, inhuman, violent 
and criminal’ (Poynting, S. et al, 2004: 33). The argument fails to acknowledge the 
different interpretations of the faith since there is a difference between Islam and 
radical Islamism. Though Muslims are not part of a race, Islamophobia is ‘racism that 
is justified by cultural and religious differences, hence – unemployment, 
discrimination, poverty, marginalisation; […] criminalization of Muslims, are now 
viewed through ‘cultural lens’ (Housee, 2012: 106). Therefore, Islam gets treated as 
if it were a race resulting in racialisation because of this supposed culture that 
comes part and parcel with the “Muslim” community. 

Furthermore, in regards to Islamophobia, racism is an ideology which has been 
classified in two ways; ‘First, it is hierarchical — difference is not neutral [and] 
second, it links physical characteristics to cognitive, cultural and moral ones, fusing 
the concrete and the abstract, the animal and the human, the somatic and the 
semiotic’; (Wolfe, 2002: 52) pairs which need to work together in order to exist. 
Saussure’s model of semiology includes the idea; ‘Signs […] are arbitrary in so far as 
they are composed of elements (a concept and a sound image) that have no 
necessary or natural connection to each other’ (Lemert, 1979: 935). The sign being 
the sound image and signified being the concept. To demonstrate this point, in 
terms of the common appearance of a Muslim, some non-Muslims have also been 
affected for looking “Islamic”. This is ‘regardless of the validity of this presumption 
(resulting in Sikhs and others with an ‘Arab’ appearance being attacked for ‘looking 
like Bin Laden’)’ (Meer and Madood in Sayyid and Vakil, 2008: 35). A day after the 
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7/7 attacks ‘a Sikh petrol station owner was shot dead […]. To the murderer, the 
beard and attire resembled Osama Bin Laden’ (Abbas, 2005:14). Critically thinking, 
the signifier (turban and beard) and the signified (terrorists) have no connections 
with one another yet the reality of the matter is although their culture and religion is 
different from extremists or Muslims, their turban, beards and visual appearance 
resulted in the racialisation of Muslims, and Sikh’s too in this case. 

The September 11 attacks ‘fuelled additional anti-Islamic sentiments [giving] rise to 
the efforts of far-right groups in Britain, [painting] Muslims as the epitome of 
unwanted difference, and almost excused anti-Islamic violence’ (Abbas, 2005:14). 
The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (2002) found a rise in 
the number of ‘physical and verbal threats being made, particularly to those visually 
identifiable as Muslims, in particular women wearing the hijab’ (Allen and Nielsen in 
Meer and Madood, 2010: 35); ‘hijab signifies an Islamic identity’ (Meer and 
Madood, 2010: 35). Halliday (1999) accepts the idea that there is a form of 
discrimination against Muslim because they are Muslims but finds the concept of 
Islamophobia misleading. He states, ‘the attack now is not Islam as a faith but 
against Muslims as people’ (Halliday in Meer and Madood, 2010: 35). However, 
whilst Halliday’s argument seems logical, it ignores how the majority of Muslims 
reporting street level discrimination (Runnymede report, 2004) only experience this 
when they appear ‘conspicuously Muslim’ (Meer and Madood, 2010: 35) in Islamic 
attire. To some, this makes ‘it difficult to separate the impact of appearing Muslim 
from the impact of appearing to follow Islam’ (Meer and Madood, 2010: 35).  

It has been suggested the contemporary Islamophobia borrows elements of 
discourses of historical Orientalism (Said, 1978: 286-287). It is associated with ‘the 
historic lineage of orientalist narratives between the West and the Muslims through 
a doctrine that defines essential differences between ‘us and them’ – a belief system 
that recognizes a homogeneous and static culture with specific and deleterious 
characterizations’ (Said in Ekman, 2015: 1989). Though Orientalism is a more 
historical term, Kumar (2012) summarises five “orientalist myths” which seize to exist 
in Western society today. Islam is seen to be 'monolithic [...] uniquely sexist […] 
inherently violent’. The 'Muslim Mind" is incapable of reason and rationality and 
Muslims are incapable of democracy and self rule’ (Ekman, 2015: 1989). Conversely, 
unlike historical Orientalism which focuses on just the geographical Other, 
contemporary Islamophobia constructs the Other within a Western geographical 
context and is more concerned ‘that Muslims pose an inner threat to the ‘West’’ 
(Ekman, 2015: 1989). 

Racialised views against Muslims with reference to contemporary Orientalist theory, 
links to the idea of “West and the Rest”; concept of clear binary as it implies Islam 
and Muslims, are somehow ‘less advanced, [repackaging] the historical conceptions 
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of the Orient as ‘uncivilised’, ‘uncultured’ and ‘irrational’’ (Saeed, 2010: 16); the 
Other. The West is as much an Idea than a matter of geographical location (Hall, 
1992: 276). Stuart Hall (1992), key theorist to the concept of the West and the Rest 
draws on the colonial discourses suggesting the ‘language of the West, its image of 
itself and ‘others’, its sense of ‘us and “them”, its practices of power towards the 
Rest’ through ‘the languages of racial inferiority and ethnic superiority which still 
operate so powerfully across the globe today’ (Hall, 1992: 318). Hall believes the 
Rest are associated in terms of practice in such a way the West is held in superior 
civilisation. 

After the 9/11 attacks, ‘Racialized binaries […] constructed notion of Islam and 
essentialized fabrication of Arab identity as signifiers of terrorism, moral 
backwardness, and antidemocratic’ (Mehta, 2007: 1). The West seems to have three 
images of ‘Arabs [men] – terrorists, oil sheikhs, and women covered in black from 
head to toe’ (Ak-Radi in Mehta, 2007: 212). Similarly, there is binary opposition 
between veiled and the unveiled women. This is because ‘veiled’, women are 
perceived to be submissive or dangerous, deluded or transgressive, oppressed or 
[…] forced. If ‘unveiled’ they are often uncritically assumed to be progressive, 
liberated, secular, and integrated (Tarlo, 2010: 4) like the West. These discourses 
about Muslims and the West work in opposition to each other, but as pairs. They 
hold essential relevance as they support ‘a strategy… a common institutional… or 
political drift or pattern’ (Cousins and Hussain in Hall, 2006: 165), yet there is a 
power differentiation of both parties as Foucault states, ‘Discourse transmits and 
produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines it and exposes it, renders it 
fragile and makes it possible to thwart it’ (Foucault in Mills, 1997: 40).  

Muslims within University 
A study on Islamophobia within Universities found that due to increasing 
apprehension since the 9/11 and 7/7 bombings, ‘new offences related to the vague 
new criminal offence of ‘undesirable behaviour’ have been brought under the scope 
of the anti-terrorism laws’ (Fekete, 2008: 5). This resulted ‘in university lecturers and 
higher education bodies […] being encouraged to monitor young Muslims for signs 
of subversive behaviour’ (Fekete, 2008: 5). In addition, the majority accounts of 
focus groups found students felt lecturers did not prompt debates on various issues 
regarding care needs (for example, acknowledgement of concerns in seminars) and 
Muslim students’ support. Additionally, ‘students felt their concerns regarding faith 
issues were not fully appreciated by members of staff [whilst other Muslims felt] 
students had been picked out by staff because of their faith’ (Hussain, 2008: 62). 
This creates a sense of marginalisation amongst Muslim students, even within a 
credited social institution; it implies Muslim students require observing for potential 
terrorist or fear-invoking behaviour, disregarding all other students. It also 
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demonstrates the idea that staff and lecturers sometimes do not treat all students 
fairly due to the consistent pressure and negative rhetoric promoted by government 
(Hussain, 2008).

Muslims in the media 
According to Sivanandan, racist discourse is stimulated by the media, which then 
‘feeds into popular racism’ (Saeed, 2007: 14). It has been argued the media is a 
primary arena in which involves the analysis concerning discourses about Muslims 
(Housee, 2012: 106). Housee’s study reveals University students’ felt Islam was 
viewed through the Media lens. Some students felt ‘non-Muslims […] are 
dependent on the media portrayal of Muslims... People have negative views, which 
they have picked up from the media about extremism’ (Housee, 2012: 109). To 
justify their arguments, the students felt when Muslim men were shown on news; it 
was on the suspicion of terror, plots and grooming. They also felt Muslim women 
were absent from the news but when they were shown it was to do with the veil, 
oppression, patriarchy and control by their male partners (Housee, 2012: 109). 
Likewise, when the media spoke about radicalisation amongst British Muslim male 
youths, some the University students stated it only makes them more susceptible to 
extremist influences (Housee, 2012: 109). Drawing on political side of race, Miller 
(2002) situates, “what we know” of a society is contingent on the way situations are 
represented to us; the knowledge in turn leads to what we do and what policies we 
are prepared to accept, resulting in our behaviour (Miller, 2002: 246). 

Because of the influential and powerful role of the media, Van Dijk (1991) argues, 
media reproduces racial ideas in what can be seen as the “truth” leading to how 
readers of the news think, talk and behave upon racial differences (Saeed, 2007: 
454). Media provides an arena for racial discourses and stereotypes about Muslims 
to continuously operate in a naturalised manner. It not only fails to maintain a fair 
representation of Muslims but also helps to create hostility and moral panic through 
ignorance about Muslims (Poole in Housee, 2012: 107). Stanley Cohen’s (1973) 
concept moral panic, draws on the ‘role of the media in symbolising and amplifying 
the problem in shaping it as deviance and hence a wider social threat’ (Poynting, S. 
et al, 2004: 11). 

In regards to Jihadi John, the Daily mail news organisation had headlined many 
articles along the lines of ‘Radical alert at Jihadi John's University’ (Daily mail, 2015: 
n.p.). Such suggestive statements narrow the ability of readers to arrive at a
balanced and neutral understanding of an issue, almost blaming the University and 
its Muslims for taking part in the radicalisation of individuals such as Emwazi who 
came to be known as "Jihadi John". A sense of moral panic is created disregarding 
the reality of the matter. Social commentators have noted media language has been 
shaped to cause many to talk about a ‘criminal culture’ (Poole 2002) keeping the 



Mashudah Farzana: encountering Jihadi John 

54 

discourses about Muslims operating (Saeed, 2007: 452). Hartley and McKee also 
draw on linguistics of certain news organisation, ‘which function according to certain 
techniques and values – narratives of battlers and leaders, conflict and sensation, 
structures of opposition, attraction to the anomalous’ shaping the ways stories, are 
told’ (Poynting, S. et al, 2004: 13). It could argued that Emwazi, like the 7/7 
bombers in Britain amplified/s an ‘already persuasive fear of the Arab Other through 
the concern with Islamic fundamentalism’ (Poynting, S. et al, 2004: 28) resulting in 
the further stigmatisation and racialisation of Muslims.  

After the 9/11 and 7/7 attacks, many Muslim women in Britain ‘simultaneously felt 
motivated to design clothes which might better represent their interest and present 
a more positive public image’ (Tarlo, 2010: 197). Likewise, an increasing number of 
Muslim men, especially those that have been born in Britain are consciously 
adapting traditional Islamic attire and appearance to suit to the Western 
environment (Tarlo, 2010: 7). This indicates some Muslims felt the need to change 
their visual identity in order to fit the Western ideal; especially given the 
requirement for assimilation. It is also possible that the Muslims felt that by aligning 
their faith with Western fashion, they were reducing the occurrence of racist attack. 

As the perpetrators of 9/11 attacks were young Middle-Eastern Muslim men and Bin 
Laden’s followers was also young Middle-Eastern Muslim men it will be the ‘young 
men of Middle-Eastern Muslim background [who] will be targeted’ (Devine in 
Poynting et al, 2004: 169). In reference to this research project, Emwazi who had 
killed innocent people in the name of Islam, was a young man also from a Middle-
Eastern Muslim background. This enhances the possibility of Muslims being 
attacked or discriminated. Muslim men attract attention, leading to a ‘form of 
surveillance and searches from the police or in the form of suspicion from members 
of the public’ (Tarlo, 2010: 10). Additionally, since Jihadi John's identity was 
revealed, there has recently been an increase in Muslim women being attacked in 
the region of Westminster (BBC, 2015: n.p.) – dates after Jihadi John’s identity had 
been revealed. Due to the lack of research conducted in this area, this research 
project seeks to analyse and discover if Muslims students have been affected by the 
aftermaths of Jihadi John; who attended the same University, if so how, in order to 
get a clearer understanding of the situation from their perspective.  
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Methodology 

This section sets to discuss the research method implemented in this study. 
Qualitative research method was used for the project because it is ‘primarily 
concerned with stories and accounts including subjective understandings, feelings, 
opinions and beliefs; […] data typically gathered [with] an interpretivists 
epistemological approach’ (Matthews and Ross, 2010: 142). The ontological and 
epistemological approaches are interpretivists, since this study is based on 
Islamophobia in relation to race therefore, there is interpretivists idea assuming the 
‘reality is a social construct’ (Matthews and Ross, 2010: 142). This method shows 
particular usefulness because the fluidity and flexibility was acceptable; the 
researcher was present, allowing the participants to describe and explain events, 
‘gathering participants’ understandings, beliefs and experiences’ (Matthews and 
Ross, 2010: 142). Additionally, because this topic portrays relation to race and 
Islamophobia, qualitative research methods were approvingly encouraged. This is 
because, as highlighted by Critical Race theory that values marginal voices, 
‘narrative or voice is central to the making of knowledge’ (Housee, 2012: 105). The 
research conducted focused on exploring experiences of Muslim students at the 
University of Westminster after exposures of “Jihadi John”; this ‘experiential 
knowledge [may be considered a] legitimate knowledge [with] viewpoints that are 
likely to be different from mainstream dominant narratives’ (Housee, 2012: 105). 
This demonstrates usefulness in comparison to quantitative methods ‘assum[ing] 
that the social world is real’ (Matthews and Ross, 2010: 142). Therefore, 
marginalised participants mentioned in this study -who were experiencing 
Islamophobia- were given a chance to elaborate their views on how Jihadi John’s 
exposure affected them.  

Qualitative methods of semi-structured interviews were conducted, consisting of 
questions in fixed ways and spontaneous, when required; this is where researchers 
had interview guides (appendix I) with topics to be covered (Bryman, 2012: 471). 
The interviewer worked with lists of topics, with each respondent acknowledging 
that ‘the order and exact wording of the question is not important’ (Phellas et al., 
2012: 183), further allowing participants to explain and expand on personal 
experiences and thoughts, freely; it allowed the researcher gain nuanced data. 
However, during certain times it resulted to some participants going off tangent, 
but semi-structured interviews allowed possibilities to redirect attention back to the 
interview guide, if necessary. Nevertheless, being a study where students were at 
focus, going off tangent was perceived as an advantage because it allowed the 
researcher to explore ‘what the interviewee sees as relevant and important’ 
(Bryman, 2012: 470).  
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Additionally, the Interview guide (appendix I) was helpful as the questions were 
prearranged; yet not every question was asked in the specific order (Bryman, 2012: 
471). The structural elements of semi-structure interviews in comparison to in-depth 
interviews may have suggested participants had something important they sought 
to add however, because the researcher did not question, participants possibly 
decided not to include responses. They perhaps thought this was not of the 
researchers interests, leading to a lack of validity in ways (Corbin and Strauss, 2015: 
39). 

Interpretivists approach assumed studies for example, the adopted one in this 
study, is augmented and limited by focuses and requirements for subjective 
interpretation following the individuals’ response (Merriam, 2009: 145). On the 
other hand, abilities to require further questions, exploring responses within semi-
structured interviews through probing, follow-up questions and interpreting 
questions (Bryman, 2012: 479) (check interviews on appendix III to see how this was 
done), helped moderate generalisations of the research understandings and 
significance; this improved the overall validity of this study (Bryman, 2012: 389-390). 
However, a limitation of this qualitative research method by form of semi-structured 
interviews may be criticised for low reliability of the data collected; semi-structured 
interviews lack ‘dependability and consistency’ (Neauman, 2006: 196), due to the 
difficulty repeating the identical data, to be generated. However, it is relevant to 
note interviewing more participants would not be likely to occur due to time 
constraints and demands of the transcription and coding processes. 

The method permitted researchers to show participants a short video clip regarding 
Islamophobia and the two Daily Mail news articles (appendix IV). According to 
Harper, visual media provides an advantage since it ‘help[s] ground the researchers 
interview questions [stimulating] interviewees to engage visually with familiar 
settings, [or experiences, in this case] (Bryman, 2012: 481). It allowed participants in 
this study to look at the video and consider any experience they possibly faced 
travelling to University. The news articles helped participants embark on their 
thoughts about certain news organisations.   Furthermore, seven semi-structured 
interviews were conducted and took place in an unoccupied seminar room to 
provide confidentiality. Every interview was forty minutes to an hour long, 
enhancing the fact interviews were time consuming; since interviews had to be 
conducted when participants were available too (Bryman, 2012: 481).  

Prior to the interviews and study, ethical forms were signed and sent of to the 
commencement of the study (appendix VI). This form held importance for the 
researcher to be completely conscious of the precautions and considerations, 
preventing harm towards participants or ethical malpractice (Merriam, 2009: 234). 
Research Information sheets (see appendix III) were distributed around Cavendish 
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and Regents libraries, student lounge area, Student Union office and prayer rooms, 
also. Information sheets entailed detailed background information, contact details, 
ethical precautions and interview information (Data archive, n.d.: n.p.). After reading 
the information sheet, six out of the seven participants contacted me, in agreement 
to take part in the study. This was in form of convenience sampling as only Muslims 
who wanted to take part were available to the researcher (Bryman, 2012: 201). 
However, one participant, Nora, recommended her friend Hassan to take part, too -
through snowball sampling- as she believed he obtained relevant material for the 
study; Hassan was contacted and agreed to take part. Snowball sampling is 
considered feasible since ‘people who are relevant to the research topic [have] 
contact [to] others’ (Bryman, 2012: 202) who were possibly suitable for the 
investigation of study. However, at times it was noticeable what Nora said about 
Hassan in her interview, did not constantly match his experiences. It was vital not to 
prompt differences to Hassan for validity and ethical reasons; the topic could have 
led to sensitivity and discouragement.  

Additionally, due to ethical reasoning, before participants took part in the study, 
they were requested to read through and sign a consent form (see appendix V). This 
was required so participants agreed freely without encouragement or 
discouragement to take part in the research further understanding what their 
participation required. They were to understand the Data Protection Act, 
confidentiality, recording and deleting after transcription, the use of quotation for 
publication, name change which reduced risks and that they had the right to 
withdraw or discontinue at any time of the research process (Punch, 2014: 44). 
Researchers ensured the data was kept secured in a separate recording-device, 
deleting them as soon as possible and ensured all requirements were met (Bryman, 
2012: 483). Also in regards to ethics, whilst conducting the interview, the researcher 
asked participants if they needed a break, especially when some issues spoken 
about seemed concerning. This was so participants did not feel constricted and 
were reminded of the option.  

After the interviews were transcribed, they went through the process of coding. The 
purpose of coding is to ‘serve as shorthand device to label, separate, compile and 
organise data (Charmaine in Bryman, 2012: 568). Specifically, the data undertook 
axial coding, involving the idea of ‘relating codes to each other […] achieved by 
combination of inductive and deductive reasoning’ (Matthews and Ross, 2010: 401). 
In addition, thematic analysis (Bryman, 2012) was used to identify the focal themes 
present in the data/codes provided by each participant prior to the final 
interpretation, concluding all themes together. Themes and categories were formed 
through comparisons of indicators and concepts. This helped divide this section of 
the project into five themes, illustrating the key representative quotes (some 
categories were saturated during the coding process), which stood for wider themes 
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within the research project and findings. However, a limitation important to draw on 
is the length of time it took to transcribe, code and theme (Bryman, 2012: 482), 
exclusively because time limited in this study.  
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Research findings and analysis 

This section of the research project will analyse the data collected from a small 
sample of Muslim students. All seven participants were third year students from the 
University of Westminster and studied either at the Cavendish or Regents campus. 
Four of my participants were female and three were male, although this was not 
intended. The interviews were coded and themed under five headings. All five 
themes have been devised around students experience after Jihadi John’s 
revelation as Muhammed Emwazi and the common themes, which had come up. 
The themes each work in addressing the aim of the research project.  

Markers of an Islamic identity  
All participants explicitly suggested how certain features of an individual indicated 
an Islamic identity; therefore, in some cases this resulted in abuse. A collective 
agreement amongst all respondents included the hijab as the common marker of an 
Islamic identity. This correlates with Meer and Madood (2010) who claimed in their 
work the hijab visually identifies individuals as Muslims. This was seen to be 
concerning as there was a rise in threats particularly amongst the visually identifiable 
Muslims. However, Hannah also stated “I’m wearing like normal clothes but it’s the 
hijab that throws people off the wall. It doesn’t matter how western your clothing is, 
they will look at your hijab [and] associate you with terrorism” (participant 5). Like 
Amira (participant 1), Hannah felt whilst travelling she were an “Elephant in the 
room” (participant 1 and 5) and continued saying, “You can wear like really muted 
hijab colours, that blend in with everything, still you got something on your head, 
you’re completely constructed as this other” (participant 5). This implies Hannah 
wanted to have her western and religious values but due to how she felt wearing 
her hijab and her experience travelling and getting stared at, being both (a Muslim 
and a westerner) and having both values meant there was a clash, often separating 
the two. In addition, Nora noticed the difference when she wore the hijab and the 
day she had a hair specialist appointment so did not wear it. She claimed, “Nobody 
looked at me dodgy. Unless they looked at me and smiled. It wasn’t that death 
stare, or it wasn’t hostile” (participant 3). Ahmed (1992) states Muslim headscarf is 
always seen as a symbol of Islam and is affiliated with backwardness and the 
subordination of Muslim women leading to misjudgment (Ahmed in Ramirez, 2015: 
673). 

Ayesha (participant 7) constructed the idea of hijab and stigma and associated into 
three stages. This was in relation to her experiences during university and how she 
felt people responded in general. The three levels included non-hijabi wearing 
Muslims, hijabi wearing Muslims and the hijabi and abaya (a large loose tonic, with 
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long sleeves and is usually black) wearing Muslims. As a non-hijabi wearing Muslim 
she did not get recognised as a Muslim, although sometimes she felt people 
speculated about her skin colour. The first stage she described linked to Tarlo’s 
view who suggested ‘if ‘unveiled’ they are often uncritically assumed to be 
progressive, liberated, secular, and integrated (Tarlo, 2010: 4) like the West.  The 
next stage was of those wearing a hijab but western clothing too. Ayesha said, “I 
think people feel this person is trying to be balanced of having western values and 
being Muslim, though they get picked on too” (participant 7). Then she made links 
to her closest friends as university who wore the hijab and abaya and said, “That is 
seen to be the worst in society because the abaya fully associates itself to 
oppression and therefore those women come to be seen as radicalised” (participant 
7). She then continued saying, “The minute they see an abaya, they assume one is 
really religious when they aren’t really religious. And religious equals radicalisation. 
They don’t know my friends; they’re religious but not radicals like calm down, they 
listen to music, they know what having fun is like. Image proves nothing” 
(participant 7). Most the other participants had said something similar about the 
abaya and hijabi wearing Muslims. Ayesha was the only participant in my study who 
did not wear the hijab and claimed she was “Very much a Muslim” (participant 7) 
elaborating on the idea their was many interpretations of the faith; it was not a race. 
Likewise, Hassan (participant 4) pointed out his friend “At uni has similar chizzled 
features like Jihadi John but that don’t mean he is a terrorist”(participant 4) 
implying an individuals appearance does not determine their characteristics. This 
links to the idea that discourses have no correlations with each other yet ‘since all 
racisms are socially and politically reliant on the reality any biological race […] 
cultural markers associated with Muslimness [turn] into racial signifiers’ (Kundnani, 
2014: 11), despite Muslims not being a race.  

From the seven participants interviewed, three were male. Apart from Adam 
(participant 2), Hassan and Yahya (participant 6) claimed their physical markers were 
beards and skin tones. Adam was from an Irish and Nigerian heritage and so felt 
“It’s difficult to tell” if he were a Muslim or not. Yahya had racial “Slurs” thrown at 
him, such as “Paki” (slang term for Muslim immigrant) although culture and religion 
were two different things. However, Yahya and Hassan usually felt they did not get 
recognised as a Muslim whilst travelling to and from University as their beard was 
seen to Westernised. As Tarlo (2010) found, ‘increasing number of young Muslim 
men in Britain have adopted beards, [a] Muslims men’s fashion adapted to a 
Western environment’ (Tarlo, 2010: 7). Hassan view on the beard is different to 
Tarlo as he believed the style of the beard is what some Muslim men have adopted, 
not the actual beard itself as “most Muslim men used to have a beard back then 
too, the style has changed” (participant 4).  
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Furthermore, the female participants felt Muslim men nowadays were less 
identifiable to people than Muslim women wearing the hijab on a daily basis. This 
indicates clothing plays a large role. To draw on this further, Hassan said on Friday’s 
he goes to the mosque wearing thobes (Islamic robe-like for men) and hat, and that 
was when he got noticed whereby “An old couple moved away from [him] on the 
streets and went to the other side the pavement” because of it. However, at 
University when he was out of his thobes, the situation seemed to be different. Like 
Sikh’s who were acknowledged as Muslims because of their turbans and attacked 
because of it after the 9/11 (Meer and Madood in Sayyid and Vakil, 2008: 35), the 
thobes like the hijab, does not have a relationship between radicalisation, terrorism 
or ISIS yet the experience of Hassan and the female participants proves differently; 
they were still stigmatised and somehow seen in affiliation with Islamic extremism. 

University experience  
This section is structured into a few areas, fitting into the theme of “University 
experience.” Travelling will be drawn upon first. Female participants believed they 
got stared at whilst travelling to and from University, including Ayesha, the only 
non-hijabi Muslim participant. However, she felt, it was “Just the strange looks but 
physically and verbally, nothing” (participant 7) happened. Nora specified, “They 
just glare at you. They tend to be white, English men [and] women, yeah there is 
some with nasty faces at me. They’ll look at you […] some sort of mean way. Like 
you’re a piece of dirt” (participant 2). Hannah appeared frustrated on her bus 
journeys and said how “When I’m on the bus there I’ll just look out the window, I 
don’t give a shit. […] I do see people giving me weird stares [...] like, leave me 
alone” (participant 5). Amira additionally suggested something similar but added 
how people do not come to sit beside her when clearly there is a seat empty. She 
said, “When it is a packed train or coming back during rush hour time, I feel like that 
if there is an empty seat next to me, no one would sit there” (participant 1). Amira 
felt intimidated when she “Get[s] off a station right near the University” and claimed 
“Commuters” who glared were conscious of Jihadi John’s University thus, “Lot[s] of 
people from my appearance they can tell that I am a student” (participant 1). This 
links to the British opinion poll, raising concerns of ‘negative attitudes toward 
Muslims (‘Islamophobia’) [amongst the general public due to] ‘stereotypes […] 
conducted in response to particular events or crisis’ (Field in Brockett et al.: 2008: 
64).  Like Amira, the female participants implied they felt paranoia and isolation 
when travelling to University; they felt the general presumed there were 
connections to Jihadi John and the Muslim students travelling in central London, 
disregarding the validity of the presumption.  

On the other hand, the three male participants’ journey to University appeared 
different because they were less concerned about their treatment from the general 
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whilst travelling. Yahya stated travelling was “Normal, like completely normal. 
Nothing really happened to me” (participant 6). Similarly, Hassan stated, “I used to 
get those comments about being a terrorist but I’m a guy. Nothing has happened. I 
get the odd stares, which I don’t really care about” (participant 4). From the 
interviews, it was noticeable the experiences of travelling was different between the 
female and male participants, illustrating a gender differentiation in Muslim students 
experience. This links with The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and 
Xenophobia (2002), who found a rise in the number of ‘physical and verbal threats 
being made, particularly to those visually identifiable as Muslims […] women 
wearing the hijab’ (Allen and Nielsen in Meer and Madood, 2010: 35). Hannah also 
revealed on numerous occasions, her friends (attending the same University) were 
racially abused however, escalated situations were prevented because of 
interferences from some non-Muslims. This suggests on public transport, not every 
non-Muslim was fearful or discriminating, but some were knowledgeable of present 
situations, therefore, deciding to interfere and defend individuals.  

Nora was the only female participant showing confidence by refusing to allow 
Islamophobia cause her problems, whilst travelling to and from University. She felt 
adamant about her degree and the importance it held despite news stories 
spreading around the University. She claimed, “I’m not going to give in, why should 
I? I’m studying here for a reason and I’m paying nine grand. I’m not going to let it 
affect me.  And as long as I know I’m not one of those […] for me to go home early, 
for the fear of getting attacked, personally no” (participant 3). Although Islam and 
Muslims are viewed to be, ‘less advanced, […] ‘uncivilised’, ‘uncultured’ and 
‘irrational’’ (Saeed, 2010: 16); the Other, Nora felt she was not at wrong; she felt she 
was not associated with Jihadi John, therefore, was not going to let society, and 
discourses based on false assumptions about Muslims prevent her from completing 
her degree worth thousands of pounds.  

The male participants’ family showed concerns about the Jihadi John’s story and 
the impacts it may have on their sons. This did not prevent them returning home 
late. However, some of the female participants mentioned fear of attacks by 
Islamophobes either causing them to arrive home early or collections from family 
members at train stations or bus stops during the evenings. Interestingly, although 
Ayesha did not wear a hijab, she suggested “Since Jihadi John is linked to the area, 
it puts you even more under pressure and it makes me conscious of my Muslim faith 
even though I may not be self-conscious of it all the time, I feel I never felt so 
Muslim in my life on the train after that Jihadi John’s story played out” (participant 
7). What Ayesha is implying is although she was not self-conscious about being a 
Muslim all the time as it was just part of her identity yet did not define her; Jihadi 
John’s story has developed pressure since she is a “Muslim,” attending the same 
University he did. It produced pressure, as she was aware the term “Muslim” 
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developed negative connotations therefore, she felt insecure about the negativity of 
people discovering she was a Muslim. This resulted to Ayesha returning home early 
on most days, “After seminars just to be on the safer side and [for her parents] 
peace” (participant 7) of mind.  

Adam (participant 2), found difficulty undertaking his group project as some 
members of his group left for home early every time the group managed to bring 
members together. Consequently, there was disorganisation, leading to 
disappointment, as their potential was not achieved. Though Adam appeared 
understanding of the situation he felt the amplification of the Jihadi John’s story 
took a toll on his studies and the grades he achieved. He stated, “It’s my final year 
so it’s a lot stressful now […]. My Muslim girl mates had to go home because their 
parents were concerned with safety […], it’s piss taking. Its not their fault, but it 
impacts me, too. It’s stressful cos the rest of us had to finish up the work and one of 
the girls had a reference and book she was meant to leave with us but forgot” 
(participant 2). Adam made it clear, earlier in the interview he did not get 
discriminated and felt majority of people did not know he was a Muslim due to his 
heritage. Though this, Jihadi John’s revelation remained impacting since Adam was 
in connection with individuals who were being affected primarily and although he 
did not blame them, it was causing him stress with his studies. 

