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WHAT HAS CHANGED?

NARRATOR: 
Visit Brick Lane on any given weekend and amongst market stalls you’ll find 
yourself in a bustling, sometimes barely-moving crowd. The heart of the East End 
is home to chefs, musicians, artists, writers, partygoers, fashionistas and 
entrepreneurs. This one street is one of the most popular and diverse spots in the 
whole city. Yet just a few decades ago Brick Lane was a hotbed of racism and 
violence. To watch that change from bloody battleground to thriving community is 
to witness the victories of East London’s anti-racist campaigns.

In talking about their memories of a topic like racism, most people will inevitably 
compare the past with the present. And the changes to racial politics in Britain 
have been huge for what is a relatively short space of time. Law, behaviour, 
demographics, attitudes, culture and crime have all transformed how we think 
about and live with race over the past few decades. Looking back over their own 
activism, the interviewees for this project, London Against Racism, were often 
compelled to explore those changes in relation to their own experiences. So in this 
final installment of our audio series we’re asking the same question: what has 
changed?

SHAUKAT KHAN: Yeah. A couple of changes. One is the, that when I arrived 
there were not many people, younger people, around. Um so that you will be 
maybe living in one road, how say, maybe ten, twelve roads further on... 

NARRATOR: Shaukat Khan grew up in Pakistan and came to the UK - to 
Waltham Forest, in fact - in 1964. He was fifteen years old. Along with the 
difficulties any fifteen year old faces, he had to contend with the language barriers, 
discrimination and economic instability of an immigrant too. We asked him if a 
fifteen-year-old immigrant arrived in London today, in 2013, how would their 
experience differ from his?

SHAUKAT KHAN: Weather has changed over the last forty, thirty, forty years. 
Um it’s a change worldwide, but it’s changed here as well. So you’re not kinda-
Thirdly is you have far more er resources, far more support structure than at that 
time. Um so there marked changes in that one. And fourthly is that the atmosphere 
isn’t as tense as at that time, because you were a new immigrant, you were facing a 
society that was feeling still very vulnerable, er who were still adjusting to it, and 
so on. Er the area of difficulty that he will find is that unlike that time, there are no 
jobs. Er unlike that time he will feel um that um the um openness and kind of 
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resources, whether they are schools or adult education and so on, is no longer free. 
So it’s financial related, and so on. If he or she doesn’t have a relative or somebody 
where they could stay and so on, um would be the most vulnerable. Um and I tell a 
lot of people over there, ‘Don’t come.’ Because you will find it extremely difficult 
to get the job. And the cost is so much that it’s no longer the other support 
structure that exists. If you have close relatives, they are prepared to put you in a 
house, they are prepared to feed you for some time, they are prepared to support 
you, fine. But that kind of luxury isn’t there because most of the people are already 
living in congested homes, particularly if they are in council houses or private 
houses, and there is a pressure of accommodation, there is a pressure of job, a 
pressure of competition in terms of your um getting further. The education which 
was free at that time, you have to pay now. You don’t have the er support and 
luxury of bankers and other people who will say okay, fine. They will ask you two 
thousand questions, you will um find it, that you are living in a society that, where 
everywhere you turn questions are asked about you, your identity, your 
background, your history, motives. If you don’t have motives, they want to know 
why not. Er so in that sense there is er a difficult change, and so on. But if you 
have, as I say, know people, then at least you have that breathing space, that you 
are not, no longer thinking that I’ll be on the road, you are not thinking that you’ll 
be sort of er, won’t eat anything, and so on. But that’s the balance. But if you’re 
coming into a family and so on, but it’s not the world that was there. You don’t 
have all the doors open. You have to now pay for it. You have to afford for it, you 
have to compete for it. Yeah. That’s the change.

NARRATOR: Immigration has remained a key issue at the heart of race relations 
in the UK, no less today as in the sixties and seventies. However, the subjects of 
those debates have switched with new definitions of Britishness, so that Eastern 
Europeans are now targeted more by anti-immigration racist groups. Ted Parker 
has been fighting racism in east and south-east London for over fifty years. He now 
works with several minority language groups, including the Albanian speaking 
group Shpresa.

