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Charlynne – On the Inside 

By Shamser Sinha 

Charlynne Bryan is a 22-year-old woman from Dominica living in Leyton, East London. She’s 

often assumed to be ‘Jamaican’ and interpolated as part of the black community coming to 

London in the mid twentieth century. As such, she has had to learn to put up with 

misrecognitions and misunderstandings; 

A lot of people haven’t heard of Dominica and I don’t like having to 

explain that it’s not Dominican Republic; it is indeed Dominica, a 

totally different place. 

Charlynne came to Britain as an 18 year old student; she obtained a first class degree in 

Psychosocial Studies at the University of East London in 2009. Her time in London has been 

an adventure of self-exploration, an opportunity to spread her wings beyond the small island 

world of her childhood. She loves the physical landscape of the city, with its history written 

into its ancient buildings and landmarks.  During her time as a student she also sometimes 

worked in sectors of London’s economy that rely on migrant labour. For a period she was a 

shelf packer in a central London branch of ‘Abercrombie and Fitch’, a luxurious clothing 

brand, restocking the shop at night ready for the next day’s trade. As Sukhdev Sandhu notes, 

in his book Night Haunts it is migrant labour 

that does the nocturnal work that makes 

London’s daytime economy work (Sandhu 

2006).  

Charlynne’s participation in the EUMARGINS 

project has offered a way for her to 

document this experience. She has done this 

through, keeping a scrapbook, making 

journal entries, and assembling visual 

fragments from her everyday life that 

represent her past and her present situation.  

At one of our meetings she talked us through 

her scrapbook, explaining the choices she 

made and the reasoning behind all the 

included elements. She speaks with her 

hands as much as she does with her voice, 

conveying joy and excitement as well 

apprehension.     
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She also wrote a poem1 as part of this process. The provisional title for her poem was 

‘Outsiders’ but she changed it because it is a story “about me on the inside still looking in”.  

I’ve got in here [entered the UK] but I’m still the little foreigner, I’m 

still the outsider, as my poem will tell you.  OK?  

She reads her fingers moving slowly 

from line to line.  The poem 

describes her encounter with a black 

British Immigration officer. It stages 

precisely what we mean by a ‘new 

hierarchy of belonging’; white state 

power here dons a black mask and 

Charlynne is faced with an invasive 

look that deceptively mirrors her 

own likeness. There is of course 

nothing new about this formulation: 

the culture of racism has never been 

contained by the colour-line. Frantz Fanon argued that a colonizing culture makes the 

colonised in its own image, drawing them within the colonial order and establishing a 

hierarchy that divides and orders. In his well-known essay, ‘West Indians and Africans’, 

Fanon writes “the enemy of the Negro is often not the white man but a man of his own 

colour”.  This is not to say that white racism is not at play in these encounters, rather the 

colonising culture produces ‘affective complexes’ that pit each against the other in a 

scramble to find a footing in the society whose modes of belonging are imbued with racism. 

Gilroy argues that Fanon’s thinking challenges us to understand the ways in which ‘race’ is 

not merely a social construction but a type of ‘sociogeny’ (Fanon 1986: 13) that defines 

patterns of behaviour and modes of being. This, Gilroy suggests in his book ‘Darker than 

Blue’, “directs us to the costs, for both victim and perpetrators” of the racial straightjackets 

that inhibit the social and political environment “where any common humanity is 

‘amputated’ and authentic interaction between people becomes almost impossible”. 

Charlynne says she did not pose an actual threat to the immigration official but believes that 

the animosity with which she is greeted is because, as an outsider, she poses a threat. Those 

new foreigners, who bare a striking similarity to the old foreigners, are consequently ranked 

lower on a hierarchy of belonging.  The price for a form of contingent belonging for migrants 

or their descendents may be paid in part by being complicit within a hierarchy that places 

newcomers and others below them. Economically, there may be an incentive for this in 

terms of jobs within institutions that require racist practice. Being an immigration official is 

the most obvious example. Charlynne says it is; 

the price that you have to pay to get where you want to be. 

                                                           
1
 The poem is included at the end of the text, on page 6. 
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The system maintains its image of diversity while, as Fanon commented, “the oppressed 

flings himself upon the imposed culture with the desperation of a drowning man” (Fanon 

1980b: 39 emphasis in the original). At the end of Charlynne’s poem we learn that the 

immigration official remains an ‘outsider too’ despite her ‘British chit chat.’ The immigration 

officer’s position contains a tragic anxiety. Charlynne’s presence is a reminder of the 

tenuous nature of her own place on the ladder that holds the promise of full citizenship. The 

diversity of the system – represented in the figure of the black immigration officer - appears 

to displace older legacies of racism, and yet the new order remains haunted by a current 

racism which positions both the immigration officer and the ‘immigrant’ albeit in different 

ways. The encounter in Charlynne’s poem is animated by these anxious subject positions.  

We asked Charlynne if that was her intention.   

Interviewer: So if I’ve got this, as I’m reading it, she [the immigration 
official] knows she’s an outsider, in her head she knows she’s an 
outsider and you’re in a way reminding her of the fact that she too is 
an outsider. 