Participants described experiences with non-Muslim peers after Jihadi John’s story 
“awkward” in class and atmosphere appeared strange. Amira, studying science in 
Cavendish reported after January time, “Life at Westminster was not going to be 
same for us as cheesy as that sounds, we’re always going to be under the spotlight 
[…] so we all have this common anxiety that it’s not going to be the same” 
(participant 1). Hannah, studying at the Regents campus, was uncertain as to how 
non-Muslims would view Muslims at Westminster after what was displayed on the 
news. Like Yahya, she was not concerned about some of the non-Muslims in class 
claiming, “The few that are there in class, I made friends with them and they don’t 
treat me differently. They’re normal around us and how you would be with Muslims” 
(participant 5). It may be suggested, in Cavendish, there was more concern amongst 
the campus since Emwazi studied there yet from Hannah’s viewpoint, she implies 
non-Muslim’s were not ignorant and because it was a University setting, they were 
well-informed of the situation and aware of the reality when it came to 
discrimination against Muslims. Yahya also believed overseas students “Were taken 
back” (participant 6). Hannah felt bad for the overseas students stating, “Americans 
that come here so can you imagine how they feel like? They must be feeling like shit 
[…] like they might be feeling like I’ve come to some terrorist University” 
(participant 5). Although Hannah made it clear there were non-Muslim students who 
were not uninformed, she attempted to understand how overseas students studying 
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at Westminster were feeling since the place was new to them; they paid lots to 
come to study at Central London, oblivious a terrorist studied there.   

Nora felt since news broke out, some students were provided opportunities to 
accuse Muslims of having stereotypical traits at University. Nora was attending a 
meeting when a young man informed the staff he felt pressured being gay in 
University because “Certain students” did not accept his sexuality. When 
questioned by lecturers, Nora claimed, ‘He didn’t have an answer. I found that quite 
strange […]. He said he felt scared of them when they didn’t actually give him a 
reason to be. He just had that fear all of a sudden’ (participant 3). Nora’s views 
imply the young man bought the discourses about Muslims. Myths, where Islam is 
perceived to be monolithic, sexist, violent and where ‘‘Muslim mind[s]’ [are] 
incapable of reason and rationality, [where] Muslims are incapable of democracy 
and self-rule’ (Kumar in Ekman, 2015: 1989); posing inner threats to Western values. 
Nora felt restrictions during the meeting so, voicing opinions demonstrated 
difficulty. She stated further how “I had to swallow my tongue […] when he was 
saying […] Muslims are […] making him feel uncomfortable, but I didn’t say to him 
they’re making me feel uncomfortable because I feel like I’m having to justify my 
place” (participant 3). It is clear from Nora’s account the young man raised his views 
during the meeting because of the incidents regarding Jihadi John; the concerns 
provided him a platform; intensity of provided accusations and certain stigmas 
associated with Muslims generally. Nora was unable to justify her point, however 
saw herself marginalised for what she understood demonstrated inaccuracy 
regarding Muslim students mistreating others because of their sexuality, concluding 
to reinforcements of discourses concerning Islam.  

Participants showed positivity towards lecturers and the support they received after 
Jihadi John’s revelation in January. Tutors, in particular explained if they needed 
anyone to talk to, they would be there. Two participants mentioned a lecturer Tim 
(name changed for confidentiality) who was apparently, “Incredibly supportive” 
(participant 3 and 5) and told participants and their class to keep safe; Hannah felt 
he “Was amazing. He gave us a really nice speech in class saying if we ever feel 
uncomfortable. He told us like, he will utilise University resources for us” (participant 
5). Likewise, Nora suggested, “He was one of the best lecturers at University” 
however, her opinion suggested, “He was giving in as well. He felt Islamophobia 
was going to be on a rise. That’s what he told us. To go home early as possible. Not 
to stick around in Central London. Try not to use the Central line especially. But, I 
appreciate that. He told the truth” (participant 3). Studies found by Hussain, claimed 
‘focus groups found student felt teachers did not prompt debate on various issues 
regarding care needs and Muslim students support’ (Hussain, 2008: 62). This does 
not apply, as the participant did not feel marginalised by lecturers, because in class 
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they usually spoke about Jihadi John’s story, the news portrayal, leading to 
understandings amongst students; Muslims and non-Muslims.  

Continuing, on the other hand, participants acknowledged some lecturers did not 
discuss the incidents. Few participants appreciated this as it implied they did not 
believe worthy of mentioning whereas others left with confusion. Amira stated, 
“They continued on as normal really […] I don’t think lecturers and tutors are 
ignorant. They come so far, they can’t possibly be stupid and paint all Muslims as 
Jihadi whatever” (participant 1). Amira focused on the point, lecturers are 
academics, with knowledge of Jihadi John and his interpretations of Islam in 
comparison to the majority of Muslims studying at Westminster. Hannah showed 
slight confusion with staff who did not comment. She added, “Maybe they didn’t 
want to concern us. […] I had Catherine, not once did she bring it up but she was 
really friendly. […] But I had Sasha, not once did she bring it up. I don’t know 
though, maybe she should have” (participant 5). Although lecturers like Tim were 
present, there were also lecturers such as Sasha, who did not speak of the matter, 
confusing Hannah, because, like the study group Hussain picked up on, ‘Students 
felt their concerns regarding faith issues were not fully appreciated by members of 
staff’ (Hussain, 2008: 62).  

Hassan referred to the incident, which happened to him a few months ago with the 
security guard in the University library. He said, “Basically, finished studying in the 
library so was on my way home. Went downstairs and everything and few white or 
international students were beside me, too. Tapping out, the library detector 
started beeping cos someone else accidently didn’t probably take it out properly. 
The security guard stopped me and asked me to take out my things from my back 
pack” (participant 6). When he was questioned whether [security guard] managed to 
get hold of the other students, Hassan replied, “Nope, let them walk straight out. 
By the time [guard] realised there was nothing in my bag, they were gone. I found it 
quite sad for sure but in reality if I went and complained which I didn’t, [the guard] 
would have landed in shit” (participant 4). Hassan not only raises how issues 
become unreported, but the incident links to Tarlo who discovered ‘for Muslim 
men, visible signals of religious affiliation also attract disproportionate attention, 
whether in the form of surveillance and searches from the police or in the form of 
suspicion from members of the public’ (Tarlo, 2010: 10). This seemed to be the 
case; out of all students’ Hassan stood out to the library security guard more; 
because of his “Skin colour and beard” (participant 4), he presumed. Since Jihadi 
John’s story entered the news, it can be suggested the library increased 
surveillance, appearing to include monitored signs of subversive and undesirable 
behaviour (Fekete, 2008: 5). This showed clear indication through actions of the 
security guard, despite accuracies of the situation. This led to the possibility the 
person taking out a book against regulations, did not get monitored. This, a prime 
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example of marginalisation against Hassan for being considered a typical Muslim 
further disregarding other students, even within a credited University, demonstrated 
ideas certain staff do not treat all students equally due to their own judgments 
about Muslims. 

Role of the media 
Participants in this study emphasised roles of mass media, the covering news stories 
of Jihadi John’s identity and the impact it played on their experiences. Participants 
felt the news was one of the main primary arenas, providing platforms for 
Islamophobia to begin functioning. When participants were shown two Daily Mail 
articles (see appendix IV), they did not appear surprised but rather disappointed. 
Amira showed awareness of the written news stories and said, “Especially when it’s 
constantly in the media […] People are going to paint me with the same brush” 
(participant 1). Likewise, Nora stated, “I feel annoyed and a bit pissed off […]. 
Because they’re brushing us all off with the same bloody brush” (participant 3). 
Adam stated, “It’s portraying the University as some kinda place promoting 
radicalism. If that were the case, there would be investigations within the University 
and the police would have got involved […] Cos people will justify their actions 
through what’s being said about Muslims. […] Reading those articles, yeah, Muslims 
are seen to be inhumane […] people will do whatever they could to get rid of 
Muslims (participant 2). Adam’s views highlighted the importance of news reporting 
since “What we know” of a society is contingent on the way situations are 
represented to us and the knowledge in turn leads to what we do and what policies 
we are prepared to accept resulting in our behaviour (Miller, 2002: 246). Studies 
found through ‘languages of racial inferiority’ (Hall in Saeed, 2007: 448), ‘Muslims in 
mainstream Western media tend to be negative and hostile’ (Poole and Richardson 
2006). Ideologically, these constructions may be traced back the expansion of 
Western imperialism where a dichotomy of ‘West’ versus ‘East’ was constructed 
(Said in Saeed, 2007: 444). Similarly, participants made connections between Jihadi 
John’s articles assuring they provided justification of Islamophobes and actions, 
whether staring at people travelling, throwing racial slurs, refusing to let them on 
train (Nora suggested she experienced this) or security checking Muslims whilst 
allowing non-Muslims to go; thus, resulting in discrimination; reinforcement of the 
Other (Said in Saeed, 2007: 444) and racialisation of Muslims.  

Nora described how, “It’s funny how the Muslims he killed didn’t go reported as 
much though did it?” (participant 3). Reports show Jihadi John murdered many 
innocent Muslims, too (BBC, 2015: n.p.) but this did not get reported or get 
balanced coverage. This gave implications she felt news reporting of the Daily Mail 
simply included what was going to benefit them, their agendas, disregarding 
innocent Muslims who faced consequences, as a result. Her opinions proposed, if a 
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balanced view about Jihadi John and the Muslims studying at Westminster were 
provided, it would have improved breakage of some discourses about Muslims 
viewed as the Other and concerns with ‘Islamic fundamentalism’ (Poynting, S. et al, 
2004: 28). By contravening the languages, it shaped talks on ‘criminal culture[s]’ 
(Poole 2002) keeping stereotypes regarding Muslims operating (Saeed, 2007: 452). 
Instead, Nora felt the news reporting were biased and tried to portray the University 
as a “Terrorist camp, like if you come here you will become a radicalised individual 
just like Emwazi […] they just take out what suits them and put it in. Make it the way 
they want it to sound. It’s like you know, University of radicalism, go there and you’ll 
be radicalised” (participant 3).  Ayesha, a non-hijabi felt news reporting was “Just so 
distorted. Cos this is like nothing that I see at University” (participant 7). Like most 
the participants of this study, Ayesha put emphasis on the concept Daily Mail’s 
reporting was incorrect and generalised the University and Muslims as a place of 
promoting terrorism, like Jihadi John for supposed promotion. As a result, one of 
the main reasons for their experiences and fears, particularly amongst female 
participants.  

Amira mentioned a popular phone application, Snapchat and was aware the Daily 
Mail has advanced features within.  This concerned Amira as she felt Islamophobic 
views were reaching large audiences. She insisted, “Like they wouldn’t go to BBC 
news or anything like that. They would choose Daily Mail; Daily Mail has their own 
features within Snapchat. When you click the feature you get news straight away 
and lot of youngsters, too, obviously have Snapchat so news is easy access for 
them” (participant 1). Amira stated the general public, in particular youngsters, will 
not use credited sources such as BBC news, with an unbiased reputation, but will 
choose to read from Daily Mail. Reading biased news introduces potential to create 
a sense of “moral panic” since the ‘role of the media is symbolising and amplifying 
the problem in shaping it as deviance […] hence a wider social threat’ (Poynting, S. 
et al, 2004: 11). This shows concerns because of the large number of people 
viewing stories from certain ideological perspectives.  According to the participants, 
Jihadi John’s revelation news story helped reinforce and formulate racial discourses 
amongst Muslims attending University of Westminster. The two Daily Mail’s news 
articles (see appendix IV) are clear examples, demonstrating how racial discourses 
were stimulated by the media news organisation, then feeding into popular racism 
(Saeed, 2007: 14). 

Hannah spoke about her best friend whom was also a Muslim, attending the same 
University. She suggested due to the portrayal of Muslim men in the media, her 
friends wearing hijabs too, occasionally gets frightened of them. Hannah said, 
“When she sees guys with a full on beard, and the turban everything on with baggy 
clothes and he goes upstairs [in the bus], she gets scared. See, they created that. 
They even produced fear amongst Muslims you know. They want this; they want us 
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to doubt our own kind, too. It’s so fucked up […] She thinks Muslims dressed like 
that, considering what’s always going on in the news […] but that guy […] may be 
better than the most modern Western looking Muslim out there, you know. You 
never know anything” (participant 5). Looking from Hannah’s perspective she 
provided unique data since not only did her friend imply a sense of a “Modern 
looking Muslim” in comparison to a “Proper Muslim” but emphasised on fear the 
media developed amongst British Muslims, too. This irrational fear of Muslims was 
no longer just amongst non-Muslims, but increasing to Muslim communities too.   

Furthermore, most participants clearly mentioned how they felt different news 
organisations portrayed certain views against “Muslims” and non-Muslim criminals. 
Adam stated in the interview, ”I’m pretty sure many non-Muslims are terrorists, too 
but they won’t be portrayed that way” (participant 2). Ayesha mentioned similar 
announcing how a non-Muslim “Wouldn’t be seen as a terrorist. Like, that white 
man who killed so many people in a school, they could have been labelled as 
terrorists […] they will use mental health excuse [on them]. Like that man who went 
to a black church, he was portrayed as being mentally unfit” (participant 7). 
According to Abukahlil, ‘media […] tend to treat Islam and the West as different 
opposites. Although neither the West nor Islam exists as monolithic entities, 
journalists […] insist on framing the current situation[s] in these terms (Abukahlil in 
Saeed, 2008: 453). Both participants compared discourses operating in news stories 
whereby Muslims are perceived as terrorists; while a white men killing groups of 
people is often seen as mentally unstable. This is the case though his act of 
deviancy demonstrates similarities, being just as bad as Muslim criminals. Linking to 
Abukahlil’s views, all participants saw this as a form of ignorance amongst people 
whom generally believe Muslims are all terrorists. This is because they are Muslims, 
whilst the Western man is supposedly suffering from illnesses. This keeps the 
stereotypes and discourses about terrorism, backwardness and Muslims remaining 
intact through ‘discursive formation - the practice of producing meaning’ (Hall, 
2006: 165); through a combination of statements and manners in which Muslims are 
spoken about. As Hall suggests, the language used, places the West in superior 
civilisation through justification that the Rest, in this case Muslims, are inferior (Hall, 
1992: 318), resulting in power differentiation amongst Muslims and the West.  

Impact on participants  
This section sets to explain how some participants were affected by Jihadi John’s 
revelation as Muhammed Emwazi. Some participants needed to be careful about 
what they said, in class, whilst travelling and in public spaces around the University. 
Hassan mentioned he had to be “empathetic” (participant 4) towards his peers and 
keep aware of what he said. This was in case some people would interpret his words 
in different manners. Additionally, Amira felt the need to constantly try and show 
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her non-peers she was not “One of those Muslims”. She continued, “I had to go out 
my own way to show what we are, and there are good Muslims out there” 
(participant 1). Not only did Amira have to balance her studies but, she also felt she 
had to emphasise herself as a good Muslim in front of non-Muslim peers. This was 
so she could differentiate herself as a normal Western individual against the 
representation of Muslims in society. She claimed, “I want people to see it better 
than all the evil. You never get attention to all the good stuff that goes on but rather 
all the evil that are not even related to us; like ISIS” (participant 1). 

Continuing further, Amira, Nora and Ayesha spoke about future fears when applying 
for jobs. Amira felt, “Now I feel afraid if I ever say I’m from University of Westminster 
like in job interviews and stuff [they] will just associate in a way you go to that school 
of terrorism so you must have some sort of terrorist qualities (participant 1). 
Likewise, Nora believed, “They might not necessarily be Islamophobic but they may 
push me away because they don’t want their company to be recognised as having 
an employee, that is from University of Westminster the same University as Jihadi 
John “(participant 3). Ayesha demonstrated fear of her Islamic name and University 
of Westminster; something to be written in future job applications, though she did 
not wear a hijab. She stated, “I feel as though they will make that automatic link due 
to what they have seen in the media. […] They will look at my name and they will 
have assumptions of me already” (participant 7). According to Lemert, ‘Signs […] 
are arbitrary in so far as they are composed of elements (a concept and a sound 
image) that have no necessary or natural connection to each other’ (Lemert, 1979: 
935). Drawing on concepts about signs and discourses, since Jihadi John was 
previously associated with the University of Westminster, Amira, Nora and Ayesha 
believed their appearances and names were going to cause issues when applying 
for a job, later. Specifically speaking, this was despite lack of connections between 
terrorists’  -who studied there- and themselves; they had no connections between 
terrorism, despite fearfulness of what employers would think.  

Amira, Nora and Hannah stated how following the identity revelation of Jihadi John 
they had to call their family members during University hours; it was frustrating at 
times, for their studies, particularly for Amira, who usually did prolonged scientific 
laboratory experiments. Occasionally, this resulted to her mother becoming 
frequently worried, affecting her thoughts, too, as a consequence. Therefore, she 
put time aside, sometimes within lessons. In addition, Ayesha spoke of her friends 
refusing attendance at University, during January, since the news. She claimed her 
friends were aware of media’s outlet, standing outside their campus hence, did not 
want to be part of it. She reported, “Some were scared. They feared for their lives 
because there is gonna be the press there and the atmosphere were going to be 
hostile too […] Because you know, they are rumours that got out of hand. They 
brought into it a lot. This also proves how it isn’t a war on Islam; it’s a war on 
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terrorists” (participant 7). Ayesha was unhappy about this because of the hostility 
Muslims endured. It was clear there were numerous misconceptions amongst non-
Muslims, leading to unfortunate experiences and emotions amongst participants, 
raising concerns.     

The emphasis on Muslims having to change their ways of dress in order to fit into 
University lifestyle, was an interesting finding; since January, when news about 
Emwazi’s identity was revealed. On the day of the interview, Amira wore a tartan 
shirt and parker jacket, along with her long maxi dress. She said, “Normally I would 
have worn all black (abaya) because I love all black but now I feel like I have to wear 
colour. People think and associate all black with radicalisation. Also, I used to wear 
the face veil but have taken that off since last year, too” (participant 1). Studies 
found ‘Popular media representations of Muslim women swathed in black often give 
the impression that Islamic dress is about sombre uniformity and conformity type’ 
(Tarlo, 2010: 1). Due to perceptions and signifiers of radical Islamic identities, Amira 
felt the need to incorporate Western fashion with long maxi dresses for personal 
feelings of modesty. She removed the face veil despite there being no connections 
between radical Islam and face veils. Amira was against ISIS in terms of their views 
and lifestyles however, changed how she dressed so it did not signify radical 
Islamism. She felt this reduced negative impacts from potentially occurring. 
However, some of her friends at University completely changed the way they 
dressed, having their hijabs taken off, too. Amira said, “It affected them more” 
(participant 1). Studies also found Muslim women in Britain ‘simultaneously felt 
motivated [wear clothing] which might better represent their interest and present a 
more positive public image’ (Tarlo, 2010: 197) indicating Muslims felt needs to 
change their visual identity in order to fit into Western Ideals or were at a larger risk 
of attack. From Amira’s account, it demonstrates how a wide variety of Muslim’s 
were affected as the news story had impacted them all in different ways.  

Furthermore, Nora felt students reformed parts of their identity, in terms of clothing 
after Jihadi John’s story. Amira noticed girls transitioned from wearing Abaya’s to 
wearing more Western clothing, including “Skin-tight dresses, leggings” clothing 
she considered “A bit off Islamic radar” (participant 3). When Nora questioned her 
classmates what happened, they told her they were uncomfortable with fears of 
attacks. Nora, not being judgemental (she wore western clothing incorporated with 
her hijab, too), felt sad, saying, “Freedom in Britain is slowly going away for Muslims 
people” (participant 3) because certain individuals were making them feel out of 
place. Those females felt they could not be Western whilst dressing Islamically. 
There was a form of social construction – suggesting a ‘particular way of looking at 
the nature of reality’ (May, 2011: 7); Islamic dressing implied inferior. Jihadi John’s 
story activated change in how females decided to dress. 
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Through Snowball sampling, Nora recommended an old friend Hassan to take part 
in this study, too. Before noting details and interviewing Hassan, Nora suggested 
how he used to wear thobes to University but “A year into uni, after Jihadi Johns 
story came out, the next thing I see he’s back in his Western clothing” (participant 
3). Hassan claimed, “I used to wear thobes and hat stuff to Uni sometimes but kinda 
changed that. I just felt it was inappropriate to wear especially after what’s going on 
and stuff. And also there is these news reporters around the University, I didn’t want 
them to get the wrong impression, you know” (participant 4). Nora’s perceptions of 
Hassan were correct as he modified his style after Jihadi John’s revelation. This 
highlights the impact on some students; they did not want to be seen associated 
with radical Islam and Jihadi John as they felt it could make situations worse since 
they attend the same University. Therefore, they altered their visual identities, to “fit 
in”.  

Wider issues; thoughts on Jihadi John’s death and solutions 
Participants felt Jihadi John’s death made marginalisation of Muslims, normal. 
Participants felt Emwazi was not treated like a criminal or taken to trial, resulting in 
the public incapable to differentiate the type of Muslim he claimed to be and his 
interpretations of Islam thus resulting in misinterpretation and discrimination 
amongst general Muslims. In addition, Nora said, “Like two wrongs does not make 
a right […] they did the exact same thing. But it’s not seen as terrorism because 
apparently they did this in name and safety of the global nation. But no, really, you 
have blood on your hand and you’re the same as the terrorists. You kill people, who 
kill people because killing people is wrong – see the contradiction? (participant 3). 
This is a prime example of an incident where the West is held in superior civilisation 
in comparison to the Other, through ‘the languages of racial inferiority and ethnic 
superiority’ (Hall, 1992: 318); even though Muslims were not a race. Like other 
participants, Nora did not justify Jihadi John’s actions rather indicated the US 
authorities in charge of the drone. Nora suggested they were just as bad; they had 
the audacity to take away life, yet this was not an issue in society, when actually it 
was a crime, just as bad.  

Generally, all participants emphasised the importance of educating people about 
Islam and its difference to radical Islamism. Participants viewed Jihad differently to 
radical ideas about Jihad (for them, it were about a personal sacrifice and good 
deeds such as praying, fasting, giving money to charity; not murder). They felt this 
was important so people could form distinctions between people like Jihadi John 
(ISIS) and general Muslims. As Ayesha mentioned, “Terrorism has no religion” 
(participant 7) whilst Hassan said, “Terrorists are criminals” (participant 4) and so, 
similarly, Nora felt people should be conscious and not stare at Muslims, “As 
though they dropped something on you. [They need to be] more open minded” 
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(participant 3). Additionally, Hannah, like a few of the other participants spoke 
about not being ignorant to radical views circulating, even at University (though 
they did not encounter this), feeling people needed to communicate in order to 
help bring changed mindsets. Furthermore, Amira suggested there should be 
contemporary religious studies where young people are explained “What Jihad is, 
what ISIS is and how their beliefs [are not of] most Muslims” (participant 1). She 
drew on the importance of knowledge young people were imposed on during their 
early stage of development. 

Hannah felt people should become knowledgeable of the media and that 
sometimes it creates “Animosity and negative feelings between working class 
people who won’t question the underlying structural issues. Definite agenda” 
(participant 5), resulting to Islamophobia. When questioned about agendas, she 
stated an “Agenda to hate Muslims […] We’re the new scapegoats. Back then it was 
black people of that century. […] Do you remember the Jews? They were the 
scapegoats for Hitler. It went from the Jews, to black and to us (Muslims) now. No 
one had mercy on anyone. No one had pity for them” (participant 5). By mentioning 
previous racism, Hannah highlighted the importance of people being made aware, 
so history did not repeat itself; in such way people were capable separating 
criminals to both races and religions.  
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Conclusion 

To summarise, the aim of this study was to investigate experiences of Muslims 
studying at the University of Westminster after exposures of Jihadi John, a former 
student. It has been revealed after reviewing the findings Muslim students were 
definitely affected. Though physical abuse was not necessarily an issue, participants 
were discriminated verbally and emotionally; this affected them, directing some to 
change their daily routines. For example, most female participants set off home 
early, immediately after seminars to ensure safety, putting their family members’ 
minds at ease. Amira called her mother continuously, insisting she was safe. This 
was particularly difficult during her laboratory experiments, where she was 
prohibited electronic equipment and gadgets. Although male participants were not 
concerned about their personal safety, few were subsequently affected. For 
instance, Adam did not experience Islamophobia essentially but was affected 
because female Muslim members of his group were not allowed to stay in the 
library till late; their parents instructed them home. This was proven an issue since 
he felt the achievement did not correlate his potential. 

There appeared to be larger emphasis on female participants experience at 
University. Female participants stressed on the ways they became the Other 
automatically, simply because of their hijab. Amira felt commuters travelling in 
Central London were aware of Jihadi John’s story thus whilst travelling, often stared, 
making her feel relatively uncomfortable. The participants stated the hijab was the 
most obvious signifier of an Islamic identity, leading to various perceptions from 
society. Particular participants had friends who wore hijabs and abayas, too and 
were stigmatised further, resulting in lack of attendance at University; they did not 
want to be part of an increasingly tense atmosphere. Furthermore, Amira 
incorporated Islamic fashion with modest clothing, too. However, after the exposure 
of Jihadi John, few participants suggested students were affected to such extents, 
they decided to wear westernised clothing whilst others stopped wearing the hijab, 
too, to University. After Nora asked her female classmates questions about this, 
they suggested and regarded their clothing as inappropriate because of previous 
events at the University. Although Hassan was not necessarily affected, he 
announced he completely stopped wearing thobes or his white hat after the 
revelation. The experiences following the exposure of Jihadi John indicates the 
extent of the impact it caused on participants as well as their Muslim peers in order 
to assimilate into Western ideal. The Muslim students felt needs to change the way 
in which they dressed as well as their daily routines because of the fear of what they 
may experience, believing it could reduce attacks. They also differentiated 
themselves from the terrorist, Jihadi John, despite being no visible connections 
between the individuals’ appearance and beliefs. This incident emphasised on the 
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concept, cultural racism exists, even amongst Muslims who were not a race yet were 
treated as though they were.  

Participants felt skin colour sometimes influenced triggering Islamophobic 
discourses. Hassan spoke of a time he was stopped by a University library security 
guard a few months ago for taking books without checking allowing white students 
to leave without stationing them too. However, in this study, there appeared to be 
more positive findings than initially found through research. Students indicated it 
was uncomfortable in class and that they had to watch what they said but, after 
some of the lecturers stimulated certain topics and began conversations, there were 
clear mutual understandings of radical Islamism. Participants also felt lecturers and 
non-Muslim peers were in academic settings, concluding to most lecturers saying 
nothing or fully supporting them; they were educated, and understood the accuracy 
of the situation along with the implications, since the media exposed Jihadi John’s 
identity. In addition, Nora and most male participants resisted and refused to 
tolerate stereotypes and discourses about Islam, hence reminding themselves of the 
large university tuition fee they were to pay; the revelation did not affect them 
immensely.  

Participants intensely highlighted the role of the media and the large impact it 
played on their experience at University; the thoughts and feelings about ways the 
story was told, particularly by the Daily Mail news organisation. Participants felt its 
headlines limited the ability of readers to attain a balanced and neutral 
understanding of issues. During this, it practically blamed the University and its 
Muslims students for taking part in the radicalisation of individuals such as Emwazi, -
who became recognised as "Jihadi John"- producing moral panic amongst the 
public. They all felt there appeared to be a sense of framing developed by the 
media organisation, raising concerns since the media outlet reached a large 
audience with their inaccurate information; they had features in popular apps such 
as Snapchat. Participants felt to tackle the “backward” discourses about Muslims, 
they had to educate the history of racism, the idea that “Terrorism has not religion” 
and the varying connotations of Jihad.  

Regarding the methodological process of conducting, it was apparent there were 
some limitations with the study. Although qualitative interviews helped construct 
concerning and detailed data, the transcribing process and interview filtering took a 
great amount of time and effort, as it obligated intensive thinking on the 
organisation format and content. It may be better suitable and applicable to use 
voice-to-text transcribing software, assisting the researcher (Bryman, 2012: 483). 
Furthermore, assembling time became somewhat problematic because participants 
availability varied. Additionally, semi-structured interviews permitted possibilities for 
participants to elaborate on responses through follow-up and probing questions 
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(Arksey and Knight, 1999: 97). Though this, occasionally some lost focus and went 
off tangent. This study also demonstrates validity, however shows limited reliability 
due to the small sample size; all participants were from the Regents and Cavendish 
campus, too, concluding to the Muslim voices of Marylebone and Harrow campuses 
being disregarded, generally. It has been suggested, there should be caution in 
‘overgeneralizing in terms of locality’ (Bryman, 2012: 205) since the University 
consisted of four campuses. On the other hand, although expanding the number of 
participants would have increased reliability and varying participants from other 
campuses would have increased validity, it remains important to note this would 
have been unmanageable because of limited time. Therefore, attention remained 
on the campuses that seemed to have the most media attention; the campus 
Emwazi studied at and Regents since it was in close proximity. However, 
investigating Muslim experiences in all campuses of Westminster remains possible 
for future research to lead strong comparisons between personal experiences of 
Islamophobia.  
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Abstract 

This research addresses the cultural management of pre-adolescent sexuality, 
with the primary aim of critically analysing the way powerful institutions such 
as the media, politics, and education enforce a narrative of innocence, 
danger and demonization to exclude pre-adolescent sexually able bodies 
from sexual citizenship. This research is conducted using critical discourse 
analysis to explore nine textual mediums, and the way in which their power 
relations produce or reproduce dominant discourses of the pre-adolescent 
body in order to manage their lack of sexual agency within Western culture. 
The theoretical approach undertaken within this research is of a post-modern 
feminist approach that questions the deterministic nature of contemporary 
discourses around the “pornification” and exploitation of young people. The 
findings conclude that there is an increased level of governing on pre-
adolescent female bodies, as well as a dominant discourse of innocence, 
which could be embodied by pre-adolescents in the form of shame and 
embarrassment within neoliberal individualism. Additionally, this research 
also concludes that discourses of victimization and demonization are 
“shifting” discourses, and vary according to gender, race and class. 
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Introduction 

Pre-adolescent sexuality was a controversial subject of research, as it 
intersected with oppositional discourses of teenage promiscuity and 
childhood innocence (Duschinsky,2012:723; Harris,2004:13). This contributed 
to public anxieties thus excluded pre-adolescents from ‘sexual citizenship’ 
(Bell and Binnie,2006:869), which became implemented into macro structures 
such as politics and education (Shoveller et al,2004:478). Within this 
particular research, the term “pre-adolescent” was used to describe young 
people aged between 8-12 years old and post-pubescent, thus biologically 
sexually “able”. Pre-adolescent sexuality was under researched, thus this 
research was imperative to explore how pre-adolescent bodies have been 
governed within post-modern neoliberalism, and the extent to which 
individual agency is macro-managed by powerful institutions such as the 
media, as well as the political and education institutions.  

This research critically examined nine texts, including political policies, sex 
education policies, media articles, as well as parent forums to underpin the 
cultural attitude towards pre-adolescent sexuality, and how this may be 
problematic for young people and their own attitudes regarding sex 
(Shoveller et al,2004:480; Moore et al,2008:554). While much research into 
adolescent sexuality had uncovered the extent that young people were 
excluded from sexual citizenship, there was some sociological negligence 
regarding pre-adolescent sexual governing and the consequences.  

The main aims for this research were therefore: 
• To examine how sexual pleasure has been constructed as a

taboo.
• Assess the extent to which the role of shame and embarrassment

govern pre-adolescent sexual behaviour.
• Investigate the extent to which sexual victimization and

demonization varies according to gender, race and class.

