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Sex, beauty and fashion, wrapped up in a heavy dose of advertising, have long been the staple contents of the cultural phenomenon known as the woman’s magazine. Titles have been directed at the female sex for over 300 years, with the first recorded woman’s magazine, the London-based Ladies Mercury, launched in 1693 (Braithwaite 1995). It was advertised as providing answers to all “the most nice and curious questions concerning love, marriage, behaviour, dress and humour of the female sex”, setting a pattern that would be reworked and built upon over the centuries (Braithwaite 1995: 10). It was not until the mid-nineteenth century, however, that the first cheap magazine was introduced onto the market, thus opening the floodgates to a middle class readership. Today, women’s magazines are big business with new titles proliferating and many of them dying expensive deaths. The most successful titles, such as Cosmopolitan, Elle and Marie Claire, are franchised and so France and the UK have their own versions of these magazines in their respective languages (Hermes 1995). Despite this linguistic diversity, Braithwaite comments on how “strikingly homogenous” (1995: 7) women’s magazines can appear to the casual male reader, whilst Hermes notes that this medium is “overwhelmingly heterosexual in orientation and predominantly white in colour” (1995: 9). The latter observation is echoed by Taylor’s assertion that “the old adage is: […] black people don’t sell your magazine” (2002).

 Amidst the row upon row of glamorous glossies featuring white cover girls, a new type of magazine may be spotted, usually tucked away unobtrusively on the bottom shelf at the newsagent’s: the lifestyle magazine for minority ethnic women. Titles aimed at post-colonial minorities are a very recent phenomenon in both France and the UK. Republican, universalist values run counter to the notion of a minority ethnic-specific medium in France. Within the French framework, cultural attachments should be contained within the private sphere, whilst in the public domain citizens stand as equal individuals before the supposed neutrality of the state. A by-product of this assimilationist approach is both the poor representation of ethnic minorities across the media landscape, and the near-absence of, for example, television programmes aimed specifically at minority ethnic groups (Prencipe 1995; Ouali 1997; Helcké 2003). The latter, in particular, would be seen as hindering ‘integration’. 

Britain, on the other hand, has moved away from this approach and the state “reflects publicly the differentiated social needs and growing cultural diversity of its citizens” (Hall 2000: 231). A clear example of this was the launch of Channel 4 on the small screen in the early 1980s, with the specific aim of serving the United Kingdom’s manifold minorities (Hargreaves & Perotti 1993). To date, France has no equivalent television channel, and in September 1999, the pressure group, Egalité, called on France’s minority ethnic population to boycott the country’s most popular terrestrial channel, TF1, stating that “dans les rues, dans les stades et à l’école, la population est multi-raciale, et elle doit aussi l’être sur le petit écran”(Le Figaro 24.9.99). Following this high profile initiative, France’s Conseil Supérieur de L’Audiovisuel carried out a study of the representation of ethnic minorities on television (La Lettre du CSA 2000). Drawing on some worrying results, they put forward proposals for ensuring greater and more equitable visibility of ethnic minorities on the small screen: a tentative step away from universalism, under the pressure of multicultural differences. 

In spite of the contrasting approaches to ethnic minorities in France and the UK, both countries have, as noted earlier, seen the development in recent years of lifestyle magazines produced by, and for minority ethnic women. For example, Hawwa (meaning Eve in Arabic) is a quarterly magazine aimed at France’s Muslim women and has been in circulation since 2000. The publication is an unusual mix of articles on religion and the Muslim world, along with the typical core features found in other women’s magazines: beauty, health, recipes and book reviews. The monthly glossy, Divas, launched on 1 May 1999 in Paris, is aimed at “la communauté afro-antillaise francophone en Europe, en Afrique et aux Antilles” and is billed as being “l’equivalent de Elle pour les Femmes Noires” (Diatta 2002).
 Amina, a Paris-based women’s magazine created in 1972 is also aimed at francophone black women across the world, although its prime audience is in Africa.  In Britain, Pride magazine, a monthly glossy for “the modern woman of colour”
, celebrated its tenth anniversary in 2001, whilst Snoop, “the no. 1 British Asian lifestyle magazine”
 was launched in 1997. Other magazines aimed at minority ethnic women include Black Hair and Woman to Woman, the colour supplement of The Voice, Britain’s longest established black newspaper. Pride and Divas are the focus of this study. The fact that they are aimed at post-colonial black minorities in their respective countries of publication, and that they both seek in varying degrees to be black versions of Elle, Marie Claire or Cosmopolitan,
 makes these two glossies particularly suitable for comparison, both within their national contexts and within the world of women’s magazines.  

