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Dear readers,

Welcome back!

In this issue, to celebrate International Literacy Day on the 8th

of September, we are investigating the intersection

between class and education. 

Even more today, with the COVID-19 pandemic, people

worldwide are facing multiple disadvantages, including access

to quality education. Equal access to education to all is a

human right that governments and societies must ensure. We

must reflect on how social markers, such as gender, class, race,

religion, disability, and nationality directly influence knowledge

acquisition, knowledge production and social/economic

opportunities. 

Join our writers on articles investigating the barriers working-

class children and young adults face in the UK; the importance

of educational practices with men without housing in Brazil; the

ways classrooms can be used as a tool for antiracist, antisexist

and anticlassist teaching; and the reasons many libraries have

been dismantled in the UK. Our poems talk about the

perspectives of working-class individuals towards acquiring

knowledge, showing that equal access to education is intrinsic

with better social and economic opportunities. Finally, our short

story tells the journey of three women - grandmother, mother

and daughter - seeking education in India and the obstacles

they encounter because of their gender and class. 

I hope you enjoy your reading!

 

Renata Guimarães Naso

Editor

https://www.instagram.com/jajonc/?hl=pt
https://www.instagram.com/molmadethis/
https://purebarkin.com/
https://www.sophiehinley.co.uk/
https://www.instagram.com/faerycreative/
https://www.instagram.com/growing_designer/
https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/support
https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/our-words-magazine


How working-class children
face barriers in education
from a young age, and the
knock-on effect that stays
with them through to
higher education.

Obtaining a degree was historically reserved for the middle and
upper classes, but how much has changed today? Higher
education for the working classes became more accessible in the
1990s by Tony Blair’s New Labour. With the aim to get 50% of
young people into higher education (finally achieved in 2019), the
introduction of student loans and the implementation of more
universities in rural and deprived areas, many working-class
students could attend university today; often being the first in
their families. Nevertheless, there are still accessibility barriers to
education.

Inequality within education starts in primary school. The Education
Policy Institute explains that "disadvantaged pupils are on
average 18 months behind the rest of the class in academic
achievement by the age of 16". This has a knock-on effect. Private
school students are 55 times more likely than children receiving
free school meals to gain a place at the universities of Oxford or
Cambridge. A study in 2016 showed that, on average, only 8% of
first-year undergraduates across the UK were Black, and the
figures are as low as 1.5% for the University of Cambridge and
1.2% at Oxford University. In 2019 a study showed that fewer than
3% of students at Oxford University were white working-class, and
overall, more than half of all UK universities had fewer than 5% of
white working-class students in their intakes. These figures aren’t
in line proportionally with the percentage of Black and working-
class young people in the UK and should be a lot higher.

In 2018, Labour MP David Lammy criticised Oxford University’s
elitist admissions, calling it a “bastion of white, middle class,
southern privilege”. In 2020, Oxford said it was making “steady
progress towards a more inclusive student body.” And true to their
word, the number of BAME undergraduates accepted rose to
23.6% of the UK intake. Specifically, Black students represented
3.7% of the intake. State school students made up 68.7% of all
offers. It’s just one university and a few hundred students, but it’s
a start, at least. Hopefully, they set a precedent for universities to
make an effort in being more diverse and inclusive. 

However, it’s not enough for universities to be more inclusive. They
must be more accessible, inclusive and inviting. Many young
people from families who have never gone to higher education
are not encouraged or expected to go themselves. Several of
them wouldn’t know that applying to Oxbridge costs £75.
Application fees are enough to dissuade those on a low income,
and that’s before university fees which are £9250 per year not
just for Oxford but most universities in the UK. Tuition fees tripled
in 2012, and maintenance grants were scrapped in 2016 and
replaced with maintenance loans under the Lib Dem and
Conservative coalition government. But is a higher education
degree even worth the debt?

In 2019, the official Government figures showed that graduates
earn £10,000 more per year than those who don’t go to university.
And yet, you’d be forgiven for thinking otherwise. There are
endless articles in the media criticising and questioning the worth
of certain degrees.
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bookshop volunteer, co-founder of Writers
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-49841620
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-49841620
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-49150993
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-12048629
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/feb/14/half-of-universities-england-have-fewer-than-5-poor-white-students
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/oxford-university-black-students-diversity-problem-students-offers-colleges-racism-david-lammy-a8364731.html
https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2021-02-04-oxford-shows-continued-progress-state-school-and-ethnic-minority-student-admissions
https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2021-02-04-oxford-shows-continued-progress-state-school-and-ethnic-minority-student-admissions
https://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/graduate/applying-to-oxford/application-guide/declaration-and-payment
https://www.ucas.com/finance/undergraduate-tuition-fees-and-student-loans
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/general-election-liberal-democrats-betrayed-students-tuition-fees-labour-a9238786.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/graduates-continue-to-benefit-with-higher-earnings
https://twitter.com/writersreprese1


But you don’t need to take my word for it. Social media has

opened the world up to the concept of “studytubers”, an online

community of influencers that focus positively on productivity in

education, offering tips on everything from exams to stationary

who make education seem like the latest must-have accessory.

Working-class trailblazer Vee Kativhu (and best friend of Malala

Yousafzai) has been making vlogs for several years about studying

at Oxford University as a working-class Black student.

Subsequently, she went to Harvard University to do her Master’s

and follow-up work as an education activist. Kativhu’s vlogs shed

light on an elusive and exclusive world of elite education to

anyone with an internet connection.

Although, as the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted, low-income

households are less likely to have an internet connection at home.