TED PARKER: Clearly it’s much easier in a way, now, to be operating in a terrain 
where um British legislation cannot tolerate racist, racism. And you know, 
obviously, whatever your views about Europe, we operate in a European context 
where there is legislation, perhaps not as strong on race as in Britain, because as I 
recall European legislation tends to be stronger in terms of sexism, you know, 
gender. Um and clearly because European legislation now in relation to migrants 
and movements of populations in some ways might be helpful, in some ways less 
helpful. I mean clearly it’s been easier for the press, under the guise of being anti-
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European, anti-EU, to be making comments about Eastern Europeans and so on 
and so forth. So I guess the work we’re doing with things like um Shpresa in 
relation to - cos I mean part of the rise of the BNP in um Barking was much more 
anti-Eastern European than black. They used to almost adopt the policy of those 
who’ve been here before are British, but now we’ve got Eastern Europeans. And I 
think they gained from that sentiment, and popular antagonism to Eastern 
Europeans because of early waves of Kosovan immigrants were seen to be um 
young men being very vocal and antagonistic, and Shpresa has been able to 
undercut that by promoting things like Kosovan – or Albanian, Albanian cultural 
events locally and all the rest of it. And do classes to teach er Albanians English, 
and the kids Albanian to keep in – blah blah blah. So I suppose it is different, I
sometimes feel – probably wrongly, because I think we all get things wrong, and 
something comes out of the left side totally unexpected and hits you in the, it hits 
you – but um I sometimes get the feeling that in London, in London London, like 
Deptford and Lewisham and to a degree Greenwich, but East London more, 
perhaps, we’ve taken this on and fought it through, and now there is a population 
sufficiently diverse for it to make explicit racial attacks on minority groups a little 
more difficult. Whereas my wife comes from Oldham, and we go up there to see 
her dad who’s eighty-nine quite a lot, and I’m conscious that the expression “the 
Asians,” or “the Pakis,” is much more prevalent because I’m not sure that it’s been 
fought through – fought through – in the way that it perhaps has been in London. 
And, and communities live totally separately, although there are elements within 
the council who would try to integrate housing better, and there are some forces 
that might try and integrate schooling better, but it’s not so easy now that so much 
is based on faith schools, and um you’re either a Catholic or a Protestant in 
Northern Ireland or you’re a Pakistani or a white Catholic in Oldham, or whatever 
it might be. But, so I guess, I guess I don’t know, but I feel that there’s still plenty 
of fighting to be done. But yeah it’s, maybe it’s less raw in London than it was.

NARRATOR: Of course, as racism has changed the fight against racism has had to 
change too. Julie Begum is an active community figure in her home borough of 
Tower Hamlets, and organised to fight the British National Party when they posed 
a real threat there in the mid-1990s. She says that since then the way that 
communities organise has transformed, though not always in a way that empowers 
everybody. The role of race itself, she says, has become less important to the play 
of power in London’s Bengali communities.

JULIE BEGUM: Race is important to the debate, but it’s also one of other issues 
that are important in the debate. It isn’t such a dominating one. For some people it 
is, obviously. Um they’re much more sort of affected by it than others. But I think 
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in terms of um race equality, we’ve come a long way from what it was like in the 
past. It’s not to say that racism has been eradicated, but for me, because of um 
international politics, um and what’s been going on sort of in Britain anyway, all 
over, I think sort of religion has come to be an equal thing, really, when it comes to 
the debate. Because it was becoming much more heterogeneous, I suppose, um…it 
was difficult to have that kind of community feeling. And also, there’s this um, 
there was a…the response to racism had changed. Um racism wasn’t such an 
immediate issue, you know, from ’94. So instead of being inclusive it was much 
more polarised. Um, and so whereas before it was about race and the colour of 
your skin, now it was more about being a Muslim or a non-Muslim. And that was 
really disheartening, I think, for me. Um, because I just thought oh my God, you 
know, you can’t really fight God when someone’s got God on their side. It’s very 
difficult. And it’s hard as an individual as a group or as a community or even as a
government to even say, you know, hang on a minute. [LAUGHS] It’s – you can’t, 
you can’t do that. But faith organisations use that as a way of, like, feeling that 
they’ve got the moral sort of high ground on the debate. That you know, because 
they’re being religious that they have more of an authority, er or more rights than 
other people to have their voices heard or their opinions stated or their sort of 
rituals or practices observed. And so, when it became much more sort of er 
religious, I think um people who are used to being part of a secular movement, or 
secular organisations, find it much more harder to be a part of that debate. Secular 
organisations have suffered, and are struggling to sort of provide activities, events, 
opportunities for people to engage with the community that doesn’t include you 
being a member of a religious organisation. And I think that’s a real shame. You 
know, because…yeah, because I think…my understanding of Bengali culture is 
that it is diverse, and that it accepts people from all faiths and all religious 
practices, whether they’re secular or religious, whatever. In the past it wasn’t an 
issue. Nobody cared. You know, people came from different um ideologies, you 
know, and came together to work together against – whereas now, if you’re not a 
part of that particular group, it’s very difficult to be a part of what’s going on. 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: Everyone, in fact, has their own memories of, you 
know, nobody’s memory of a particular experience is ever the same…