In her study of the everyday media use of women’s glossies, Hermes states that although the minority ethnic women she interviewed “were aware of the fact that black women and Asian women are hardly ever models for women’s magazines, none of them felt that women’s magazines […] were therefore not for them” (1995: 189). However, readers’ letters published in Divas and Pride would seem to suggest otherwise:
 “j’aimerias dire bravo à Divas, que je prends plaisir à acheter tous les mois dans la mesure où je m’y sens totalement repésentée et où la femme noire y est appréciée à sa juste valeur” (France-based reader’s letter in October 2001 issue of Divas). A Pride reader states: “I have to say how nice it is to pick up a magazine written with black women in mind. The best thing of all is that I don’t have to worry about whether or not the make-up will suit me!” (Reader’s letter in September 2001 issue of Pride). That the first reader particularly likes Divas because she feels ‘entirely represented’, suggests that mainstream magazines are unsatisfactory in terms of reflecting ethnic diversity within French society. A cursory glance at some of France’s leading women’s magazines in February 2002, reveals that not a single black woman features in Cosmopolitan, whilst in Elle, black femininity is reduced to a sad photograph of Safiya Hussaini, the Nigerian woman sentenced to death by stoning for adultery and later pardoned. In neither of these magazines do any of the myriad glamorous adverts showcase black models. 

Although the second reader’s comment appears more frivolous, with its reference to make-up that suits her skin tones, it is significant from the magazine’s commercial perspective. Selling advertising space provides Pride with its main source of revenue (Taylor 2002), and as McCracken points out “in most women’s magazines, advertising and editorial content form a continuum”(1993: 135). Market forces are such that the primary goal of most lifestyle magazines is to encourage readers to buy the products advertised within. Diatta states, for example, that Divas grew out of a need among companies producing ‘ethnic products’ to advertise via a targeted medium (2002). The reader’s flippant comment on make-up is, therefore, not only confirmation that Pride is catering for the needs of a widely ignored audience but also a reassuring indication that it is fulfilling a rather more pragmatic yet vital objective: selling the products advertised inside.
 In terms of the role that these magazines play in ethnically diverse, post-colonial societies, the following statistics are revealing: whilst less than 2% of 16 to 45 year old black women in the UK read Cosmopolitan (the top mainstream consumer magazine) regularly over 37% read Pride on a regular basis (Pride media pack 2002). So these niche magazines would seem to be satisfying a very real need among minority ethnic women to be given a voice in, have their interests addressed and be represented by this particular medium.

A number of readers’ letters in the two glossies comment on both the limited, and the negative representation of black people in mainstream media. “Nous nous devons de modifier l’image peu flatteuse que les autres médias donnent de nous” one of Divas’ readers states, whilst another notes that “l’image de l’homme noir en publicité (et même plus généralement dans l’espace multimédia) a toujours été caricaturale”.
 Studies by both McMurray (1997) and Hargreaves (1997) highlight the absence of minority ethnic people in French commercials, whilst a survey by the CSA (La Lettre du CSA 2000) reveals that although black people are visible in quite a high number of adverts, only half of these are produced in France. A young Pride reader who defines herself as black and “born and bred” in Stoke-on-Trent, complains that cinemas in her area fail to show mainstream films starring all-black casts, such as The Brothers and The Best Man. Her question – “When is my city going to realise that this is the 21st century?”
 - with its unaffected and apparently unquestioning sense of belonging, suggests that a clumsy British society is lagging behind, unable to catch up with, and cater for the realities of today’s multicultural youth. Thus, just as France’s ethnic minorities have been turning increasingly to satellite and cable television to supplement their unsatisfactory diet of terrestrial TV (Hargreaves, 1997; Helcké 2002), black women in the UK and France are topping up their disappointing fare of mainstream magazines, with glossies that cater specifically for their needs. With circulation figures of 30 000 for Pride, and 73 000 for Divas – half of the latter readership residing in France – these lifestyle magazines provide an insight into the cultural space that black women have carved out for themselves in France and the UK. The remainder of this chapter falls into three parts, the first focusing on constructions of black femininity in Divas and Pride. The second section examines the influence, or otherwise, of European perceptions of beauty in the two magazines, whilst part three looks at black identities and notions of belonging.
 