Ofcom reports from 2020 found that between 1m and 1.8m

children do not have access to a laptop, desktop or tablet at

home in the UK. This digital divide is another barrier stopping

working-class children from reaching their potential. Charities like

the Child Poverty Action Group are listening to low-income

families and campaigning against government issues like the

universal credit and the benefit cap. It is clear that as well as

putting pressure on universities to be more inclusive, accessible,

and inviting, we need to put the work in from the very beginning of

a child’s education. If they don’t fall behind in the first place, they

won’t need as much support in catching up by the time they are

considering their options regarding higher education.        Courses such as Sociology and Psychology are often dismissed

and labelled “Mickey Mouse degrees”’; a pejorative and highly

subjective term. The question is, does this snobbery have any truth in

it, or is it simply a classist sneer now that degrees are becoming more

commonplace amongst the working-class? And does a degree have

to be highly academic or financially lucrative to be worth pursuing?

So, what’s in an education? It depends on what you want to get out

of it. Arguably, there’s a lot more to gain in pursuing higher education

than increasing knowledge on a single subject or even obtaining a

specific career at the end of it. As a mature working-class student,

going to university got me out of my hometown, which does not have

a university or even jobs in the writing and publishing industry. Moving

away to attend university has helped me meet like-minded people

and pushed me out of my comfort zone in positive ways. The student

maintenance loan has allowed me to pursue career-boosting

volunteer roles that I would have been unable to do if constrained to

a full-time job.
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TITLE Empowered: Live Your Life with
Passion and Purpose
AUTHOR Vee Kativhu
PUBLISHER Vintage
YEAR 2021
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Non-Fiction

https://www.hercampus.com/school/aberdeen/best-studytubers-uk/
https://www.instagram.com/veekativhu/
https://malala.org/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0a0jgB33-HHcAm84UFfPgw
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-55816686
https://cpag.org.uk/about-cpag?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=google&utm_campaign=brandawarenessjuly21&utm_content=search&utm_term=Cause&gclid=CjwKCAjw1JeJBhB9EiwAV612y1HUaH5hXjVlxZOtVM12pEWHMs0N5fsKLoypmISfaXTQmJk8fiFA3xoC4QIQAvD_BwE
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/universal-credit
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8956853/Universities-fined-500-000-running-Mickey-Mouse-courses.html


“There are things I want to say, but I’m dismissed”

She sits in her backyard, her hair in tangles

Perhaps it’s from all that poetry

Twirling in her mind

There’s no one to listen

So, her creations are waiting to wither on the

vine

She’s too young to be taken seriously

But that’s how it starts

Dismissed once, then dismisses twice, and then dismissed three times

Little by little, they might kill her beauty

Her might, Her poetry

But poets are brave, liberated conduits

Only here in the physical world for a minute

All they have are words

So, they twist and turn words around their sentiments

Sometimes it’s a dead-end

At times the words spilt, but the words exist

Waiting to form a sonnet

Like daisies in line waiting to become daisy chains

Poetry exists.

So that maybe some other sentimental soul may feel less alone

But they will remain alone

If the poets find themselves in shackles

Daisies and ribbons are tangled in her hair

The pages in her notebook lay bare

Every word she has ever learnt, every word

she has heard, along with every other word that

carries her soul

There are things she wants to share

But how can she share her heart, her desires

with people who find her dreams to be

Frivolous

Careless

Useless

Futile
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“Must I share my dreams with people who call me

Unrealistic

And Infantile

Should I give my words wings

So, they might fly over the mountains

Above and beyond my predicament

Can they even fly that high?”

She wonders and scribbles

She spends every waking minute in a daze

Poetry on sunny days

On rainy days on snowy days

On days shrouded in a wispy mist

She could write a thousand poems about that

mist, that dewy dawn where the scent of

petrichor is enough to keep her going

But, on foggy days, she feels alone

For not even a bird comes to visit

She’s taken a deep liking to anything that can fly

Because, in a bird, in their wings, in a feather

and in the wind, she can see her words

Transcend all boundaries, all limits

She sits on her swings and thinks

Of the beauty of all the words, she hasn’t yet learnt.

"Will I get to learn more? Oh! I need more words.

I wish I could learn the ways of writing

So, I could string more of my feelings into rhymes”

Her soul is older than her years

She should be dreaming of her future

But only in terms of social constructs

To have a marriage, to have a family

It seems unfair when she feels abandoned by her world

Sometime in the future, she will find herself

walking down a narrow dirt-road

The road will diverge

I couldn’t tell you which one she’ll pick

That will depend on how much of her, the world

takes away before she reaches that point

For now, she’s praying that she doesn’t erode

She is like...

Like a lonely rock to a sea like a lonely petal in a stream

Beautiful, but ephemeral, constantly drifting
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Overpowered by the world

At least that’s how she feels

Where she comes from people have not seen such celluloid dreams

Of grandeur and adventure

Not a penny to her name, nothing to inherit from her kin

But she has inherited a divine gift from some force she cannot see

She writes about her pipe dreams

And stifles her screams

With daisies in her hair, she possesses something which the world wants

to destroy

‘Innocence’ ‘Hope’ ‘Passion’

Sometimes when she holds a pen it is an act of

rebellion, a protest, an act of civil disobedience

They can shackle her to a life lacking in poetry

A dull life of normality but, she will keep writing

She sees her education as a privilege

When it should be a right

So, she protests when she writes

As she sits on a worn-down swing

All she would like is an opportunity

If she doesn’t get hers

So much of her poetry would be dead

Floating in the sea of humanity, like grains of salt

Her poetry could be a castle

Of beauty and emotion

She throws herself in her streams of consciousness

She swims then she comes alive

She wants to be free of obstacles, of societal demands

She wants a chance to break the chain

Of poverty and lack

Because she has so much, so much to give

only if she could have her chance

Her eyes shine, and her fingers write

She just wants her voice

To reverberate to resonate to sing to be heard

For now, she has made a vow

To write until her fingers bleed and then to write

some more

Maybe one day, she might cement her castles of

words.



