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So what did we learn, 2020? 
That to no one’s real surprise, 
some of the people out there 
are not so “very fine” after all; 

that we’ve actually come nowhere 
near as far as we should have in the 50 
years since the civil rights movement; 
that yes, some lives really do seem 
to matter less than others; and that 
riots remain Martin Luther King’s 
“language of the unheard”?

Or that while some of us have 
decided to just stop talking to each 
other about the social construct of 
race, many people struggle to even 
start?

Art is a performative gesture, and 
a gesture’s coda, as Les Ferdinand 
warned in September about the 
practice of taking the knee, becomes 
“diluted” without action. But it can 
also bring us closer to the American 
artist Kara Walker’s idea of the 
discursive demilitarised zone, “a 
conflicted or contestable space, 
without real-world injury or loss”. 
Simply put, how can art help us to 
have the conversations we need to 
have - without confrontation, but with 
understanding and empathy?

No one can argue Thanet isn’t a 
blank canvas; to the Office of National 
Statistics, the mid-90th percentile of 
Margate residents identify as White 
British. Now a growing number of 
artists with local ties are challenging 
race and identity labels in their work, 
and in their lives, and inviting us to 
engage in the difficult but respectful 
conversations that human beings in 
modern democracies are supposed 
to treasure. Three of the four artists 
below exhibited as part of Margate 
NOW 2020, a multi-disciplinary arts 
festival, guest-curated by People Dem 
Collective. Their work offers us some 
fresh new local perspectives on a 
nationwide talking point. 

Eighteen-year-old artist and design 
student Leondre Ansah is a regular 
visitor to family members in Margate, 
and his participation in this summer’s 
Black Lives Matter march in the town 
fostered an increased awareness of 
how he can interrogate discussions 
about race in his own art. (His mother 
is English; his father is half-Ghanaian, 
half-Croatian.) His work incorporates 
Ghanaian Adinkra symbols, 
butterflies (“a symbol of vulnerability 
and fragility”) and representations of 
iconic Black performers such as the 
late Black Panther actor Chadwick 
Boseman. 

“I feel like identity isn’t explored 
enough, so I explore this in my pieces 
in diverse ways,” he says. “Art is a 
fundamental way of emphasising the 
problems in today’s society, and how 
it can feel to be a person of colour.” 
He recounts the story of a formative 
encounter with a group of bullies on 
a basketball court in Greece while on 
holiday. “Verbal remarks, basically 
saying that I’m not black, I’m white,” 
he says. “I identify as mixed-race, and 
they couldn’t get round that. They 
wanted me to choose what I was.”

Ansah hopes his work will 
trigger discussions about this kind 
of compulsive demand for the 
categorisation of identities. “The 
thing about racism is that it’s hidden, 
and you never really know when it’s 
going to come out,” he says. “But art 
starts the conversation, and makes it 
easier for people to see that it’s still 
happening.”  ►
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Margate-based Phien O’Phien 
is a Pavee “idearist”, an artistic 
conceptualist who has held exhibitions 
on discrimination and homelessness 
across the country. He says that the 
Pavee, or Mincéirí, are not Irish 
Travellers, as they are regularly 
described; they are “the indigenous 
people of Ireland”, whose ethnicity is 
now recognised in UK and Irish law. 

“We tended horses for the Romans, 
in this country. That’s how far back 
we go,” he says. “There’s a myth 
that we arrived here in the 1970s. 
That’s ridiculous. If you go round 
the country (there are approximately 
15,000 Pavee in the UK) you’ll find 
that a lot of them, like me, don’t 
have any connection to Ireland at 
all.” He maintains that the catch-all 
Travellers descriptor can often be a 
misleading label which sometimes 
ignores the diversity and origins of 
its individual groupings. “It’s a term 
that was invented by the French for 
the Romany, because they travelled in 
wagons,” he says. “If we’d been given 
the name ‘hoppers’, would you expect 
us to hop everywhere we go?”

O’Phien points out that an itinerant 
population has long been part of 
local history. “The circus proprietor 
Lord George Sanger, connected to 
Dreamland, was a travelling showman, 
and a lot of the people with business in 
Dreamland were Travellers,” he says. 
“Tracy Emin is said to have a Traveller 
heritage (Emin traced her Gypsy 
heritage in an episode of the BBC’s 
Who Do You Think You Are?). There 
is a lot of Traveller connection with 

Margate.” O’Phien himself plans to 
utilise reclaimed wooden boards from 
an earlier Dreamland incarnation in 
a forthcoming gallery show, Uprising, 
which will celebrate the ways in which 
the arts have reinvigorated Margate 
and its local economy.