Constructions of black femininity in Divas and Pride
As in other glossies, the pages of Pride and Divas are filled with features on and adverts for beauty products, these being the bedrock of a financially healthy magazine. Taylor (2002) points out that whilst Pride differs in many ways from mainstream titles, its beauty features are essentially the same except that they tend to focus on products that are specifically for black women. Just as Darling-Wolf, in her study of Japanese women’s magazines, notes that “Japanese women were portrayed as facing the same set of concerns as Western women (i.e., wrinkled skin, unruly hair, chipped nails, and, of course, unwanted fat cells)” (2001: 293), the current analysis reveals that black women in Pride and Divas are depicted as sharing the same beauty problems as their white peers. With consumption at the top of the agenda, readers of both magazines are systematically reminded that it is time to get rid of unsightly hair (June issue of Pride, July/August issue of Divas), excess weight (March issue of Divas, November issue of Pride) and to purchase this season’s palette of make-up colours. The steam roller of global cosmetic advertising leaves little room for the expression of nonconsumerist identities (Beer 2002) and within this context, constructions of black femininity differ little from those of white femininity. Black and white women alike are not only reminded that they could and should look better but also that they will be judged on their appearance. Andersen’s analysis of advertising and gender representation highlights the insidious manner in which “consumer culture steals the love of ourselves from us and sells it back to us for the price of the product” (2002: 229). Whilst most adverts in Pride and Divas feature black women and the products frequently cater for their specific “needs”, the unspoken message sent to ensnare the reader is no different from the assumption made in adverts aimed at a white female audience: you are inadequate. 

A Carson’s Dark and Lovely hair colour ad in Pride (June issue) features the flawless face of the black singer Mary J. Blige, accompanied by the slogan “time to get lovely”, the implication being that the reader is not lovely as she is. In a similar vein, a Silky Lockx ad for hair care products in Divas (April issue) features a beautiful black woman, and the large text reads “aimer ses cheveux pour se faire aimer”. Steinem, founding editor of Ms., comments that, where lifestyle magazines are concerned, the aim is to “make products a crucial part of gaining social approval” (1995: 119), whilst Mckay wryly adds that “in the case of women’s magazines this often means catching a man and pleasing him” (2000: 200). The clear, unspoken assumption in the Divas ad is that treating your hair with Silky Lockx products will attract (male) love and admiration, while not doing so… A dubious step up from these ads, are ones that feature the new “Woman of the 90s” who “must be the best, the brightest, the smartest, the most successful, and still look smashing at all times” (Andersen 2002: 228). A double-paged Chanel ad for the perfume Allure (June issue of Pride) shows a photograph of a stunning black woman wearing a simple black dress against a white backdrop and looking at the reader in a quiet yet confident manner. At the bottom of the page the word “Allure” features in large text, whilst just above it, in much smaller writing, a caption reads “Women’s rights activist, Somalia”. The inescapable intensity of the model’s gaze (Al)lures the reader into her world but what world? The empty, white backdrop and the model’s understated elegance provide us with no obvious signifiers of either her profession or its location and, ultimately, it is the perfume Allure – pictured on the page next to her - which appears to define her. This complex mix of imagery and text with its multiple, and even contradictory meanings, provides a good example of what Andersen refers to as the “Woman of the 90s” (2002: 228). Whilst all these ads have the merit of showcasing black models, they do little to challenge dominant ideologies, and black femininity finds itself essentially squeezed into a patriarchal construction of femininity.

Fashion spreads in Pride and Divas are more varied, in terms of their representations of gender and ethnicity, than beauty editorials and adverts. Many of Pride’s fashion shoots go down the well-worn paths of objectification, fragmentation and even violence. Sometimes Divas, on the other hand, uses fashion shoots to laud and to locate black women historically. A series of images in Pride (September issue) titled “The viewing room” is presented as a set of stills from a Peeping Tom video that has ostensibly been filmed in a hotel suite. The deep magenta and burgundy coloured cushions on the sofa, the dim lighting, the intrusive angles of the camera lens, and the two models’ self-consciously explicit performances for the video, create a classic cliché of a male voyeur and female submission and availability. Cultural differences are erased in the wake of oppressive constructions of femininity and, ultimately, the subordination of women is used as a means of advertising the scanty clothing worn by the two models. In contrast, Divas’ fashion pages systematically showcase black models wearing elegant, Parisian-style clothing. A typical Divas fashion spread (October issue) focuses on the colour beige and, like the Pride fashion pages discussed above, is shot in a hotel. In tasteful surroundings the model is seen wearing refined, beige-coloured clothes, with a laptop computer on her bed and a breakfast tray on the bedside table. Yet once again, these images feed into Andersen’s notion of the contradictory “Woman of the 1990s”. In 6 out of the 7 photographs the model looks seductively at the camera, as if her power comes from the ability to attract rather than from her mental faculties. Closer examination of the shots reveals that the breakfast remains untouched, a reminder that today’s physical ideal for women is excessively thin and that the woman in the photograph, who is evidently on a business trip, will be judged not only on her abilities but also on her appearance.