Charlynne: Yeah. 

Interviewer: So she has to adopt this pose of making you look like an 
outsider so she kind of elevates herself. 

Charlynne: Yeah, yeah. Definitely. And that’s what I wanted to bring 
in the poem. 

Here again there is an echo of Fanon.  He argued that colonized groups become integrated 

into a culture of racism so that they see others through the colonizer’s lens.  Fanon writes, 

that the black “civil servant is not only the colonial administrator but the constable, the 

customs officer, the registrar, the soldier, at every level [...] an inescapable feeling of 

superiority develops [...], becomes systematic, hardens”.     

There is a new twist that is the product of the post-colonial condition.  We have also 

recorded incidents where migrants, faced with a choice in the ‘immigration line’, have opted 

to encounter a white immigration official rather than a black one as they felt they had a 

chance of better treatment from a white official.  The key to this new racial landscape is that 

“racism no longer dares to appear without disguise” (Fanon 1980b: 36). The white 

immigration officer is licensed to appear tolerant and understanding to the migrant who 

comes before him/her as proof that s/he nor the system itself is not racist: while the black 

immigration officer is expected to be tough and hostile as proof of his/her real and ultimate 

allegiance to the state and the nation. We would push this observation further to suggest 

that the forms of ethnic and racial ranking driven by a culture of racism reach into the most 

intimate social encounters.  Charlynne commented on the cultural distinctions that are 

made as a result: 

When I first came here people would call me 'bush' because of the 

way I spoke all the time. Not because of my accent but because of the 
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way I used my words, because of the way I said things.  I’ve always 

thought that my English was perfect and I came here and I realised 

that sometimes the way you say certain words just is different.  Like 

for example my boyfriend always pulls me up on this one. Fear, fair.  

The word F, A, I, R, or F, A, I, R, Y, fairy.  I used to say feary but he say, 

it’s not feary.  I was like, well where I’m from we say feary all the time 

and nobody says it isn’t feary. So why should I come to London and 

change it now.  Why should it be that when I get here I have to finally 

start speaking English like all the Englishman speaks English? 

Charlynne commented how quickly it is possible to be drawn into the ranking and 

positioning of others in this way.  At the time when we interviewed her she was working in 

the shop of a community organisation.  She talked about how she began falling into a similar 

pattern of viewing other with suspicion:   

And although I’m writing that [poem] as being someone who the 

contempt is shown to, toward, I have known myself to feel contempt 

towards people who have come after me, who are outsiders 

themselves.  So I’m writing it from a double perspective. 

Charlynne shows here that by putting others down, one elevates oneself but it is a psychic 

balancing act. The very act of putting someone down reveals a need for status and/or 

respect that is otherwise not satisfied and which may be inwardly damaging. Tension 

constantly exists because one’s footing and position on the ladder is neither stable nor clear 

and is subject to a racialised situation permeating far into the fabric of our lives. In the 

interview Charlynne talks about how these forms of position are manifest: 

When people come into the shop I don’t have any thing against 

people who don’t speak English as their first language but it annoys 

me when they come in and they cannot speak English and they tell 

you, I cannot speak English and oh no speak English.  But they do so 

many silly things and it does annoy me. 

Her double perspective allows us an insight into the insidious damage these hierarchies of 

belonging do to social life. Others misrecognise us while we misrecognise others.  

And then I think the last bit [of the poem] just shows that I know, I as 

well should have more tolerance towards them because I myself am 

somebody who just came and people looked at me that way when I 

first came. 

These metaphorical ‘checkpoints’ permeate the micro-spaces of social life in which shame, 

displacement and status anxiety damage the quality of social encounter.  Looking at others 
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reminds Charlynne of the shame or damages to self esteem that invasive inspection, naming 

and placing causes. She then displaces some of this onto customers in her shop:  

But it’s still something that me looking here, they remind me of where 

I was when I first came and it’s something that sometimes you don’t 

want to be reminded of what you came from.  Sometimes you just 

want to move on and not remember, not remember that once 

somebody looked at you and thought that you were backwards too. 

As Paul Gilroy points out, the racism that orders the tableau of social life: “brings out the 

very worst in everybody whose lives are distorted by its mirage”. Despite the animosity she 

encountered, Charlynne entered Britain with energy and ambition, with, as she put it ‘an 

‘excited twinkle in my eye’ and an ‘unbridled energy pulsing through me, aimed at the sky’. 

A desire and vigour to participate, encounter and experience all the unmanageable 

splendour of London life.  Contained in her account is a reckoning with the ‘pecking orders 

of integration’ and what we’ve called the new hierarchies of belonging. Charlynne finds 

London’s ineffable multiculture intoxicating, a city of history and surprise. She struggles 

against racial scripts and selective inclusions in order to embrace the opportunity of more 

convivial encounters with difference. Her story reveals the city’s paradoxical nature, haunted 

by the legacy of racism that holds its postcolonial present hostage and yet containing 

breaches that afford moments of escape.        

[Charlynne’s poem on the following page] 
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