In order to answer these questions, nine multimedia texts were analysed 
through a post-structural feminist lens to interrogate the structural 
impositions placed on young people, and the ways in which the current 
management techniques such as sex education policies are perhaps causing 
more sexual health issues for young people than fixing them.  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) was therefore the chosen methodological 
approach for this research as it was the most ethical qualitative method for 
researching an issue of public governing of pre-adolescent sexuality, as well 
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as effective for gaining an insight of the different discourses that are 
reproduced as cultural ideology to which young people are measured and 
sanctioned (Bryman,2012:538). Although this research did not acknowledge 
individual experiences as interviews may have, or be as generalisable as 
large-scale quantitative research, CDA was adequate for highlighting the 
issue of pre-adolescent sexual exclusion and its consequences, which have 
been predominantly overlooked in contemporary sociological research. Thus 
while there were limitations of reliability and validity (Gillespie,2006:83; 
Gripsrud,2006:16), CDA enables cultural insight as the researcher can 
interpret what the text says about the culture (Van Dijk,1985:1; Hall 1997:19; 
Locke,2004:11). The key purpose for this research was therefore to highlight 
the consequences and the extent to which current policies and discourses are 
exclusionary and dismissive of young people’s sexuality, and to encourage a 
more diplomatic approach that involves pre-adolescent experiences and their 
actual engagement with sexual intercourse.  
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Literature Review 

Pre-adolescent sexuality is topically under-researched, as much of the current 
literature focuses on childhood innocence and exploitation, or adolescent 
promiscuity predominantly concerning young people aged 13 and above. 
Pre-adolescents are discursively positioned between conflicting discourses of 
childhood innocence and teenage delinquency, which consequently 
produces an anxiety around their sexual citizenship as sexuality is perceived 
as an intrusion to their childhood (Duschinsky,2012:723). Sexual citizenship 
conceptualises the way in which individuals must follow certain duties in 
order to secure one’s rights, thus are responsible for adhering to certain 
sexual orders to participate as a citizen (Bell and Binnie,2006:870). Sexual 
citizenship will thus be an overarching theme throughout this dissertation, as 
sexual citizenship describes the sexual politics involved and the rights and 
responsibilities one must occupy in order to classify as a sexual citizen (Bell 
and Binnie,2006:869). Pre-adolescents face the challenge of sexual exclusion 
due to the construction of childhood innocence, despite teenagers having 
sex at increasingly younger ages (Rufo,1997:601). This exclusion could be 
problematic as the notion of “protecting” childhood innocence could restrict 
their sexual knowledge, resulting in ill-informed individuals practicing “risky” 
sex that may not be safe or fully consented. This literature review will 
therefore analyse the current literature surrounding young people’s sexual 
citizenship. Although most literature will encompass adolescents and 
children, it could provide an insight into conflicting discourses of sex that are 
imposed on the pre-adolescent body. 

This section has therefore been split into the following sections according to 
dominant discourses. The themes of gender, abstinence, class, race, and the 
taboo of sexual pleasure all encompass the way in which discourses mass 
govern adolescent bodies into “good” virgins or “demonized” sexually 
active youths. Additionally, discourses of pornification of children and the 
influence of mass media on children’s bodies also convey the extent of public 
panic and anxiety that contextualises children and sex as a form of abuse and 
exploitation, with very little differentiation between active and passive 
involvement. Lastly, there will be some theoretical consideration regarding 
postmodernism and neoliberalism to guide the theoretical framework of this 
research.  
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Gender  
According to Wurtele (2012:2443), teenagers (aged 13-19) are perceived as 
vulnerable and more likely to be sexually exploited. This is more so the case 
when it comes to girls, as young girls are perceived as more naïve and in 
need of safeguarding their “innocence” (Allen,2003:223). Girls are commonly 
taught by their parents that their sexuality is vulnerable, whereas boys are 
given more freedom to experience their sexuality (Elliott,2010:192). This is 
further emphasised in the social sphere through the legal system, as there is 
an age law to protect young people, particularly girls, from exploitation 
(Ouderkerk,2014:1238). Comparatively, in Allen’s (2003:225) study, young 
boys always reported being ready for sex. Elliott (2010:196) thus argues that 
these gender binaries are used as justification for social inequalities, as girls 
face exclusion from sexual citizenship. This leads to the implication that 
young boys are encouraged to have sex, and to talk about it in order to 
maintain masculinity in the public eye (Allen,2003:225). According to 
Foucault (1978:41), the female body is saturated with sexuality, placed by 
medical practices as a communication with the social body to the family 
space. This means that, while boys are encouraged to explore their sexual 
identity, girls are encouraged to take an asexual approach and be 
domesticated into the family sphere, reducing female sexuality down to 
marital reproduction (Roberts,2015:4).  

According to Duschinsky (2012:728), there is too much focus on the threat 
against purity that opportunities of female subjectivity are missed. This 
emphasises how traditional discourses overrule female pleasure, and 
naturalises male pleasure (Hirst,2013:428). According to Harris (2004:14) girls 
in particular face heavy monitoring from a young age. For instance, they must 
be feminine but not promiscuous or at-risk, and be successful and career 
orientated but not overpowering, thus must adhere to the “right” femininity 
(Harris,2004:15; McDermott and Graham,2005:59). With the Western 
ideology driven by so many discourses that undermine women and their 
pleasures for patriarchy, one must question what the social gains would be. 
In this way, dominant discourses contribute to the Western ideology of 
heterosexual sex being masculinised, encouraging boys to feel as though sex 
is their “territory”. Rufo notes that, in the 1990’s young girls were told myths 
of pre-marital being wrong and dangerous due to the likelihood of diseases, 
cancer and brain damaged babies (1997:598). Myths were thus used to 
induce fear into young girls to deter them from having pre-marital sex, which 
many parents favoured (Rufo,1997:597).  

Boys however, were contrastingly encouraged to experience their sexuality. 
This gender binary still present in contemporary Western culture, as vaginal 
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sex is still positioned as “for men” (Jackson and Scott,2010:25). Boys 
therefore explore their sexuality, thus exposing themselves to online sexual 
cultures and sexual myths and are more likely to objectify women 
(Coy,2009:373). This could therefore contribute to the dangers of sexual 
aggression, as well as leaving them vulnerable to sexual myths that could 
potentially place them more at risk. For example, in one “comments” section 
below an article, someone believed that having underage sex would lead to 
biological damage and prevent him or her from having children later in life 
(Yahoo,2009:n.p.). Comments like these may therefore leave an impression 
on the pre-adolescent and may result in fear of having sex. One could 
therefore have to question however, if this gendered sexual citizenship is 
encouraged from pre-adolescent ages, which later develop in their teenage 
years, and whether these discourses construct females as victims or sexually 
deviant, as this is unclear.  

Abstinence  
Coy (2009:378) argues that, due to the dominant discourses around 
exploitation, innocence and sexual risks, current policies only engage with 
sexual health and teenage pregnancies. These policies aimed at adolescents 
are heavily driven by religious discourses that emphasize abstinence before 
marriage (Beh,2006:1). Therefore, although secularism is increasing in post-
modern culture, youth sexuality is highly managed through public 
institutions, such as schools, which deem promiscuity as “risky” behaviour 
resulting in a “good girl”/ “bad girl” tension (Jackson,2006; Duits and Van 
Zoonen,2006:111). This is problematic as “Abstinence Only” regimes have a 
high failure rate (Beh,2006:8). This may be due to the difference in 
understanding what abstinence is between adults and adolescents. For 
example parents and adults may perceive oral sex as sex, but adolescents 
may not, thus would consider themselves abstinent (Ott et al, 2006:193). The 
interpretation varies with age even between youths, as Ott et al (2006:197) 
found that younger participants have a more rule-based view on abstinence, 
whereas older participants had a more contextual and circumstantial 
understanding. Increasing knowledge however will not have a direct effect on 
practices (McMillan and Worth,2011:313).  

McMillan and Worth (2011:317) found that the participants aged between 
18-25 of Christian faith, had a positive outlook on condoms, and were 
knowledgeable of the benefits and disadvantages, of sexual contraception, 
however many did not use them often. The participants mentioned reasons 
for not liking condoms, such as the touch, smell or the lack of pleasure for 
men (McMillan and Worth,2011:317). Furthermore, the participants 
mentioned cultural risks involved for using condoms, as using them would 
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imply one is having premarital sex which defies parental and religious beliefs, 
and cultural morals (McMillan and Worth,2011:318; Rufo,1997:589). ‘Young 
people’s fear of judgment created a secretiveness that often extended to 
concealing sexual relationships and experiences from friends and peers, as 
well as from their family and wider community’ (McMillan and 
Worth,2011:319). This means that the mistrust between the two generations, 
and lack of communication contributes more vulnerability to sexual diseases 
and unwanted pregnancies as a result of pre-marital sexual activity. The 
literature thus shows that, while the youth may be well informed about sex, 
wider socio-cultural factors impact young people’s decisions (McMillan and 
Worth,2011:323). This suggests that abstinence only programs do not work 
as prevention from sexual activity, but only teaches morality (Rufo,1997:598). 
This morale may also be applied in the UK, as Beh (2006:4) argues that some 
adolescents do not use contraception to concerns over the law and parental 
notification preventing young people from seeking sexual health care. 
Cultural and structural sanctions may consequently leave adolescents more 
vulnerable.  

‘Child liberationist discourses have argued that there is no problem with the 
‘sexual expression’ of those currently classified as minors’ 
(Duschinsky,2012:716). They argue that the taboo of sex amongst youth and 
pre-adolescents produces a sense of embarrassment towards using 
protection, as embarrassment prevents condom use across many countries 
(Moore et al,2008:557). Moore et al (2008:557) found that more than the 
embarrassment of using condoms during sex, it was more so the “purchase 
embarrassment” that prevented youths from using condoms. The emotional 
embarrassment contributes to high pre-marital sexual activity but a decrease 
in sexual protection, as the liberal attitude has led to more active pre-marital 
sex (Moore et al,2008:554). According to Shoveller et al (2004:480), as a 
result of the social anxiety around youth sexuality, the youth have learned 
from a young age not to talk about sex with adults for fear of being seen as 
deviant. Regardless of gender or location, all participants recalled a lack of 
freedom to discuss the issue of sex during their adolescent years, and 
experiencing shame when they attempted to talk about it with adults 
(Shoveller et al,2004:480). This may therefore encourage one to examine 
whether cultural texts encode religious teachings of abstinence and post-
marital reproduction as a method of macro-governing pre-adolescents within 
postmodern neoliberal culture. 
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Class and Race Differences  
Elliott (2010:202) argues that teenage promiscuity is not discursively 
universal, but may be down to class. In one study, a mother reported not 
being worried about oral sex when her adolescent child was in a private 
school, but then spoke to her son about oral sex and how it is wrong when 
he moved into a public school (Elliott,2010:202). Additionally, there was a 
depiction of girls being “gold-diggers” for boys that came from wealthy, 
middle-class families, which middle-class families felt the need to warn their 
children about (Elliott,2010:203). However, Elliott (2010:204) also found that 
many parents perceived innocence in conjunction to race, as white parents 
did not want their daughters to date black boys (Elliott,2010:204). There is 
therefore a tension between cultural teachings and more traditional parental 
teachings, which not only includes race but also religion, as many parents 
feel religious interests are violated as teenagers may stray from religious 
beliefs and practices (Rufo,1997:614). While racial and class differences are 
important to explore, there is still very little research in this area. Therefore, 
one of the areas that will be explored in this research is the extent to which 
racial and class differences result in various degrees of victimizing and 
demonizing.  

The Taboo of Sex 
In the US, ‘the need to give sexuality education to children from early as the 
age of ten has been recognised for many years ‘ (Kunene,1995:48), as sex 
education gives ‘protection to the teenager, whereas ignorance leads to 
sexual dysfunction, abuse and unplanned teenage pregnancies’ (Sapire, 1988 
in Kunene,1995:48). There is however a cultural conflict as ‘teenagers are 
deemed too young to know about sex, but too “driven” to be trusted with 
information’ (Elliott,2010:191). One study revealed that teenagers were 
knowledgeable about sexual anatomy but not about sex, as they lacked the 
understanding of the implications of sexual behaviour (Kunene,1995:48). 
Consequently, a dominant discourse is imposed on adolescent bodies of 
raging hormones that are uncontrollable, which constructs adolescents as 
“risky” thus a social threat (Elliott,2010:201).  

A possible solution to “manage” risky adolescents could be effective 
communication between parents and teenagers which may reduce risk-taking 
sexual behaviours (Burgess et al,2005:380). Additionally, 77% of girls and 
64% of boys wished their parents discussed sexual matters freely with them 
(Kunene,1995:50). Nonetheless, most parents find it hard to talk about sex 
with their child because they still see them as young, immature, and asexual 
(Elliott,2010:199). Most parents view their child as a victim of the opposite 
genders sexual urges, for example, parents of boys commonly described girls 
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as more sexually advanced, manipulative and pushy for sex to solidify a 
romantic relationship (Elliott,2010:202), whereas parents of girls saw boys as 
sexually aggressive (Elliott,2010:204). Because of the pressure imposed by 
parents onto their children, teenagers felt unable to discuss sex with their 
parents, and were mostly concerned about their parents disapproving their 
sexual behavior (Kunene,1995:50). Discomfort experienced by teenagers and 
parents talking about sex can prevent effective sexual education from 
occurring (Burgess et al,2005:381). This could therefore add the inquiry of 
whether shame and embarrassment could result from the dominant 
discourses of innocence.  

Pornography 
Additional anxieties around young people’s sexuality also revolve around the 
pornification of children. According to Roberts (2015:1), children are 
perceived to be growing up too quickly, which is perceived as endangering, 
particularly with regards to the porn culture and its influences. Pornography 
for instance is problematized for the misrepresentation of female bodies as 
objective, and male bodies as controlling (Jackson and Scott,2010:25). 
Consequently, the misogynist attitudes within pornograghy provoke anxieties 
around children’s exposure and access to pornography, as pornographic 
culture exposes young children to sexual degradation, violence and 
objectification (Attwood and Smith,2010:183). This is particularly stressful for 
parents as there are concerns around “copy-cat” crimes, thus there is the fear 
that young children will passively learn to replicate the sexual aggression that 
exists within pornography (Attwood and Smith 2010:178; Coy,2009:373). 
Pornography therefore directly promotes an anxiety around children not 
being “ready” or able to adopt the responsibility of sexual intercourse safely 
and respectfully, thus encouraging the construction of sexual exposure as 
demonising to childhood innocence.  

Nonetheless, the pornification of children is not just regarding actual 
pornography, but also encompasses the “porno-chic” culture, which is an 
envelope term for the female objectification witnessed within popular media 
and fashion (Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:106). This induces panic amongst 
parents in particular, as they worry that young girls will start dressing like 
older women, wearing bras and jewellery from a young age and will face 
certain superficial pressures to act like teenagers, for fear they are giving off 
unintended sexual signs (Roberts,2015:7-9;Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:106). 
The sexualised culture is therefore constructed as “exclusive” for adults, thus 
should not impede on childhood innocence. This results in a strong anxiety 
around maintaining the construction of innocence in young people, thus 
children that begin adopting adult-like sexual behaviours are conceived as 
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passive children that become victims of pornification. This theme of 
pornification of children however, could represent an anxiety around social 
change and lack of predictability, rather than the anxiety of the young body 
as “out of control” (Roberts,2015:20). This demonstrates that there is very 
little focus on subjectivity and sexual development (Roberts,2015:20), which 
also blurs the discourses of innocence and deviance, as there is a limitation of 
whether the pornification of children is a result of their naivety, or their active 
deviance, that is inducing the public anxiety. This research will therefore 
examine the extent to which pre-adolescents are managed in accordance to 
their innocence or their deviancy, and the extent in which it varies regarding 
gender, race and class. 

Mass Media  
Additionally, although the theme of pornography infiltrating childhood 
innocence invokes moral panic, there are also sexual influences from the 
construction of romance within popular media, which can influence pre-
adolescent sexuality. According to Coy, mass media plays a significant role in 
transmitting messages about sexual health and norms (2009:379), as all social 
relations are entwined with discourses and meanings, which produce a 
contextual binding between sexuality and gender (Jackson,2006:109). This is 
evident in social practices that occur from a young age. For example, ‘proms 
are moments when ideologies of gender, romance and heterosexuality 
intersect’ (Best, 2005: 208). These ideologies are reproduced in mass media 
such as films, producing pressure on high school students to lose their 
virginities on prom night (Best, 2005:201). From an even younger age, Disney 
is an education site for mass culture and intimacy (Cokely,2005:167). This is 
problematic as Disney often convey women as weak and fragile, while men 
are often heroic princes, thus reproduces discourses of heteronormativity, as 
characters who deviate from the norm, such as Ursula in The Little Mermaid, 
are constructed as “villains” that do not get a “happily ever after” 
(Cokely,2005:173-175; Essig,2005:153). This illustrates how a seductive 
woman (Ursula) is “evil” and how an innocent, dependant woman (Ariel) is 
“rewarded” with the prince. In post-modern theory, this would be depicted 
as a hyperreality of romance in order to maintain gender binaries and 
heteronormativity. One could therefore question whether cultural texts 
reproduce the female vulnerability as an ideal, and construct female 
promiscuity as deviant.   

Regarding the hyperreality of romance within media frameworks, for 
Baudrillard (2001:171), media simulations threaten the boundary of fake and 
real. This means that media constructs of love and intimacy blur the 
distinction between falseness and reality (Baudrillard,2001:175). The media 
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thus reinforces behaviours and beliefs (Cook,1994:151), which suggests that 
the ‘spectacle serves as total justification for the conditions’ of the existing 
system (Debord,1994:13). In this way, young children and pre-adolescents 
are served with the notion that their sex is pre-discursive, and their gender 
and sexuality is dependent on that (Foucault,1978:30; Butler,1999:11). The 
body therefore becomes segregated socially into two categories, which are 
then imposed on with discourses and images that idealise heterosexuality, 
patriarchy and vaginal intercourse, which are depicted as exclusively for 
“adults”. One could therefore explore the way in which “innocence” is used 
a method of excluding these individuals from sexual citizenship, even though 
their post-pubescent bodies are “able”. 

Postmodernity and Neoliberal Individualisation 
Nonetheless, within neoliberalism, the media’s framework of the audience as 
passive comes into question, as the body is perceived as the site of social 
expression and political resistance (Harcourt,2009:22). With the help of 
medicine, psychiatry, pornography and prostitution, pleasure and power 
overlap and reinforce each other (Foucault,1978:41). Foucauldian bio-politics 
therefore constructs the body as a fluid site of power, thus confronts the 
notion of a hegemonic culture (Harcourt,2009:19;Butler,1999:122). 
Consequently, in post-modernity, one could argue that sexually active youths 
are using their bodies in a form of power and resisting the norms. Feminists 
acknowledge that gender is socially constructed, and gendered bodies exist 
along a continuum from male to female with various categories in between 
(Harcourt,2009:14). There is therefore a level of agency within neoliberalism 
that can exist within social structures through active negotiation 
(Debord,1994:26). Thus consumption becomes an individualised experience 
of bio-politics (Ritzer,1997:81). By consuming objects, individuals are 
consuming signs that represent their identity (Ritzer,1997:80). This literature 
therefore engages a debate of individual power and structural imposition. As 
neoliberalism places emphasis on individualisation, there is an emphasis on 
both genders to achieve social and economic capital to aid the economic 
structure, thus one could question whether there is a greater level of 
monitoring on female bodies to prevent or delay motherhood, as big 
corporate giants such as Facebook have revealed plans to pay for female 
employees to freeze their eggs so they can delay motherhood 
(Srinivas,2014:n.p). Postmodern neoliberalism thus will provide the 
theoretical framework for this research, to analyse the way in which pre-
adolescents could be perceived as actively sexually engaged rather than 
passive victims of pornification cultures. 
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The literature therefore highlights some issues surrounding adolescents and 
children, and induces the aims of this research, which will be to examine how 
Western culture excludes pleasure from pre-adolescent sexual health, as well 
as the way in which dominant discourses may induce feelings of shame and 
embarrassment regarding sex, and whether conflicting discourses of 
demonization and victimization vary according to gender, race and class. 
These aims will therefore be researched in order to comprehend pre-
adolescent macro-management regarding shame, pleasure and innocence.  
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Methodology 

A critical discourse analysis (CDA) was the chosen method of analysis for this 
research to reveal the structural power within institutional texts that 
reproduce the anxiety around sexualising children. The advantages of using 
CDA included the ability to examine how language within texts reflected the 
issues surrounding pre-adolescent sexuality, as according to Locke (2004:14), 
text is a “semantic unit” that links social issues to linguistic systems. 
Therefore, according to Bryman (2012:538), CDA enables the researcher to 
include contextual considerations when evaluating text. Another advantage 
was that, according to Hall (1997:19), visual images also carry meanings, 
which need to be interpreted. This means that the juxtaposition of images 
and typology can contribute to the overall tone, or authority, to the text, as 
discourse can be manipulated through textual layout, images, and sounds 
(Van Dijk,2006:372). CDA therefore recognises the social consequences of 
meanings and signs that are mediated into textual communications 
(Locke,2004:11; Van Dijk,1985:1). CDA therefore enables the examination of 
the way in which the anxiety around pre-adolescent sexuality is reproduced 
and legitimised across multimedia texts, as CDA enables me to investigate 
how semiotics and images challenge or reproduce social ideologies and 
discourses (Fairclough,2010:38). CDA therefore was a useful method for my 
initial aim of uncovering the ways in which ideology and discourse are rooted 
within texts around pre-adolescent sexuality. 

Nonetheless, CDA has its disadvantages that must be considered. According 
to Burman and Parker (1993:1), discourse is interpretive. This means that the 
text being analysed could vary in meaning depending on context and 
researcher, thus reliability becomes problematic (Gripsrud,2006:16; Parker 
and Burman,1993:168). This implies that, while I am conducting the research, 
my subjectivity and prior knowledge could implicate the findings, thus the 
findings are subject to researcher bias. This therefore suggests that CDA is 
“anti-realist”, which means that the researcher cannot be fully neutral and 
objective (Bryman,2012:529). Researcher bias therefore has implications for 
reliability.  

Additionally, texts being analysed also produce limitations regarding validity 
of the findings. Burman and Parker (1993:11) argue that texts are often 
constructed to elaborate situations and issues, thus may not be truly 
reflective of the social context. Hesmondhalgh (2006:127) notes that media 
texts often have a tension between providing information and entertaining 
the audience. Narratives within texts cannot thus be perceived as a recount 
of an event, but rather a production of the event that may be far from the 
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actual experience or political issue (Gillespie,2006:82; Gripsrud,2006:39). This 
therefore means that the validity of my findings could be challenged. 

Another limitation was that, as this was a small-scale study of only nine 
sources of analysis, the findings were not generalisable and could not be 
perceived as representative of Western culture. Nonetheless, despite these 
limitations, this method was imperative for understanding the way in which 
text constructed public knowledge, thus providing me with insight regarding 
why texts are constructed a certain way, which revealed cultural and social 
perceptions (Gillespie,2006:83).  

Other methods, such as interviews and quantitative surveys were also 
considered for this particular research to gain insight into pre-adolescent 
experiences and opinions, however would have been unethical, as discussing 
sex may have been distressing for some young people. Additionally, there 
would also have been limitations regarding access to young people, as 
parents and institutions may have considered the inclusion of pre-adolescent 
individuals as inappropriate. While it would be imperative to explore young 
people’s experiences and opinions, as the focus was structural power, CDA 
was therefore the most ethical and most applicable method for my research 
as it examined how ideology and discourse are embedded within texts 
around pre-adolescent sexuality. This was imperative for examining the 
context of anxieties around pre-adolescent sexuality and how this is 
reproduced and legitimised across multimedia platforms. 

For this analysis, a convenient sample was used to locate all nine sources 
which consist of two articles from the Telegraph, two forum articles from 
Netmums and The Conversation, two primary school policies from Wood 
Green School, and Leicestershire Healthy Schools Program, two government 
policies from the Local Government Association and HM Government, as well 
as an article from the BBC. The variation of sources was selected in order to 
gain a greater insight into how these particular institutions inflict social 
discourses and ideologies within policies, articles and politics. Prior to 
conducting the analysis, a set of themes were produced based on previous 
literature in order to direct the findings into categories for analysis, however 
these themes were presumptive, thus became further refined through the 
analysis.  

Codes are an efficient way of organising concepts and signs that stabilize a 
particular meaning to convey an idea (Hall,1997:20). Codes therefore 
establish a linguistic system aiding the organisation of data (Hall,1997:22). All 
nine texts were therefore analysed in relation to key phrases, images and 
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typography that reflected dominant ideologies and discourses of pre-
adolescent sexuality. Hence, the findings were tabulated (appendix 2.1), and 
organised into “codified sign systems” (Locke,2004:18), which were as 
follows:  

- Gender  
Gender was chosen as a key theme to reflect and comparison the way 
discourses of victimhood and demonization differ between pre-adolescent 
boys and girls.  

- Sex Education  
As this research is based on young people, sex education is a dominant 
institution of management regarding young people’s sexuality. Therefore this 
institutional influence was also a key focus of examination.  

- Taboo of sexual pleasure 
Sexual pleasure was constructed as a taboo for young people through the 
enforcement of abstinence, innocence, and sexual dangers across most of 
the data and literature.  

- Race and Class  
Class and racial differences were under-researched areas but could be crucial 
for understanding individual differences regarding macro and micro pre-
adolescent sexual governing.  

- Sexual exploitation and pornification 
This code directly relates to the discourse of victimization that is embedded 
within childhood, and the way it conflicts and demonizes young people’s 
sexual agency and sexual exploration.  

The tabulated results were then critically analysed to examine how public 
anxiety becomes structurally entwined into institutions to naturalise pre-
adolescents’ sexual exclusion. This was done using a predominantly 
postmodern neoliberal approach.  
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Analysis 

CDA highlighted some recurring discourses regarding pre-adolescent sexual 
citizenship (Bell and Binnie,2006:870). The discourses include childhood 
innocence, sexual pleasure as a taboo, child exploitation and pornification of 
children, which may contribute to the anxieties around pre-adolescent 
sexuality. These texts will therefore be analysed regarding the construction of 
gender, racial and class differences, as well as how sexual pleasure is 
constructed in these texts as a taboo between children and parents due to 
fears of sexual exploitation and deviant pornification of children.  

Gender 
The Local Government Association (2013) and The Conversation (2014) both 
topicalize teenage pregnancy as a direct outcome of delinquent sexualised 
youths (McDermott and Graham,2005:60). The initial image within the policy 
is a small collage of a teenage girl holding her stomach, which is the biggest 
image, alongside images of the contraceptive pill, a pregnancy test and a 
condom. Through the juxtaposition of this image, the Local Government 
Association (2013) policy conveys a specific focus on female sexuality. The 
Conversation (2014) also consists of an initial image of a girl laying down 
holding her stomach, with a pregnancy test. The girl is in the background and 
slightly blurred out, highlighting the focal point of the image to be the 
pregnancy test. These images therefore aid the construction of teenage 
pregnancy as an outcome of female delinquency and sexual irresponsibility 
(Rufo,1997:597;Harris,2004:14). This feminisation of sexual responsibility is 
also constructed within Netmums, as there is an image of a mother and 
daughter sitting in a domestic environment having a discussion, with an 
article title of “talking about sex with your child”. One could thus argue that 
the lack of masculine presence could signify that teenage-pregnancy may be 
blamed on female delinquency. This illuminates a fear of teenage pregnancy 
that produces a gendered anxiety and inequality towards young girls, 
positioning them as inferior, socially and structurally, as working class youths 
that are at risk (Harris,2004:25; McDermott and Graham,2005:60). 

One could argue that the Local Government Association (2013) policy 
reproduces a dominant ideology of female promiscuity as problematic 
through the authority of the text. For instance, the tone of the policy 
executes a level of authority as it is embedded with statistics such as 
‘teenage mothers are a fifth more likely to have no qualifications at the age 
of 30… three times more likely to smoke throughout their pregnancy’. These 
statistics embody a factual position, which may produce an essence of “all-
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knowing”, thus the audience may position this policy and the information in it 
as well researched and factual. The policy therefore uses statistical rhetoric to 
inject a sense of feminisation to the issue of pre-adolescent and youth 
sexuality. This level of authority is also encoded into The Conversation 
(2014), as scientific discourses of statistics and research are included to 
provide a tone of dominance within the text. For instance, The Conversation 
(2014) uses semiotics of research such as ‘evidence… study… results … 
findings’, perhaps as a means to represent that there is statistical evidence 
that supports their claims. The text therefore constructs the issue of pre-
adolescent female sexual deviance as a social issue through the use of 
scientific authority, which is used to legitimise the blame and sanctioning of 
female pre-adolescent sexuality. This coincides with existing literature around 
adolescent sexuality, as sex is socially permitted more for boys in order to 
maintain their masculinity, and girls are responsible and sanctioned for sexual 
deviancy (Allen,2003:225). 

Consequently, there is a sense of blame and responsibility on young girls to 
maintain the status quo of innocence as the “right” way of managing the self, 
which supports the narrative element of safeguarding female naivety and 
“innocence” (Allen,2003:223). Girls may therefore be judged based on their 
decision to engage in sexual activity, thus could be judged as either 
“whores” or “virgins” (Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:111). Furthermore, the 
repetition of ‘teenage motherhood’ through the article emphasises the 
gender binary of sexual blame, as “teenage fatherhood” is not mentioned as 
an issue at all.  Thus girls bodies in particular, become subject to self-
governing through the embodiment of dominant discourses 
(Foucault,1978:41; Jackson,2006:109). 

One could however argue that masculinity is not completely absent in these 
texts, but embedded within the authority of the texts. For instance, both 
policies from HM Government and Local Government Association use the 
word “tackling” in their headline. HM Government’s headline reads, 
‘Tackling Child Exploitation’, while the Local Government Association 
constructs ‘Tackling Teenage Pregnancy’ as their headline. While the tone is 
assumed just from the title, one could argue that this sets the register for the 
rest of the policy documents, as “tackling” is associated with football, which 
is culturally perceived as a masculine sport. The masculinity may therefore 
embody the position of authority, while the female body embodies the 
position of delinquency and in need of governing. As the policy inhibits the 
position of authority, this sense of feminised blame may go largely 
unchallenged, which may have implications for future policies as the cultural 
embodiment of this ideology could result in more social sanctions for young 



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

99 

girls and women. One could therefore argue that the actual absence of boys 
within these two policies could construct the invisibility of male sanctioning 
regarding their active sexuality. The discourses embedded within these two 
texts demonstrate a binary that depicts pre-adolescent and youth girls that 
are not sexually active as the “in-group”, and those that are sexually active as 
the “out-group”. The boys however are positioned, as “in-group” in both 
circumstances of sexual status, as for boys to engage in sex is deemed 
socially acceptable (Hirst,2013:428). This means that pre-adolescent female 
sexuality is implicated as a threat, which could have an influence on policies, 
legislations and institutions such as schools.   

These findings suggest that there is a gender binary between sexual pre-
adolescents, as these findings produce discursive evidence of negativity 
towards teenage pregnancy, which the findings suggest is a feminised issue. 
This is supported by the literature as young girls often face more social 
sanctions regarding sexual intercourse (Elliott,2010:192), which contribute to 
this ideology of female vulnerability and exploitation (Oudekerk,2014:1238). 
The findings however demonstrate that this feminisation of teenage 
pregnancy is used to police young girls from an early age. According to Duits 
and Van Zoonen (2006:105), there is a significant political importance in the 
way female bodies represent their identities in the public sphere, and they 
note that there is no such political symbolism on male bodies. The female 
body therefore becomes excluded from ‘sexual citizenship’ (Bell and 
Binnie,2006:869) 

Contrastingly, while Wurtele (2012:2443) argues that teenage girls are 
constructed as victims of exploitation, these two articles convey little 
sympathy towards pregnant teenage girls, and demonize them instead. This 
analysis does not suggest that there is no such policing on pre-adolescent 
boys regarding sexual deviance, however regarding teenage pregnancy and 
body management, there is a significant increase of blame and responsibility 
on the female body through the use of biomedical discourses, as femininity 
becomes attached to reproductive responsibility. The findings therefore 
contribute to current literature about young female bodies being more 
socially governed than boys (Allen,2003:225;Roberts,2015:4), nonetheless 
these findings additionally suggest that the public discourses of female 
vulnerability are perhaps perceived less as victims, and more as delinquent 
perpetrators, as well as suggesting that the biomedical model produces 
dominant discourses of reproduction and fertility, which are utilised to blame 
sexually active or sexually curious young girls as deviant.   
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Taboo of Sexual Pleasure 
While the previous section has argued that girls are more policed than boys, 
pre-adolescent boys still face exclusion from sexual citizenship. For instance, 
findings suggest that the discourse of abstinence produces sexual pleasure 
as a taboo for young people, as represented through the two Telegraph 
(2014 and 2015) articles. 