Education is a liberating act(1). Knowledge helps self-

development and societal transformation, building a society with

more justice and equality. In Brazil, the law says that education is

a right for everyone, and the State and the family must provide

it(2). However, access to an education that promotes critical

questioning, stimulates creativity, and transforms human beings

morally and intellectually, is restricted to a few. People from a

lower social class, lacking access to the internet or experiencing

health and mobility related difficulties (especially in the context of

COVID-19) face additional challenges in exercising their right to

get knowledge. It’s crucial to reflect on the positive impacts that

access to education can have on everyone, including people on

the margins of society, such as those without housing(3). 

São Paulo is considered the wealthiest city in Brazil, but it

presents a vast economic inequality, with a concentration of

income in some developed areas, while others lack improvements

and infrastructure. In 2020, the city of São Paulo, the 5th most

populous city in the country, had 12.33 million inhabitants. In 2015,

there were 15,905 people without housing. Four years later, this

number increased to 24,344. 

E D U C A T I O N  F O R

T R A N S F O R M A T I V E

C H A N G E S
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talk-in circles with men without
housing in São Paulo, exploring
the importance of equal access 
to education for all.
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In 2019, São Paulo's City Hall showed that, '85.5% of the people

interviewed who did not have homes declared themselves as men.

51.1% of people without housing are between 31 and 49 years old,

and 48.9% declared themselves brown, 26.1% white, 19.7% black,

2.4% indigenous and 1, 1% yellow. 96.7% are Brazilian. Among

foreigners, 38.8% came from Venezuela, 9% from South Africa, 6%

from Angola, among other countries. 8.4% of people without

housing declared not knowing how to read and write. 75.2% of

people without housing have slept in shelters at some time in their

lives'.

>>

TW oppression, discrimination. 

Illustration by SOPHIE HINLEY

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of people without

housing has increased. Many of them lost their jobs, and the State

remained silent and absent, not undertaking effective measures to

combat the virus (e.g., providing enough economic aid, doing

mass testing, ensuring the early purchase of COVID-19 vaccines,

encouraging social distancing and the use of masks), and has

scrapped the funds intended for the assistance of socially and

economically vulnerable people. As a result, the profile of people

without housing has changed; entire families began to stay on the

streets, including many single mothers. The pandemic also

affected access to schools in the country. Concerned about their

children's education, many parents without housing kept sending

their children to public schools in the short time they were open.

When schools closed, parents remained in contact with their

children's teachers using mobiles to communicate and help their

learning process. However, without free internet in many city

areas, several students have stopped learning since the beginning

of the pandemic. Hence, the intersection between class and

education became even more visible during the pandemic,

showing that those without internet access would be deprived of

education. 

https://g1.globo.com/sp/sao-paulo/noticia/2020/01/30/populacao-de-rua-na-cidade-de-sp-chega-a-mais-de-24-mil-pessoas-maior-numero-desde-2009.ghtml
https://www.prefeitura.sp.gov.br/cidade/secretarias/upload/Produtos/Produto%209_SMADS_SP.pdf
https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2021-06-02/pandemia-leva-familias-para-as-ruas-de-sao-paulo-e-acelera-mudanca-de-perfil-da-populacao-sem-teto.html
https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2021-06-02/pandemia-leva-familias-para-as-ruas-de-sao-paulo-e-acelera-mudanca-de-perfil-da-populacao-sem-teto.html


However, due to the lack of qualification,

they became unemployed for a long time.

Consequently, unable to support

themselves, they lost their homes and had to

stay on the streets in precarious conditions.

Other men who had adequate

qualifications were inserted into the labour

market, but they lost their income and

became without housing due to life

adversities. Many of them had constituted a

family but abandoned their partners and

children when they lost their jobs. There are

cases where the partners left them due to

addictions, such as alcohol and drugs,

especially crack. Most of these men

developed severe physical problems, such

as diabetes and osteoporosis, due to

excessive drinking and inadequate nutrition.

Others also acquired mental health

disorders. Also, among these men without

housing, there are some ex-convicts who

didn't get a job after serving their sentence

because of their criminal records, and

people from different countries coming

from challenging conditions.

As an educational practice, the talk-in

circles aim to help these men acquire

further knowledge, stimulate reasoning,

sharpen critical thinking, and incite curiosity

about themselves and their social reality.

Sharing life stories and aspects of their

family and hometowns is an essential

aspect during the talk-in circles. It rescues

and awakens the knowledge they've

acquired during their lives and reminds them

that they are social actors who contributed

and had responsibilities before and can

continue having. Often, they tell me about

the dehumanising practices they experience

while on the streets, affecting their self-

esteem and self-worth. Men without

housing are on the fringes of society. This

means that regularly society's members

discriminate and ignore them, creating

stereotypical perspectives towards who

they are and making them invisible.

Consequently, this invisibility strips them of

any subjectivity. I assist them in reflecting on

self-esteem and self-worth so that they can

build a better relationship with themselves

and others.