These constructions of femininity contrast sharply with other imagery used in Divas’ fashion pages. A series of nine photographs titled “Neuf muses en mai” provides readers with an eclectic selection of black iconic women who have, in different ways, shaped history and the present (May issue). Models, actresses and a dancer are photographed wearing outfits that hint at the women who they represent, and each picture is accompanied by a short quotation from the famous woman in question. Thus, a model in 1970s-inspired clothing, sporting an impressive afro, reminds the reader of the African-American political activist Angela Davis. The quotation alongside the photograph,
 is both outspoken and mystical, mixing biblical references to the black sheep of the family with notions of “race” but Angela Davis’ words sit uneasily beside the make-up, hair and styling credits, featuring brands such as Valentino and Nina Ricci. A portrait of a woman holding a copy of Le Code Noir et la Traite des Nègres, is a characterisation of the charismatic Guyanese politician Christiane Taubira Delanon, who was active in the Mouvement Guyanais de Décolonisation. Her uncompromising words quoted next to the photograph - “ce que je demande, c’est que la Répubique assume l’histoire” – are, once again, diluted by the consumerist message sent to the reader through the credits. In this way, positive constructions of black femininity are systematically undermined by the overriding need to push readers to spend, and Black Pride finds itself in the service of advertising.       

Both Divas and Pride have a regular section, Portraits and Hi Flyers respectively, which features successful black women, a formula which can be found in magazines for other minority ethnic women, such as Moderna and Estylo for Latinas in the USA (Beer 2002). In both of the glossies examined here, these short profiles provide readers with positive black role models to counter the typical representations of black people in mainstream French and British media. With reference to Hi Flyers, the editor of Pride states that the “stereotype about black culture is that we can be good at sports, good at music and everything else is like pot luck […] and we want to show that’s not true” (2002). In a similar vein, a spokeswoman for Divas asserted that “le rôle de Divas est d’aider la femme noire à […] s’affirmer. Il [le magazine] s’attache à montrer la diversité de leurs centres d’intérêt en priviligiant leur vécu, leur ascension, leur rôle de mère, d’épouse et d’agent économique, politique et social” (Diatta 2002). 

Nevertheless, two salient differences between Portraits and Hi Flyers are worth noting: firstly, Pride’s profiles are always of black people who are both based in the UK and British, thus presenting readers with tangible examples of achievement in the very context within which they too are striving for success. Divas, on the other hand, focuses primarily on women based in francophone African countries, with women from the Antilles coming a poor second, and black French women based in metropolitan France so far down the list that they feature a paltry 3 times out of a total of 33 during 2001. This weighting is surprising on two counts: firstly, 50% of the Divas readership is based in “France-Europe”, 40% in Africa and 10% in the French-speaking Caribbean (Divas, kit media 2002), and secondly, Divas’ head of advertising asserts that “nous nous penchons sur les 3 continents de façons équivalentes de peur de perdre du lectorat” (Diatta 2002). Black women in Africa no doubt find themselves in a minority situation in terms of gender relations but on the other hand, they are part of the majority ethnic population. From this perspective it can be argued that positive role models for the African and Caribbean sectors of the Divas readership, whilst encouraging, are less necessary than they are for France’s black women who face a double bind: their gender and their ethnicity. Why, therefore, are black French women so underrepresented? A tentative suggestion is that owing to the relatively recent nature of sub-Saharan immigration to France (Hargreaves 1995; Le Monde 2002) the black population still has strong links with countries of origin. This may, in turn, feed into a general perception – whether right or wrong - that no great sense of belonging in France has developed among the black population, and that people’s interests lie with their country of origin rather than their adopted home.
 However, Porcedo’s assertion that “pour beaucoup de jeunes, être des Antilles, du Sénégal ou de Sarcelles n’a plus de sens […] seule la référence de couleur et l’ascendance africaine se revendiquent” (1993: 175) suggests the creation of new ethnicities and identities among young black people who have grown up in France. Once again, therefore, this leaves one wondering why Divas fails to provide France-based readers with examples of successful French black women on a more regular basis.