The Telegraph (2015) for example uses a headline that states ‘sex education 
“should be made compulsory in primary schools”’. The fact that the headline 
includes a quotation suggests that the perception of sex education is not the 
newspaper’s perspective, thus removes their position from the viewpoint of 
the headline. Additionally, one could argue that this headline is a hyperbole, 
as it has chosen to reference “primary school”, rather than an age range for 
instance, for possibly a greater sensation from the audience, as 
Hesmondhalgh (2006:127) notes that public media texts can often be 
constructed for “infotainment” purposes. Primary schools typically consist of 
children from approximately as young as 5 to the age of 12. For the headline 
to address “primary schools” as a whole, could insinuate that 5 year olds will 
be taught sex education, which could be misleading and provoke public 
anxiety through its register within the headline. This perception of sex 
education conflicting with childhood innocence is also constructed within the 
Telegraph (2014), as a quote from the Chairman of the Commons Education 
Select Committee argues that ‘sex [is] harmful… and damaging to young 
people’. One could therefore argue that these two articles construct sexual 
pleasure in opposition to abstinence, thus is constructed as deviant, 
contributing to sexual pleasure as a taboo. 

Furthermore, Netmums constitutes the way in which sex education focuses 
on the ‘biological side’, while it encourages parents to explain to their 
children ‘what their sexual organs are for’. Additionally, Wood Green 
School’s policy also encourages the teaching of the ‘human life cycle… 
love… puberty’, while the Leicester Healthy Schools policy also encourages 
teaching children how to ‘use their senses to reproduce’ and emphasises the 
life cycle as ‘birth, marriage and death’. These articles and policies address 
young people in year 7 and above and focus on the biomedical model of 
reproduction as reason for sexual activity. The Wood Green School policy 
however, further embeds the coding of “life stages” as a universal approach, 
as year 7 students are taught the basics of the biological sexual model, whilst 
year 8 and 9 students are taught more about ‘hygiene… moral decisions … 
value of human life… [and] teenage mothers’. This may therefore represent a 
cultural construction of sexual pleasure as a taboo for young people as a 
method of restraining their sexual activity.  
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The recommendations through the Leicester Healthy Schools policy also 
distinguishes a “life cycle” approach, which disregards diverse rates of 
maturity amongst young people, and defines them through their age, as if to 
suggest sexual growth amongst all children is universal. This policy also 
emphasises that ‘parents have the right to withdraw their children’, and 
highlights issues of ‘confidentiality…child protection… [and] what is not 
acceptable in a relationship’. The lexical field therefore demonstrates a sense 
of “biological” vulnerability. By constructing the policy in this way, the policy 
induces a certain attitude towards pre-adolescents to suggest that they are 
not “ready” for the pleasures of sex and be a full sexual citizen. This 
construct injects fear into other institutions such as schools, policies, and into 
the media, which may influence parents and the youth themselves. The policy 
inhibits a universal approach to sex education for primary school children, 
and creates a high sense of morale through the emphasis on reproduction as 
it constructs a false ‘hyperreality’ of the norms (Baudrillard,2001:175). There 
is therefore a widespread disapproval over the porno-chic culture aimed at 
young children (Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:106). These texts, one could 
argue, therefore encode the dominant discourse of harm and risk, which, no 
matter their good intentions, can be used as a method of control and 
refusing young people their rights by silencing them (Attwood and 
Smith,2011:241).  However, there is confusion as to whether these 
heightened discourses of fear over the children actually being vulnerable to 
sexual coercion, or whether they are innocently just exploring their sexual 
curiosity. 

Both articles from The Telegraph (2014 and 2015) inhibit the notion of 
objectivity and power. The readers of this newspaper seek information from 
these articles, and decode certain messages and meanings from them. These 
articles can therefore construct and encode the texts to insinuate what should 
be considered the “norm” for pre-adolescents and their sexuality. For 
example, the Telegraph (2014) focuses on discourses of “normal behaviour” 
which they define though traffic light colours, for example “green behaviour” 
denotes a pre-adolescent making the “right” choice. The article also 
provides a description of what behaviour is appropriate for certain age 
groups. Pre-adolescents aged 9-13 for example, should only be exploring 
‘solitary masturbation and sexual language’ (The Telegraph,2014). This article 
therefore uses its authority to claim the norms of pre-adolescent sexuality, 
but still excludes them from sexual citizenship, as according to this article, 
pre-adolescents should not be experiencing sex with other individuals. These 
discourses therefore contribute to the construction of sexual pleasure as a 
taboo within sex education by “normalising” solitary sexual exploration. One 
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could argue that these articles have over-emphasised the issue of pre-
adolescent sexuality as an issue of child sexualisation, as there is a disregard 
for young people who actively embody the mainstream porno-chic culture 
through for instance, fashion (Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:105). Through a 
post-feminist lens, one could thus argue that young people are being 
silenced and prevented from developing a healthy attitude towards sex due 
to the public attitude of young people’s sexual innocence, as the opposite 
being sexual promiscuity is socially demonized (Attwood and 
Smith,2011:236). According to Roberts (2015:9) parents are predominantly 
worried about their children growing up too fast, which could consequently 
stunt their sexual maturity.  

Additionally, Netmums (n.d) initiates an expert tone, as it depicts that parents 
should ‘prepare’ their child for puberty, alongside ‘top tips’ and ‘expert 
advice’, meanwhile placing emphasis on the biology of puberty as it 
encourages parents to discuss ‘sexual organs’, and to ‘tailor your language 
according to your child’s age’. This is an insinuation that children need to be 
spoken to in a particular way according to their age, as opposed to their 
maturity levels. This article therefore embeds a level of scientific expertise 
that may overpower parental judgment over their child, and their child’s 
readiness to talk about sex. Additionally, the article mentions masturbation as 
‘natural’ and not ‘naughty’ or ‘dirty’. The tone here is that sexual pleasures 
should be maintained as a taboo for pre-adolescents, as they are only to be 
encouraged to masturbate, and understand the science behind their “sexual 
urges”. Kunene (1995:48) supports this public position of maintaining sex as 
a taboo, as according to Kunene, there is no need to talk about sex from an 
early age.  
However, ‘child liberationist discourses have argued that there is no problem 
with the ‘sexual expression’ of those currently classified as minors’ 
(Duschinsky,2012:716). Young bodies are thus conflicted, as they are 
deemed too young to know about sex, but too driven to be trusted with 
information’ (Elliott,2010:191).  

These findings therefore suggest that parents and institutions attempt to 
prevent young people and pre-adolescents from perceiving sex as 
pleasurable and “fun”. For Baudrillard (2001:171), the simulations within 
these articles and policies construct the “norms” which become embedded 
into society as a “reality”. This serves as a justification of the existing system 
(Debord,1994:13), thus normalises pre-adolescents as asexual. Sex education 
however may not be a preventative for sexual activity, but may only teach 
young people morality (Rufo,1997:598). This insinuates that the discursive 
power from social policies and articles position young people under more 
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pressure to be perceived as morally correct, with no such influence on actual 
behaviour, which may position these young people as more sexually 
vulnerable as they may engage in alternative methods of sex, such as oral or 
anal, without any contraception (Ott et al,2006:193). The findings therefore 
suggest that sexual pleasure is reproduced as a taboo for pre-adolescent 
individuals, which coincides with the literature on adolescent youths being 
excluded from sexual pleasure. However, the findings have concluded that 
sexual pleasure is excluded from these texts through the dominant discourse 
of reproductive heteronormative sex, which may engage them to be more 
vulnerable to misinformed myths, as their curiosity is arguably not being 
addressed. 

Shame and Embarrassment 
“Sex for reproduction” is therefore discursively constructed through the 
biological model to macro manage young people’s sexuality. This construct 
is thus used to reproduce cultural anxieties. For instance, The Telegraph 
(2015) headlines, ‘MPs were told it is now “normal” for 14-year-olds to pose 
in bras for social media photos and that around one in three 15-year-olds had 
sent someone a naked photo of themselves’. The quotations around the 
word “normal” signify the political position of the newspaper, as this may be 
a tone of sarcasm, while addressing the magnitude of teenagers that are 
technologically sexually active. Additionally, the newspaper encourages a 
shock factor as it illustrates the online vulnerability of teenagers posting 
naked pictures to online platforms. This article also includes statistics such as 
‘61% of children’ were getting their sex education from ‘outside of school’, 
which were provided by the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and 
Lifestyles, from 2010-2012. The Telegraph (2015) article therefore illustrates 
public anxiety around sexualising young people, which could induce a level 
of shame and embarrassment from young people themselves as they begin 
to feel morally policed. The fact that the article was constructed as a new 
contemporary issue through the ‘now “normal”’, may be “shocking” for 
some, as the dominant conception of “children” and pre-adolescents is 
typically riddled with innocence and asexuality. Additionally, Netmums (n.d.) 
consists of an image of a mother and daughter talking about sex, with the 
words “shy” and “uncomfortable” to describe parental discomfort regarding 
their child and sex. Therefore a construction of adult anxiety and 
apprehension to openly discuss sex with their child is apparent, which could 
result in emotional consequences for young people regarding sex, perhaps in 
the form of shame and secrecy.  

Additionally, parents also lack incentive to discuss sex with their children as 
they perceive their own children as asexual (Elliott,2010:199), or as victims of 
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sexual aggression (Elliott,2010:204). This exemplifies the connotations of 
shame regarding parents who may have sexually active or sexually curious 
pre-adolescents, as the Wood Green School policy encourages teachers to 
teach students about the ‘life cycle’ and the notion of ‘love in Christianity’. 
The Telegraph (2014) also includes a ‘traffic light tool’, whereby green, 
amber and red define the level of acceptable behaviours for children of 
different ages. Additionally, this article also states that sex education ‘isn’t 
always lawful’, as sex education is taught in primary school with emphasis on 
love, relationships and contraception, even though these students are not of 
legal age. This contradiction however, positions young people in a dilemma 
of legal and moral responsibility. Dominant discourses of “age appropriate” 
sexual behaviour as “one-size-fits-all” approach could construct expectations 
on some individuals to be “ready” for sex by a certain time, or make others 
that are “ready” to feel ashamed or embarrassed for fear of social 
sanctioning from political or educational institutions, as well as from their 
family and peers.  

This pressure however has a negative impact on parent-child relationships, 
especially when speaking about sex, as Kunene (1995:50) notes that 
'teenagers feel concerned about discussing sex with their parents for fear of 
disapproval from them. The sexual exclusion of pre-adolescents therefore 
becomes an issue as these individuals may attempt to conceal their sexual 
activities and refrain from speaking about their sexual concerns. The taboo of 
sex amongst teenagers, parents, and pre-adolescents can stunt effective 
sexual education from occurring and consequently prevent the practice of 
safe sex (Burgess et al,2005:381; Moore et al,2008:557). Young people 
therefore engage in more “risky” sexual behaviours, such as oral sex or 
unprotected sex in order to avoid being perceived as deviant (Shoveller et 
al,2004:478).  

The findings therefore suggest that policing sexual activity amongst young 
individuals does not prevent sexual activity from occurring, but simply 
produces a sense of morale that young people publically adhere to, but 
privately position themselves more at risk due to the shame and 
embarrassment of using contraception or seeking sexual health advice 
(Shoveller et al,2004:480). This sense of shame could consequently prevent 
young people from practicing safe sex, and constrain effective 
communication between young people and adults due to a cultural mistrust 
(Burgess,et al:2005:380). This mistrust may also exist between parents and 
children as, according to Burgess et al (2005:382), the lack of familial 
communication about sex is related to premarital sexually risky behaviour. 
These findings alongside the literature therefore suggests that cultural 
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discourses reproduce a sense of fear that promotes sex as a taboo for pre-
adolescents, which the literature suggests may position them more at risk.  

Contrastingly, shame and embarrassment could be a positive attitude for 
young people to adopt, as it could make them more sexually aware and 
cautious against exploitation. While constructing sex as dirty or a taboo may 
position young people as ill informed, it may still encourage young people to 
be cautious of those seeking to exploit their power or behave inappropriately 
without consent. Nonetheless, despite shame purposefully producing the 
sense of caution, the sense of shame consequently limits pre-adolescents 
from obtaining sexual citizenship in order to actively negotiate their sexual 
actions fully informed. Therefore, the findings demonstrate how social 
“norms” discursively contribute to the feeling of shame and embarrassment, 
which could positively or negatively impact young people. One could 
however argue that discussing sexual pleasures and sexual dangers in terms 
of child predators and exploitation openly and honestly, could erase the 
essence of sex as “dirty”, while maintaining young people with sexually 
cautious attitudes with a healthy outlook on sex.  

Race and Class  
This sexual policing however is not universal, as there are also class and racial 
differences. The Local Government Association (2013) for instance focuses on 
working class young people, as it mentions that teenagers raising children 
can result in ‘poor outcomes’. Additionally, the policy defines those that are 
perceived as “risk groups” which includes those that ‘are in or leaving care, 
and those within the justice system’. These discursive encodings begin 
marginalising individuals based on their class, heritage and resources under 
the presumption that they cannot provide for their child. This cultural 
discourse constructs the public perception of victim blaming within 
neoliberalism, as the issue is constructed to be “deviant” youths, rather than 
structural inequalities, which should be politically addressed rather than 
dismissed. This blame of deviance amongst lower classes continues through 
the use of these statistics placed within a “facts” section”: 

‘Did you know?... teenage mothers are a fifth more likely to have no 
qualifications by the age of 30… 22 per cent more likely to be living in 
poverty at 30… [babies of teenage mothers are at a] 63 per cent increase risk 
of being born into poverty… [teenage mothers] are three times more likely to 
smoke throughout their pregnancy’ (Local Government Association,2013:4).  
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These statistics are used to illuminate the deficit of recourses a child will have 
being born from a teenage parent who is working class, highlighting the 
issue of class and delinquent behaviour. Additionally, The Conversation 
(2014) mentions that teenage pregnancy and other sexual health issues are 
strongly correlated with poverty, education, religion and family stability. This 
class distinction and sex amongst young people is supported by the 
literature, as Elliott (2010:202) found that a mother was less worried about 
her child in private school, but became more concerned when he was moved 
to a public school regarding sexual health and promiscuity. In addition to 
class and parenthood, there may also be a class distinction regarding 
working class girls seeking wealth from middle-class families, as middle-class 
families actively warned their children about this (Elliott,2010:203). 
Additionally, the Telegraph (2014) highlights the involvement of teachers 
within sex education policies, as the article headline contains ‘teachers told’, 
indicating teachers being told by government officials what is deemed 
appropriate sexual behaviour. This government intervention is aimed at 
public schools primarily, thus could indicate that the sexual delinquency is 
more so an issue amongst the working class, rather than the youths that 
access private education. This is further emphasised by the Netmums (n.d) 
article, which consists of an image of a white, middle-class mother and 
daughter discussing sex. This may therefore insinuate that middle-class 
families are given the responsibility and privilege to talk to their children 
about sex with some guidance through websites such as Netmums (n.d) to 
offer tips and advice, nonetheless working class parents require government 
intervention and sex education classes to deal with the delinquent behaviour. 

One could also argue that this class difference is also intersected with racial 
exclusion, as Netmums (n.d) constructs whiteness with middle-class privilege, 
thus positioning non-whites as the “other”, hence suggesting that whiteness 
should maintain and be directed through intervention onto the right sexual 
tracks, while the “others” can continue with their delinquency. For instance, 
the BBC (2013) contains the title ‘PM rejects call to lower age of consent to 
15’, with an image of two non-white hands holding each other. The 
juxtaposition of the non-whiteness and the call to lower the age of consent 
constructs an association between race and “underage” sexual promiscuity. 
According to Rufo (1997:614) and Elliott (2010:104), middle-class white 
parents warn their children of religions and racial differences between 
themselves and “others”, and encourage their children to avoid such 
diversities in potential mates.  

The racial construction of youth sexuality is not limited to non-whites 
however, as one could argue that the racial difference is constructed through 



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

107 

the age of sexual engagement, as The Local Government Association (2013) 
depicts teenage promiscuity with the tone of disgrace, while the BBC (2013) 
constructs non-white sexuality with a tone of approval through the context of 
lowering the legal age within Britain, thus perhaps politically warranting their 
sexual engagement. Kunene (1995:48) notes that there is evidence of higher 
rates of pregnancies within black cultures. The topicalization of underage sex 
therefore becomes a racial issue as this evidence becomes discursively 
encoded within the BBC (2013) article. Although this is a limited example of 
racialization, it is significant as it conveys cultural ideologies and discourses 
around race and sexuality, as according to Elliott (2010:204), many white 
parents conveyed racial discrimination, as they did not want their daughters 
to date black boys. Many parents may therefore feel as though their 
traditional teachings to their children regarding sex and inter-racial marriage 
is conflicting with modern universal teachings about sex (Rufo,1997:614 and 
Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:104). The use of a non-white couple could 
demonstrate promiscuity as a greater issue within black communities, which 
would implicate policies and public perception of this race. Additionally 
Roberts (2015:5) argues that there are variations between race, ethnicity and 
location regarding “early” puberty, which are factors that are disregarded 
within these texts, as the Western culture deploys a universal “one-fits-all” 
approach to the management of pre-adolescent sexuality. The findings 
therefore support that middle-class whiteness is superior as it highlights how 
current discourses construct sexual respectability through class and race. 
These findings however, problematize current policies as the one-size-fits-all 
approach becomes redundant without the inclusion of diversity.  

Sexual Exploitation and Pornification 
While there are inequalities regarding the sexual policing of young people, 
pre-adolescent and teenage sexuality is embedded with discourses around 
safety and risk. For instance, in the Wood Green School policy, there are 
lexicons of ‘safe sex’ and ‘dangers of HIV/AIDS’. While these health issues are 
a concern, these health discourses contribute to the way in which young 
people’s sexuality is perceived, and how they identify as irresponsible or 
vulnerable. As this is a policy, it extends its concerns to abusive behaviour 
towards young people, and teaching them about the behaviours that are not 
acceptable. These behaviours are categorised by year groups, which identify 
the “level” of sex education that should be permitted depending on the year 
group. For year 10 and 11 students there is an emphasis on sexual safety 
regarding ‘sexually transmitted diseases… contraception… the law… [and] 
abortion’ (Wood Green School, n.d.). For year 12 and 13, similar issues will 
be discussed but will be educated by ‘outside speakers’. The Wood Green 
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School policy therefore constructs youth sexual exploration as dangerous, 
and attempt to police the older teenagers by presenting them with sex 
education from an outside speaker that can take a more authoritative 
demeanour over the students. The discourse of policing sexual vulnerability 
is therefore encoded within this policy.  

Additionally, HM Government (2015) also contributes to the discourse of 
sexual dangers, as it headlines ‘tackling child sexual exploitation’, with the 
inclusion of legal discourses such as ‘victim… offenders... justice… crime… 
police… [and] safeguarding children. Additionally, the policy goes on to 
mention that ‘organised child sexual exploitation had been happening on a 
massive scale over many years’. This passive sentence instigates that the 
issue of exploitation has existed for many years and is still a current issue. 
This rhetoric encourages a sense of concern, as, through many new 
legislations and policies, exploitation is still an issue. Additionally, the lexicon 
of “organised” could be perceived as group exploitation against vulnerable 
children, which induces a sensation of fear through the policy. Although this 
policy is concerned with much younger children than the age group being 
researched here, it is worthy to note that there are legal and health 
discourses that are attached to the innocence of a child, which extends into 
adolescent years as there is a current public fear regarding youth sexual 
exploration and the preservation of childhood innocence (Attwood and 
Smith,2011:237; and Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:106). However protecting 
young people from exploitation becomes difficult with the rise in 
technological access that young people are obtaining as more children are 
becoming exposed to pornography and the porno-chic culture (Duits and 
Van Zoonen,2006:105) 

Furthermore, the BBC (2013) engages with lexicons of pre-adolescent 
vulnerability. Phrases such as the ‘age of 16 [protects] children’ are used to 
engage the audience into perceiving the youth is “in need” of safeguarding. 
Additionally, the article mentions a quote from Nick Clegg, a left wing 
politician, as he says ‘I’m worried… about the sexualisation of the culture’. By 
quoting a liberal politician, the article demonstrates the use of an 
authoritative figure that can illustrate the supposed magnitude of the 
situation. The findings here therefore suggest that the political institution, 
which relies on regulations and policies as the solution to social issues, has 
adopted the problem of safeguarding “children” and adolescents from 
sexual exploitation. Additionally, the Telegraph (2013) also highlights the 
integral role of the age of consent legislation, as it protects young people 
from ‘abuse, exploitation and other damaging consequences from early 
sexual activity’, as Netmums (n.d) further notes that children are more 



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

109 

vulnerable to myths about sex, which could make them ‘confused and scared 
about sex’. From a feminist viewpoint however, this “victim” status is often 
constructed to produce a power imbalance between young people and 
adults, and as a result of young people’s lack of power against adults, they 
embody and reproduce an inferior position (Attwood and Smith,2011:238). 
These victimising discourses may therefore be imposed into young people 
from an early age into a micro individualised state of self-governing by young 
people in order to maintain the status quo of innocence and victimization. 

An additional significance is the way in which the sources such as the 
Telegraph (2015), Telegraph (2014), and Netmums (n.d) refer to those under 
the age of 12 as “children”, which has political and cultural consequences, as 
children can refer to individuals past the age of four. In this way, these texts 
are dismissive of the social position of pre-adolescents, which could 
potentially amplify any anxieties that adults have of children growing up too 
quickly or being vulnerable to exploitation, as the Telegraph (2015) mentions 
how some ‘children were unable to name body parts or… understand what 
was meant by giving consent’, which constructs young people as 
unknowledgeable and vulnerable. 

The BBC (2013) article also creates a causal link between lowering the age of 
consent and child exploitation by including a quote from Liz Dux, a lawyer 
from Jimmy Savile’s case regarding child exploitation. The quote reads, 
‘predatory adults would be given legitimacy to focus their attentions of even 
younger teenagers and [suggest] that sex between 14-15-year-olds is also 
acceptable’. Firstly, her position as an elite lawyer that dealt with a high 
profile case promotes her status within this article as quite knowledgeable 
regarding child sex offenders. The article therefore may use her profile and 
comment as a device to promote a level of fear regarding the sexual 
imposition and fragility of young people’s innocence. However, one could 
argue that the theme of exploitation is being used to legitimise the 
legislation that prevents those under the age of 16 from having a voice, or 
any sexual agency, as their consent is muted through this legislation. One 
could therefore argue that the issue is therefore not the ability or disability to 
consent in the case of sexual exploitation, but perhaps more so the lack of 
knowledge of what is considered grooming. The findings in this research 
indicate that young people are not taught through sex education, about the 
dangers of grooming or meeting people online, which may produce more 
knowledgeable youths that are better equipped to deal with such 
exploitations. Additionally, many countries adopt policies that limit the 
acceptable age range between individuals in a sexual relationship, which may 
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be a better solution as it deals with the issue of paedophilia without limiting 
sexually mature bodies (Oudekerk et al, 2014:1238).  

The findings therefore suggest that the theme of exploitation and the 
pornification of young people could be utilised for framing young people as 
vulnerable and sexually inferior to adults as a method of excluding them from 
sexual citizenship. One could thus argue, young people’s sexual exploration 
and sexual agency is therefore undermined by public institutions and is 
culturally demonized. While the findings contribute to the literature of macro-
managing young people through innocence, the findings have also revealed 
the extent to which “innocent” sexual exploration becomes demonized in 
order to provoke public fear, which could consequently result in poor 
attitudes towards sex and a public mistrust between adults and pre-
adolescents. 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, the findings have highlighted that the emphasis on female 
purity is imposed on young people from pre-adolescent ages. Young girls 
are for instance perceived as victims of exploitation and objectification, or 
demonized for active participation, which must be fixed through intervention. 
This is however a contradiction with post-modern neoliberalism that 
emphasises individual power, as young people that engage with their sexual 
agency are demonized. The gender discourse therefore creates a social 
“othering” between the sexually obedient “virgin”, and the sexually agent 
“whore” to reflect cultural morals of right and wrong (Duits and Van 
Zoonen,2006:111). Boys are not exempt from this form of sexual exclusion, 
however face less public scrutiny regarding their sexual agency, as their 
sexual “drives” are perceived as natural (Hirst,2013:428), whilst girls are 
perceived as deviant for being sexually agent. This could imply that the 
female body requires more structural control than male bodies, which could 
result in girls embodying the inferior position to boys from a young age 
regarding sexual individual power and agency.  

The findings also suggest that public intervention is particularly aimed at the 
working class, as issues around teenage pregnancies reflected discourses of 
poverty and lack of recourses, which one could argue is linked to class 
discrimination. Additionally, there was also a discrimination of race encoded 
within these texts, as the absence of non-white pre-adolescent bodies could 
construct an ignorance of other cultural practices regarding sexual agency, as 
well as reflecting that whiteness is in need of “rescuing” from exploitation 
and child pornification, while non-white young people are less politically 
governed. The findings therefore suggest that whiteness and non-whiteness 
is constructed in contrast to one another as either “whores” or “virgins” 
(Duits and Van Zoonen,2006:111). One could argue that white young people 
are constructed as victims in need of political intervention and governing, 
and non-white individuals are demonized as “out of control”. This is an 
important finding as literature around class, race and pre-adolescent sexual 
exclusion is sparse; as “youth” and “teenagers” are usually umbrella terms 
for all young people thus are ignorant of the structural differences on 
children, pre-adolescents and adolescents.  

Additionally, this research has found that the focus on abstinence and 
reproduction reflects the cultural taboo around sexual pleasure. This taboo 
could be used as a method of managing pre-adolescent sexual exploration, 
thus may be limiting for young people’s sexual citizenship. This cultural 
enforcement of morals may be embodied by young people through shame 
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and embarrassment as a form of self-governing. Nonetheless, the induction 
of shame may also provide young people with the ability to protect 
themselves from abuse and exploitation. Institutions therefore face a 
dilemma of equipping young people with the sense of right and wrong 
without impeding on their sense of sexual agency.  

The findings therefore conclude that pre-adolescents are embedded with 
discourses of exploitation and pornification as a method of sexual exclusion. 
While child exploitation is a serious issue, the findings reflect that consented 
sexual exploration of young people often gets demonized or constructed as 
a form of exploitation, thus their consent and agency is muted. This 
construction of pre-adolescents through policies and sex education may 
therefore be embodied as a moral self-governing by young people, which 
publically exclude young people from sexual citizenship.  

However, there are limitations regarding the validity and reliability of these 
findings, as CDA can often consist of issues such as researcher bias (Parker 
and Burman,1993:168). Additionally, the reliability of the findings could be 
challenged as according to Hesmondhalgh (2006:127), media texts are often 
constructed for the purpose of both entertaining and informing an audience, 
thus may be a “production” of social culture, rather than a representation. 
Nonetheless, while more research needs to be conducted regarding the 
consequences of pre-adolescent exclusion, this research has highlighted the 
ways in which the pre-adolescent sexuality is embedded with discourses 
regarding feminisation of sexual health issues, as well as the extent to which 
shame and embarrassment is produced through cultural texts. This therefore 
demonstrates that current policies should embrace pre-adolescent sexuality 
and promote a healthy sexual attitude from a young age. 



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

113 

Bibliography 

Allen, L. (2003) ‘Girls want sex, boys want love: resisting dominant discourses 
of (hetero)sexuality’, Sexualities, 6 (2) 215-236. 

Attwood, F. and Smith, C. (2011) ‘Investigating young people’s sexual 
cultures: an introduction’, Sex Education, 11 (3) 235 – 242.  

Attwood, F. and Smith, C. (2010) ‘Extreme concern: regulating ‘dangerous 
pictures’ in the United Kingdom’, Journal of Law and Society, 37 (1) 171-188. 

Baudrillard, J. (2001) ‘Simulacra and Simulations’, in Selected Writings (2nd 
Edition). Cambridge: Polity. 

Beh, H. G. (2006) ‘Recognizing the sexual rights of minors in the abstinence-
only sex education debate’, Children’s Legal Rights Journal, 26 (2) 1-20. 

Bell, D. and Binnie, J. (2006) ‘Geographies of sexual citizenship’, Political 
Geography, 25 (8) 869-873.  

Best, A. L. (2005) ‘The production of heterosexuality at the high school 
prom’, in Ingraham, C. (ed) Thinking Straight. New York: Routledge. 

Bryman, A. (2012) Social Research Methods (4th Edition). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.  

Burman, E. and Parker, I. (1993) ‘Introduction – discourse analysis: the turn to 
the text’, in Burman, E. and Parker, I. (eds) Discourse Analytic Research. 
London: Routledge.  

Burgess, V. et al (2005) ‘Improving comfort about sex communication 
between parents and their adolescents: practice-based research within a teen 
sexuality group’, Brief Treatment and Crisis Intervention, 5 (4) 379-390. 

Butler, J. (1999) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. 
New York; London: Routledge. 

Cokely, C. L. (2005) ‘”Someday my prince will come”: disney, the 
heterosexual imaginary and animated films,’, in Ingraham, C. (ed) Thinking 
Straight. New York: Routledge. 



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

114 

Cook, D. (1994) ‘Symbolic exchange in hyperreality’, in Kellner, D. (ed) 
Baudrillard: A Critical Reader.  

Coy, M. (2009) ‘Milkshakes, lady lumps and growing up to want boobies: how 
the sexualisation of popular culture limits girls’ horizons’, Child Abuse 
Review, 18 (6) 372-383. 

Debord, G. (1994) The Society of the Spectacle. New York: Zone 

Duschinsky, R. (2012) ‘The 2010 UK home office ‘sexualisation of young 
people’ review: a discursive policy analysis’, Journal of Social Policy, 41 (4) 
715-731. 

Duits, L. and Van Zoonen, L. (2006) ‘Headscarves and porno-chic: disciplining 
girls’ bodies in the European multicultural society’, European Journal of 
Women’s Studies, 13 (2) 103-117. 

Elliott, S. (2010) ‘Parents’ constructions of teen sexuality: sex panics, 
contradictory discourses, and social inequality’, Symbolic Interaction, 33 (2) 
191-212. 

Essig, L (2005) ‘The mermaid and the heterosexual imagination’, in Ingraham, 
C. (ed) Thinking Straight. New York: Routledge. 

Fairclough, N. (2010) Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of 
Language (2nd Edition). Harlow: Longman.  

Foucault, M. (1978) The History of Sexuality  (Volume 1) The Will to 
Knowledge. London: Penguin. 

Gillespie, M. (2006) ‘Narrative analysis’, in Gillespie, M. and Toynbee, J. (eds) 
Analysing Media Texts. Maidenhead: Open University Press.  

Gripsrud, J. (2006) ‘Semiotics: signs, codes and cultures’, in Gillespie, M. and 
Toynbee, J. (eds) Analysing Media Texts. Maidenhead: Open University 
Press.  

Hall, S. (1997) Representation: Cultural Representation and Signifying 
Practices. London: Sage Publications.  



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

115 

Harris, A. (2004) Future Girl: Young Women in the Twenty-First Century. New 
York; London: Routledge. 

Harcourt, W. (2009) Body Politics in Development, Critical Debates in Gender 
and Development. London; New York: Zed Books. 

Hesmondhalgh, D. (2006) ‘Discourse analysis and content analysis’, in 
Gillespie, M. and Toynbee, J. (eds) Analysing Media Texts. Maidenhead: 
Open University Press.  