In 2019 O’Phien curated a major 
exhibition for the Tate Modern in 
London centred around the 2011 
eviction of eighty Traveller families 
from Dale Farm, Essex. “It was a land 
grab,” he says. “They actually turned 
the prejudice and the bigotry and the 
hate against the Travellers to support 
their lies. I was there at the eviction, 
or the resistance as we call it, because 
people came from all over the world 
to stand with the Pavee, to say, ‘This 
is wrong.’ And as that was going on, 
you had David Cameron criticising 
[Robert] Mugabe for doing exactly 
the same thing in Zimbabwe. The 
hypocrisy was just alarming.”

He laments the widespread lack 
of understanding of Pavee history 
and culture, and the systemic short-
sightedness of the institutions which 
are ostensibly there to protect them.

“The Pavee are a secretive 
community, and that’s because of the 
attacks they’ve had for the last two 
thousand years. They corral, because 
every day of their lives they see racism 
against them. The only difference is 
we’re white. And that causes great 
problems when it comes to anti-racism 
organisations, because they have this 
tendency to overlook the fact that we’re 
an ethnic minority. But they don’t 
overlook the fact that we’re white.”

Umut Gunduz, a second-generation 
British Turk, and Anna Skutley, “a 
white, middle-class woman relatively 
new to the area”, are the creators of 
the Margate Kebab Map, an online 
game about two kebab restaurants 
in Margate, featuring a 3D rendered 
mapping of each restaurant and audio 
from interviews with the restaurants’ 
owners. 

“The kebab shop is an unrecognised 
institution that is a part of British 
culture, but never mentioned in 
magazines or other cultural profiles,” 
Skutley says. “The game is a map of 
migration which tells the story of these 
Thanet citizens and their journeys to 
Margate. We think it’s important to 
stress that the project isn’t about racial 
profiling and discrimination, although 
you may find layers of this in the 
interviewees’ experience. The point, 
really, is to create exchange between 
community members in these times of 
social isolation.”

When players navigate the virtual 
space of Bomba Kebab & Pizza, for 
example, they can listen to owner 
Halil Tekağaç comparing the vibrant 
sonic life of Turkey and its Islamic 
calls to prayer (adhan) with the fizzing 
auditory landscape of a busy Margate 
restaurant full of hungry late-night 
customers. “You come and wait here 
around one, two o’clock,” he says. 
“You’ll hear a lot of shouting!”

Gunduz’ own experiences with 
discrimination are real, interwoven 
with daily life, and not unique to 
Thanet.  “My race is compounded 
with my class,” he says. “While I do 

notice a definite effect on my everyday 
encounters, I’m often unsure if these 
instances of discrimination are 
because of the way I look, or the way 
that I sound.”

The pair hope that their work 
can act as a catalyst for tolerance, 
a tool for facilitating reciprocal 
acknowledgement. “The Margate 
Kebab Map is meant to inspire 
curiosity about the person behind the 
counter,” says Skutley. “Art, in general, 
has a responsibility in its portrayal 
of these citizens. We see taught, 
systematic racism as a violence which 
maintains its momentum through 
acts of cultural appropriation and 
misrepresentation. We believe that 
cultural projects that accurately reflect 
the community that produces them 
have the potential to counteract these 
forces.”

“The point,  
really, is to  
create exchange 
between 
community 
members in  
these times of 
social isolation”
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“an inspired illustration of privilege 
and unfairness in society re-imagined 
as an entertaining piece of populist 
performance art”. One game in 
particular, uprooted from its context of 
the compulsive, competitive fixations 
of the casino hall, gave her pause. 
“The Virtual Fruit Machine game 
was really fun, but it took me a while 
to work out what it might mean,” 
she says. “On reflection I realised it 
perfectly illustrated the pot-luck of life: 
the randomness of the circumstances 
of one’s birth, the advantages or 
disadvantages we face in life and in 
society. And never forget: the odds are 
always in the house’s favour.”

Despite being “a bit gutted to be 
the only brown face participating”, 
Participant Four feels the Fayre was 
a reminder of the importance of 
interactivity as a tool for encouraging 
empathy. “I arrived weary and 
particularly sensitive to the themes that 
would be explored,” she says. “At times 
it looked like a fun village fayre, but 
then another rigged game would start, 
and I’d be reminded of how exhausting 
it can be just to keep up in life. While 
I didn’t learn anything that I’m not 
already acutely aware of, it reminded 
me of how much more powerful it can 
be to experience rather than just talk 
about these issues.”