A second difference between Portraits and Hi Flyers concerns the types of professions that are featured. As noted above, Pride’s editor stated that the specific aim of the Hi Flyers section is to challenge the widespread stereotype that black people excel in little other than music and sport. Pride does not wholly live up to this statement, and although readers are presented with black men and women in a range of professions, such as science, law and business, the majority of the profiles focus on black people in the glamorous world of media. Playwrights, talent scouts, press officers, TV presenters, dancers and singers are the role models that readers are encouraged to emulate. Yet these success stories are beyond the reach of most people and are likely to remain firmly in the realm of dreams. Readers are rarely offered examples of people whose accomplishments seem attainable: the fireman with a medal for bravery, the beautician with a successful salon, the drama teacher who works with disabled children - the list is endless. It would not be surprising if this potent cocktail of chic people in fashionable jobs interspersed with ads that encourage feelings of inadequacy, had a less than positive influence on readers’ self-esteem. Beer’s analysis highlights the way magazines for US Latinas “represent that, to achieve her dreams and goals, a woman must work hard, not only in her job, but also in her bedroom, her bathroom, her gym, and her local shopping mall” (2002: 173). In showcasing the extraordinary as the benchmark of success, Pride is essentially doing the same thing: intertwining achievement with sustained spending. Portraits, on the other hand, lives up to Diatta’s assertion that the magazine seeks to promote women’s role as “agent économique, politique et social” (2002). Despite the fact that, as discussed above, most of the people featured are based in Africa, women in a broad range of professions are held up as examples of achievement. In contrast with Hi Flyers, most of the jobs are far from glamorous but constitute the building blocks of society. A doctor specialising in AIDS transmission and the director of a construction company rub shoulders with a women’s rights activist and a pharmacist on the pages of Divas. The accompanying photographs of round-faced, long-faced, tall, short, plump, thin, obese, elegant, ungainly, middle-aged, young, black women provide readers with no fixed parameters to the notion of beauty. On the other hand, photographs in Pride reveal that high flyers are essentially young, attractive and, of course, slim. There is no doubt that readers of both glossies are presented with a far more varied and less reductive range of black role models than can be found in mainstream media but at the same time these constructions of black femininity are inextricably entwined with the rampant consumerism which underpins the very essence of women’s lifestyle magazines.   

Europeanisation or black stylisation?

Those who subscribe to the concepts of “boutique” or commercial multiculturalism take the dubious view that “if the diversity of individuals from different communities is recognised in the marketplace, then the problems of cultural difference will be (dis) solved through private consumption” (Hall 2000: 210). However, ads discussed in the previous section, which purportedly celebrate diversity through the showcasing of black models, were shown to reduce black women to the same patriarchal constructions of femininity that white women find themselves within. Whilst this creates a cross-ethnic, lower common denominator, it can hardly be construed in a positive light. Adverts for hair relaxers take us into yet another dimension of enquiry that raises issues surrounding the interplay between European and black notions of beauty. Obliquely related to this debate is an advert which regularly appears in Divas and which is worth discussing briefly as the introductory part of this section. Fabrice Mahabo is a Paris-based professional make-up artist from Côte d’Ivoire, and he is the creator of a range of make-up that caters specifically for black women. His up-market products, which are available in an exclusive salon in the centre of Paris, are sold under a curious brand name: Black’Up. The origin of this term can be traced back to the US in the mid-nineteenth century, when theatre troupes caricatured the singing and dancing of black slaves. The minstrels, who were white men, would traditionally “black up” for their racist performances: using stage paint they would transform themselves into grotesque caricatures of black people. By choosing to call his luxury make-up Black’Up, Mahabo cocks an ironic snook at the humble and derogative roots of this term, in the same way that some African-Americans take pride in using the deeply offensive expression “nigger” to refer to eachother (Green 1998).
 In a similar vein, Mercer sees the widespread use of the greeting “man” as a means of “systematically subverting the paternalistic interpellation - boy! - of the white master code […]” (1994: 118-19). Thus, Mahabo’s appropriation of the term “black up” falls into a long and healthy tradition of black resistance, of turning the tables on racism and of undermining common prejudice through verbal games. 

Having “blacked up”, a head of “frizzy” hair provided the finishing touch to music hall minstrels, thus highlighting the stigma attached to black people’s hair. Mercer emphasises how “distinctions of aesthetic value, “beautiful/ugly”, have always been central to the way racism divides the world into binary oppositions in its adjudication of human worth” (1994: 101) and within this framework skin colour, white/black, and hair texture, straight/kinky, are signifiers of this polarisation. But hair is a blank canvas ready to be prepared, creatively worked upon, and imbued with meaning, and as such, it is a “sensitive area of expression” (Mercer 1994: 103). In Black Skin, White Masks Fanon asserts that if a black man reveals a desire to be white “it is because he lives in a society that makes his inferiority complex possible, in a society that derives its stability from the perpetuation of this complex, in a society that proclaims the superiority of one race […]” (1986: 100). Mercer follows this argument through by suggesting that Fanon might have agreed with the view that straightening hair Europeanises the person and is, therefore, the symptom of an inferiority complex. This perspective was favoured in the 1960s when the Afro hairstyle, which was equated with all that was natural,
 came to symbolise Black Pride and Power, in contrast with the artificiality of relaxed hair which was seen as pandering to European notions of beauty (Mercer 1994: 105-8).