Hirst, J. (2013) ‘’It’s got to be about enjoying yourself’: young people, sexual 
pleasure, and sex and relationship education’, Sex Education, 13 (4) 423-436. 

Jackson, S. (2006) ‘Gender, sexuality and heterosexuality, the complexity 
(and limits) of heteronormativity’, Feminist Theory, 7 (1) 105-121. 

Jackson, S. and Scott, S. (2010) Theorizing Sexuality. Maidenhead: Open 
University Press. 

Kunene, P. J. (1995) ‘Teenagers’ knowledge of human sexuality and their 
views on teenage pregnancies’, Curationis, 18 (3) 48-52. 

Locke, T. (2004) Critical Discourse Analysis. London: Continuum. 

McDermott, E. & Graham, H. (2005) Resilient young mothering: social 
inequalities, late modernity and the ‘problem’ of ‘teenage’ motherhood’, 
Journal of Youth Studies, 8 (1) 59-79. 

McMillan, K. and Worth, H. (2011) ‘The impact of socio-cultural context on 
young people’s condom use: evidence from two Pacific Island countries’, 
Culture, Health and Sexuality, 13 (3) 313-326 

Moore, G. S. et al (2008) ‘Condom embarrassment: coping and 
consequences for condom use in three countries’, Aids Care, 20 (5) 553-559 

Ott, M. A. et al (2006) ‘Perceptions of sexual abstinence among high risk 
early and middle adolescents’, Journal of Adolescent Health, 39 (2) 192-198. 

Oudekerk, B. A. et al (2014) ‘Older opposite-sex romantic partners, sexual 
risk, and victimization in adolescence’, Child Abuse & Neglect, 38 (7) 1238-
1248. 



Dhruvee Masters: Pre-adolescents’ sexual exclusion 

116 

Parker, I. and Burman, E. (1993) ‘Against discursive imperialism, empiricism 
and constructionism: thirty-two problems with discourse analysis’, in Parker, I. 
and Burman, E. (eds.) Discourse Analytical Research: Repertoires and 
Readings of Texts in Action. London; New York: Routledge.  

Ritzer, G. (1997) Postmodern Social Theory. London; New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Roberts, C. (2015) Puberty in Crisis: The Sociology of Early Sexual 
Development. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Rufo, K. S. (1997) Public policy vs parent policy: states battle over whether 
public schools can provide condoms to minors without parental consent, 
New York Law School Journal of Human Rights, 13 589-1017 

Shoveller, J. A. et al (2004) ‘Socio-cultural influences on young people’s 
sexual development’, Social Science and Medicine, 59 (3) 473-487. 

Srinivas, S. (2014) ‘Facebook and Apple to pay for female employees to 
freeze their eggs’, The Guardian. Available at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/money/us-money-blog/2014/oct/14/apple-
facebook-pay-women-employees-freeze-eggs [29/04/16] 

Van Dijk, T. A. (2006) ‘Discourse and manipulation’, Discourse & Society, 17 
(2) 359-383. 

Van Dijk, T. A. (1985) ‘The role of discourse analysis in society’, Handbook of 
Discourse Analysis, 4  

Wurtele, S. K. (2012) ‘Preventing the sexual exploitation of minors in youth-
serving organizations’, Children and Youth Services Review, 34 (12) 2442-
2453. 

Yahoo (2009) ‘ Underage sex description’. Available at:   
https://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20090714045351AA10qb4 
[29/04/16] 



 

The commodification of the female 
body: an exploration of cosmetic 
surgery, agency and race in 
contemporary culture. 

Nile Sobers-Bennett 



Nile Sobers-Bennett: the commodification of the female body 

118 

Abstract 

Cosmetic surgery is a growing industry among women in contemporary 
society (Amidon-Lusted, 2010: p39). However, the ways in which women 
have rationalised their decisions to undergo cosmetic surgery has been 
subject to dispute. This research explores the narrative accounts of women 
who have had or are in the process of cosmetic surgery to understand the 
underlying reasons why women decide to embark on this journey. 
Furthermore, the research challenges key discourse which holds the mass-
media and the dominant beauty system as a main influence on women’s 
decisions to undergo surgery. In order to challenge notions of women as the 
‘cultural dope’ of contemporary society, theories of reflexive embodiment, 
self-growth and autonomy are explored. Lastly, cosmetic surgery is explored 
in relation to the appropriation of the ‘other’. This focuses on how certain 
physical attributes associated with the ‘black-physique’ are constructed 
through cosmetic surgery. This gives rise to binaries of appropriation and 
appreciation. Finally, the research probes the way in which these factors 
interplay to constitute the ‘commodified body’. 
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Introduction 

‘Instances of cosmetic surgery have risen’ (Jones, 2008: p1) in contemporary 
culture. With regards to women this culture of aesthetic and modification is 
subject to scrutiny as key discourses in society maintain that cosmetic 
surgery is done in direct response to media representations and a ‘male-
dominated beauty system’ (Wijsbek, 2000: p454). This is an important topic 
as the modification of the female body constitutes notions of oppression, 
constraint, nescience and idiocy, particularly among feminist perspectives. 
This is problematic as key discourses disregard women’s autonomy, agency 
and choice; even those theorists who maintain that women have choice, 
these choices are not presented in isolation from structural and discursive 
constraints. Furthermore, cultural debates highlight the ways in which the 
appropriation of the ‘other’ has become a prevalent aspect of cosmetic 
surgery. This refers to how particular physical attributes associated with race 
have been reproduced through cosmetic surgery. In some instances this is 
problematic as meaning and experiences connected to these attributes are 
de-contextualised. Therefore this research probes the context in which these 
embodied practices are carried out in order to distinguish between binaries 
of appreciation and appropriation, embracement and exploitation.  

Chapter two refers to the relevant literature and lays a foundation in which 
the research aims have been developed. This research probed the narrative 
accounts of women who have undergone or were in the process of cosmetic 
surgery. In this inquiry, an exploration of why women undergo surgery was 
carried out. In order to answer this, the first question explored was how do 
women rationalise their decisions to undergo cosmetic surgery? As this is 
quite a broad topic it relied on the second and third questions. The second 
question explored was how are issues of agency and structure implicated in 
cosmetic surgery? This focused on binaries of choice and constraint and the 
ways in which they interplay with the complexity of cosmetic surgery. The 
final question explored was how are issues of race implicated in cosmetic 
surgery? This area focused on the cultural appropriation of the ‘other’ and 
how race has manifested in today’s beauty culture in terms of the 
reproduction of particular features through surgery. 

Chapter three highlights the methods used to conduct this research. A 
qualitative data analysis of the cosmetic surgery website Realself.com was 
conducted for the first section to explore the narrative accounts of women in 
relation to cosmetic surgery. A range of data was obtained and applied to a 
coding scheme in which a number of open codes and axial codes were 
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identified. The second mode of inquiry used was a critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) on secondary interviews conducted by Dr Debra Gimlin in her 
research Accounting for Cosmetic Surgery in the USA and Great Britain: A 
Cross-cultural Analysis of Women’s Narratives (2007) and Sherrie Selwyn 
Delinsky in Cosmetic Surgery: A Common and Accepted Form of Self-
Improvement? (2006). This focused solely on feminist writings to explore the 
ways in which agency and structure is understood, interpreted and 
reproduced from feminist perspectives, most of which hold cosmetic surgery 
as an oppressive practice for women. Lastly, a critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) of visual semiosis was conducted on media images including 
magazine and album covers of celebrities who have had cosmetic surgery, 
with particular focus on buttocks enhancements. This identified the ways in 
which the images signified and produced notions of appropriation, 
exploitation or appreciation of the ‘black body’. 
       Chapter four lays out the findings obtained from the research and 
provides a discussion and analysis in relation to the findings and literature. 
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Literature Review 

Overview 

There is an extensive body of research conducted on cosmetic surgery, 
which has become a disputed topic amongst academics (Morgan, 1991, 
Bordo, 1997, Davis, 2009). With regards to women, cosmetic surgery has 
become a growing industry in contemporary culture, however, there are 
debates regarding the underlying reasons why women decide to undergo 
surgery. Cosmetic surgery is examined in relation to the structural, discursive 
and visual representations of the female body. In addition, binaries of 
agency and constraint in the deliberation to undergo cosmetic surgery are 
explored. Lastly, cosmetic surgery is explored in relation to race and 
appropriation. This refers to how certain practices in cosmetic surgery have 
become more racialized in a number of respects. These three areas are all 
central to the contemporary understanding of cosmetic surgery, as it informs 
us about changing culture with particular focus on popular culture and the 
ways in which surgery is slowly shifting from something that was once taboo 
to something that has become more embraced and practiced. These factors 
are all central to the culture of the commodified body. 

The commodification of the female body 

Cosmetic surgery has been explored in relation to the ever growing 
consumer culture. In Women and the Knife: Cosmetic Surgery and the 
Colonization of Women’s Bodies (1991), Kathryn Pauly Morgan aims to 
explore the underlying motives for why women ‘participate in anatomizing 
and fetishizing their bodies as they buy “contoured bodies”, “restored 
youth” and “permanent beauty”’ (Morgan, 1991: p50). Morgan maintains 
that cosmetic surgery has become a fundamental product of consumerism, 
whereby women are able to buy into what they believe constitutes ideals of 
beauty.  
     Morgan refers to this as the ‘beauty culture’ which is dominated by a 
number of experts other than cosmetic surgeons who provide ‘services that 
can be bought […] administering and transforming the human body into an 
increasingly artificial and ever more perfect image’ (Morgan, 1991: p53). 
Therefore, the female body is viewed as an anatomy that can be ‘enhanced 
through artifice and, now, through artefact’ (Morgan, 1991: p55). This 
highlights the shift in manipulation of the female body through pretence to 
the ‘temporal reality of the human subject by technologically created 
appearances that are then regarded as “the real” (Morgan, 1991: p50). The 
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sentiment expressed in this quotation embodies the view that these altered 
bodies construct a hyperreal image of the female body. This is concerned 
with the ways in which false representations are constructed which becomes 
a perceived ‘reality’. With regards to body image, some individuals are 
unable to discern between realistic and unrealistic standards of beauty. 
Therefore, it is important to explore the authenticity of the body. 

 

Authenticity of the ‘natural’ body 

The authenticity of the ‘natural body’ is referred to in order to understand 
the ways in which certain body types are constructed and standardised. 
With cosmetic surgery being an alteration of the body, this suggests that 
there is a natural, authentic canvas that exists before surgery. This is 
sustained by Morgan’s reference to ‘enhancement through artifice’ which 
assumes that there is a non-artificial, natural body. However, it is important 
to note that even the body without surgery can be manipulated through 
other mechanisms such as make-up, waist training, tanning and skin 
bleaching. What is it that makes these attributes any more ‘natural’ than 
those that are achieved through cosmetic surgery? We have unconsciously 
accepted what society has established as normal and natural. Using these 
terms standardises certain body types, rendering anything other than this as 
abnormal.  

Perfection and progress define the body beautiful, and the aesthetic 
project of altering female bodies-through cosmetics, surgery, or 
dietary exercises-renders unmodified female bodies […] “unnatural 
and abnormal” (Hobson, 2003: p89).                                                                               

This quotation embodies the view that certain physical attributes are only 
seen as abnormal in a society that standardises ideal body types through 
discourse and images, in addition to our bodies being culturally and 
linguistically constituted. Therefore, ideals of what natural bodies are meant 
to be sets individuals’ up to fail, thus perhaps a reference to a normalised 
body would be more appropriate. For example, terms such as ‘out of shape’ 
and ‘obesity’ standardizes the slender body, establishing anything other 
than slender as a deviation. To support this, the social model of fat 
maintains that ‘you can only be obese in a society where slenderness is 
normative’ (Cooper, 1998: p74-5). Thus, the ways in which our bodies are 
labelled and categorised contributes to a skewed view of what a ‘natural’ 
body should be. 



Nile Sobers-Bennett: the commodification of the female body 

	
	

123 

The general perception of our ‘unmodified’ bodies as flawed can impact on 
women’s decisions to have their bodies altered. However, the question 
remains, is body-image perception the only rationalisation for undergoing 
cosmetic surgery, or is it much more complex than that? In order to answer 
this, it relies on the exploration of structure and agency. 

 

Structure and agency: Media effects 

In order to understand how structure and agency interplay with cosmetic 
surgery, it is important to look at the nature of media effects. Why do 
women buy into the ‘commodification of their appearance’? (Halliwell et al, 
2011: p39). This is an important question as key discourse maintains that the 
fundamental reason why women undergo cosmetic surgery is because they 
are compelled to by the media. Much criticism is made against today’s 
media for ‘perpetuating and glorifying unrealistic standards of physical 
beauty’ (Derenne et al, 2006: p257) which is argued to be the main cause of 
negative body-image perception among women.  

The media effects model proposes that the media has an effect on our 
behaviour through direct and indirect influence. This is challenged by David 
Gauntlett, in his writing Ten Things Wrong with the Media ‘Effects’ Model 
(1998) in which he identifies issues that challenge the media as an agent that 
alters our behaviour. Gauntlett maintains that after extensive research, the 
‘connections between people's consumption of the mass media and their 
subsequent behaviour have remained persistently elusive’ (Gauntlett, 1998). 
Thus, correlations between the two are not clearly identified as having a 
cause and effect relationship. Gauntlett suggests two possibilities for these 
shortcomings. Firstly, ‘that they are simply not there to be found’ (Gauntlett, 
1998) which means that the media effect theory may be void as there are no 
real effects on media-audience relations. Secondly, ‘that the media effects 
research has quite consistently taken the wrong approach to the mass 
media, its audiences, and society in general’ (Gauntlett, 1998), thus, taking a 
‘backwards’ approach to analysing the way in which media institutions 
impose on their audiences.  

Gauntlett maintains that the basic question of why the media should ‘induce 
people to imitate its content has never been adequately tackled, beyond 
the simple idea that particular actions are 'glamorised'’ (Gauntlett, 1998). 
Thus, there remains a lack of theoretical reasoning to support these views. 
While Gauntlett raises some important points, it is not representative of how 
media effects can interplay with more sensitive issues such as body-image, 
this may have an alternative effect in terms of these representations being 
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internalised. This is why it is important to refer to the ways in which the 
media is very diverse and can be equally as critical of cosmetic surgery with 
shows such as ‘Botched’ and ‘Botched up Bodies’ which document real life 
surgeries that have gone wrong and their attempts to remedy them. These 
shows still promote cosmetic surgery, but would they equally influence 
individuals to undergo surgery? Therefore, ‘although it is tempting to blame 
today’s media […] the truth is far more complicated’ (Derenne et al, 2006: 
p257). Thus, it is crucial that we look beyond the mass media. 

 

Social, cultural and historical ideals 

Instead we must look at other issues such as social and cultural ideals that 
are linguistically and discursively shaped. These issues are explored further 
in Kathy Davis’s writing Revisiting Feminist Debates on Cosmetic Surgery 
(2009). Davis revisits feminist debates on cosmetic surgery put forth in her 
writing, Reshaping the Female Body (1995). The book focuses on histories of 
suffering experienced by women who undergo cosmetic surgery and 
provides ‘a critique of the culture that compels them to view surgical 
alteration of the bodies as a viable solution for their suffering’ (Davis, 2009: 
p35). Davis’s theory was produced against the framework of the feminist 
critique of the cultural system of beauty which holds Western beauty ideals 
as the main form on which femininity is based.  

Some feminists maintain that women are ‘the “cultural dope” of the 
feminine beauty system’ (Davis, 2009: p35) as they are influenced by false 
needs and promises produced by a male-dominated, media-saturated 
society. This is also the issue with the media effects model as it assumes that 
women are vacuous and easily swayed by media content. Furthermore, it 
disregards the use of agency in the decision to undergo surgery. If the 
media influences women, then how does it account for women who do not 
have surgery?  

However, Davis challenges this notion and goes beyond the ideals of the 
media to look at ‘historical, social and cultural circumstances that enable 
and constrain their decisions to embark upon the “surgical fix”’ (Davis, 2009: 
p36). Her research was conducted through interviewing women who had 
undergone surgery and found that most of the subjects considered cosmetic 
surgery as a ‘choice- not as a choice in the absolute sense of being free from 
constraint, but more in the everyday sense of choices [...] invariably taken 
under less than perfect circumstances’ (Davis, 2009: p36). This indicates 
women’s choice while highlighting that there are still structural and 
discursive constraints in place that limit the amount of choices women have. 
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It is evident that Davis is ‘aware of the power of cultural images and their 
contribution to women’s viewing their bodies as defective or unacceptable’ 
(Davis, 2009: p38). However, she still seeks to maintain that women are not 
the unwitting dupes that they are depicted to be.  

To understand these constraints, it meant ‘critically engaging with the 
technologies, practices and discourses that define women’s bodies as 
deficient and in need of change’ (Davis, 2009: p36). Thus, it is crucial to 
deconstruct images and discourse prevalent throughout contemporary 
culture, as well as historical discourse as we have had a very long history of 
telling women that their bodies are problematic. This is evident in issues 
such as ‘body shaming’, the act of ridicule targeted toward individuals’ who 
do not meet the ‘ideal’ standards of beauty in Western culture. By analysing 
these issues beyond the standpoint of the media it will produce a wider 
‘sociological understanding of why women might view cosmetic surgery as 
their best, and, in some cases, only option for alleviating unbearable 
suffering’ (Davis, 2009: p36) or shaming. 

A critique of Davis’s 1995 approach comes from feminist philosopher Susan 
Bordo (1997). Bordo focuses on current culture and the ‘pernicious 
discourse of choice and the mentality of personal empowerment’ (Davis, 
2009: p38) that is emphasised by Davis, which she argues is a form of 
‘agency feminism’ employed as a justification for women to undergo 
cosmetic surgery. Bordo maintains that by ‘describing their decisions as a 
“locus of creativity, power and self-definition”’ (Davis, 2009: p38) it means 
that Davis fails to highlight the degree to which cosmetic surgery is 
consequential to systematic and cultural constraints. This indicates that 
ideology of freedom is socially constructed as ‘we are continually “tricked” 
by false promises of individual freedom, choice and the possibility of 
controlling our lives by manipulating our bodies’ (Davis, 2009: p38). The 
sentiment expressed in this quotation embodies the view that discourses of 
individualism and autonomy result in a nescience to the inequality and 
oppression experienced by women.  
    These issues highlight how complex the agency debate is, thus, it would 
be beneficial to move on to explore the appropriation of the ‘other’ which 
highlights cultural and contemporary understandings of cosmetic surgery. 

 

Appropriation of the ‘other’  

Cosmetic surgery highlights the changing nature of contemporary beauty 
ideals. There are a number of prevalent discourses, however, one that has 
become increasingly popular is a physique that was once recognised as a 
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dominant part of black culture. The ‘Coca-Cola bottle’ shape and 
‘champagne body’ (both song titles by Reggae artists Simpleton and 
General Levy) have become increasingly sort after in contemporary popular 
culture. While it is not the only physique that is considered as the ‘ideal’, the 
curvaceous silhouette with the accentuated waist and large assets (buttocks, 
thighs and breast) has become one of the dominating beauty ideals in 
today's popular culture. These features are not solely attributed to but are 
particularly prevalent among black and Latina women and are now 
becoming constructed through cosmetic surgery. 

This physique is also prevalent among celebrities’ such as Kim and Khloe 
Kardashian who have bought into this with bum, thigh and lip 
enhancements. This is maintained by black feminists to be a form of cultural 
appropriation whereby, the ‘commodification of blackness has created a 
social context where appropriation by non-black people of the black image’ 
(hooks, 1992: p7) occurs. All ethnicities, cultures and its personal attributes 
should be embraced and acknowledged, however, it is also important to 
highlight that there is a ‘fine line between cultural appreciation and cultural 
appropriation of black authenticity and culture’ (Kuehn, 2010: p52). It is 
important to distinguish between the two as one promotes principles of 
embracement while the other promotes principles of exploitation.  

However, it is important to note that this creates an essentialist view of the 
black body as individuals’ begin to associate certain body types as being 
solely attributed to a natural black body. However, it has gone beyond the 
concept of the appropriation of ‘blackness’ as these features have been 
taken and reproduced into something that is no longer naturally attainable 
for most. This is evident among some black celebrities such as music artists 
Nicki Minaj the ‘Black Barbie’ and K. Michelle who have also undergone 
these surgical alterations with the oversized buttocks and thigh implants 
which mimic the ‘black-physique’. 

 

Historical context 

‘The black female body is language itself, a portal into a complicated social 
history’ (Henderson, 2010: p8). This is best understood by referring to the 
historical context which has impacted on the ways in which the black female 
body has been perceived and changed over time. An epitome of this is the 
“Hottentot Venus” Saartjie “Sarah” Baartman, a young South African 
woman who was brought to London to be exhibited at freak show 
attractions in the nineteenth century on account of her ‘colonized body-
namely, her buttocks, stigmatized in Europe as a condition of “steatopygia” 
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(protruding buttocks)’ (Hobson, 2003: p90). In addition, once she had 
passed away, a mould of her body and genitalia had been made which was 
put on display in a museum in France along with her skeleton up until the 
late 1900’s. 

This history-a history of enslavement, colonial conquest and 
ethnographic exhibition-variously labelled the black female body 
“grotesque,” “strange,” “unfeminine,” “lascivious,” and “obscene.” 
This negative attitude toward the black female body targets one 
aspect of the body in particular: the buttocks. (Hobson, 2003: p87). 

Therefore, these very features that were once ridiculed and belittled have 
now become a significant part of the dominant beauty imperative, which are 
not only replicated, but reproduced into these new forms.  

With regards to ‘black women artists, in particular, who wish to gesture 
toward an aesthetic of the black female body, find themselves in need of an 
oppositional stance’ (Hobson, 2003: p89). This is evident in how black 
female artists and celebrities have in a sense taken the ‘black-physique’ to 
another level. The sociological understandings behind these decisions refer 
to how the creation of ‘a black feminist aesthetic must challenge dominant 
culture’s discourse of the black body grotesque and articulate a black 
liberation discourse on the black body beautiful’ (Hobson, 2003: p89). 
Hence, it is about much more than just reproducing these features, it is also 
about embracement and re-contextualisation. This refers to the ways in 
which negative connotations associated with these physical attributes are 
disregarded and placed in a new context. 

However, the fixation with the consumption and commodification of the 
‘dark other’ (hooks, 1992: p29) has made individuals’ who undergo surgery 
to adopt these features become both subject to praise and critique. Praise 
occurs as mass culture is ‘the contemporary location that both publicly 
declares and perpetuates the idea that there is pleasure to be found in the 
acknowledgment and enjoyment of racial difference’ (hooks, 1992: p21). 
This creates notions of embracement and acceptance around cosmetic 
surgery as it provides meaning and substance for women who partake in it. 
On the other hand, critique occurs when appropriation threatens to 
decontextualize and ‘erase knowledge of the specific historical and social 
context of black experience from which cultural productions and distinct 
black styles emerge’ (hooks, 1992: p29). Therefore, while this shift can be 
viewed as a positive, liberating development in society, it also highlights 
how the differences that the ‘other inhabits is eradicated, via exchange, by a 
consumer cannibalism’ (hooks, 1992: p31) which displaces and denies 
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significant aspects of their history and provides no investment in the lived 
experiences nor material conditions of black women. 

While the literature highlights key points in debates about cosmetic surgery. 
There are gaps that do not clarify the underlying reasons why women 
undergo surgery. Dominant narratives focus mainly on extrinsic influences, 
the mass media and a male dominated beauty system and fail to go beyond 
these views to explore the cultural, historical or individual reasons in which 
women decide to have surgery. Furthermore, the literature does not 
highlight the ways in which cosmetic surgery, agency and race all interplay 
in contemporary culture. The following section focuses on the methods used 
to fill in these gaps. 
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Methodology 

 

Overview 

The literature has informed some important questions that are crucial to our 
understanding of cosmetic surgery in its social, cultural and historical 
context. The literature suggests that cosmetic surgery constructs binaries of 
freedom and constraint, choice and regulation. In addition, cosmetic surgery 
informs us about changing culture with particular focus on contemporary 
popular culture and the ways in which new styles have emerged with 
regards to the construction of the ‘black-physique’. The research does not 
simply aim to look at cosmetic surgery as a distinct entity but rather to apply 
a sociological outlook on how it interplays with agency, race and gender to 
form the commodified body. 

 

Questions/aims 

The main body of the research refers to the question, how do women 
rationalise their decisions to undergo cosmetic surgery? This is a complex 
approach as it is very broad and subject to a range of interpretation. 
Therefore, it relied on the second and third questions. The second question 
explored is how are issues of agency and structure implicated in cosmetic 
surgery? This section probes the viewpoint that women are unable to exert 
their own choice and autonomy. Lastly, the final question explored is how 
are issues of race implicated in cosmetic surgery? This focused on the ways 
in which cosmetic surgery has informed issues such as ‘enhancing […] 
physical features associated with ethnicity or “race”’ (Davis, 2003: p6). All 
three areas are non-exclusive as they all interplay and contribute to our 
understanding of the ways in which the commodification of the female body 
in contemporary culture has developed.  

 

Methods 

In order to answer how women rationalise their decisions to undergo 
cosmetic surgery a qualitative data analysis was conducted using the 
cosmetic surgery website realself.com, a database which provides access to 
a range of published testimonies, photos, videos and reviews on women 
and men who are considering cosmetic surgery, those in the process of and 
those who have undergone surgery. Realself.com enables users to publish 
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narrative accounts of their experiences and can be considered an online 
journal in which individuals are able to document their progress and 
thoughts. Furthermore, it enables users to find research and general 
information about procedures. An analysis of this content is beneficial in 
terms of identifying the different experiences of women first hand. 
Realself.com was selected as it is reputable and is one of the most popular 
cosmetic surgery websites available. To support this, internet traffic ranks 
state that Realself.com global rank is 4923 (Alexa Traffic Ranks, 2016).  

 

Data selection: Sampling strategy 

With regards to case selection, a purposive sample was selected which 
‘occurs where a selection is made according to a known characteristic’ (May, 
2011: p100). In this case the common characteristic is women who have 
undergone or are in the process of cosmetic surgery. The sample was 
narrowed down to women who have had the ‘Brazilian butt lift surgery’ 
(BBL), ‘implant surgery’ or ‘augmentation’. A purposive sample is a 
beneficial approach as it enables the researcher to make a selection in ‘a 
strategic way, so that those sampled are relevant to the researched 
questions that are being posed’ (Bryman, 2012: p418). This enables the 
sample and data to be generalizable. The sample consisted of 20 women 
age 18-24, from the US and the UK, Caucasian, black, Asian and Hispanic. 
The rationale for this selection is that women within these age brackets are 
more likely to be in tune with the latest trends in popular culture. In 
addition, a sample taken from the US and UK enables the findings to be 
more generalizable to Western culture.  

 

Conceptualisation and coding  

The data collection consisted of printing out narrative accounts of the 
sampled women. As the women were at different stages of their journey’s 
some accounts were more detailed than others. Notwithstanding, a range of 
data was gained and deconstructed. Relevant points were highlighted and a 
coding scheme was applied in which a number of open codes and axial 
codes were identified. This process consists of creating ‘tentative labels for 
chunks of data that summarize what you see happening’ (Gallicano, 2013). 
These codes informed the process of reasoning that the women applied to 
their surgeries. Furthermore, a code is ‘often a word or short phrase that 
symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or 
evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data’ (Saldana, 
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2008: p3). For example, words and phrases such as ‘insecure’, ‘dissatisfied’ 
and ‘life-changing’ were highlighted as they can be vital to the 
understanding of why women undergo surgery.  

Coding involves attending to issues such as ‘the significance of your coded 
material for the lives of the people you are studying’ (Bryman, 2004: p409) 
and its overall importance to the research that is posed. It does not simply 
look for key points but rather enables the researcher to draw important 
parallels between the individuals’ personal experiences and cosmetic 
surgery. In addition it has enabled for patterns between narrative accounts 
to be linked to wider patterns based around ‘agency’, ‘race’ and gender.  

 

Strengths and limitations 

The decision to use secondary sources was due to limited access and 
sample of women that have undergone surgery and/or were willing to 
participate in such sensitive research. Notwithstanding, analysing 
Realself.com may be more effective as these women have willingly 
published their journeys and experiences of cosmetic surgery and may be 
more objective in their views and beliefs. However, it is important to note 
that there is no way of telling that information is completely free of 
subjectivity as there may have been cases where individuals concealed 
certain details. However, the fact that they chose to publish this content 
appears that they are an exception of people who effectively want to share 
their experiences in its entirety. In this case it has reduced issues such as 
social desirability bias and demand characteristics whereby individuals 
conceal or provide inaccurate accounts of their experiences.  

Analysing medical discourse on cosmetic surgery has provided a great 
depth of information on individuals’ accounts of their ‘surgical experiences – 
how they made sense of their suffering with their appearance or justified 
their decisions to have their bodies altered surgically’ (Davis, 2003: p6). This 
decision process informs the second area explored which looks at the ways 
in which structure and agency interplay with cosmetic surgery. Some 
feminists view cosmetic surgery as empowering for women, while others 
such as Bordo and Morgan maintain that women are being coerced by the 
ideals of a male-dominated society. This critique allows even ‘well 
intentioned feminists to trivialise women’s reasons for having surgery or to 
reduce them to ideological mystification’ (Davis, 2003: p3). In order to 
challenge these misconceptions, the second question explored is how are 
issues of agency and structure implicated in cosmetic surgery? 
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Data selection 

In order to answer this, a critical discourse analysis (CDA) was conducted on 
secondary interviews by Debra Gimlin in Accounting for Cosmetic Surgery in 
the USA and Great Britain: A Cross-cultural Analysis of Women’s Narratives 
(2007) and Sherrie Selwyn Delinsky in Cosmetic Surgery: A Common and 
Accepted Form of Self-lmprovement?  (2006). Furthermore, as the data 
consisted solely of secondary sources a criterion was developed in order to 
collect appropriate materials. The criteria consisted of feminist writings and 
interviews conducted on agency and accountability. The sources focused on 
feminist debates which highlights the ways in which cosmetic surgery is 
considered as empowering or disempowering for women. Lastly, the reason 
for not solely analysing realself.com data was to get a feminist perspective 
on women’s agency to identify how women’s narrative accounts are 
understood, reproduced or re-contextualised through text and talk. 

 

Strengths and limitations  

A CDA approach was appropriate for this research as it is ‘a type of 
discourse analytical research that primarily studies the way social power 
abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by 
text and talk (Van Dijk, 2001: p352). In regards to cosmetic surgery, these 
inequalities refer to the ways in which women are depicted as the ‘cultural 
dopes’ of society, coerced into undergoing cosmetic surgery. In addition, 
CDA examines how ‘social meanings are formed and reproduced, social 
identities are shaped, and social facts are established’ (Tonkiss, 2012: p405). 
This has enabled me to analyse how latent meanings and conceptions of the 
position of women are established. 

The final area explored is the cultural appropriation of the ‘other’. This 
analysis looks at the ways in which race and culture interplay with cosmetic 
surgery in contemporary society. This section has analysed how ‘“race” […] 
once markers of inequality have now become a matter of stylistic choice, 
something that can be mixed and matched’ (Davis, 2003: p6). This 
embodies the view that in contemporary popular culture, particular physical 
attributes associated with race have been taken and reproduced through 
cosmetic surgery. Furthermore, this section refers to race in its historical 
context and aims to analyse how it has influenced today’s popular culture. 
The final question explored is, how are issues of race implicated in cosmetic 
surgery? 
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To answer this, a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of visual semiosis was 
conducted on images of women who have had these physical 
enhancements. CDA has highlighted the ways in which images can 
‘communicate through their visual features’ (Machin and Mayr, 2012: p1) 
which has often been overlooked. This is an appropriate method for this 
subject as it effectively deconstructs underlying social, cultural and political 
meanings that are shaped through images of the enhanced body. It aims to 
look at visual data and the ways in which they can ‘signify ideas, values, and 
identities’ (Machin and Mayr, 2012: p11). With regards to race, a CDA 
approach aimed to uncover how these images have represented issues of 
de-contextualisation or re-contextualisation of the black female body. 