    To educate is to go beyond the

transmission of knowledge. Within this

process, there are two key elements:

alphabetising and literacy. Alphabetising

means leading the student to learn how to

read and write. However, acquiring this

knowledge does not mean that people

understand the reality around them and its

intrinsic social practices. The student must

also become literate. The concept of

literacy is proposed and defined by

Soares(4). Literacy is the state or condition

of those who have mastered written and

spoken language to communicate

appropriately according to the social

sphere they are inserted in and the

communicative purpose they want to

accomplish. For example, a literate person

comprehends that the language used in an

academic context will be different from

the same used in the pub, and knows how

to adapt the vocabulary to each context.

For Freire(5), the education process is

embedded in freedom. By acquiring

knowledge, individuals can use it to reflect

and transform their social and personal

reality. Thus, people manage to free

themselves from the oppressive bonds that

have been imposed on them by society.

Schools need to provide conditions for

students to become functionally literate

people, who can read and write,

comprehend texts, and learn about the

virtual environment. Then, they will be able

to participate effectively in the social

spheres, solve problems, act as citizens,

and adopt a critical-reflective posture that

leads to better life choices. 

>> For six years, I have been organising talk-in

circles with men (various age groups)

without housing in a private institution in

São Paulo. I act as a volunteer, but the

institution has full-time employees and

other volunteers like me from different

fields of knowledge. There’s a lack of

support houses like this one, which serves

men, in the city. The institution receives a

social subsidy from the City Hall and

welcomes, supports and assists men

without housing. These men are often

transferred from hospitals, recently

operated on, or convalescing from

surgeries performed due to broken limbs,

running overs, knife strikes, diabetes, etc.

The institution provides medical, social,

psychological and legal support to these

men. Thus, the institution's work involves

assisting the men on the path to physical

recovery; retrieving their family members'

contact and getting in touch with them;

acquiring essential documents such as birth

certificates and identity cards; finding

accommodation or directing them to

specialised public houses for when they

leave the institution. The institution is also

concerned with helping them get rid of

addictions to drinking and/or drugs

acquired while they were on the streets

and be reinserted into society.

There are various reasons why these men

stay on the streets. Among them are family

conflicts, excessive housework, domestic

violence, and the desire to change their

lives. Many of them ended up looking for

job placements in a more developed city

with better employment opportunities. 
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              Many of these men don't know the alphabet,

as they left school to work in the field, often since they

were children or teenagers, helping with the family

income. Frequently, I see a great desire of illiterate

men to become literate, so they can minimally

participate in society. It's important to say that most

of them didn't graduate from secondary education

even if they are literate. They can't get a job that

requires a more accurate understanding of the written

and spoken language, stagnating to a lower social

class. In the talk-in circles, I bring to them several

topics they didn't have the opportunity to learn,

contributing to their life skills and creating a better

chance when looking for jobs. I conduct activities to

encourage dialogue, exchange ideas to expand

knowledge and exercise peaceful and respectful

social interaction. Ultimately, I seek to stimulate

reflections on their current life and the changes they

want to make. A big part of this is to help them trigger

their desire to eliminate addictions and restore self-

esteem.

Often, these men suggest topics for discussion. They

like to learn more about biographies of people who

have taken significant actions helping those who face

social, racial, and economic discrimination. We talked,

for example, about Nelson Mandela, who fought for

the end of racism in South Africa, and Mother Teresa

of Calcutta, on behalf of poor people without housing

in India. The men also requested to learn more about

prominent people in literature and music, so we

discussed Beethoven, Mozart and Shakespeare,

among others. In addition, we address issues related

to general knowledge (i.e., history, geography,

science, the study of language) and social issues (i.e.,

current affairs, preservation of the environment,

respect and care for public places, gender studies,

racism, homophobia and sexism).  

The men's interest in all the mentioned subjects

demonstrates that it’s not because they did not go to

school and university that they don't have the right

and capacity to comprehend complex concepts. I

believe that their curiosity in learning about so many

relevant topics demonstrates that they know the world

they live in, want to be part of society, and have a

much more extensive cultural repertoire than people

consider. The experience obtained from the talk-in

circles helped me reflect mainly on what it means to

be resilient and patient in the face of life's adversities.

I realised that we all need help, compassion, kindness,

and acceptance throughout our lives. >>

ourstreetsnow.org/our-books-now 9

>>



        The big challenge remains to change the realities of people

without housing, mainly through public educational policies. The

State has an obligation to provide universal access to schooling

and education, leading to equal opportunities. For this to be

done, a change of perspective is crucial so that education is

seen as a right for all. Class, racial, and gender inequalities need

to be eliminated. Regarding people without housing, we need to

change the portrayed stereotypical views about them. It's

necessary to remember that the condition in which they find

themselves – without adequate food, without access to the

minimum hygiene necessities, health and education – does not

make them any less human, with rights to a dignified life. Also, it

does not make them subjects without agency and dreams for a

better life. On the contrary, looking at them in this way

demonstrates the reflection of a society that contributes to them

remaining on the margins, with no hope of change.
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AUTHOR Paulo Freire 
PUBLISHER Penguin Classics
YEAR 1968
LANGUAGE English (original language:
Brazilian - Portuguese)
GENRE Education

(1)  Freire, Paulo. (1986). Educação como prática da liberdade. Editora Paz e Terra.
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
2) 1988 Brazilian Constitution. Act. 205.
3) The used terminology in the country is 'people in the street situation' [pessoas
em situação de rua] because although they do not have a formal home which
means they are living on the streets, the street isn't a place where a human
being should live. In English, the term is 'people without housing', which I am
using throughout the article.
4) SOARES, M. (2006) Letramento: um tema em três gêneros. 2a ed. Belo Horizonte:
Autêntica.
5) Freire, Paulo. (1968) Pedagogia do Oprimido. Paz e Terra.