Chambers says the murder of George 
Floyd is an example of othering at its 
most destructive and sinister, a weapon 
of subjugation. “There seemed to be 
a moment that was a particularly 
European - when I say European I 
mean non-British - affinity with George  
Floyd, through his call for his mother,” 
he says. “A mother he knew was dead. 

The work of interdisciplinary artist 
Geoffrey Chambers explores different 
hierarchies of privilege, and the 
othering he maintains we are all guilty 
of in the intersectional landscapes of 
the human experience. In September 
he held Participate Diversity Fayre 
in Cliftonville. Commissioned for 
Margate NOW by Looping the Loop, 
the event was designed to challenge 
preconceptions about age, ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality and neuropathy.

“Using a typical village fair was 
important to me, to centre it in 
culture,” he says. The games were 
played with a fun and playful energy, 
with all the atmosphere of a late 
summer family outing, but the 
activities were structured to provide 
an educational message at the core 
of all the laughter. “On the coconut 
shy, for example, people were othered 
according to age,” Chambers says. “You 
could take steps forward according 
to how many decades you had.” 
Fayre-goers were even invited to wear  
“othering glasses”, which were painted 
to obscure vision - each pair created a 
different degree of visual impairment: 
“The cooler the glasses, the more the 
othering,” he says. “So people naturally 
gravitated towards the cool glasses!” 

Chambers also conducted a “check 
your privilege” survey, in which 
participants were asked provocative 
questions designed to reveal their 
unconscious, automatic assumptions 
within themselves, as well as about 
others. “One of the questions was, 
‘Do you feel privileged?’” he says. “If 
you’re a non-binary person with a 
certain neuropathy, or of a certain 
wealth background, or if your surname 
is fifteen letters and associated with 
Southeast Asia, one would think you 
would not feel privileged. Right? But 
some people who ticked those boxes 
did feel that way. You get into these 
intersectional spaces where privilege 
and preferences get confused. Where 
are the boundaries of these otherings?” 

Visitors to the Fayre agreed that the 
exercise had engendered a reflective 
shift in their own perspectives. “I 
am too weak to talk back and protect 
myself against authority, so when I was 
‘discriminated’ against, I laughed and 
obliged,” says Participant One. “That 
tells me I cannot protect others when I 
see people being discriminated against. 
That is something to take away and 
think about.”

Participant Two says he “thought 
about the person who ‘gave away’ 
her privilege at the hoopla stand” 
(participants were given hoops of 
different sizes) and was moved to 
reflect on why it had troubled him. 
“Something wasn’t right about that, 
but it took me a while to work out 
what,” he says. “People with privilege 
aren’t able to level the playing field by 
giving their privilege away. It’s much 
more insidious and inherent than that. 
Giving away privilege isn’t an option; 
instead, we need to focus on sharing 
what we have more evenly.”

Participant Three calls the Fayre 

That’s what brought people out onto 
the streets in Germany. In these 
struggles with anti-Blackness, in terms 
of state and systemic oppression, 
people lose that connection. The 
othering becomes such that you feel 
that the person who has a knee on  
their neck is not you.”

He says that a central 
misunderstanding about the “myth” 
of race, a lack of awareness that the 
genetic level differences between 
human beings are so miniscule as 
to render all racial categorisation 
artificial, has led people to a 
dereliction of duty in people’s 
responsibility to nurture the wider 
human family. 

“I’m waiting for an ‘All Lives 
Matter’ person to actually stand for 
something,” he says. “I’ll take you at 

your word. But then let’s go and put it  
into practice. There’s a famous James 
Baldwin quote, ‘I can’t believe what 
you say, because I see what you do.’  
If you’re going to make a stand on  
‘All Lives Matter’, then ok, do it. Let’s 
see it in action.” 

In all these artists’ work, in Kara 
Walker’s “conflicted, contestable 
space” of artistic engagement, lies 
an opportunity for a humanistic 
ceasefire, a moment of recognition 
and compassion. “My work about 
privilege is focused on a positive 
morality, because I suppose we are 
looking for allies,” Chambers says. 
“And allies should be more important 
than othering.” 

Watch Particpate at 
youtu.be/n6thMIoiVEI Image courtesy of Cemanthe McKenzie