 

Data selection 

A criterion was developed which consisted of women who have had 
buttocks enhancements (to ensure the continuity of the research) and 
images from magazine and album covers. The first two images selected 
were of Kim Kardashian, taken from Paper Magazine. These images were 
captioned ‘Break the Internet’. The third image was taken from Khloe 
Kardashian’s Complex Magazine cover shoot, captioned ‘Let’s Get Physical’. 
The forth image was taken from the cover of Nicki Minaj’s ‘Anaconda’ single 
and the final image was taken from K. Michelle’s album ‘Anybody Wanna 
Buy a Heart?’ promotion photos. These are some of the most famous 
women in contemporary popular culture and they provide detailed insight 
into contemporary understandings of cosmetic surgery and the growing 
fixation with the ‘black physique’. 

Some of the steps taken to analyse these images were: 

1) Visual description 

2) Visual interpretation: the ‘interpretation of discourse correlates the 
linguistic features of the text’ (Wang, 2014: p269). For example, Kim 
Kardashian’s images were analysed in relation to the caption ‘Break the 
Internet’. 

3) Producing process 

4) Media interpretation 

5) Viewer interpretation 

6) Explanation of social context 
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(Wang, 2014: p269). 

All three approaches are ‘primarily interpretive’ (Saldana, 2008: p4) 
therefore the process largely involves heuristics (cognitive short-cuts), thus, 
they are highly subjective which could possibly affect the validity and 
reliability of the findings.  

 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical issues were taken into consideration with guidance from the British 
Sociological Association (BSA) Guidelines to ensure that all codes of ethics 
were met. Under the section marked professional integrity, number 6 states 
‘members have a responsibility both to safeguard the proper interests of 
those involved in or affected by their work’ (BSA, 2002). This was accounted 
for as the methods were non-intrusive as there were no active participants. 
In addition, the content was already published for public use, therefore 
there were no issues regarding consent or confidentiality. Notwithstanding, 
in the section marked anonymity, privacy and confidentiality, number 38 
states that ‘the identities and research records of those participating in 
research should be kept confidential’ (BSA, 2002). The personal information 
of the subjects has not been disclosed. Instead, a pseudonym has been 
used to ensure anonymity. Lastly, the remainder of the research was 
conducted solely on secondary sources. Therefore, issues of copyright were 
taken into consideration in order to ensure all information was referenced 
correctly. 
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Findings and analysis 

 

In this chapter, the findings obtained from the methods are discussed and 
analysed in relation to the questions. 

 

Overview 

After conducting a qualitative data analysis on why women undergo 
cosmetic surgery, a wide range of data was gained and organised into a 
number of codes. These open codes consist of popular culture, 
rationale, and significance. The codes give rise to a range of new 
meanings that emerge from the data which were converted into axial codes. 
These axial codes are expressed in relation to the ways in which the women 
rationalised their experiences and reasons for having cosmetic surgery. In 
addition, some of the data also interplayed with issues of agency and race. 

 

Popular culture 

The first open code identified was popular culture. The data suggests 
that the main body types specified by the women were influenced to some 
extent by popular culture. The two axial codes identified were celebrity 
and trend. Some of the women made comparisons to celebrity bodies 
when describing their expectations for their surgeries. (Kesha, BBL) stated 
that her doctor informed her that ‘a GIANT Kim K or Nicki Minaj ass 
wouldn’t be possible’ due to the elasticity of her skin. Another reference was 
made by (Cat, BBL) to a ‘Blac Chyna Booty’, a celebrity figure renowned for 
her oversized, enhanced buttock. Moreover, references were made by 
(Selena, implants) to ‘Draya’, and (Theresa, BBL) to ‘Yaris Sanchez’ and ‘Bria 
Myles’ as body inspiration. The term ‘Instagram famous’ is often used to 
apply to these women who have become popular via their sultry images on 
social media. These women are known for their curves, small waists, wide 
hips and big buttocks. A lot of inspiration and ‘wish pics’ were taken from 
social media of these women, most of which have also had work done on 
their bodies. 

Furthermore, trends highlight the general style and preferred body type 
that was popular among the women. The ‘video vixen’ body was referred to 
by Theresa as a preference.  Video vixens are models that appear in 
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predominately black and hip-hop orientated music videos. The video vixen 
is highly fetishized and objectified, ‘she personifies sex’ (Johnson, 2014: 
p182) and much emphasis is placed on her physical attributes. Their bodies 
are commodified and used as a tool to sell music and a lifestyle. In reference 
to the literature this can be applied to the fetishization of the black physique 
which highlights ‘discourses of sexual desire for the black female backside’ 
(Hobson, 2003: p88). Furthermore, (Cassie, BBL) maintained that she wanted 
a ‘tiny waist, wider hips and a fuller projected booty’, this ‘hour-glass’ figure 
was a popular preference among the women. In relation to contemporary 
trends, these ideals are also evident in the latest craze for waist training in 
which the waist is manipulated to become more accentuated.  

 

Rationale  

The second open code identified was rationale, this highlights some of the 
most common reasons that the women gave for wanting surgery. This code 
is significant as a large part of the debate about cosmetic surgery is why 
women choose to have it. The first axial code identified was motherhood, 
while motherhood is a blessing, for some, there are still negative 
experiences associated with giving birth. These experiences refer to the 
changes that our bodies go through, for example, loss of elasticity and 
stretch marks. While some women choose to embrace motherhood and all 
of its challenges, it is a difficult transition for some and can often have 
detrimental effects on their well-being. For example (Pat, BBL) stated 
‘before I got pregnant I had the perfect shape! […] I delivered my child via 
C-section and I have been depressed ever since’, this shows the seriousness 
of the effects that giving birth has for some women on their mental state 
and the ways in which they view their bodies. Furthermore, (Rena, BBL) 
stated ‘I have one daughter that I love so much. Don’t want any more kids. I 
want to get my body on point’. It appears as if her decision to not have any 
more children is due to the effects that childbirth had on her body.  

The second axial code identified was insecurity, which has a huge 
influence on self-worth. For example, (Shanice, BBL) stated ‘I want this 
surgery because I’ve always been insecure about my body’ she then went on 
to mention how perfect her cousins figure is. By making these physical 
comparisons she does not recognise the good qualities that she possesses. 
In reference to the literature, these issues can be applied to the idea of the 
standardised body, by which certain body types are constructed as the 
‘ideal’, this makes her view her own body as a deviation. 
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The third axial code identified was dissatisfaction/unhappiness. A lot of 
the women expressed dissatisfaction with certain areas of their bodies. 
Unfortunately some went as far as to state ‘I really hate the body I have right 
now’ (Kayley, BBL) and ‘I HATE THESE PICTURES!!! I feel so disgusting’ 
(Leah, BBL). This is an unfortunate circumstance to be in as self-loathing in 
the physical sense can often manifest in the mental sense which can have a 
negative impact on how an individual values themselves. However, it is 
crucial to highlight that this is not the case for everyone. Dissatisfaction or 
the decision to have cosmetic surgery does not constitute self-loathing. An 
example of this is expressed by (Marie, BBL) who asked the realself.com 
community ‘have any of you ladies ever wondered why people automatically 
assume that you HATE YOURSELF because you want to have plastic 
surgery? […] I LOVE MYSELF’. This challenges the general assumption of 
‘self-hate’ resultant of an individual conforming to the dominant beauty 
ideals in society. To support this, ‘feminists’ writings […] have interpreted 
cosmetic surgery as evidence of women’s pathological self-hatred’ (Gimlin, 
2007: p42). This has become one of the key discourses of cosmetic surgery. 

Another motive identified is cosmetic surgery as a last resort.  For some of 
the women cosmetic surgery was presented as the last chance to tackle 
particular problematic areas that were not resolved through other means 
such as exercise and dieting. To support this, (Emma, implants) stated ‘in 
ten years time I barely made any progress. The more I tried, the more 
desperate I became. The more desperate I became, the more depression 
set in’. This effectively indicates that for Emma, undergoing cosmetic 
surgery was the only feasible solution as it had detrimental effects on her 
well-being. This can be applied to Davis’s work which maintains that surgery 
is the ‘only viable solution’ (Davis, 2009: p35) for some women. The final 
motive identified was race, Cassie stated ‘I’m 5’3 and Asian so 
unfortunately I wasn’t blessed with any curves’. Cassie associated particular 
physical attributes as being associated with a particular race. In reference to 
the literature this supports the viewpoint that physical attributes associated 
with race are now being constructed through cosmetic surgery. 

 

Significance 

The third and final open code identified was significance; this regards the 
way in which cosmetic surgery held significance in their lives. The first axial 
code identified was longing/desire, this indicated that for some of the 
women, surgery was not a rash decision but something that had been 
thought through and wished for. This challenges the notion that women are 
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vacuous and not fully aware of the implications that surgery can have. For 
example, (Kim, BBL) stated ‘it’s something I’ve always wanted and it’s finally 
happening’ and (Jess, BBL) stated ‘BBL is vital to me. I’ve put it on hold due 
to finances BUT THIS TIME AROUND NOTHING WILL STOP ME FROM 
GETTING IT’, Jess states how BBL surgery is necessary for her and the use 
of capital letters places much emphasis on her desire and determination to 
undergo surgery. The second axial code identified was Journey which 
effectively indicates the personal growth of the women. In reference to 
realself.com, (Chantelle, BBL) stated that 

It’s so amazing to be a part of it because I truly believe it helps 
others find their happiness. So even though I’m not happy about 
posting these pictures […] hopefully through my insecurities, 
someone else can find the courage they need to love their bodies 
even more. 

The journey involves not only self-growth for her but also an opportunity to 
uplift and empower other people who are battling their own insecurities. 
Furthermore, the third axial code identified was cosmetic surgery as l i fe 
changing, for example, (Kay, BBL) stated ‘I have no regrets about my 
surgery it has been a life changing experience’. This indicated how for some 
women the decision to undergo surgery can alter their lives for the better 
both physically and mentally.  

The fifth axial code identified was sacrif ice/risk, a crucial part of any 
surgery involves sacrifice and/or risk. For someone to willingly to make such 
sacrifices it displays a large amount of significance that cosmetic surgery has 
for them. For example, (Fiona, BBL) stated ‘I woke up crying and shaking […] 
I was scared of what was happening to my body. My body was traumatized’. 
This refers to the recovery stage whereby the women endured excruciating 
pain and discomfort.  

Lastly, positive and negative experiences were identified. Positive 
experiences refer to the perks and desirable qualities and/or attributes that 
cosmetic surgery has provided for the women. An example of a positive 
experience is indicated by (Renee, augmentation) who stated ‘I am very 
happy with the look and shape, I get a lot of compliments and the way I 
dress is changing’. Therefore, some of the women have been able to 
change the practices linked to their bodies as well as how they view their 
bodies. However, it is also important to note that there are also negative 
experiences associated with cosmetic surgery which have been effectively 
indicated by (Naya, implants), Naya’s implants became deformed which also 
affected the elasticity of her skin. She stated ‘it is scary how altering your 
body can affect you in a positive or negative way! I will just keep praying 
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that I can recover my body back’. Thankfully her health was not affected, 
however, it caused a lot of damage to her confidence. She went on to state 
‘how can this get any worse? I miss my old body and I will regret this for the 
rest of my life’. Thus Naya was left in a worse position than she was in 
originally. It is ironic how cosmetic surgery made her appreciate the very 
body that she once despised.  

 

Discussion  

We must not look at cosmetic surgery as an industry that ‘fixes’ something 
that is ‘broken’. Nor must we look at it as solely being a response to 
dominant beauty ideals but instead analyse the ways in which cosmetic 
surgery can manifest in an individuals’ life physically and mentally. As stated 
in the literature, the general perception is that the media is a locus of 
control through which women are influenced. While the media and popular 
culture does interplay to some extent, it is much broader than simply being 
influenced. 

The women’s accounts can be best understood in relation to set of micro-
macro structures. Micro approaches focus on individual small scale 
interactions and macro-levels refer to wider social processes in which these 
decisions have been developed. ‘Language use, discourse […] and 
communication belong to the micro-level of the social order. Power, 
dominance and inequality’ (Van Dijk, 2001: p354) belong to a macro-level of 
analysis. With regards to the findings, a micro-level of analysis refers to the 
‘individuals’ internal sense of self and identity’ (Gauntlett, 2008: p106). This 
relates to how the women viewed their bodies, and how these views are 
constituted through language and vocal interaction. For example (Brenda, 
BBL) stated ‘people have always talked about my butt because it’s so flat’, 
these comments can subconsciously effect how an individual views 
themselves. Brenda’s account illustrates how she internalised the negative 
appraisal of others which had an effect on her self-evaluation. This 
effectively displays ideals of ‘body shaming’ which constructs certain 
attributes as problematic. Furthermore, shame can be ‘an interpersonal 
process, via acts of stigmatising and shaming’ (Gilbert, 2014: p3) as well as a 
personal process, ‘to feel ashamed’ of one’s body. 

In contrast, a macro-level of analysis refers to dominant narratives. With 
regards to contemporary debates in sociology, women have now become 
part of a much bigger, broader network of cultural influences in which there 
is a constant narrative of self-improvement. This is done through the 
constant encouragement of taking care of our bodies and health through 
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factors such as dieting and exercise. This narrative is also sustained by the 
work of Anthony Giddens in his writing Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and 
Society in the Late Modern Age (1991). Giddens talks about ‘establishing a 
‘new sense of self’, a ‘new sense of identity’ (Giddens, 1991: p11) which is 
what the women displayed through narratives of self-growth. 

Furthermore, the women did not simply refer to narratives of beauty and 
appearance but delved much deeper into narratives of the self. This involves 
taking control of one’s life and taking important steps forward ‘to construct 
a life trajectory which accords with the individual’s inner wishes’ (Giddens, 
1991: p71). This quotation embodies the view that in relation to the women, 
their wishes to acquire particular goals with their appearance is governed by 
their need to better their lives. For some of the women, they initially went 
into surgery not just to enhance or improve their appearance but also to 
achieve particular lifestyle goals. The main goal identified was confidence, 
changing their bodies meant changing their lives and changing their lives 
ultimately meant that they would have the confidence to achieve their goals. 
Furthermore, as sustained by Dr Meredith Jones cosmetic surgery ‘has deep 
symbolic meaning and rich cultural connotations; […] it is a vital part of […] 
makeover culture the process of becoming something better’ (Jones, 2008: 
p1). Thus, we need to disregard these misconceptions of vanity or 
narcissism and instead look at cosmetic surgery as a culture of improvement. 

Realself.com speaks volumes as it suggests that individuals are their ‘real-
self’ even after their appearances are modified through surgery. This 
effectively highlights the debate about the natural, authentic body and the 
hyperreal.  This is expressed through how individuals’ ‘redefine the 
surgically altered body as an authentic representation of the self’ (Gimlin, 
2007: p43). These new bodies establish new identities which become the 
perceived reality. 

 

Agency and structure 

The women provided interesting accounts on their experiences and 
decisions to undergo surgery, however, the debate still relies on notions of 
agency and structure. The second question explored how structure and 
agency are understood and interpreted. A critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
was conducted on secondary interviews and texts by Debra Gimlin in 
Accounting for Cosmetic Surgery in the USA and Great Britain: A Cross-
cultural Analysis of Women’s Narratives (2007) and Sherrie Selwyn Delinsky 
in Cosmetic Surgery: A Common and Accepted Form of Self-improvement? 
(2006). The linguistic features identified were topics and comments, 
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narrative elements, quotation marks, lexicalisation, rhetoric and 
register.  

The first linguistic feature identified was topics and comments. Gimlin 
refers to the processes of responsibilisation (or lack of) that the women took 
to rationalise their decisions to have surgery. Gimlin maintains that in 
discussing their decisions to undergo cosmetic surgery ‘US respondents 
frequently stressed their willingness to take control of their body’. The topic 
here refers to Gimlin’s references to the level of disposition that the women 
possessed when deciding to undergo surgery. Therefore, the women were 
presented as rational agents. Gimlin then goes on to state that these 
women underwent surgery ‘rather than […] simply accepting the physical 
changes associated with aging’. Her comment appears to be 
condescending as she indicates that being able to accept our bodies for 
how they are is a simple task, this disregards the personal and social 
experiences that women go through with their bodies, for instance, 
insecurity and dissatisfaction. In addition, Delinsky maintains that ‘greater 
importance of appearance to self-worth predicts greater approval of 
cosmetic surgery’. The topic refers to the importance of appearance in 
undergoing cosmetic surgery, she then states that ‘among those with more 
self-esteem, cosmetic surgery is viewed as a positive, proactive means of 
enhancing one’s self-image’. Thus, Delinsky constructs narratives of self-
indulgence among the women by placing focus on ‘appearance’ and ‘self-
image’. 

In addition, narrative elements were used, for example Gimlin states that 
Sarah (actor) stated ‘maybe I am vain, but so what! I don’t know a woman 
who isn’t’ (actions). These narrative elements are used as a rationale to 
persuade the reader that her admission to cosmetic surgery as a pursuit of 
vanity implies notions of idealistic beauty. This is evident as she goes on to 
state that such statements normalise vanity ‘by pointing to the importance 
of good looks, especially for women’. This highlights that freedom and 
choice in the pursuit of beauty are what contributes to dominant ideals of 
beauty. By making such points Gimlin is indicating that those who accept 
‘responsibility’ for surgery, contribute to what Bordo referred to as the 
‘pernicious discourse of choice’ (Davis, 2009: p38) which denies cultural and 
systematic constraints. Furthermore, Gimlin refers to another respondent, 
Bernadette (actor) who she states ‘account implies that she is neither self-
absorbed nor unaware of the seriousness of surgical procedures’ 
(chronology) she states that this ‘differentiates Bernadette from ‘those 
women’ who value beauty over other traits and accomplishments’. The use 
of quotation marks places emphasis on distinguishing Bernadette from 
those who took an active role in their surgery, this presents these women as 
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the ‘other’. This constructs an out-group designator in which women who 
rationalise their agency are placed. Furthermore, this indicates a sense of 
idiocy among those women by claiming that they display nescience to the 
risks that come with surgical procedures. 

Furthermore, Gimlin states that ‘American women claim to have had 
cosmetic surgery ‘for themselves’’, again the use of quotations along with 
lexicalisation is implemented in a strategic way to indicate that these 
‘claims’ are not valid. This emphasises a sense of irony, a rhetorical device 
that deliberately uses language which states an opposite truth. Thus, it 
constructs an idea that women only have cosmetic surgery as a result of 
external influences rather than for themselves.  

 Furthermore, Hedonistic Register is apparent with references to words 
such as ‘narcissism’, ‘self-indulgence’, and ‘vanity’. This effectively polarises 
particular groups, constructing notions of ‘us’ against ‘them’. By 
constructing notions of ‘otherness’, it displaces the importance that 
cosmetic surgery has on the lives and experiences of the women. 
Furthermore, Delinsky uses ethical register with references such as ‘virtue’, 
‘morality’, ‘ethical’ in relation to ‘the strong inverse relationship between 
approval of cosmetic surgery and the importance of virtue to self-worth’ she 
maintains that those who ‘value’ themselves more were less likely to have 
surgery, she also refers to the term ‘immoral’ which constructs binaries of 
right and wrong pertaining to the practice of cosmetic surgery. Furthermore 
the use of quotation marks indicate that by following this moral code the 
women are ‘doing the “right thing”’ this effectively constructs women who 
have surgery as lacking in morality and self-worth.  

 

Discussion 

Gimlin constructs two ways in which agency can be understood. Firstly she 
constructs the idea that being able to ‘accept responsibility’ constituted 
notions of selfishness and narcissism. Thus she does not present all women 
as ‘cultural dopes', however, she does present them as the ‘other’. secondly, 
she maintains that women who identified cosmetic surgery as a choice, only 
done so to disregard notions of coercion and constraint and replace it with 
notions of free-will and agency. Therefore this constructs ambiguity and 
‘ideological complexes’ (Jones, 2008: p4) in how women’s agency is 
understood. These views maintain that women have no agency which 
constructs notions of credulity and ‘bounded rationality’. This is also 
sustained by Kathryn Pauly Morgan who states in her ‘paradox of 
conformity’ that ‘what appear at first glance to be instances of choice turn 
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out to be instances of conformity’ (Wijsbek, 2000: p454). Furthermore, in 
reference to the literature Bordo maintains that this ideology of freedom 
and choice is socially constructed as individuals are ‘constantly being 
obscured by discourses of individualism’ (Davis, 2009: p38) she argues that 
this denies systematic structures of control ‘under the guise of individual 
freedom’ (Davis, 2009: p39). This effectively indicates the ways in which 
some feminist accounts both re-contextualise and de-contextualise women’s 
narrative accounts of agency. 
    Furthermore, Delinsky constructs binaries between two groups of women. 
This refers to women who undergo cosmetic surgery to improve their 
appearance and women who do not have surgery as they ‘value their self-
worth’. The latter group are represented as ‘moral’  and the preceding as 
‘immoral’, this effectively indicates the use of ‘in and out group’ designators. 

In order to move away from these ideals we need to understand cosmetic 
surgery in terms of ‘its cultural significance […] Feminists especially need a 
full understanding of how it manifests in order to create a vocabulary with 
which to deal with it’ (Jones, 2008: p3). We must stop focusing on how 
women are victims or guilty in their decisions to undergo surgery and 
instead identify cosmetic surgery as a positive movement for some. Instead 
of condemning these practices we must look towards narratives of reflexive 
embodiment. This term refers to the ‘capacity and tendency to perceive, 
emote about, reflect and act upon one’s own body; to practices of body 
modification and maintenance; and to ‘body-image’ (Crossley, 2006: p1). 
Therefore, we need to move away from the implication that cosmetic 
surgery is ‘merely a mechanism by which ‘society’ controls and moulds the 
body […] socially rooted reflexivity forms a basis for human autonomy and 
choice’ (Crossley, 2006: p4). This focuses on the ways in which women are 
able to exert their own agency when it comes to their bodies. 

 

Appropriation of the ‘other’: overview 

The final area of the research focuses on issues of race and appropriation in 
relation to cosmetic surgery. A critical discourse analysis (CDA) of visual 
semiosis was conducted looking at image as a mode of communication. This 
gave rise to a number of meanings that were signified from the images 
which explored binaries of appropriation and appreciation, re-
contextualisation and de-contextualisation 
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Images one and two 

The first image analysed was taken from Kim Kardashian’s ‘Break the 
Internet’ photoshoot which appeared on the winter 2014 cover of Paper 
Magazine (see appendix III). The image depicts Kim Kardashian’s oiled, 
nude buttock with the caption ‘Break the Internet’. Another cover photo 
taken from the same photoshoot recreates renowned French photographer 
Jean-Paul Goude’s iconic image, ‘The Champagne Incident’ which was 
published in his 1982 book, Jungle Fever. (See appendix IV). The photo 
displays Kim Bending forward while balancing a champagne glass on her 
buttock and opening a bottle of champagne. The focal point of the photo is 
her buttock which is referred to in urban culture as the ‘shelf butt’, an 
exceedingly large buttock that simulates a shelf. The original photo 
depicted the young African American model, Carolina Beaumont in the 
same pose. The term break the internet means to cause large controversy 
about a topic which becomes a focal point of discussion. Thus, these images 
are deliberately produced and distributed to evoke response; the more 
controversial, the better. Much of the viewer discussion focused on issues 
regarding racial exploitation. 

 

Image three  

Continuing the Kardashian trend, the third image was taken from Khloe 
Kardashian’s Complex Magazine 2015 cover shoot (see appendix VI) which 
captured Khloe sitting on a bench press, showing off her almost bare, 
ample-sized buttocks enhancements, while wearing a raunchy mesh 
bodysuit, with the caption ‘Let’s get Physical’. The image personifies sexual 
connotations based on the body, with much focus on the buttock in 
particular. It is evident that the Kardashian name, body and image has 
become a brand in itself as their bodies are commodified and used as a 
marketing tool to sell a particular lifestyle. 

The contemporary fixation with black women’s bodies can be linked to the 
historical context of the black body. With regards to the literature, an 
epitome of this is Saartjie Baartman, a young South African woman who was 
brought to England to be displayed at ‘freak show’ attractions in the 
nineteenth century. This fascination manifests in contemporary culture 
through the ways in which these bodies are fetishized. As stated in the 
literature, these issues are also prevalent among black models such as 
rapper Nicki Minaj and singer K. Michelle who have also had enhancements. 
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This highlights the ways in which cosmetic surgery has become so 
developed that it’s gone far beyond the concept of the appropriation of 
‘black-physique’ as these features have become so reproduced that they are 
no longer naturally attainable for most.  

 

Image four 

The forth photo is taken from Nicki Minaj’s ‘Anaconda’ single cover (see 
appendix VII)  which depicts her kneeling down with her back towards the 
camera, wearing a G-string thong, a sports bra and trainers. Her enhanced 
buttock is the focal point of the image. This indicates issues of hyper-
sexualisation that are explicitly signified. Furthermore, the image is kept in 
tone with the song ‘Anaconda’ which contains sexually explicit lyrics which 
state ‘my anaconda don’t want none unless you got buns hun’ a play off 
from Sir Mix- A- Lots 1992 hit ‘Baby Got Back (I Like Big Butts)’.   

 

Image five 

The final photo was taken from K. Michelle’s ‘Anybody Wanna Buy a Heart?’ 
album promotional photos which depicts the musician lying down in the 
nude. While this image takes a more artistic stance than the other images, it 
still channels ideals of sexualisation. However, at the same time it captures 
‘the black female body as beautiful and desirable’ (Hobson, 2003: p87). 
Therefore, this image re-contextualises notions associated with the black 
female-body.  

 

Discussion 

There are a number of ways in which these embodied practices can be 
understood. Surgery which enhances particular physical attributes 
associated with race is subject to critique in terms of the motives and 
context in which it is carried out. Firstly, the contemporary fixation with the 
black body has contributed to the fetishization of particular physical 
attributes. In this context bodies are used as a branding and marketing tool. 
To support this, we can refer to the term ‘sex sells’ which highlights how 
individuals are able to capitalize off of their bodies. As supported by 
Meredith Jones in her ‘Media-Bodies’ open research talk who states that 
‘bodies are brought about through media, just as media are brought about 
through bodies’ (Jones, 2015). This quote effectively emphasises that there 
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is a symbiotic relationship between the body and the media. Jones 
maintains ‘Kardashian- West a quintessential media-body – part of a 
contemporary mode of being that understands and experiences how media 
and bodies are mutually constitutive’ (Jones, 2015). For example, the 
Kardashian image is beneficial to Paper Magazine, in their attempts to 
ultimately ‘Break the Internet’ as they were able to capitalise off of sells, in 
turn producing more recognition and capital for Kim. 

However, it is important to note that these bodies are not solely constituted 
by the media; they are both media-based and reality-based. Another way in 
which these practices are understood is that ‘artist […] suture together a 
vision of this body—mind, flesh, and spirit—that will make speculative and 
creative movements “out of this constriction,” and restore the primary vision 
of black women’ (Henderson, 2010: p6). Therefore, in some instances these 
features are reproduced as a form of cultural appreciation. Thus, these new 
personified bodies are not just understood as an appropriation of the black-
physique and/or popular culture. But rather as a re-contextualisation, a 
move away from narratives that hold the black body as ‘grotesque’ to 
narratives that depict the body as beautiful.  
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Conclusion  

 

The findings and analysis have informed some important issues that were 
not initially addressed within the literature. The initial research aims were to 
probe the underlying reasons why women undergo cosmetic surgery. The 
literature mainly highlights issues of ‘negative body-image’, ‘low self-
esteem’, ‘media influences’, and ‘dominant beauty ideals’ as factors that 
influence women to have surgery. We tend to accept dominant narratives 
based upon particular subjects without exploring beyond these ideals. 
However, this research has effectively enabled me to do so and identify a 
contrasting set of discourses through analysing the lived experiences of the 
women. The research has enabled me to gain insight into a range of new 
meanings in terms of the significance that cosmetic surgery holds for the 
lives of the women who partake in it, this refers to the ways in which 
cosmetic surgery was presented as ‘life changing’ and as a ‘journey’ which 
has manifested in their lives mentally and physically. 

Furthermore, key discourses that present cosmetic surgery as merely being 
a pursuit of vanity in a culture that compels women to be beautiful were 
challenged as some of the findings effectively represented that 
contemporary culture is also driven by narratives of self-growth and reflexive 
embodiment. This culture of improvement means that individuals are now 
making important decisions toward creating a better life for themselves. 
Thus, cosmetic surgery can also be understood as a cultural movement 
which empowers women and enables them to be the best versions of 
themselves; an expression that has been oppressed for many years. Thus, 
the qualitative data analysis proved effective as a wide range of data was 
obtained and reduced into a number of open codes and axial codes which 
allowed these new meanings and theory to emerge. 

The literature referred to feminist accounts on women’s agency, some of 
which presented women as ‘cultural dopes’ (Morgan, 1991), and other 
accounts presented women as free agents, but not completely free (Davis, 
1995, 2009). The research aimed to analyse these accounts in order to 
identify how women’s decisions to undergo surgery were understood, 
interpreted and reproduced. The findings confirmed my pre-conceptions as 
the women were presented as both rational and irrational, However, where 
they were displayed as rational their agency was displaced with notions of 
‘selfishness’ and ‘narcissism’. In this sense they were effectively presented as 
the ‘out-group’. This is problematic as it constructs women who have had 
cosmetic surgery as oppressed, imprudent or self-centred. However, there 



Nile Sobers-Bennett: the commodification of the female body 

	
	

148 

are so many viewpoints within feminist literature itself, which confirmed that 
the debate on women’s agency is very complex and difficult to answer. 
While some women may be influenced to some extent, this conception does 
not apply to all women. Most women are able to effectively exert their own 
agency and autonomy when it comes to their bodies. A critical discourse 
analysis (CDA) enabled me to effectively identify these issues that were 
implicitly embedded within the text.  

With regards to appropriation and race, the initial aim was to analyse how 
issues regarding race were implicated in cosmetic surgery. The literature 
explored issues of de-contextualisation, re-contextualisation, appropriation 
and appreciation which were all evident in the findings. An analysis of visual 
semiosis signified how these issues are produced and developed through 
image. Furthermore, the analysis identified two ways in which these 
embodied practices are understood. Firstly appropriation and exploitation 
occur where these features are reproduced, fetishized and used as a tool to 
sell. Lastly, it can be understood in terms of re-contextualisation, the process 
in which these features are reproduced as a culture of embracement and 
appreciation for the black female body.  

All of these issues interplay in terms of the ways in which bodies are 
consumed, embraced, manipulated, constructed, reproduced, marketed, 
fetishized and exploited which all contribute to the contemporary 
understanding of the ‘commodification of the female body’. 
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Blackman, L. (ed.) Body & Society, 13 (1), 41-60. Available from 
10.1177/1357034X07074778 [Accessed 20 April 2016]. 
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Abstract 

This research project was conducted over a period of nine months from 
September 2015 to May 2016. This project looked at the health experiences 
of eight African-Caribbean men in the south-east area of London Borough of 
Southwark. The research used qualitative research methods using semi-
structured interviews which allowed in-depth exploration of their 
engagement with medical health practitioners. The aim of this research was 
to analyse the health experiences of African-Caribbean men and how their 
masculine identities were shaped by the specific context in which they live in 
influencing their help-seeking behaviour. 