Both Divas and Pride are filled with adverts for hair care products and most of these are for relaxers, featuring photographs of black women with long, flowing, straightened hair. As far as editorial content is concerned, straightened hair versus natural hair is essentially a non-issue, and it is left to a reader, whose letter is published in Pride, to remind us of this debate: “fix up guys, not all of us use relaxants and we need some products and some models with a good Afro” (May issue). Throughout the year 2001, only one article in Pride questions the implications, in terms of black identity politics, of choosing to have long, straight hair. The author of this article (November issue) discusses her decision to have weaves
, and her introductory sentence is revealing in the light of both Fanon’s arguments and the popularity of Afros in the 1960s: “After years of playground taunts and shampoo ads full of thick-haired (white) girls shaking their thang, […] I decided to throw caution and bank balance to the wind, and have my first weave”. Here, racism and European definitions of beauty have played a key role in her decision to shift from natural to artificial hair, and although she cites adverts featuring white models as having influenced her decision, it is ironic that Pride would be unlikely to change her mind, with its endless ads portraying black models with long, straight hair. The author goes on to voice her concerns about giving up natural hair - “thoughts of race treachery and feminist disgust run through my mind. Should I really be pandering to a white male beauty ideal?” – but these are soon abandoned when “cars stop for me to cross, doors are opened for me and […] I […] take some pleasure in my new dolly-bird status”. Thus, in line with the women’s magazine ethos, gaining social acceptance and winning male admiration take precedence, and politicisation is swept under the carpet of consumerism. 

Nevertheless, Mercer takes issue with the view that such hairstyles are “slavish imitations of Western norms” (1994:114) and he argues convincingly that black stylisation, including hair straightening, combines, fuses and intertwines elements from many sources, thus forging new, hybrid cultural forms. An advert for hair gel in Pride (January issue) presents readers with a series of photographs featuring black women with striking hairstyles. Their highly processed, straightened hair is sculpted into gravity-defying shapes, so exuberantly large that they are reminiscent of African ceremonial head-dresses. These styles bear the imprint of innovation, différence and diaspora, and certainly not of imitation, assimilation or acculturation. Rather than presenting readers with urban cultural fusions of this nature, Divas on the other hand, provides a taste of the real Africa (as opposed to the imagined Africa evoked by, for example, the Afro) by showcasing traditional Soninké, Bambara and Peule hairstyles using techniques passed down through the generations. Once again, this reveals the way in which Divas focuses in a linear manner on countries of origin and chooses not to present its Europe-based readership with examples of French black stylisation. 

Black identities and notions of belonging in Pride and Divas
Jane Reed, the editor of a women’s glossy in the 1970s, commented that “a magazine is like a club. Its […] function is to provide readers with a comfortable sense of community and pride in their identity” (Reed quoted in Mckay 2000: 3). Within the context of this study, Reed’s wording is striking: pride is such a fundamental part of ethnic-specific glossies that it has become the physical label for Pride, a marker of the magazine’s identity, a badge of the reader’s commitment to certain values. Similar sentiments are voiced by a spokeswoman for a magazine aimed at US Latinas when she states that “being Latina should be a great source of pride. All of us at Estylo magazine are trying to bring you that sense of confidence and self-esteem” (Gallegos quoted in Beer 2002: 164). Both the titles Divas and Pride convey notions of self-respect to the readers but at the same time they are ambiguous labels that do not immediately indicate that these are lifestyle glossies for black women. Whilst Elle is unmistakably for women, and Miss Ebène is clearly aimed at black women, the titles of the two magazines analysed here are more nuanced. One might be forgiven for thinking that Pride is a gay magazine and, indeed, the title Divas also has homosexual connotations, conjuring up images of a larger-than-life drag queen. The latter feeling is reinforced by the fact that the UK’s leading lesbian glossy is called Diva. Mercer points out that the modern gay movement has its roots in the black liberation movement of the 1960s with, of course, Gay Pride borrowing its name from Black Pride (1994). 