NARRATOR: One purpose of asking what has changed is to better anticipate and 
prepare for what happens next. Claire Hamburger is a veteran of many different 
campaigns across south and east London. Thinking about what has changed, Claire 
was able to signal certain victories brought about through campaigning, such as 
changes to housing law and preventing violence in the streets. By her own 
admission, Claire tends to swing between feeling immensely proud of her work 
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and seeing it all as pointless. We wanted to know, considering her experience, 
what advice she would pass on to future generations of people fighting racism.

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: Link things up. Understand why one thing happens and 
another things linked to it. I suppose. Understand divide and rule. I think people 
have forgotten what that is, you know. Erm. Understand what real democracy is. 
Which is another movement that’s been happening recently with the occupation 
stuff, which, that was the only… really, the main thing about it that I found 
interesting is that they had this kind of like democracy debate going on. I thought 
that was really good, so, things like that. Talk to people. Talk to people who aren’t 
in your kind of cultural milieu as it were. Talk to everybody. Not… don’t stay in 
your comfort zone. Erm… follow what’s going on in the fascist movement as a 
whole in Europe and beyond. And if necessary, take to the streets again, basically. 
Because it looks like it might… might be a good idea. It looks like it’s getting
pretty scary. I don’t, I don’t - It doesn’t seem to be as bad here as some countries, 
but I think as… what looks like happening here at the moment is there are gonna 
be more homeless people, there’s gonna be more food banks, and as that happens 
there’s also gonna be more racism, more fascism, that’s what I think. And I’m 
really worried about it, you know? Because that is what happens, you know, in a 
recession, and it… you know, divide and rule works very effectively so people are 
gonna start attacking other people in a, you know, more extreme way I think, but… 
one thing I… I just thought of, remembered really, is when the fascists were active 
in the seventies, and before they started doing this sort of respectable election thing 
they were much more violent physically, and they would, you know, like I say, 
pick up an Asian kid and slash them. They wouldn’t do that now. Because they’ve 
been trying to be kind of respectable, so… but you see, there’s also a danger in that 
very respectability and that can so easily just fan again, you know, that’s… cos 
fundamentally they’re what they are, and they don’t believe in democracy. They’re 
completely racist and so on. They will be racist against all different people for 
different people. They’re homophobic, blah blah blah blah, and you know, 
nothings… doesn’t matter whether they stand in elections or not, they’re still in the 
same, you know. But, anyway.

NARRATOR: Of course, as much as it is the site of rapid change London is, for 
some people, a steady constant in what it can offer. Finally here’s Carol Grimes 
talking about her love of the city.

CAROL GRIMES: I lived in Scandinavia, America several times, Spain, the 
Balearics - long before it became the hot bed of trendy clubbing it is now. Um… 
where else? Poland. [LAUGHS]. Few places. Germany. But I like London. I do. I 
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love it. Warts and all. You know what, whatever they say about it, it is very 
friendly, but you have to make the effort. And I find more kindnesses - I have what 
I call my five minute friendships, which can be at a bus stop, can be walking down 
a tube tunnel, sitting on a tube, err, I… I love it, I absolutely love it. I love it that 
you can hear about 52 languages at any given time. Um, I love its culture. And 
people say ‘oh, it’s expensive’. You can actually plan a whole day doing the most 
wonderful things and not have to pay a penny if you’re broke. If you’re out of 
work, or a student or something, you can do many, many, many things. And erm, I 
suppose most of all is cos what I know, it’s what I know. And although I’ve been 
taken out of it many times, and have chosen to take myself out of it as well, um, I 
always come back to it.

NARRATOR: London Against Racism is an oral history project from Eastside 
Community Heritage. To see more of the project, including short films, an 
interactive timeline and more audio documentaries visit 
londonagainstracism.com 
You can find out more about Eastside at our website www.hidden-
histories.org.uk
Finally the sounds of Brick Lane on this episode came from the London Sound 
Survey, which you can also find online at soundsurvey.org.uk