This research data was coded using thematic analysis which is within the 
interpretivist tradition of qualitative methodology. Six themes emerged from 
the data which were health conceptualised as being able-boded: entirely 
physical, “a man needs his protein” importance of meat in diet, seeking 
medical help and negotiating challenges to loss of control, perception of 
racism and trust in doctor/patient relationship, self-medication and traditional 
remedies and conceptions of masculinity.  

The findings depicts that African-Caribbean men were influenced by 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ in relation to their help-seeking behaviour. However 
they are not hegemonic, because they hold no position of power or benefit 
from the privileges afforded men in patriarchal society, due to their 
marginalised and subordinated status, yet they are still working and 
reproducing hegemonic masculinity operating within their own constructed 
form of black masculinity. 
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Introduction 

The central topic of this research project is to look at masculine identities of 
African-Caribbeans and how they relate to health. The research looked at the 
ease of accessing external help and support and engagement with medical 
health care practitioners. Most of the available literatures written about 
masculinity comes from the United States, yet is relevant to the United 
Kingdom. It is not known why men as a whole engage in poor health seeking 
habit, and there exist few empirical studies which examine the concept of 
masculinity in relation to health of African-Caribbean male group. This is why 
a research such as this one will help contribute towards academic literature 
within the United Kingdom in understanding which angle of approach is best 
to assist in enhancing policy implementation of these group of men. 
Therefore the aim of this research was to analyse the health experience of 
African-Caribbean men and how masculinity influences health and help-
seeking behaviour of African-Caribbean men.  

There is a real need to explore from a sociological perspective the underlying 
dynamics  in shedding some light into how Afro-Caribbean men, as a sub-
section of the overall genre of men, fared disproportionately in mental health 
services (Keating, 2007), prostate cancer, cardiovascular diseases, diabetic 
disease and hypertension (ONS, 2006; DOH, 2000 & 2002). Studies on men’s 
health revealed men’s reluctance to accessing health services is a key health 
issue all men face in the U.K, consequently ranking help seeking behaviour at 
the fore of men’s health programs (White, 2000). Professional health 
explanation for this places the onus for the high mortality rates onto the 
men’s decision making. They are viewed as trying to live up to a perceived 
macho image encoded in a chosen lifestyle. This is perceived as detrimental 
for both their physical and psychological health (Watson, 2000:17). However 
this individualised approach ignores the wider social dynamics and fails to 
engage with the social actor’s perspective. Various genetic explanations exist 
for this dynamic, yet ignore the cultural and social worlds these men inhabit. 
Whilst medical researchers have been searching for clues within the genes, 
sociologists such as Connell (1995) and Helgeson (1995) have explored how 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ founded upon strength, self-sufficiency, power and 
suppression prohibits men from reaching out and seeking help (Helgeson, 
1995:68).  

The first of the following chapters consist of a literature review which looks at 
existing literatures and theories pertaining to research area and topic. The 
methodology section explores the research designs and the usefulness of the 
chosen method of approach and data analysis. Within the findings and 
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discussion, the analysis looked at the codes and themes which emerged from 
the data and drew upon quotes from participants in analysing what was 
being said, supported by theoretical explanations and how the research 
participants drew an understanding of themselves and their social context. By 
drawing on Goffman’s (1963), Butler (1990), Connell (1995) and Whittington 
(2007) the issue of how institutional practices and the performance of 
masculinities connects. Here the participants voices connect or refutes the 
theoretical perspectives used to analyse their experiences. Finally in the 
concluding chapter, the research experience was reflected upon and 
potential future research projects along with the limitations was explained.  
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Literature Review 

This literature review draws on a social constructionist framework to examine 
how men’s sense of identity is validated through dominant discursive 
practices of the self, and how this is connected to cultural analyses of gender. 
This literature review will be on the formation of masculine identities help-
seeking behaviours of African-Caribbean men. It will draw upon themes of 
gender role socialization Pleck (1981, 1995), theories of masculinities Connell 
(1995) Bourdieu’s sense of masculine dominion (2001) Seidler  and the 
perception of the masculine rational (1996) Messerschmidt (1993), traditional 
masculine ideologies/hegemonic masculinity (Connell  & Messerschmidt, 
2005) black masculinity (Staples, 1970; Thompson & Pleck 1995) Parsons 
(1951) sick role and doctor/patient interactions and how this affect help-
seeking behaviours of African-Caribbean men. 

Social Construction and theories of gender 

De Beauvoir argued that ‘One is not born a woman’ but rather becomes one’ 
(De Beauvoir, 1949:301) through social interactions within a set of cultural 
understanding about masculinity and femininity (Bradley, 2013:23). For Scott, 
‘gender is a social category imposed on a sexed body’ (Scott. J, 1988:18). 
Gender is not two static categories, but rather ‘a set of socially constructed 
relationships which are produced through people's actions’ (Gerson and 
Peiss, 1985:327). Gender is a constructed category formed from cultural and 
subjective meanings, and is used as a way of transacting and making sense of 
the world; being a social construct, does not render it fixed, yet varies 
according to time, place and culture (Kimmel, 1995). Therefore, it must be 
noted that there is agency involved on the part of individuals actively ‘doing 
gender’; our identities as gendered and sexual beings are not simply 
imposed on us, yet we engage in forming and reformulating them (Bradley, 
2013:23). According to Butler (1990) gender is performative. As Butler 
argued, we repeatedly ‘do gender’, act out being a man or woman in ways 
that give the illusion of stability and fixity (Bradley, 2013:21). Gender is not 
embedded in the individual, yet exists as social transactions defined as 
gendered (Bohan, 1993; Crawford, 1995). 
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Theories and construction of masculinity 

Connell, (1995) approached masculinity from a semiotic perspective and 
defined it through a system of symbolic differences, where masculinities were 
based upon those qualities which were not viewed as being feminine. 
Masculinity does not become defined by what it is but by what it is not 
(Connell, 1995). Within this process, the phallus is viewed as the master-
signifier and femininity is symbolically defined as an aberrant ‘other’ (Connell, 
1995: 70). Similarly Connell (1995) draws from De Beauvoir (1949) to think 
about how identities emerge within polarities. So whereas femininity is 
defined by nurture, acceptance, communication and interconnection, 
masculinities become defined as domination, labels, orders and isolation. 

Messerschmidt (1993) viewed masculinity as something young boys aspired 
to in order to obtain power. It became embodied as a set of practices learnt 
within childhood and acted out in adulthood. Whittington (2007) working in 
South London however, viewed masculinities as rooted in how the child 
formed within his family and social networks. Masculinity here was not an 
aspiration but a defence mechanism, a way of distancing off from the levels 
of violence inflicted upon the male child and thereby toughening him up. 
The man learnt to isolate himself (Whittington, 2007). Masculine identities 
were forged within complex inter-familial practices where routine violence 
was the norm and boys learnt to sever their emotional connections as a result 
(Whittington, 2007).  

Seidler (1994) viewed the rational project emanating from the Enlightenment 
as founded upon this masculine ideal. Bourdieu (2001) in his book on 
Masculinities viewed masculinity as not so much founded upon gender but 
perception based upon gendered activities. Therefore this sense of a 
masculine ideal has been naturalised, defining how people perceive each 
other; through rational lenses.  

“Masculinity has been given associated with male bodies, sometimes directly 
and indirectly symbolically, not biologically determined by male sex, however 
in gendered related domain, the term masculinity or masculinities is 
understood as configuration of gender practices, a socio-cultural construct 
not programmed in our genes, nor fixed by social structure, prior to social 
interaction, they came into existence as a social act, and actively produced, 
using the resources and strategies available in a given social setting (Connell, 
1995:12).” 

Masculinities are created in specific historical circumstances and, as those 
circumstances change, the gender practices can be contested and 
reconstructed (Connell, 1995:14) yet they do become “hegemonic”; and 
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similarly Bourdieu (2001) would agree, yet views the structures of domination 
shaping the dominated, inhibiting each individual from obtaining a wider 
picture. 

Traditional masculine ideologies 

Connell and Messerschmidt (2005)  describes hegemonic masculinity as the 
dominant masculinity ideology which defines the social norms for the male 
gender role as set in upholding gender-based power structure in western 
society emerges from a white, middle-class, heterosexual model, which is 
taken as the given ideal model of masculinity which stresses qualities of 
power, control, aggression, self-reliance, success, competitiveness, restrictive 
emotionality and homophobia which all men are measured by (Heidelbaugh, 
2016). Hegemonic masculinity is the most accepted ideal norm of masculinity 
which subordinates and marginalizes black men, lower working class men, 
women and sexual minority men (Levant, 2011:768). Thompson and Pleck 
describes this masculinity ideology in the normative approach as a ‘socio-
cultural endorsed ideology scripting gender relations, attitudes and beliefs’ 
(Thompson & Pleck, 1995:130-131). This is based on ideas and concepts that 
individual men hold about manhood (Addis and Mahalik, 2003:7). Pleck 
(1995) explained this as the extent to which an individual maintain cultural 
belief systems about manhood and the male gender ideologies that stresses 
certain attributes which men should abide by (Pleck, Sonenstein, & Ku, 1993: 
19). Masculinity ideologies can be understood as unstable category which 
varies according to time, space, and context and is susceptible to change 
(Addis & Mahalik, 2003:7). 

Black Masculinity 

Lemelle (2010) posits that, black masculinity cannot be understood without 
the concept of gender and race hierarchy and further argues that the 
understanding of the ‘black macho’ identity is historically situated within 
racism. This characterization of black masculinity as disreputable and 
pathological, as O’Donnell and Sharpe explains that black masculine 
identities emerged as the result of slavery and oppression (O’Donnell & 
Sharpe, 2000: 61).  Black men are depicted as inherently inferior, violent and 
hyper-sexual and are in need of control (Ferber, 2007:19). These attributes 
were based on comparison with an ideal set of norms, which have been 
regarded as a deviation from the white middle-class model; which there are 
definitional issues (Ladner, 1993:40). Black masculinity is characterized by the 
experiences of men whose race, ethnicity, class and socio-economic category 
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placed them within a subordinated group (Mutua, 2006). The white ‘Other’ of 
this masculinity is constituted in relation to the racialized ‘Other’ of the black, 
who is thought of as inferior (Whitehead, 2002:70). 

Marginalised and subordinated groups such as African-Caribbean men for 
instance are in some cases likely to subscribe to traditional masculinity 
ideologies which creates barriers and influence help-seeking behaviours 
(Courtenay, 2000a), the definitions of masculinity and its attributes which 
imply power, authority and control have been  denied black African-
Caribbean men of their basic rights. They are a subordinated group whose 
access to positions of power and privileges afforded as the core of 
masculinity in a patriarchal society is restricted as they are faced with 
institutional blockages (Chapman & Rutherford, 1988:112 & Staples, 1982:7-
8)), and because black African-Caribbean men are a subordinated masculinity, 
they lacked the power to establish male gender roles and they react against 
this through seeking alternative outlets defined in risk taking behaviours. This 
provides a way in which they can establish themselves as men (Courtenay, 
2000a; 2003); they construct their meaning of masculinity in a ways that 
display toughness, aggression, fearlessness which is quite similar to the 
hegemonic form, yet in more hyper-masculine form referred to as the ‘cool 
pose’(Majors & Billson, 1992). Suffering pain and discomfort and refusing to 
seek help for illness are all norms that held true for men who hold traditional 
masculine ideologies as they do not want to be perceived as weak (Mansfield, 
Addis & Mahalik, 2003:96) . 

Gender Role socialization/ Men’s Help seeking 

Male gender role socialization states that gender-related beliefs, attitudes, 
and behaviours emanate from social environments, from the level of culture 
down to individual family and peer relationships, (Mansfield, Addis and 
Mahalik, 2003:93-109) through socialization (Addis and Cohane, 2005: 633-
647), in defining young children though gendered coded behaviour 
(Mansfield, Addis and Mahalik, 2003:93-109), which Pleck (1981, 1995) 
explained is derived from norms and stereotypes. Men are for instance 
socialized to be tough and emotionally inexpressive from a much earlier age 
(Mansfield, Addis and Mahalik, 2003:93-109). There is much emphasis placed 
on men to adhere to these set masculine attributes (Courtenay, 2000:4-15). 
Research evidence suggests that failure to conform to these set masculine 
norms can prove more consequential for men than women (Courtenay, 2000: 
4-15; Pleck, 1981). Men are treated with disdain when they display signs of 
pain and emotion and seeking help can be perceived as a sign of weakness 
(Courtenay, 2003:1-30). Subsequently this process of gender role 
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socialization establishes specific norms that influence men’s attitudes, beliefs 
and health related behaviours (Courtenay, 2000a; 2000b; Mahalik et al., 2009, 
Smiler, 2004), and can profoundly spell a negative effect on men’s state of 
health (Courtenay, McCreary & Merighi, 2002). 

Help-seeking behaviours of African-Caribbean men 

There has been considerable focus on the state of men’s health (Watson, 
2000). Whilst longevity rate seem to be on the up for women as they are 
living longer than men, research evidence suggest a disparity in sex 
differences in death rate which points to a high mortality rate for men 
compared to women (Dolan, 2011:586). Men are more likely to engage in 
health damaging behaviours such as drug and alcohol abuse, physically 
demanding activities such as dangerous sports, violence and sexual 
promiscuity (Tyler & Williams, 2014:457). Men project themselves as 
invincible to contracting illness (Courtenay, 1998), and therefore are reluctant 
in seeking regular help and support often delaying symptoms until crisis 
point where their physical health is compromised (Galdas et al, 2005). Men 
under-report a number of medical conditions such as mental and emotional 
support, they are less participatory in health screening programs and are 
widely recognised for under-utilising medical care services (Galdas et al, 
2005). These poor health outcome and behaviours have been noted among 
men who held strong masculine beliefs (Tyler & Williams, 2014:457). Various 
studies of men in help-seeking context such as Richardson and Rabiee (2001); 
Sharpe and Arnold (1998) and Gascoigne and Whitear (1999) all depicts 
gendered expectations and norms of masculine identity as key factors in 
prohibiting men from seeking help from medical health practitioners (Galdas 
et al, 2005:619). 

Whilst this is gloomy, it is even more precarious for black African-Caribbean 
men who fared statistically worse when compared to all other minority ethnic 
groups (ONS, 2006; DOH, 2000 & 2002). African-Caribbean men are 
disparately represented in mental health care services, with hospital 
admission rate of thrice the average rate and police referral and detention 
rate under the mental health act 1983 were between 19 to 38% of the 
average (Keating, 2007). African-Caribbean men are highly susceptible to 
developing prostate cancer with a rate of 1in 4 men getting cancer in their 
life time (http://prostatecanceruk.org/prostate-information/are-you ). Black 
African-Caribbean have a rate of up to seven times higher incidence of 
psychosis, and also shown to have a high disparity for diabetes and stroke 
with almost 2/3 higher than the average population 
(http://patient.info/doctor/diseases-and).   
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Factors affecting this disparity in the health and help-seeking behaviour of 
African-Caribbean men are attributed to racism combined with other factors 
functions as key determinants of health (Williams & Mohammed, 2013:1157). 
Treatments of black patients have varied according to race both here in the 
U.K and the U.S. who remained very sceptical about the health care system 
due to its historical inherent racist maltreatment of blacks, most notably the 
Tuskegee syphilis experiment of the 1970’s (Reverby, 2009). Black African 
Caribbean men have been denied access to proper medical care and there 
has been reported incidence of forceful and severe treatments inflicted upon 
them and issues of racial discrimination within mental health care services 
which creates barrier to accessing health (Keating & Robinson, 2004). 
Goffman (1963) theory of stigma has been associated with mental illness and 
diseases such as HIV/AIDs in influencing health and help-seeking behaviour 
of individuals. Stigma affect an individual in how their illness and symptoms is 
viewed by others and the negative attitude shown towards their condition 
where their personal identities is indemnity (Goffman, 1963). Culture 
influences every feature of health and illness (Saint Arnault, 2009: 259). 
Culture shapes the way an individual responds to treatment and cure as well 
as the promotion of well-being in facilitating help-seeking practices 
(Airhihenbuwa et al., 2014:78). 

Doctor/Patient Interactions 

Parsons (1951) argued from a functionalist perspective and viewed health as 
a resource for individual attainment (Annandale, 1998: 10). Society is made 
up of actors who perform roles which enables the full functions of society, 
such as in the case of the doctor/patient relationship where these actors 
perform and fulfil certain roles and obligation. Both doctor and patient shares 
certain rights and obligations. The ill patient according to Parson (1951) is in 
a ‘socially deviant state’ (Nettleton, 2006:139). The patient is to seek 
professional competent care, and the doctor should obtain the trust of the 
patient they are dealing with to physically and emotionally examine them, 
doctors are obligated to render competent care to the patient (Annandale, 
1998: 10). The doctor is to help treat the ill patient to regain health and the 
patient must be medically sanctioned to enter the ‘sick role’ (Freund et al, 
2003: 127). This entails exemptions from social obligation and blame for ill 
health; the overall aim is to make every effort to get well and to comply with 
the advice of the physician (Nettleton, 2006:140). This relationship as Parson 
maintained is one of reciprocity and is judged to be grounded and guided by 
altruism (Gabe et al, 2004: 92). However doctor/patient relationship is 
intrinsically a power relationship because the sick person is already thought 
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to be in a ‘socially deviant state’ (Nettleton, 2006). When one seeks help, it is 
deemed that one cannot manage one’s health condition, and is admitting 
that one is vulnerable and that all power of autonomy is reduced. This opens 
up a man to being intimate with his body which exposes him as weak and it 
de-emasculates him. This can prove difficult for a man as it goes against 
traditional norms of masculinity (Pleck; Sonnenstein & Ku, 1993:19), and he 
would avoid as well as delay seeking medical help. 

This literature review is going to help answer and inform the research 
questions in addressing why some men would seek help and others not. It is 
to this point that I shall discuss in the methodology section, how the research 
will be conducted in gaining understanding of what dynamic is at play. 
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Methodology 

The theoretical basis of this research study used a social constructionist 
approach. Qualitative methodology using semi-structured interviews was 
chosen as the most appropriate method to the research questions and aims, 
as it is within the interpretivist epistemology. The aim of the research was to 
analyse the health experience of African-Caribbean men and how masculinity 
influences their help-seeking behaviour. 

Qualitative method as Ritchie and Lewis explains is a “naturalistic, 
interpretivist approach which seek to understand the subjective meanings 
people attach to their experiences within their social world, in understanding 
and mapping out the process involved in making sense of and interpreting 
the world around them” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:27). This method was chosen 
as it allows flexibility and enables in-depth exploration of people’s 
experience and complexity that would not have been achieved if it were a 
survey based questionnaire (Seale, 2012: 210). However this interview 
method has been criticised for it is less reliable and cannot be replicated, for 
it would be difficult to recapture precisely the same emotions, experience, 
words and meaning attached to that particular settings (Sarantankos, 2013).  

The process involved in collecting data was time consuming as there are 
ethical concern which involves respondents revealing sensitive and personal 
information about themselves. Part of the concern in conducting this ethical 
study was to make sure that the well-being, confidentiality, anonymity and 
rights of the participant was protected and most importantly ensured the 
consent of the participant in the research (British Sociological association, 
2002). 

This research was conducted in the south east of London borough of 
Southwark in an area with reputation for high social deprivation with high 
crime police incidence and was chosen because of its high saturation of 
African-Caribbean. It at first proved quite difficult to tape the respondent as 
some of these men were quite suspicious about being taped and trust had to 
be established; this was made easier, as one live and grew up in this part of 
London, was thus able to establish trust and rapport which helps breaks 
down barriers with the respondents. 

Data was collected using semi-structured in-depth interview (Ritchie & Lewis, 
2003) which  consisted of open-ended questions; this allows flexibility as to 
how questions were asked, enables the opportunity to engage with 
participants by not trying to homogenise the influence of ‘masculinity’ on 
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help-seeking behaviour, yet allowed room to probe participants beyond their 
initial responses. This gave them a voice to fully express themselves ‘in their 
own words’ (Seale, 2012: 209), thereby bringing forth rich and insightful 
responses (Ritchie, 2003:141).  

In order to participate in the interview, participant had to meet the eligibility 
criteria of being Black African-Caribbean, 18-65, living in the UK, who had 
accessed, engaged with or experienced UK health care. Eight participants 
were recruited from Southwark’s afro-Caribbean communities, using 
purposive sampling (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:79). Participants were drawn from 
betting shops, gyms and barber shops after directly made contact with the 
participants and explained to them the purpose of my study. Contact details 
were exchanged which resulted in appointments being made. The sample 
size of eight participants was relatively small, yet thought it appropriate for a 
research as this research was not about quantifying figures yet was searching 
to explore meanings and experience of participants. However due to its size, 
cannot be generalised (Bryman, 2008:187), nonetheless envisaged that it will 
provide insight into how these participants construct their masculine 
identities. 

Initially an interview schedule outlined few questions which are explored 
within the interviews. This provided a template from which research 
questions were drawn to establish key areas of themes such as help-seeking 
behaviours, experience with health care professionals, illnesses affecting 
black African-Caribbean and constructions of masculinity. This was followed 
by a demographic questionnaire to gain some background insight of who 
these respondents were and what they do. The aim of this was to provide a 
guide to follow that the control of the data collected was not tainted by the 
views of the researcher. 

Each interview took between 30-45 minutes and took place at a community 
hall. All the participants identified as heterosexual male, with four participants 
married, three single and one cohabiting with their female partner. 
Participant’s ages ranged between 21 and 55 and all were of African-
Caribbean background. Some were first generation, mainly the older men, 
although the younger ones were born and bred in the U.K, they had 
experience of Jamaica. The interviews were recorded and then transcribed 
verbatim. Each interview resulted from exploring a set of general themes, yet 
there was room to explore individual experiences and meanings.  

The interviews were transcribed after completion so the recollections were 
fresh. So if there was any query around what was stated on the tape, enables 
rectifying.  After a day or two, returned to read it again. During this time a 
reflexive journal was kept outlining thought processes in ensuring that I was 
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not imposing myself upon the data. I therefore had to carefully think and 
reflect on my own projections within the analysis. This is a significant problem 
within qualitative research, as it can end up being nothing more than my own 
unacknowledged bias, heavily camouflaged, so even they are not aware of 
what is being exposed within the findings. In other words find nothing more 
than themselves. So within the reflexivity potential, biases are explored so 
these can be acknowledged within the analysis. Seale (2012) talks about 
analytic memos which are part of the reflexive journal. So in the eventual 
analysis the notes emerging from the reflexive journal take on importance, 
plus they are the basis for supervision. These also provide a running account 
of the research process (Seale, 2012).  

After transcription codes are sought and a coding frame developed before 
the themes emerged. Data was carefully undertaken using thematic analysis 
as it offered flexibility, enabling the use of a partial deductive coding, by 
providing an analytic tool in generating ‘rich’ and ‘detailed’ material and it is 
not restricted within the confines of a set framework, yet demonstrated and 
revealed ‘reality’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006:78-81). A study of this form of 
qualitative methodology established a level of comfort using it.  It enabled 
me to shape the interview in real time and thus understand the various 
dynamics taking place. This is derived from reading the text several times, in 
familiarising myself with the data, in coding aspects of the data, that is 
relevant to emerging themes, review and count the number of times they 
occur in ensuring all relates to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 
87), concentrating on both the surface and in-depth talk. The surface talk 
looks at what was said and how it was said whilst the in-depth understanding 
involved a greater analytical skill, looking at the emotional cadences 
underpinning what was being said. Within the coding, however the two are 
not separate and were part of the building of codes (Matthews & Ross, 
2010:372-385).  

Whilst thematic analysis offers flexibility, it is easy to comprehend, does not 
require experience is easy to analyse, it builds upon collaboration and can be 
used across various disciplines. However, the problems are that the flexibility 
for the novice may be daunting, the coding is descriptive rather than 
analytical and the audit trail in creating the codes is absent. Compared to the 
Interpretative phenomenological analysis, discourse analysis or 
conversational analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006: 96-97) can be seen as too 
general.  

The themes emerged from the data are outlined as follows: 

Health conceptualised as being able-bodied: entirely physical. 
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“A man needs his protein” importance of meat in diet. 

Seeking medical help and negotiating challenges to loss of control. 

Perception of racism and trust in doctor/patient relationship. 

Self-medication and traditional remedies. 

Conceptions of masculinity. 

These themes will be fully discussed in the next chapter, which follows the 
findings and analysis.  
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Findings and analysis 

This research data was coded in order to analyse the factors that shape help-
seeking behaviours. This was situated within a social context and located 
within various discourses of power. The themes that emerged were health 
conceptualised as being able bodied: entirely physical, “a man needs his 
protein”, importance of meat in diet, seeking medical help and negotiating 
challenge to loss of control, perception of racism and trust in doctor/patient 
relationship, self-medication and traditional remedies and conception of 
masculinity. These are not exhaustive, yet emerged from the analysis 
involving reading and reflection.  

Health conceptualised as being able-bodied: entirely physical 

In order to know and make sense of when, why and what these participants 
interviewed seek help for, questions were semi-structured to ascertain the 
participant’s experience and the focus on health was the central concept 
used to explore them. I began by asking about their conception of health. 
Interestingly each participant defined their health in terms of their physical 
state and none mentioned their emotional state. As the following extract 
reads:  

“It is to be free from illness, physical restrictions, strong, able-bodied, being 
able to be on the move, things to do, people to see and places to go. Eat 
what I like and feeling great.” (Participant E).  

The discourse that emerged is a separation of the mind and the body, 
making it look as if the external world had no impingement upon their 
physical state. These participant’s definition of health seems to contradict the 
WHO (1948) definition of Health which defines   “Health as a state of 
complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence 
of disease or infirmity”. However this was misconstrued by the eight 
participants who view their health as purely physical and one that centres on 
the body. It is as Connell remarked that ‘True masculinity always almost 
thought to proceed from men’s bodies,’ (Connell, 1995:45). Connell (1995) 
and Gatens (1996) commented likewise, that the body becomes a site which 
defines an individual and is integral to each individual’s social agency by 
generating and then sharing courses of conduct, the body is forever being 
redefined and the meanings which results constantly vary with a social 
context as each individual is engaged in a social representation (Cited in 
Watson, 2000:38-39). The body however is a site of an unfinished project 
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where the meanings which results vary within a social context (Watson, 2000: 
38-39). The black body in this instance as Alexander (2006) explain 
represents the performance of a male role. The black body exists within a 
social context or a performance. Meanwhile it is despised and subordinated 
to the hegemonic norms of masculinity based upon ‘whiteness’ (Cited in 
Kachtan &Wasserman, 2015:396; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).    

“A man needs his protein”: importance of meat in diet 

In relation to maintaining their health and indulgence in any health habits 
such as smoking drinking, eating red meats, fast foods and exercise routine, 
participant F described how his consumption patterns and this provides an 
insight into the relationship between eating red meat and physical strength, 
necessary for his job. For participant F these foods are good for the blood 
and building muscle, which denotes to physical power. Here the forms of 
food intake are reflected upon in terms of physicality within a wider social 
context to sustain both presentation and a practical role of earning a living as 
a builder.   

“I drink alcohol, smoke and I love to eat a good steak, oxtail meat and beef. I 
eat it as often as I can get it. They are good for the blood. A man needs his 
proteins you know, besides that I do heavy work. I eat red meat at least three 
days a week. My body, if you notice is quite firm, I eat proper meat as well. It 
is good for the muscle” (Participant F). 

The body becomes part of the everyday presentation and Participant F 
posed to draw attention to the size of his biceps asking if I have noticed it. 
The body is defined by its physicality and his food intake emanates from his 
idea of what masculine presentation should be. Eating red meat is subject to 
a variety of discourses arising from traditional masculinity which connotes 
strength and power as this is important for participant F who is engaged in 
heavy manual work and views it as positive (Sloane et al, 2009:784).  

Stibbe drawing from the discourses presented within men’s magazines, states 
that red meat does not cause ill-health, yet within these discourses meat 
consumption assists in the construction of the ‘muscular idealised man’ 
(Stibbe, 2004:39-41). Meat according to Adam (1990) is “a symbol of and 
celebration of male dominance”; ‘Real’ men eat meat and any failure to 
consume undermines masculine identity (Adam, 1990:34). The discourse of 
the powerful physical man is located within the social context of the working 
class male who prides himself on his physical strength.   
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Seeking medical help and negotiating challenges to loss of 
control 

Participants last reported episode of ill-health ranged from three weeks to 
seven years. All eight participants mentioned non-life threatening and 
specified physical illness, which comprised of twisted shoulder, back pain, 
abdominal pains, whiplash, torn cartilage, hernia, sprained ankle and 
laryngitis (See Appendix 4). 

Those who had noticeable symptoms such as laryngitis and a sprained ankle 
sought help immediately. These two participants were health conscious, 
university educated and married with children. Participant G worked as a 
council officer who needed to walk in order to do his job. Participant H was 
medically qualified and quite capable of self-diagnosis and in close proximity 
to medical help. Their ailments of sprained ankle and laryngitis, respectively 
could be described as ‘walk and talk’ ailments, essential for their working 
roles. There was no sense of holding stoic pain but seeking support around 
their operational skill.  

The above participants G and H differed from participants E single and 
unemployed, who suffered a torn cartilage and took a month to seek help. 
When questioned about what stopped him seeking help sooner replied:  

 “As I said, I did not think that there was anything wrong with my cartilage 
other than just a discomfort that I felt in my knee, even though I was aware 
after few weeks because the pain and discomfort was getting intense. And I 
knew that I ought to get help and investigate it, but then it is like I am not 
man enough, because I must be able to conquer pain, not the other way 
round. And the thought of having an operation on my knee in any eventuality 
filled me with horror.”(Participant E).  

Participant E mentions the concept of masculine identity in relation to his 
pain. Being a man entails riding it out and being able to conquer and 
dominate pain. Here the mind is exerted over the body, not the body 
controlling the mind. Linked with this act of strength was another discourse, 
the fear of going into hospital and having an operation. Terror and strength 
were interconnected on a polarity and provides some clues into how this 
masculine identity becomes played outwardly as a “front” (Whittington, 
2007). Behind the “front” is what has been masked and this is a terror.  

Participant C, works in a clerical role and suffered abdominal pain for three 
weeks. Whilst walking he felt well but the pain grew when he sat down. As 
the pain grew he decided to dissociate from the pain and tell himself that it 
will go away. Participant C’s displayed forms of masculine identity which are 
linked to his sense of ignoring the pain or dissociating from it. His masculine 
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identity is not based on conquering but denying pain and possibly was 
frightened of what the doctors’ feedback might reveal, however seek help at 
the end because pain and discomfort threatened his manhood virility. 

“I was under the weirdest or probably the most stupid to think that by 
ignoring the issue, it will sort of go away. I kept saying I will go tomorrow and 
tomorrow never seems to come. After all I have a higher threshold to 
withstand the pain.” (Respondent C). 

Participant F last reported ill-health was five years ago, secondary educated 
and co-habiting with his partner with three children. Participant F showed 
some concerns with structural issues with time off work as a builder means 
loss of earnings for him, which can have been very difficult to manage and 
most importantly for him, the thought of been examined through his rear end. 
Participant  F distinctively present himself as a strong masculine man who 
had maintained his active and physically demanding job as a builder for 
possibly over three decades and felt that there the little odd ailment here 
and there should not intimidate him. As participant F stated: 

“I just do not think that it was not worth the waste of time down the GP 
surgery when I could use other alternative remedies. I thought by keeping off 
spicy foods and the old granny tales of don’t do this or that will help but also 
for some strange reason, I am a bit worried about further investigation which 
the doctors mentioned before and that means having to check my back 
passage which I do not want, maybe I am just too worried about it, after all it 
is not been confirmed as conclusive yet.” (Participant F). 