Titles such as Pride and Divas are symptomatic of a politics of resistance which uses the tactic of self-affirmation. Regarding the magazine’s title, for example, the editor of Pride says: “I assume that they thought that was necessary – to have some kind of pride, or be proud of your background and your heritage. It’s an affirmation of cultural identity. […] Because we’re aspirational […] we’re looking to move up all the time, and I think that’s what the title’s about” ( Taylor 2002). With reference to the choice of title, Divas, the magazine’s head of advertising asserts that: “La femme noire s’applique et met beaucoup pour s’apprêter, voyez-les en Afrique lors des cérémonies. Lorsqu’elles sont apprêtes avec leurs grands boubous et leurs foulards hautement noués sur leur têtes, elles ressemblent à de vrais divas” (Diatta 2002). These titles are reminiscent of the kind of black politics which Hall sees as no longer viable, and which functions through “the strategy of a simple set of reversals, putting in the place of the bad old essential white subject, the new essentially good black subject” (1989: 28). Readers’ letters in both magazines highlight this practice of not only eulogising black women but also of providing naturalised depictions of them through the use of Black is Beautiful rhetoric. “La noire est sensuelle et intelligente; elle est comme une source de petits rayons de soleil” writes one of Divas’ readers (March issue), whilst a Pride reader states that “black women are truly amazing creatures. The black woman is so unique, whatever they [sic] put their mind to will turn to gold” (January issue). These are examples of what Hall sees as the first phase in black cultural politics, a phase where stereotypical images of blacks are systematically subverted by the counter-positioning of positive images. It is noticeable, however, that the two magazines do not shy away from raising thorny issues, such as paedophilia in Africa (feature in Divas, July/August issue) or “the homophobia deeply entrenched within the black community” (book review in Pride, April issue). This self-criticism suggests that both Pride and Divas have moved beyond Hall’s first phase, and have embraced the heterogeneity of identities within the black populations in France and the UK. 

Notions of belonging contrast sharply in the two glossies, and this is particularly conspicuous in their cultural coverage, such as music. Pride and Divas can be directly compared in this area because they both have monthly reviews of new music but any similarity stops here. Pride focuses essentially on mainstream black music from the USA and the UK, music from Jamaica and very occasionally, world music. Soul, hip hop, reggae, ragga, R‘n’B, and garage rub shoulders in Pride, and the emphasis is systematically put on “home grown music”, this being black British music. Thus, the singer Cherise is billed on Pride’s October cover page as “100% home grown” and in an article she is referred to as “west London’s very own Cherise”. The talented solo artist Craig David is pictured on the front cover of the April issue wearing a white jacket with a union jack-like badge emblazoned on one shoulder: black and British. He is, Pride tells us, “Southampton’s favourite son” and “the future of British music” but the fact that he won no BRIT awards is an indication that the British music establishment is still incapable of showing “full recognition of urban acts”. The latter comment is noteworthy for its use of the term “urban”. The intimate link between black British culture and urban British culture is highlighted here, as it is when Pride’s editor uses these terms interchangeably in interview. When asked about the high density of music coverage in the magazine, Taylor points out that the reason for this is that “music is such a great part – for better or for worse – of what urban culture is about”, thus emphasising the inextricable links between urban and black cultures in the UK (2002).

Readers of Divas magazine, on the other hand, are only twice presented with examples of black, urban French music during the year 2001. Whilst the singer K-Reen is introduced as “la reine incontestée du R’n’B made in France” (November issue) this statement in no way suggests that France is home. Most of the music that is featured comes from francophone Africa and the Antilles, with the occasional Latin American album thrown in. The contrast in cultural coverage between the two glossies is highlighted by reviews in Pride and Divas of two very different versions of Carmen. Whilst Divas provides readers with a critical evaluation of a Senegalese adaptation of Carmen which transposes the story into an African setting, Pride reviews the soundtrack to a hip hop version of Bizet’s opera (July-August issue and July issue respectively). The website associated with the latter Carmen – www.so-urban.com – once again emphasises the close ties between black and urban cultures in the anglosaxon world. The language used to review music in the two magazines is, again, very different, with Pride regularly employing what Mercer refers to as “black talk” (1994: 118), expressions such as ‘nuff said, brotha, sista, thang and flava,’ which have developed within an urban context. If Divas’ reviews were, on a linguistic level, to mirror those in Pride, one might expect the use of la tchatche, that “parler interethnique” (Goudailler 1998: 6) which is so popular and widespread in France’s banlieues. But the magazine uses formal French, probably to ensure that its reviews are accessible to all sections of its cross-continental audience. 