"The big challenge remains to change the realities of
people without housing, mainly through public

educational policies. The State has an obligation to
provide universal access to schooling and education,

leading to equal opportunities." 

>>



MUST
TRY 
HARDER

Working-class means

In schools

We get less

The government makes inequality

Grow

We are set by our backgrounds

We are not read to or taken

On holiday

We work hard to reach stars

Middle-class kids get for

Christmas

There are paths I will never cross

Places I will never go

But I’m told if I work hard enough

I will get to them

POETRY

Written by   ELLA DUNTHORNE 
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AN ANTI-RACIST
TOOL FOR

LIBERATION 
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TW racism, sexism, classicism, rape, sexual assault.

REVIEW

Written by HANNAH MILNER
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How education 
and the classroom can be used
as a tool for antiracist,
antisexist, and anticlassist
teaching? bell hooks’ non-
fiction work explores this
matter.

12

REVIEW

Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom by
bell hooks(1) is an informative and compelling work of non-fiction
that explores and critiques the pedagogy of education through
an intersectional lens, often citing antiracist, feminist, and class
theory. Written as a collection of 14 essays, hooks explores how
education can be used as a liberatory tool to practice freedom. 

bell hooks is a professor, feminist, social activist and author of
over 30 books. Drawing upon her experience of attending Booker
T. Washington in the US, hooks writes that for “black folks
teaching – educating – was fundamentally political because it
was rooted in antiracist struggle”(2), highlighting the liberatory
potential of the classroom through antiracist education. Yet,
hooks states that “knowledge was suddenly about information
only. It had no relation to how one lived, behaved. It was no
longer connected to antiracist struggle”(3). hooks draws
attention to the “banking system of education"(4), a system that
favours the consumption of information fed to students via
teachers, rather than allowing students to actively participate in
their education and contribute to the knowledge gained in class.
This system acts as a barrier for education as liberatory practice.
Underpinning hooks’ critical thought towards education is the
work of Brazilian philosopher Paulo Freire. >>



One limitation that I found with this collection of essays is that
although, for the most part, they are inclusive, to ensure further
comprehension, hooks could provide a list of theoretical
definitions, allowing any readers without previous knowledge to
be fully engaged. Nevertheless, I found the essays were
interesting to read because they cover a wide range of topics.
Not only that, the way that hooks presents them, rooting issues in
historical facts, is educational and thought-provoking. I agree
with hooks' pedagogy of collective action, the importance of
every individual's voice and the inclusion of lived experiences into
the classroom.

We need to move away from a system of information
regurgitation. As hooks argues in the essay ‘Theory as a Liberatory
Practice’, once we create feminist theory and movements that
address the pain of sexism, racism and classism, the gap
between feminist theory and feminist practice will close, leading
us towards a “mass-based feminist resistance struggle”(9).
Ultimately, hooks contends that if white and Black women
dismantle their own hostilities and work together, feminist
solidarity, social change and liberation can be achieved.
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        Even though hooks wrote the book in 1994, the “banking
system of education" is still evident in today’s educational
settings. hooks writes that “the classroom remains the most radical
space of possibility in the academy”(5), and yet its potential has
not been fulfilled. Education is still approached from a white-
male-classicist-centric perspective. hooks advocates for a
paradigm shift in pedagogy, adding a more intersectional and
anti-racist approach to teaching, and building a community in
classrooms to “recognize the value of each individual voice”(6). By
including students’ lived experience as part of the education
process, hooks is moving away from the 'banking system'.

Throughout her essays, hooks focuses on the historical context of
the colonial and racist patriarchy that has shaped today's Western
societies and education systems. For example, in her essay
‘Holding my Sister’s Hand’, hooks points out that in the 1960s, the
relationship between white and Black women was power-
dominated; “black women were the servants, and white women
were the served”(7). This suggests that although women should
have been united in the feminist struggle, white women were
complicit in contributing to a racist and hierarchical society. hooks
lays the foundations for white readers to observe our own biases
and the way in which we interact with women of colour within the
feminist movement. Furthermore, hooks argues that white women
saw Black women as competition in the “sexual marketplace”(8),
ignoring and dismissing that Black women were the targets of
sexual violence, coercion, and exploitation by white men. 

In the era of #MeToo and ending public sexual harassment (PSH),
hooks' ‘Feminist Solidarity’ essay is an essential reading for white
women to understand our own unconscious biases towards Black
women and reflect on practices for creating a true sisterhood. For
feminism to be truly intersectional, white women need to relinquish
their power over Black women and develop a feminist sisterhood
that embraces solidarity. The decolonisation of history is a crucial
step for white people to break down their biases and to
understand the perspectives and struggles of Black individuals. 

>>
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(1)  bell hooks chooses to use lowercase letters in her name “to emphasise the
importance of the substance of her writing as opposed to who she is.” 
2) hooks, bell. (1994). Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom.
Routledge. Page 2.
3) ibid, Page 3.
4) ibid, Page 14.
5) ibid, Page12. 
6) ibid, Page 40. 
7) ibid, Page 94.
8) ibid, Page 95.
9) ibid, Page 75.

https://www.berea.edu/appalachian-center/appalachian-center-home/faculty-and-staff/bell-hooks/
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TW austerity, classism, racism, fatphobia and
ableism, the prison system.

