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Promoting diversity against the odds  

An In Practice™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

Article Two 
Bobby Ali's Story and the Case for Positive Action 

 Bobby Ali, age 14, peered out the window 

of his pitch-black bedroom, camera in hand, 

cautious lest he be seen despite the 

midnight hour. Bobby, who lived in an 

impoverished northern project flat, would 

photograph a drug drop and send the 

pictures anonymously to the police. He’d 

been shooting drug drops secretly for more 

than a year, aiming to rid his largely white 

Irish community of dependency and the 

treachery that made life for his family of ten 

– and everyone else there – a living hell.   

 

 

Bobby already knew it was futile to warn people about drugs. Addicts needled kids 

who were instantly hooked and hundreds were unemployed after generations in 

cotton and coal – dispirited souls who seemed to need the escape. He wanted 

people to leave the prior generation’s despair behind and rediscover the joy of 

community spirit, so he set out to destroy the source of dissipation – the dealers.  

From age 13 to age 16 Bobby continued 

sending his drug-drop pictures to the police. 

Then he went undercover, mingling with the 

dealers to find out about suppliers. In his 

project, 70% of the drug dealing dried up. 

 After that, the task was inspiring addicts to 

quit. Bobby roamed the streets filming 

junkies and propping them up, making them 

look at the pictures, holding a mirror to the 

wreck they’d become. “People didn’t like 

seeing themselves that way,” Bobby said. 

“So I’d remind them: the adults in this 

community are like a TV. It’s what kids 

watch; maybe all they see. Is this what you 

want them to see? Do you want anybody to 

see you like this?”  
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Describing himself as a visual politician, Bobby went on to work in communities 

across the north west using his camera to help people see the destruction they’d 

become and the promise of what else they might do.   

One day, fortuitously walking a new way to work, Bobby saw a stand where people 

were offering ethnic minority individuals a chance to intern in television. You’ll not 

be surprised that Bobby applied, was soon signed on. This was the Media 

Foundation Placement Scheme, a partnership initiative of ITV, the BBC, LIME 

Pictures, The Northwest Development Agency and North West Vision and Media.  

  

Whether Ali - now 26 and training as a news 

camera person at ITV - would have travelled 

that big distance to the who-you-know world of 

broadcast media’s major players is anybody’s 

guess. That the Scheme pro-actively offered 

him a chance to demonstrate his potential 

makes that a moot point.  

 

 

 

Society’s best interests... 

But let’s cut to the chase here. There are people with talent who are fit and white 

yet don’t know anyone in the industry and also can’t get interviews - and don’t 

qualify for positive action schemes. Lots of people say that’s reverse 

discrimination; that positive action isn’t fair, even if some talents remain forever 

local.   

 Yet in my view, the real question, the important question, isn’t about fairness. 

After all, you can define fair as equal opportunity, but then you have to ask when 

the equal opportunity must begin in order for the process to be fair.  

Let’s talk instead about a more manageable question: is it in society’s best interest 

to take positive – or as it is called in the United States, affirmative – action?   

 I think it is, and a quick look at the brain 

shows us why.  

It is natural to recognise self from other, 

even when differences are hardly noticeable. 

In fact, without reflection and discipline, we 

lean automatically toward our own.  
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That’s because an ancient brain structure ensures we recognise self from other – 

a structure that developed when we were hunters and gatherers in savannah-

bush-jungle-forest highly-competitive baseline survival environments.  

However, the self-and-other structure is a vestigial organ, just like the appendix; a 

neurological / behavioural legacy system that slows things down, no longer serves 

a purpose and can be life threatening if it swells. Self and other brain structure 

operating on automatic pilot; it can make us miss the big talent, the creative new 

view, the innovation, the courageous, and the brave who take us forward.  

Putting self - other aside 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So does the current brain design mean we’re doomed to choose only people like 

ourselves? No; not at all.  The self-other function served to distinguish those who 

are on your team from competitors and had not a thing to do with skin colour, 

religion or anything else that characterises an individual.  

And in fact, research suggests that just a bit of time with people who are other 

sends the distinction packing: we don’t notice the difference anymore because 

we’re working together; they’re on our team.  

Thus, if we bend over backwards for a while to introduce a big mix of other, and 

work with multi-cultural multi-racial, interfaith, fit and disability (disgraceful word but 

there isn’t another out there) teams, and see the mix in the media as well as in the 

corporate boardroom, we’ll cooperate; and when that’s happened enough times, 

we’ll not notice any more. Then we’ll have a level playing field and discriminate as 

truly we should in any industry – on the basis of potential, ability, skill and talent.  

It may be that giving preference for a while is the only way the self-other brain 

function will finally atrophy, allowing everyone’s talent a naturally fair and equal 

opportunity to shine.  
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