Thus, in Divas there is no notion of being rooted in France - l’Hexagone is merely one base among many others. In attempting to please such a diverse audience, to be “le magazine qui vous ressemble et nous rassemble”, Divas is performing a difficult juggling act which inevitably fails to fulfil all expectations at all times (Divas, kit media 2002). A France-based reader asks: “a-t-on besoin d’avoir des liens avec l’Afrique, de s’y intéresser, de la revendiquer à chaque fois qu’on parle de soi pour se faire accepter par Divas?” (June issue). Yet, her perception of Divas as a club for Africa enthusiasts is not shared by a reader in the Seychelles who writes: “merci pour la mode, mais pensez aussi aux femmes qui ne sont ni fluettes ni des Parisiennes narcissiques.” (May issue). If, as suggested above, a key function of lifestyle magazines is to provide readers with a sense of community, it will never be easy for Divas to become “le magazine de référence pour le peuple noir toutes races confondues” (Diatta 2002). In contrast, Pride’s black British identity exudes confidence: “we’re happy to be where we are, we’re Western in our thoughts but at the same time we have yearnings for back home. […] So Pride is a celebration of all the things that are different about us” (Taylor 2002).

Conclusion

Magazines for black women in France and the UK are a burgeoning business, reflecting the need among minority ethnic women to actively participate in a medium that is still vastly dominated by the majority ethnic population. Only very recently have mainstream glossies started to wake up to the presence (and untapped market potential) of the black population. Magazines such as Divas and Pride go some way towards redressing simplistic and stereotypical representations of black people in the mainstream media but at the same time, positive constructions of black femininity are systematically subverted by the inescapable commercial ties that these profit-making ventures have. Readers find themselves at the receiving end of contradictory messages, with editorial content using Black is Beautiful rhetoric and adverts conveying images of glamour that are frequently based on European standards. Defining black women primarily as consumers inevitably closes the door on many debates, and structural marginalisation remains relatively unchallenged, a problem that will supposedly be solved through private consumption in the marketplace. Despite these shortcomings, however, both glossies have respectable circulation figures, a clear sign that many black women enjoy reading them. Why women take pleasure in these magazines, how they use them, and the way they interpret and negotiate inconsistencies in their content, are questions that remain unanswered. Inevitably, this study offers one reading of these texts, an interpretation that is conducted from a white British perspective. From this standpoint, it is clear that whilst Pride imparts a strong sense of identity - black, urban and British – Divas is performing a delicate balancing act as it seeks to create cross-continental commonality for black women. Ultimately, it is only when black audiences are given a central place in their relationship with texts, that it will be possible to fully examine the politics of representation in post-colonial societies. 
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� Amina J. Taylor is the editor of Pride Magazine, and all references to her are based on an interview with  J. Helcké, 27 February 2002.


� Nadine Diatta is the head of advertising at Divas, and all references to her are based on a distance interview with J. Helcké, 7 March 2002. 


� Strapline on the cover page of the January 2002 issue of Pride Magazine. A strapline is a subtitle that defines a magazine and identifies it more clearly with its target audience.


� Strapline on the cover page of the March 2002 issue of Snoop magazine.


� As noted above, Nadine Diatta sees Divas as an Elle magazine for black women. Amina J. Taylor (2002) defines Pride more tightly: “not as fashion conscious as your Elle and your Cosmo, mot as obsessed with sex as, say, your Cosmo but just as hot on world issues and your real life stories as your Marie Claire”.


� Given the often critical content of readers’ letters published in the two magazines, I am assuming that they are genuine. 


� This binary relationship between editorial content and advertising is discussed more thoroughly below


� Letters published in February and December 2001 issues of Divas, respectively.


� Letter published in December 2001 issue of Pride.


� Hereafter, except where otherwise stated all references to articles in Divas and Pride are to the year 2001.


� “Notre père Dieu, notre frère Christ relève à nouveau ma race. Alors tu retrouveras la brebis noire que je suis? Et mon coeur païen. Amen” Angela Davis, quoted in Divas, May 2001 issue.


� Divas is aimed at women between  25-35,an older audience than Pride’s. It is possible, therefore, that a significant proportion of France-based readers are of the first generation, having arrived in France as adults and retaining close contact with their countries of origin. 


� The controversial rap group NWA, which notoriously stands for Niggers with Attitude, provides a good example of this turning of the tables on racist terminology. 


� See Mercer for a discussion of the way in which the Afro was defined as being “natural” even though it had to be shaped and cultivated, and how it was linked to a mythological Africa (1994).


� Weaves consist of synthetic hair that is attached using either adhesive or threads.





