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The group this submission will explore is young black men and how they are portrayed and potentially misrepresented in 2 chosen images and in society. Initially, there will be a brief introduction to 2 the chosen images. Thereafter there will be a comparison of the 2 images in relation to key similarities and differences. This will be followed by an examination of the extent to which these images represent the group pictured. 
[image: Battle-scarred: youths at a recent forum convened in a Kids Company safe house]

Figure 1. An image showing 5 young black men in front of a fence at Kids Company Safe House, London. (Hambury, 2013) This image will be considered a negative representation of this group for the purposed of this submission. This image is taken from an Evening standard news article titled, “These young gangsters have lost so many friends they’ve stopped going to their funerals...” (Evening Standard, 2013). 

[image: See the source image]

Figure 2. This image shows 14 young black men in the grounds of Cambridge University (Ogunbiyi, 2017). This image is from an article in the Mirror titled “The photo of 14 young black men at Cambridge University which is already changing lives” (Mirror, 2017). For the purposes of this submission this image is considered a positive portrayal of young black men. 

The positive and negative portrayal of the young black men pictured in these 2 images can be perceived through several lenses. Firstly, in the context of the location in which the pictures are taken. Without any context Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) can be understood as being taken in an outdoor urban or community setting. This has negative connotations as this indicates the individuals are hanging around outdoors with intent to potentially commit crime. Further context provided by the accompanying article explains that this image is taken in the grounds of Kids Company Safe House in Camberwell, London (Evening Standard, 2013).  Similarly, Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) also portrays young black men in an outdoor setting. However, in this instance the architecture of the building shows that this is likely not a residential or urban setting. Further context from the corresponding article (Mirror, 2017) identified these men as students in the grounds of the University of Cambridge, a prestigious institution where black men are a minority. In the 2019 – 2020 academic year, Black and Minority Ethnic students made up just 28% of home undergraduate students at the University of Cambridge (University of Cambridge, 2021). 

The second way in which these young black men in the 2 images can be perceived is through how identifiable the individuals are. In Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) the identities of the individuals are concealed. This could be perhaps due to privacy and safeguarding concerns. However, society often associates concealed identities with criminality and potential public security concerns. In contrast to this, in Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) the men’s identities are clearly revealed. This transparency portrays these young black men in a more positive light and fosters a sense of increased trust in these young black men when compared to those pictures in Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013). Direct control can be identified in the way these images portray young black men. Nye (1958) defines direct control as “actual or possible restraints that can be marshalled against deviance” (Nye, 1958, cited in Chriss, 2007 p. 2). These restraints can include both legal and informal sanctions as also referenced by Hirschi (2005). It could be argued that in both images the men are impacted by direct control through a desire to avoid sanctions. In Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) this manifests through the choice to conceal their identities. This may be linked to the fact that gang affiliation can have legal implications and the identities are protected to avoid this happening. In addition to this if these men were to be identified as having spoken to the media this may result in them suffering social sanctions from other gang members and peers. The choice to reveal the men’s identities in Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) could be perceived in relation to the direct control applied to young black men as a whole group. To openly revealing their identities, it could be argued that they are therefore counteracting the social and legal control that other young black men may be subjected to. 

The final key factor in this image is clothing choice of the individuals pictured. The individuals in Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) appear to be all dressed in similar style clothing and hooded jumpers. This could be perceived as a uniform, bringing a sense of conformity to the group. This could be considered an instance of social control, specifically internal control where the individuals dress a certain way to conform to the norms set within their social group. Simmel (1950) talks about how a sense of belonging can be created in small groups through collective identities. Despite this sense of belonging, this choice of clothing also contributes into the narrative that young black men in hooded clothes are likely to commit crime and be affiliated with a gang. To address these stereotypes a campaign that focused on clothing and societal perceptions of black men in public spaces emerged in London in 2019.  “56 Black Men” (BBC News, 2019) used images of 56 successful black men wearing tracksuits. This was an attempt to break down stereotypes in which society assumes a young black man in a tracksuit is a criminal when their reality could be very different (BBC News, 2019). In contrast to this, in Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) each man is dressed differently, in less casual clothing and their clothing choices portray a sense of individuality. In contrast to Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) these men are trying to control societies perceptions of them by presenting themselves in a way that breaks down the conformity seen in a gang and portrays each man as an individual. A campaign titled “Bearded Dapper Gents” (Huff Post, 2017) was started in the USA to challenge the narrative and perceptions of black men through images of black men in suits. This was started in response to the lack of images of successful black men that could be found on a basic internet search (HuffPost, 2017).