ARTICLE

LOSING OUR
LIBRARIES
LOSING OUR
LIBRARIES

Written by ALICE NUTTALLWhy have so many libraries been
dismantled in the UK? Our writer
explores the importance of free
reading and vital book-sharing
movements.
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The importance of libraries to local communities cannot be

overstated. In the UK in 2019, over 380,000 children had no books

in their homes, and up to 14.5 million people are currently living in

poverty, meaning that families are unlikely to have spare cash to

spend on books. Libraries provide free access to books and

magazines, as well as to computers and the internet. However,

like so many other public institutions, the UK’s public libraries have

been underfunded for the past decade, risking access to

education, entertainment and community service for some of the

most vulnerable people in the country. So why have so many UK

libraries been dismantled?

The 2010 general election led to the forming of a coalition

government made up of the Conservative and Liberal Democrat

parties, and a programme of austerity soon followed. The

austerity programme was a response to the 2008 financial crash,

an attempt to reduce the government's budget deficit by raising

taxes and cutting public spending. Local government funding was

cut, which had the knock-on effect of lowering essential money

necessary for running local libraries. 

In 2011, the Voices for the Library campaign showed that the cuts

threatened over 10% of UK libraries with closure. This prompted

widespread protests, many inspired by a speech from children’s

author Philip Pullman after learning that nearly half of his local

Oxfordshire libraries were slated for closure. 

The History of Library Cuts

Pullman stated that, ‘the government, in the Dickensian person of

Mr Eric Pickles, has cut the money it gives to local government,

and passed on the responsibility for making the savings to local

authorities. Some of them have responded enthusiastically, some

less so; some have decided to protect their library service, others

have hacked into theirs like the fanatical Bishop Theophilus in the

year 391 laying waste to the Library of Alexandria and its hundreds

of thousands of books of learning and scholarship.’ 

Recently, however, Philip Pullman has been in the news for

supporting poet Kate Clanchy, when several authors of colour,

including Professor Sunny Singh, Monisha Rajesh and Chimene

Suleyman, pointed out racism, fatphobia and ableism in Clanchy’s

memoir, Some Children I Taught And What They Taught Me(1).

Rather than listening to and engaging with Singh, Rajesh and

Suleyman’s analyses, Pullman doubled down on his support of

Clanchy.  Writing on the critique and the harassment she, Singh

and Suleyman have subsequently received, Rajesh said, “Pullman

suggested we were looking for offence and likened us to Isis and

the Taliban, a comment which came as the three of us were

already under a coordinated racist attack from the “alt-right”

which targeted our emails and social media.” I condemn Pullman’s

response to Singh, Rajesh and Suleyman’s evaluations of a text

that contained many prejudiced tropes. I mention and quote him

in this article because he was an integral part of the Save Our

Libraries movement. >>

Illustration by JENNIFER MCDONALD

https://www.thebookseller.com/news/hundreds-thousands-british-children-dont-own-single-book-nlt-reports-1122526
https://www.bigissue.com/latest/uk-poverty-the-facts-figures-and-effects/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_government_austerity_programme
http://www.voicesforthelibrary.org.uk/campaigns/10-things-you-need-to-know-about-library-closurescampaigns/
http://www.voicesforthelibrary.org.uk/campaigns/10-things-you-need-to-know-about-library-closurescampaigns/
http://www.voicesforthelibrary.org.uk/campaigns/10-things-you-need-to-know-about-library-closurescampaigns/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/this-is-big-society-you-see-it-must-be-big-to-contain-so-many-volunteers/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/aug/13/pointing-out-racism-in-books-is-not-an-attack-kate-clanchy
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/aug/13/pointing-out-racism-in-books-is-not-an-attack-kate-clanchy
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/aug/13/pointing-out-racism-in-books-is-not-an-attack-kate-clanchy
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           Events under the banner of Save Our Libraries took place

across the country in early 2011. Authors including Pullman, Kate

Mosse and Julia Donaldson performed read-ins at their local

libraries and other public figures also got involved, such as

comedian Phill Jupitus, who did a stint as a librarian at his local

library. Of course, not only celebrities took part in the campaign.

Librarians and local library users made an enormous grassroots

effort to protect this vital community resource, which provides

free access to books for all readers. Not only this, but it fulfils

other social functions such as providing internet access for job

seekers and a base for book clubs, youth groups, and other

community activities.

    

Unfortunately, despite the passion behind the Save Our Libraries

initiative, libraries could not stand up to austerity; the cuts to

local authority budgets forced closures and layoffs. In 2019, a

report revealed that 800 libraries had closed since 2010 - 17% of

libraries, a much higher figure than the predicted 10%. The

report also showed that ‘the number of paid librarians has also

plummeted. In 2009/2010, the point marking the start of the

Tory-led government’s austerity drive, there were 24,000

salaried staff working in libraries. Last year, there were 15,300

employees and more than 51,000 volunteers’. 
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While volunteers do essential work as part of an enormous

variety of social causes, an indispensable community service

cannot be run by volunteers alone, particularly when that service

requires specialist knowledge that takes years of training to

attain, including being able to facilitate research, organise

materials, and develop and maintain databases. As Pullman

noted, ‘Does he [Keith Mitchell, then leader of Oxfordshire

County Council] think the job of a librarian is so simple, so empty

of content, that anyone can step up and do it for a thank-you

and a cup of tea? Does he think that all a librarian does is to

tidy the shelves?’

However, while volunteer-run initiatives may not be able to

replace the libraries we have lost to austerity, they are doing

essential work filling the gap left by the 800 library closures.

Many non-profit organisations and schemes, some of which

existed before 2010 and others that have developed in the last

decade, are working to provide books to people affected by the

lack of libraries or the economic repercussions of austerity. As

David Pountney notes, library closures have been part of ‘a

severe erosion of the availability of culture to young people’,

particularly to those who do not have the financial means to

access culture through other avenues. 