Similar to participant E, participant F is not only denying that there was 
something wrong and possibly fears what the doctor’s feedback might reveal, 
yet was avoiding the issue of seeking  medical help as he fears being 
emasculated. This means subjecting himself to a further anal investigation, 
which entails the body being surrendered to the discourse of power and an 
intimate search being undertaken. Within this medical process any autonomy 
will be dissolved. Evans and colleagues study noted that some African-
Canadian men in Nova Scotia, avoided going to the GP for digital rectal 
examination for prostate cancer check-up because it was potentially 
humiliating because of the associated penetration of the anus and fear of a 
threatened masculinity (Evans et al, 2011:9).  

When asked about how they felt seeking help, most of the participants 
responded that even though it was necessary to seek help for their respective 
conditions, they felt a loss of power, linked to an absence of control, leading 
to a sense of personal defeat.  

Participant B’s who works as a truck driver, secondary educated who last 
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reported ill-health was seven years ago, waited one week before seeking 
help, stated: 

“The idea of me asking for help made me feel like I am not in charge, and as 
mentioned, I am a traditional man who is head of my household affairs and 
allowing someone to take over can be quite worrying. I have made so many 
excuses, putting off going to the doctors for so long and became used to the 
idea of pain and suffering, but at the end it needed to be done. I was glad I 
went and got the help I needed, I think I should know my body to notice 
when there is something wrong, and in this case there was something wrong 
enough for me not to ignore anymore.” (Participant B)  

Participant B’s condition indicates a recurrence of intermittent back trouble, 
which suggests to me an unresolved vulnerability for his professional work as 
a truck driver. He defines himself through exerting control. He is the head of 
his household and feeling powerless is debilitating. It undermines any sense 
of who he is as he is, someone through what he has power over, himself and 
others within his household. He has masked his pain by becoming 
accustomed to it. Rather than deny or conquer, another strategy he 
employed is accommodating his condition which rest upon ignoring his pain. 
So in a sense participant B’s sense of masculine pride was prolonging his 
illness. It is likely that participant B is masking his pain by displaying the 
highest of masculine reluctance level in an effort to maintain his masculine 
capability in and securing his job. Participant B like participant F having in 
common secondary level education, and doing manual masculine job does 
not consider it important to invest in his health due to his level of educational 
and social background as working class men, who only perceive their physical 
occupation as truck driver and builder as the pinnacle of their working 
capacities which they would seek to maintain and prolong even when they 
are severely ill. Pyke (1996) explains that working class men use their physical 
endurance and suffer pain and discomfort required of their manual 
occupation to convey a sense of true masculinity as an alternative to the 
‘hegemonic form’ ( Cited in Courtenay, 2000: 1392). These participants are 
particularly sensitive to any ill-health which might also explain why there are 
disparities in mortality and longevity rate for black Afro-Caribbean men. 

Respondents G and H when asked how they felt seeking help, expressed 
positivity. For instance participant H sought medical advice as he has medical 
knowledge. Despite his positive attitude towards seeking help, participant G 
stated he would not have sought help in the past: 

“Because I do not want to be indebted to anyone, people do not genuinely 
give help for no reason, but I guess this is different, this is about asking for 
medical help”. (Participant G). 
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Participant G highlights the concept of reciprocity which Mansfield, Addis 
and Mahalik (2003) explain is an idea that enable help-seeking behaviour. 
When men are able to reciprocate, it allows them to maintain their status and 
self-worth within an equal interaction. It evades any indebtedness to help 
received in the past (Mansfield, Addis & Mahalik, and 2003:103). This was 
explained by Mauss (1925) in relation to the “gift”. Reciprocity does not arise 
in doctor/patient interactions, because the power imbalance of professional 
and patient. Seeking help from a doctor is based on no longer being able to 
manage one’s health condition, thereby admitting vulnerability and loss of 
control (Mansfield, Addis & Mahalik, and 2003:103). Brooks (1998) argues 
that a loss of control leads to a breech in the wall of invincibility and the 
emotions and feelings emerging. However, here it appears to be an 
existential crisis around how an individual views themselves in relation to 
others. 

Perception of racism and trust in doctor/patient relationship 

In reflecting on the social context, for most of these participants, their 
experience with medical practitioners were positive. Participant B however 
experienced racism. As participant B explains: 

“The doctor was sarcastic, inhumane, no sympathy, dismissive, she did not 
believe me and was suspicious that I wanted to stay at home and not go to 
work, making comments that made me feel like I should not be coming seek 
help. That was not the case, cos I am a hardworking man who needs his 
entire physical body to be on the move. You know, mouths to feed indoors, 
and here is some doctor treating me like I am lazy. Some of these doctor’s 
attitude towards black people is very bad. The doctor treated me like I am 
some kind of beggar.”(Participant B). 

The relationship is problematic and involves the dynamics emanating from a 
white female doctor to a black patient. The discourse centres on work and 
assumptions. For Participant B, has back ache issues, the idea of supplicating 
himself before a doctor was humiliating enough. Here however, he is subject 
to the gaze of authority which measures his predicament within an 
assumption he is seeking a sick certificate because he is a malingerer. 
Participant B wanted support and kind words, instead he received sarcasm 
and dismissal. There was a mismatch around assumptions with power 
cascading from the doctor onto the patient in trying to define him. Here he is 
being undermined by the doctor about how he felt about himself as 
“hardworking”. As masculinities are not readily understood or read, as series 
of labels as (Becker, 1963) highlighted are drawn upon to categorise the 
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individual. Participant B outlines the inherent racism within the application of 
the label he was subject to. Racism can trigger unconscious biases halting 
access to resources (Williams & Mohammed, 2013:1158). It is thought that 
when one holds negative stereotypes of a particular group, these are 
deployed regardless of their social fit (Williams & Mohammed, 2013:1162). 

Participant F also had a negative experience stated: 

“My encounter with medical practitioner did not go well the last time, 
because the doctor was trying to tell me what was not wrong with me. I had 
hernia and was using painkillers to manage until I could not manage any 
longer. Instead of sending me for further check-up, he went and gave me 
some prescription for constipation. I nearly died and had to be rushed to the 
emergency for a speedy operation. Put it this way, that’s why I like to do my 
own thing. For some of these doctors, when it comes to the well-being of 
people of black minority ethnic group, their attitudes towards me was one of 
dismissal and will give you anything that comes into their head just to rid you 
off their sight. My trust for these doctors is misplaced.” 

(Participant F). 

Participant F was misdiagnosed and subject to the power of the medical gaze 
where his perspective was ignored. Instead he was overpowered by the 
medical gaze which turned out to be wrong. As a result he nearly died. Due 
to this he remains sceptical about the whole process because the basic issue 
of ‘trust’ is absent. Trust is a key ingredient for any medical based 
intervention. If there is no trust then the intervention founders. The 
doctor/patient relationship Parsons (1951) maintained, however was not 
reciprocal, but unequal. Medical encounters are clouded by power 
hierarchies, where patients are labelled. One such area is within the area of 
mental health detainment within U.K studies by psychiatrists suggested that 
black African-Caribbean patients are more likely to be given drugs and 
disproportionately misdiagnosed with schizophrenia (Knowles, 1991). Several 
researches highlighted these findings to racial stereotypes that black men are 
more inclined to being violent (Mukherjee et al, 1983 & Strakowski et al, 
1993). Black African-Caribbean men are suspicious of medical institutions, 
and since most African-Caribbean men hold lower social position within 
society, their reluctance to seek medical help is shaped by race and 
masculinity arising from being emasculated by the medical profession 
(Hammond et al, 2010:1301).  
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Self-medication and traditional remedies 

Six participants stated they were aware if not active around their awareness 
when prostate cancer, cardio-vascular disease, diabetes and chronic 
pulmonary disease was mentioned. However two respondents B and F lacked 
an awareness for all specified diseases mentioned. All six respondents 
showed no outward signs of worries or concern. However participants, A lost 
a friend to an unknown illness and C expressed outwardly his health concern. 
This seems to suggest that denial and dissociation were key issues in 
managing the awareness of illness.   

Participant D sought help when his current strategy was not working. He had 
avoided doctors because he felt it was not life threatening enough and 
therefore sought help when it was serious. This can prove particularly 
problematic for medical practitioners as when a disease becomes serious it 
means it is harder to treat. However for these men the notion of surrendering 
to the medical discourse and being overpowered as a result was not worth 
the price paying for vigilance. In this extract Participant D describes how he 
feels about his experiences: 

“It was not life threatening enough. I had no broken bones or blood spill. I 
don’t like staying in hospitals. I self-medicate with other drugs (Marijuana). I 
know what I had to do and must have a much needed rest. I kept away from 
hitting my head. To tell you the truth, it’s only because this headaches is 
causing me problems with my sight, I could not sort out myself, if this was 
anything like cold or flu, and I would not even have bothered to come.” 

 (Participant D). 

Participant D uses Marijuana to assist his condition. Participant D’s 
perception of his predicament becomes apparent when his sight worsened. 
Participant F also has his remedies derived from cultural sources. Whilst 
participant D uses Marijuana, participant F uses pepper soup with herbs and 
spices and white rum: 

“I took over the counter drugs and got my partner to make me pepper soup 
with loads of herbs and spices to help clear me head and had some strong 
white rum to wash out the rest of the toxins in my body. That’s what I call, 
taking care of business, until it turn into something far more serious and then 
sought medical help.” 

 (Respondent F). 

Here the strategies employed were based on an individual understanding in 
relation to their immediate culture (Gabe et al, 2004:135). Herzlich (1973) 
argued that ‘individual beliefs about health and illness pertains to the specific 
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culture or society in which people inhabit. Lay beliefs express a certain 
cultural autonomy and incorporate ideas of health and illness in relation to 
society’ (Cited in Gabe et al, 2004:136).  

For instance, people from Afro-Caribbean background tends to draw upon 
their lay knowledge and traditional healing strategies known as “Obeah” 
when certain illness emerges (Sutherland et al, 2014: 65). They have various 
homeopathic remedies which they employ first in gauging the extent to 
which the conditions becomes problematic, and if symptoms does not 
disrupt daily activity life continues (Sutherland et al, 2014:65-69), however the 
urgency to visit a doctor only becomes prominent when the condition worsen 
and the doctors are only called upon at crisis point. Here participant F enacts 
a diagnostic strategy concerning whether to visit a doctor and therefore 
display agency. 

Conceptions of Masculinity 

There are various conceptions of masculinity being deployed by these 
participants: provider, protector, leader and role model. There is a tension 
however between the ‘hegemonic’ norms of masculinity (Connell, 1995; 
Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) based on patriarchy and how these 
participants respond in managing their everyday life. There are some short 
coming echoed here, for the key issues for some of the African-Caribbean 
men in this study are the imbalances of power existing where they have to 
wrestle on a daily basis with unemployment, deprivation, racism, low levels of 
education and limited access to resources and services, where African-
Caribbean men cannot measure up to the ideals of the hegemonic norm.  

With the performances of male identities, the outward projection covers over 
the terrors of being rendered immobile and vulnerable. To cope with this, 
participant D uses cannabis as a way of coping or escapism from the harsh 
realities of everyday life, whilst participant A adopts a resistance to the flows 
of power in performing a popular style referred to as the ‘cool pose,’ a 
stylized form of masculinity that entails behaviours, scripts, performances, 
that convey a message of pride, strength and control in expressing 
resistances against racism, with determination to maintain self-worth and 
dignity in the face of oppression (Majors & Billson, 1992: 4). Masculinity is 
another component of gender and is according to Butler (1990) performative. 

In this extracts participant A’s adoption of the ‘cool pose’ is explained of 
what manhood means for him: 

“I have to be strong, tough, I can’t be seen as a lightweight (weak), I have to 
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be able to stand out and hold my own out in any situation.” 

 “I am a reveller, womaniser (eyes raised and hand up) now steady on, no 
disrespect to women or such, I have my main girlfriend but a lot of admirers 
and lady friends.”  

“I am a man and a black man for that matter and young who most guys can 
identify with. I am not the sort of guy, I allow people to take for instance, 
because if I tolerate any nonsense and don’t make my point or stand firm, 
there are guys around here who thinks they can step on people’s toes. Don’t 
get me wrong, I am not the sort of guy who goes around looking for trouble, 
not at all but if any one starts for sure I have to do what I have to do as a 
man.”  

“Growing up here back in the day was rough and still is, I see how family life 
have been taken apart with all the issues around here, so no one is treading 
on my turf.” 

“Some idiot brother (Boy in the hood) down the road start getting rash (Start 
trouble) with me, it does not take long before I show the numskull who is who 
around here.” 

“The last time someone attempt similar rubbish, trust me I gave back proper, 
just ask around here.  I am a cool guy, if I have not done any of these things, 
guys won’t rate me, they may try to underestimate me, and that is something 
I cannot have.”(Participant A). 

Participant A, the youngest of all the participants shows how the ideas of 
hyper-masculinity is bound up with being territorial, taking risks, promiscuity, 
use of aggression when needed, physical violence and respect.  His views 
define himself in relation to his womanising and not tolerating nonsense. He 
views himself as a ‘hard man’ and this as Courtenay argues, has potential 
implications for health seeking behaviour (Courtenay, 2000:1391), as any 
attempt to seek medical help would undermine his everyday presentation. 

Emotions are held in abeyance as aggression becomes part of the 
performance. Underneath the presentation however are the dynamics of 
what has been masked, as he reflects upon his personal history, where family 
life has been taken apart due to the dynamics each individual is subject to. 
There is an emotional side to this man which has been sublimated, as he 
exists within wider environment based on male dominance and has to keep 
up the presentation. The hegemonic presentation of power lies within a 
polarity of vulnerability. 

Whilst African-Caribbean men recognise and may draw on aspects of the 
hegemonic ideals of masculinity, they yet piece together aspect of it to 
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construct their own meanings of masculinity (Coles, 2009). Some of the men 
in this study emphasise part of it or reject all of it, as in the case of participant 
D who challenged the concept of hegemonic masculinity from a 
deconstructive position as he enquired: 

“Is there really a role called man, because I can do everything a woman can 
do except having a baby.”  

“If my woman earns more and can provide for the two of us and the child, 
then I am happy to stay home and play the house husband role. For me to 
be a man is a physical characteristic that defines me different physiologically 
from a woman.”  

“I work with whatever life throws at me. If the situation calls for me to step up 
to do my duty as a father, I step up to it. If it calls for me to do the role of the 
mother, I will do the nurturing”. (Respondent D). 

Participant D operates on a different polarity to participant A. Participant D is 
a working class unemployed man. Yet his sense of masculine identity is very 
different as he views himself as being a nurturer rather than a ‘hard man’. He 
does not juxtapose the dichotomy between male and female and is 
comfortable taking on the role of a nurturer, a role for him which is not 
defined by gender. There is no sense of being in competition with his partner 
around wage earning, or taking care of his children. Participant D does not 
have to prove his masculine self and perform a social role within the locality 
and is challenging the binary between men and women, nevertheless sees 
himself as a man and he is able to negotiate his role depending on what the 
situation calls for. 

Most participants in this study explain that their ideas of being a man came 
from their parents mainly father in particular or other male relative. 
Masculinity as a social construction, rather than a biological fact (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005) is explored by participant E whose statement depicts 
the traditional view of gender. Masculine identities are taught, through being 
given a ball to play football, by his father, who taught him how to fight and 
fix cars; he has significant awareness on the social dynamics which shaped 
him. Participant E masculine identities arise from the suppression of emotion, 
particularly around vulnerability, perceived as feminine. 

As a young boy growing, the first thing my father gave me was a ball, he 
used to teach me how to fight and show me how to work a car, taking me to 
football matches. The society that I live in as well have an expectation what a 
man should be. If a woman cries, society will say women are soft, it is their 
nature, if a man cried everybody rushes to shroud that weakness (Participant 
E). 
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A father’s perception of how his son should behave is influenced by 
traditionally and socially constructed expectation of gender. Father’s pass on 
the ways they have been socialised on to their sons without any reflections, 
as the expectation of the father are constantly re-enforced in the words they 
use and how they either affirm or ridicule their son’s masculine performance 
(Harper, 2004). The pressure from fathers to sons to perform gender along 
traditional lines, leads boys to internalise the masculine attributes of being 
hard and aggressive (Griffin, 1998). These actions are played out in male-
dominated spaces where they learn the coded language and behaviours 
which are integral, as they are relevant to the performance of male identity 
(Griffin, 1998). 

Participants D’s ideas of manhood differs from the rest of the other 
participants; his ideas come from his mother who played a significant role in 
his life as he commented: 

“My experience of growing up in a violent environment and seeing my 
stepdad’s attitude and  beating my mum up does not want to aspire to the 
definition of what a man is supposed to be such as strong, unemotional and 
aggressive. I do not have to be violent or aggressive to prove myself as a 
man.” (Participant D). 

“My mother was the provider, protector, breadwinner and the one who 
shouldered every responsibility in the household as my stepdad was a waste 
of space.” (Participant D) 

Participant D is been quite reflexive on how he construct his masculinity. 
Participant Ds experience evokes what took place within his family and how 
his masculine self was shaped based on a specific polarity of being 
supported by his mother who played a key role in his life as both were 
physically abused by his step-dad. For him he rejects this toxic side of the 
masculine as he sees it as negative, and rather embraced the feminine side 
as positive. 

This chapter looked at the discussions of participants and draws up empirical 
findings which will be discussed in the final chapter of the dissertation. 
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Conclusion 

The aim of this research was to analyse the health experience of African-
Caribbean men and how masculinity influences help-seeking behaviours. 
From the analysis it appeared that these men differed yet also had some 
similarities.  

In relation to health six out of the eight participants delayed their visit to 
any medical practitioner as they believed they could resolve the situation 
by themselves. Participants G works as a council officer and participant H 
works as a medical nurse. Of the eight participants’, both these men 
made an instant decision to seek help. Therefore, there was a different 
response amongst the participants to their health concerns and the 
response was not homogenous.  

Amongst those who did not seek help straightaway were participants A, 
B, C, D, E, F there were common themes emerging as they felt that 
seeking help would render them somehow less masculine. The 
performance of their masculine identities had a common thread. If they 
surrendered control to a medical health practitioner, they were somehow 
less of a man. In response to their health conditions, the men drew upon 
denial, conquering or accommodating themselves to physical pain. They 
used a variety of remedies which involved self-medicating with marijuana, 
spicy food, alternative remedies along with pain killers. It was only when 
these remedies failed and a crisis point occurred that each decided 
individually to seek further health support. It was this delay which defines 
them. Their masculine identities varied considerably but their reluctance 
to attend health support for a variety of different complaints had 
collective resonances to the dominant form of ‘hegemonic’ masculinity.  

Of the six participants, two of the men worked B, F undertook manual 
jobs which restricted their ability to attend the GP. Neither participant 
had regularly attended any health clinic for a number of years. Each 
viewed their health as defining their masculine performance, but neither 
belonged to a hegemonic group (Connell 1995). Out of the four, D and 
E were unemployed, participant A defines himself as a college student 
and participant C worked in a clerical job and all were similarly hesitant 
in seeking medical assistance.  

Two of the men B, F, has had negative previous experiences, one from 
being misdiagnosed and the other was subject to racist assumptions. 
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This created a breach of trust and led to their reluctance in seeking 
further support when they were ill. The other men A, C, D, E, however 
did not relate any previous negative experience but were still reluctant to 
go to the doctor. They defined their masculine identities on the basis of 
their physicality, rather than their psychological health. As a result of 
their denial, desire to conquer or accommodate it appeared there were 
other negative dynamics resulting.  

However, this was a performance of masculinity, as underneath this 
performance were multiple dynamics which challenged the concept of a 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ as defined by Connell (1995). For example, 
participant A operates a cool pose as a hard masculine ‘front’ whilst 
participant D performs a deconstructed role which is more self-reflexive 
and supportive. Both are black African-Caribbean working class males 
and this highlights that there are different performances of masculine 
identity being undertaken. Therefore it is not appropriate to define these 
men as fully operating a ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (Connell 1995). What 
six of them have in common, is a fear, denial and avoidance of seeking 
medical support.  

The limitations of the research are the small sample and an initial 
tendency to impose academic theory to explain the rationales of the 
men. It took considerable concentration to refer back to their 
perspectives and not drown them in academic labels such as 
‘Hegemonic masculinity’. This study, although small and limited, which is 
a limitation, however shows that a variety of individual masculinities 
existed and are performed.  

This study could have explored much deeper into the themes that 
emerged, which are issues around emotional health which was not 
covered. Should this study be repeated, it would be desirable to ask 
questions not only directly relating to the themes but also more broadly 
which would draw out more in-depth and rich material.  

The reliability and validity of this study can gauged by the consistency, 
deep and personal information revealed by all these men. This covered 
health fears and worries which are essentially private and would not be 
discussed among their peers. In addition this research bears some 
connection with existing studies such as Whittington’s (2007) research in 
South London. This study focus on African-Caribbean masculinities 
resonates with these findings plus offers new insights about a marginal 
population whose health status is on the verge of becoming a serious 
social problem.  

For public policy it is clear that further work is required to understand the 
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complexities around why men in general and African-Caribbean men in 
particular are reluctant in seeking help support and why they would rather 
suffer needlessly and die prematurely. Policy tends to be top-down and this 
research offers new insights. 



Victoria Priegan: health experiences of African-Caribbean men 

183 

Bibliography 

Adams, C. (1990) The sexual politics of meat: A feminist-vegetarian critical 
theory. New York: Continuum. 

Addis, M, E and Cohune, G.H. (2005) Social Scientific paradigm of 
masculinity and their implications for research and practice in men’s mental 
health. Journal of Clinical Psychology. 61: 633-647. 

Addis, M.E., and Mahalik, J.R. (2003) Men, masculinity, and the contexts of 
help-seeking. American Psychologist, 58 (1), 5-14. 

Airhihenbuwa et al., (2014) Why Culture Matters in Health Interventions: 
Lessons from HIV/AIDs Stigma and NCD’s. Health Education and Behaviour. 
4(1), 78-84. 

Alexander, B.K. (2006) Performing black masculinity: Race, Culture and queer 
identity. Plymouth: Alma Mira Press. 

Annandale, E. (1998) The Sociology of Health and Medicine. A Critical 
Introduction. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Becker, H. (1963) Outsiders. Studies in the Sociology of Deviance. New York: 
The Free Press. 

Bohan, J.S. (1993) Regarding gender: essentialism, constructionism and 
feminist psychology. Psychology of Women Quarterly. 17, 5-21. 

Bourdieu, P. (2001) Masculine Domination. Stanford, California: Stanford 
University Press. 

Braun, V and Clarke, V (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology. 3: 77-101. 

Bryman, A. (2008) Social Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Brooks, G.R. (1998) A new psychotherapy for traditional men. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

Butler, J. (1990) Gender Trouble. Feminism and the subversion of identity. 
London: Routledge. 

Chapman, R and Rutherford, J. (1988) Male Order. Unwrapping Masculinity. 
London: Lawrence and Wishart Ltd. 

Coles, T. (2009) Negotiating the field of masculinity: the production and 
reproduction of multiple dominant masculinities, men and masculinities. 12 



Victoria Priegan: health experiences of African-Caribbean men 

184 

(1), 30-44. 

Connell, R.W. (1995) The Men and the boys. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 

Connell, R. (1995) Masculinities. Oxford: Polity Press. 

Connell, R.W., and Messerschmidt, J.W. (2005). Hegemonic masculinity: 
Rethinking the concept. Gender and Society, 19 (6), 829-859.  

Courtenay, W.H. (2000) Constructions of masculinity and their influence on 
men’s well-being: a theory of gender and health. Social Science and 
Medicine, (50) 1385-1401. 

Courtenay, W., McCreary, D., and Merighi, J. (2002). Gender and ethnic 
differences in Health beliefs and behaviours. Journal of Healthy Psychology, 
7(3), 219-231. 

Crawford, M. (1995). Talking Difference: On Gender and Language. 
Thousand Oaks, CA. Sage Publication. 

De Beauvoir, S. (1949) The Second Sex. (Vintage feminism) Short Edition. 
London: Vintage books. 

Dolan, A. (2011) ‘You can’t ask for a Dubonnet and lemonade!’ working class 
masculinity and men’s health practices. Sociology of Health and Illness. 33(4), 
586-601. 

Evans, J et al (2011) Health, Illness, Men and Masculinities (HIMM): A 
theoretical framework for understanding men and their health. 8 (1), 7-15. 

Ferber, A.L. (2007) The Construction of Black Masculinity. White Supremacy 
Now and Then. Journal of Sport and Social Issues. 31(1), 11-24.  

Freund, P.E.S; Meredith, B; Podhurst, L.S. (2003), Health, Illness, and the 
Social Body. A Critical Sociology 4th Edition. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 

Gabe, J; Bury, M; and Mary Ann Elston. (2004), Key Concepts in Medical 
Sociology. London: Sage. 

Galdas, P.M; Cheater, F and Marshall, P. (2005) Men and health help-seeking 
behaviour: Literature review. Journal of Advanced Nursing 49(6), 616-623. 

Gatens, M. (1996) Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power and Corporeality. London: 
Routledge. 

Gerson, J.M., Peiss, K., (1985) Boundaries, negotiation, consciousness: 
reconceptualising gender relations, Social Problems. 32(4), 317-331. 

Goffman, E. (1963) Stigma; notes on the management of spoiled identity. 



Victoria Priegan: health experiences of African-Caribbean men 

185 

Englewood Cliffs, N.J., Prentice-Hall. 

Griffin, P. (1998) Strong Women, Deep Closets: Lesbians and Homophobia in 
Sports. Champaign, 111. Human Kinetics. 

Hammond et al., (2010) Masculinity, Medical Mistrust, and Preventive Health 
Services Delays among Community-Dwelling African-American. 25(12), 1300-
1308. 

Harper, S. R. (2004) “The Measure of a Man: Conceptualizations of 
Masculinity Among High-Achieving African American Male College 
students.” Berkeley Journal of Sociology. 48 (1), 89-107. 

Heidlebaugh, J. (2016) Men’s Health in Primary Care. Current clinical practice. 
(Ed): Neil Skolnik. Humana Press. 

Helgeson, V. (1995) Masculinity, men’s roles and coronary heart disease. In 
men’s health and illness: gender, power and the body, edited by Donald 
Sabo and Fredrick Gordon, 68-104. London: Sage. 

Herzlich, C. (1973) Health and Illness: A Social Psychological Analysis. 
London: Academic Press. 

Kachtan, D and Wasserman, V. (2015) (Un) dressing masculinity: The body as 
a site of ethno-gendered resistance. 22 (3), 390-417. 

Keating, F. (2007) African and Caribbean Men and Mental Health: A Race 
Equality Foundation Brief Paper. 

Keating, F and Robertson, D. (2004) Fear, black people and mental illness: A 
vicious circle? Health and Social Care in the community. 12(5), 439-447. 

Kimmel, M. (1995) Manhood in America: A Cultural History. New York: Free 
Press. 

Lemelle, A. J. (2010) Black Masculinity and Sexual Politics. New York: 
Routledge. 

Majors, R., and Billson, J. M. (1992). Cool pose; the dilemmas of Black 
manhood in America in. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. 

Mansfield, A.K, Addis, M.E and Mahalik, J.R. (2003) “Why won’t he got to the 
doctor?” The psychology of men’s help-seeking. International of Men’s 
health. 2: 93-109. 

Matthews, B and Ross, L. (2010) Research Methods. A practical guide for the 
social sciences. England: Pearson Education Limited. 

Mauss, M. (1925; 2001ed.) The Gift: The Forms and Functions of Exchange in 
Archaic Societies. London: Routledge. 



Victoria Priegan: health experiences of African-Caribbean men 

186 

Ministry of Justice (2010) ‘Statistics on race’. Available at: 

http://www.justice.gov.uk/downloads/statistics/mojstats/stats-race-cjs-
2010.pdf.  

Mukherjee, S; Shukla, S; Woodley, J; Rosen, A.M and Olarte, S. (1983) 
Misdiagnosis of Schizophrenia in bipolar patients: A multi-ethnic comparison. 
American Journal of psychiatry. 140: 1571-1574.  

Mutua, A.D. (2006) Progressive Black Masculinities. New York: Routledge. 

Nettleton, S. (2006) The Sociology of Health and illness. 2nd Edition. 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 

O’Donnell, M and Sharpe, S. (2000) Uncertain Masculinities. Youth ethnicity 
and class in contemporary Britain. London: Routledge.  

Parson, T. (1951) The Social System. New York: Free Press. 

Pleck, J.H., Sonenstein, F. L., and Ku, L.C (1993). Masculinity Ideology and its 
correlate. In S. Oskamp and M. Constanzo (Eds.), Gender issues in social 
psychology (pp85- 110). Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Pyke, K.D. (1996) Class-based masculinities: the interdependence of gender, 
class and interpersonal power. Gender and Society. 10. 527-549. 

Reverby, S. (2009) Examining Tuskegee: The Infamous Syphilis Study and its 
legacy. USA: The University of North Carolina Press. 

Ritchie, J; and Lewis, J (2003) Qualitative Research Practice. A Guide for 
Social Science Students and Researchers. London: Sage. 

Rogers, et al., (2015) Masculinities among African Men: An Intersectional 
Perspective. Psychology of Men and masculinity. 

Sarantakos, S. (2013) Social Research 4th Ed New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Seale, C. (2012) Research Society and Culture. 3rd Ed London: Sage. 

Seidler, V.J. (1994) Unreasonable men. Masculinity and Social Theory. 
London Routledge. 

Sloane, C; Gough, B and Conner, M. (2010) Healthy masculinities? How 
ostensibly healthy men talk about lifestyle, health and gender, Psychology 
and Health, 25:7, 783-803. 

Staples, R. (1982) Black Masculinity: The Black Male’s Role in America Society. 
San Francisco, CA: The Black Scholar Press. 

Stibbe, A. (2004) Health and the Social Construction of Masculinity in Men’s 
Health Magazine. Vol 7 (1) 31-51. 



Victoria Priegan: health experiences of African-Caribbean men 

187 

Strakowski, S.M, Shelton, R.C and Kolbrenner, M.L. (1993) The effects of race 
and comorbidity on clinical diagnosis in patients with psychosis. Journal of 
Psychiatry. (54), 96-102. 

Sutherland, P; Moodley, R and Chevannes, B. (2014) Caribbean Healing 
Traditions: Implications for Health and Mental Health. U.K. Routledge. 

Thompson, E.H., and Pleck, J. H (1995). Masculinity ideologies: A review of 
research instrumentation on men and masculinities. In R.F. Levant and W.S 
Pollack (Eds), a new psychology of men. (pp.129-163). New York: Basic Books. 

Tyler, R.E; and Williams, S. (2014) Masculinity in young men’s health: 
Exploring health, help-seeking and health service use in an online 
environment. Journal of Health Psychology. 19 (4) 457-470. Sage Publication. 

Watson, J. (2000) Male Bodies, health culture and identity. Buckingham: 
Open University Press. 

Whittington, D. (2007) Beaten into Violence: Anger, Masculinities, Alcohol, 
and Narcotics. U.K: Author house. 

Williams, D.R and Mohammed, S.A. (2013) Racism and Health 1: Pathways 
and Scientific Evidence. American Behavioural Scientist. 57 (8) 1152-1173. 
Sage Publication. 








	prelims
	introduction
	DISSERTATION FOR ANTHOLOGY nayyar
	Dissertation for Anthology by Mashudah
	DhruveeMasters_Dissertation_Edited
	Nile Sobers-Bennett Edited Dissertation
	Sociology Dissertation Priegan
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page