It is important to consider the wider context of the 2 images, the reasons for their publication in the media and the potential impact of this on societal perceptions of young black men. Pitts (2020) explains that there is much debate as to whether there is a majority proportion of young black people involved in gangs. However, the portrayals in the media such as Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) in relation to headlines that reference “gangsters” fuel a narrative that a large proportion of young black men are involved in crime and further provides a justification for societal fear of black men (Evening Standard, 2013). To support this Pitts (2020) suggests that the “media storm around the gang issue has obscured the fact that only a small minority of Black young people are involved in gangs and gang crime” (Pitts, 2020, p. 156). An example of this misrepresentation can be seen in the findings of the Metropolitan Police Gangs Matrix for London, a report founded to predict the likelihood of gang involvement (The Guardian, 2021).  In 2018, 89% of the 3362 individuals on this matrix were from Black or Minority Ethnic backgrounds (The Guardian, 2021). Amnesty international (2018) have also criticised this report and described it as “part of a racialised war on gangs, triggered by the Conservative government after the riots in 2011, that stigmatised Black youngsters and violated human rights” (Amnesty International, 2018 cited in Pitts, 2020, p. 147). Worden and Shepard’s (1996) theory supports this and suggests those from minority groups and lower-class people are more likely to be involved with police interventions, and when those from minority groups are involved in police interventions, they are therefore more likely to lead to an arrest.  In 2021, London Mayor, Sadiq Khan, requested for the matrix to be reviewed (The Guardian, 2021). This review resulted in 1,000 young black men being removed from the matrix which now consists of 2,305 individual (Metropolitan Police Service, 2021). Despite this reduction, it was noted that several individuals on the list were listed due to their associations and not their individual behaviour. This is an example of legal control as the threat of potential legal sanctions and the inclusion on a legal matrix can impact the lives of those listed in their interactions with police. In practice this may mean those who have not committed any offence would be treated as suspect for gang activity and are judged not by their individual behaviour but though associations. Following the review, it was also noted that 8 out of every 10 individuals listed on the matrix are still from an African-Caribbean background (The Guardian, 2021). This suggest much further reforms are needed to break down assumptions and racial biases within society and the police. 

Interestingly the men pictured in Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) also “talked about how prison held no fear for them, that “in the hood” going to prison was a “rite of passage”, much like a middle-class child thinks about university” (Evening Standard, 2013). In this instance is likely that social sanctions are more prominent here than any fear of legal sanctions. This suggests that this is often the only way of life these young men can imagine for themselves and have accepted situations that are outside of wider social norms,  such as being imprisoned, as commonplace for them. Beresford and Wood (2016) support this notion that there is more to gang membership than mindless violence. They suggested “to tackle gang membership effectively it is vital that we learn to live with the juxtaposition that gang members are violent individuals and also vulnerable victims” (Beresford and Wood, 2016, p.153). Becker (1963) introduces the concept of ‘master status’ and how once a deviant label is applied this can then become the dominant trait of a person and override other personality and even relationships (Becker, 1963). In this example, wider society had identified these individuals as a gang and therefore criminal which then becomes the norm.

While Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) provides a contrasting positive perception of this group, it is unfortunately only representative of the lived experience of a small proportion of young black men when compared to young white men. The justification of this image is that these men are the exception and aims to purposefully counteract stereotypes of young black men that are already well established in society. The purpose of this Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) is therefore to break down this labelling and stereotyping. As stated by one of the men pictured, they wish to “encourage young black men to believe that they can come here” (Mirror, 2017). In 2015 only 21.9% of applicants to Cambridge were Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) (Mirror, 2017). In more recent reports students from a BAME backgrounds comprised 31.6% of home undergraduate applicants and 28.0% of all students who accepted a place in 2019-20 were BAME (University of Cambridge, 2021). While it is clear there is progress being made there are several barriers to be overcome that limit the academic opportunities of young black men. Firstly, the lack of representation of BAME students in Russell Group Universities has implications in wider society as this lack of representation is then replicated into the graduate careers of those students and beyond. Secondly, it could be argued that this disparity in the among of applications from BAME young people stems from societal norms that are developed in early childhood and are then further reinforced through educational settings. Gillborn and Youdell (2000) believe that young black boys are more likely be perceived as rule breakers by their teachers and are considered more aggressive than their peers. A consequence of this is that teachers then have an increased likelihood of sanction black children more severely for minor acts of deviance. 

Wright, Maylor and Pickup (2021) suggest that “Black males are disproportionately excluded from school compared with students from white British and other ethnic groups” and further to this “School exclusion has officially been linked by the British government to the increase in young Black males carrying knives and knife crime in England and Wales” (Wright et al 2021 p. 4). It is therefore unsurprising that the amount of young black males that go on to complete further education and consequently higher education is disproportionately lower than in their white peers. The cause of this could also be attributed to the fact that involvement in knife crime often means that Governments perceive young black males as “more likely to be in prison and/or youth offender institutions than achieving highly in school or higher education” and “that time spent educating young Black men is wasted.” (Wright et al, 2021 p. 3-4).

In conclusion, while the primary purpose of Figure 1 (Hambury, 2013) was to illustrate a specific group of young men, it’s use in the media further fuels the pre-existing perception that young black men are criminal. The various sources cited throughout this submission, suggest this is a misinterpretation and there are several wider social and legal controls that inform this stereotype. The representation of young black men portrayed in Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) has therefore emerged as a direct result of  many images like Figure 1 (Hambury, 2017) and provides an alternative and more positive representation of young black men. To that extent these images go some way to representing the lives of some young black men but cannot be considered a fair representation of all young black men. There is a much wider spectrum of lived experiences of young black men that are not shown in the media. In this context the men pictured in Figure 2 (Ogunbiyi, 2017) are not praised specifically for their academic achievements but rather for achieving that many young black men do not feel they are able to. The 2 images therefore have potential impacts on all young black men as they can serve to either fuel or break stereotypes placed upon them by society and provide a wider spectrum of opportunity. 

Wider society also has an active role to play in dismantling unconscious bias built through system racism found within society and legal authorities. There is also a need for society to continue to challenge these stereotypes and provide wider representation within the media and across academic institutions of young black men. This can be tackled from 2 angles. Firstly, to address the underlying factors that mean young black men are so much more likely to be involved in gang related activity than their white peers. Secondly to continue to provide a platform for positive role models for young black men to understand the variety of life choices available to them.
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