>>

>>

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/feb/04/protests-save-our-libraries-day
https://breadlineresearch.coventry.ac.uk/resources/austerity-timeline-2/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/dec/06/britain-has-closed-almost-800-libraries-since-2010-figures-show
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/dec/06/britain-has-closed-almost-800-libraries-since-2010-figures-show
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/this-is-big-society-you-see-it-must-be-big-to-contain-so-many-volunteers/
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/apr/21/david-pountney-arts-funding-bad-for-our-cultural-health
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            The undertones of this anti-culture austerity programme

are clear; access to books and other forms of art is reserved for

the privileged few, rather than being a right open to all. Sarah

Myles states it bluntly in her article on austerity and cuts to the

arts. ‘Entire career routes are shut down to many of those state

education students, while remaining open to the children of the

wealthy, who can afford private education....That, in turn, means

that specialist, billion pound industries in the future will be

predominantly staffed by the already privileged, because the

less privileged were denied access and opportunity...And the

social inequality rolls on — to the benefit of the wealthy, at the

expense of the poor’.

Many individuals, organisations and groups have focused on

providing books to children. BookTrust’s Bookstart programme

has been giving free children’s books to families since 1992,

while the Children’s Book Project donates new and used books

to a wide variety of schools and other organisations, including

food banks, prisons and women’s groups. This year, footballer

Marcus Rashford started a book club in collaboration with

Macmillan Children’s Books and Magic Breakfast to donate

50,000 free books to primary schools. The Free Books

Campaign, founded during the first lockdown in 2020 as a

response to library closures, provides books by authors of colour

to anyone who would not otherwise be able to access them. On

a less formal level, local communities across the UK have set up

Little Free Libraries, which started in the US and spread

worldwide. Little Free Libraries distribute a series of books in

public spaces, such as disused phone boxes, for local

communities to take, read and, afterwards, leave the books as

they wish. While many Little Free Libraries are stocked with

children’s books, there are plenty of adult books for older

readers. 

Specific groups have traditionally been underserved when

accessing educational and entertainment materials, particularly

the UK’s prison population. UK prisons are legally required to

give prisoners access to libraries. The Prison Rules state that ‘a

library shall be provided in every prison and, subject to any

directions of the Secretary of State, every prisoner shall be

allowed to have library books and to exchange them’. However,

in reality, prisoners’ library time is minimal. For example, HMP

Lincoln ‘only provides for two library sessions per month and this

also clashes with two main gym sessions for prisoners who have

jobs’. 
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>> The organisation Give a Book addresses this lack of library access

by organising prison reading groups and setting up specific

initiatives such as picture book reading programmes for Mother and

Baby Units (specialist services provided within some women’s

prisons where incarcerated new mothers can live with their babies

up until the baby is eighteen months old). Prison abolitionist group

Books Beyond Bars send books to LGBTQIA+ prisoners and

campaigns for sexual health and education. Access to books is

particularly crucial for incarcerated people; as well as assisting

with rehabilitation and providing better employment opportunities

after release, it has been shown to improve prisoners’ mental health

and social interactions, giving them topics of conversation.

The loss of so many of our libraries has been devastating for local

UK communities, and our public library system needs to be

protected and refunded. However, the charitable and community

efforts that have ensured continuing access to books in the face of

library closures have helped fill the gap and show how widespread

resistance is to government efforts to limit people’s access to such

an essential resource. 

In his 2011 speech, Philip Pullman stated, ‘I love the public library

service for what it did for me as a child and as a student and as an

adult. I love it because its presence in a town or a city reminds us

that there are things above profit, things that profit knows nothing

about, things that have the power to baffle the greedy ghost of

market fundamentalism, things that stand for civic decency and

public respect for imagination and knowledge and the value of

simple delight’. That “greedy ghost” may still be haunting the UK 10

years later, but with the efforts of grassroots campaigners and

generous individuals, it will hopefully be exorcised. 

Community Action: how grassroots activists
provide access to books

meet our writer 
Alice Nuttall is a children’s and webcomic writer
who spends her free time reading, knitting, and
playing D&D, occasionally all at once. Her
superpower is the ability to find a cup of coffee
no matter where she is. She is a member of the
Our Streets Now (OSN) team, and her work
includes writing and proofreading for the OSN
campaign.

(1)  Clanchy, Kate. (2019). Some Kids I Taught and What They Taught Me. Picador. 

https://medium.com/@sjmyles79/why-do-u-k-conservatives-defund-arts-education-in-state-schools-261b8f9bebb
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https://littlefreelibrary.org/start/
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https://www.justice.gov.uk/downloads/offenders/psipso/psi-2015/psi-02-2015-prison-library-service-revised-1-april-2019.pdf
http://prisonuk.blogspot.com/2014/07/prison-libraries-news-from-inside.html
http://giveabook.org.uk/project/mother-baby-units/
http://giveabook.org.uk/project/mother-baby-units/
http://giveabook.org.uk/project/mother-baby-units/
https://beyond-bars.org/
https://beyond-bars.org/
https://metro.co.uk/2020/02/24/power-books-prisons-cannot-underestimated-charity-says-12294309/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/this-is-big-society-you-see-it-must-be-big-to-contain-so-many-volunteers/
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Books are the staple of a
child’s life. It's the way a child
learns how to read, speak, put
pictures into words, and name
animals, people, and places.
But access to books and
education depends on one's
social position. This story
explores the journey of three
women seeking education and
the obstacles they encounter
along the way. 

Written by ASHA ASKOOLAM

SHORT STORY
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TW classism, discrimination, sexism.

BreakingBreaking
the cyclethe cycle

Shanti had always loved school. Her favourite subjects were
cookery and sewing. She liked creating something from scratch,
perfecting the evening meal for her family, or sewing something
for her grandmother. She lived with her grandparents, Devi and
Kishan, as her mother was unable to take care of Shanti after the
death of Shanti’s father.

Ever since her father passed, the amount of time she spent at
school had dwindled. Little by little, her grandparents needed her
to stay at home to help with chores and look after her siblings.
Living in a small village in Gujarat, they didn’t have the option of
childcare, and there was no one else to take care of her brother
and sister when her grandparents were working.

As it stood, access to a good education was hard to come by,
especially if you were a girl. The teachers thought she had never
taken her passion for her learning seriously. She was never
considered for competitions, awards, or to even answer questions
in class. Whenever she responded to a question in Maths or
Science, subjects not deemed appropriate for a girl to like, her
classmates and teachers mocked her. Often, they would dismiss
her answers or challenge her to the point where she felt like
crying. All she wanted was to be treated fairly, to have the same
options and aspirations as the boys in her classes. 

Shanti
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“What do you mean?” Shanti asked, closing the door and taking
off her shoes. “Ba, who is here to see me?”

A coldness filled Shanti's chest, and ice dropped into her stomach
when she peeked into the living room. There was a mother and a
father with their son. He was about her age and staring sullenly at
his hands. He didn’t want to be there, just as much as Shandi
didn’t want to go into the living room.

“This is Shiva, and these are his parents. He’s going to be a
doctor,” Devi said excitedly, ushering Shanti into the front room.
“Why don’t you two get to know each other?”

Shanti looked back at her and then at her grandfather in the
corner of the room. He had a forlorn expression on his face. He
couldn’t meet her eyes.

“Bapa?” Shanti said. She was close to tears, and her voice was
trembling. “Bapa, what is this? I don’t want any part of this.”

He finally looked up at her. There were tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry,
Beti, but you don’t have much of a choice. It’s him or someone
else.”

Her grandfather’s tears disappeared as quickly as they had
appeared. Whatever sadness he felt about the situation wasn’t
enough to save her from this. 

Shanti felt a complete loss for words. “I’m only sixteen,” she said.
There was anger in her chest, but it didn’t seem to break past her
lips. Instead, she sounded small, broken, hopeless.

“The perfect age,” Devi said, still smiling. “Time to grow up now,
Beti.”

Just like that, her fate was sealed, she was to be married, and
there was nothing else for her. She felt like she couldn’t breathe.

Until then, she had been able to see many paths for her future,
like the branches of a tree that twisted and turned, shooting out
into the distance. It had been wide open for her to explore, but
now societal norms had cut off those branches. Instead, there
was only one possible path, and its destination ended in a
miserable marriage, unhappy children, and a predetermined dull
life.

“But what about my education?” she asked, tears rolling down her
cheeks. “I want to finish school! I want to go to university. This isn’t
fair!”

She could feel the heat rising to her cheeks as she spiralled,
becoming more and more upset. Her hands were sweaty and
shaking. She was heartbroken. What would become of her? Would
she become another forgotten woman, among so many others,
forced out of her family home to marry a man she hardly knew?

“What do you need to do all of that for?” Devi laughed, touching
Shanti’s cheek softly. It felt patronising. “It’s not like you’re going
to use it or need it. You’re a girl. Girls don’t go to university; that’s
not their destiny.”

          When Shanti was sixteen, things took a turn for the worse.
In her culture, as soon as girls turned sixteen, they lost the right
to education forever. Their parents arranged a husband for
them, and they moved to the husband's family house, never to be
seen again by their own family. It was not an unfamiliar
phenomenon to her, as she had heard of it happening to other
girls her age.

The moment Shanti returned home from school, her grandmother
was waiting for her at the door. Devi was smiling like she’d won
a lot of money to get them out of their dire situation. They were
of a lower caste, barely having any money to their name and
unable to move up in status. Devi was a cleaner, and Kishan
worked as a carpenter. Shanti’s only option in life was to marry
rich to bring her family and herself out of their miserable
situation.

At sixteen, Shanti would have to leave her education and,
consequently, her dreams of studying further, perhaps even
going to university. She would become the property of her
husband and his family.

At sixteen, Shanti would have to leave her education and,
consequently, her dreams of studying further, perhaps even
going to university. She would become the property of her
husband and his family.

She had never thought it would happen to her. And yet, there
she was, looking at her grandmother smirking and knowing that
the time had arrived.

“Beti, great news. There’s a family here to see you,” she said. Her
smile was brighter than the sun. Shanti had never seen her
grandmother so happy. Her eyes shone, a shade of dark brown
like the tone of tree bark against her ochre skin, the deep bronze
beamed in the sunlight entering from the open door behind
Shanti.

>>
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Meena laughed. It was a hollow, heartbroken kind of laugh. “No, I
can’t. I have to start working to help take care of my mum and
siblings.”

“Oh,” Lakshmi squeezed her arm. “That’s not fair. Can’t your mum
get a job?”

Whenever Lakshmi was worried, she tilted her hand and pouted.
Meena had always loved that about her. It was Lakshmi’s way of
showing that she was empathising.

Meena shook her head, “my mum can’t work. She doesn’t have
any qualifications. She stopped working at the factory after it
closed down and couldn't find another job after that.”

For four years, Meena worked at a bank, financially supporting
her mother and siblings. After that, she applied for a paid
apprenticeship working at a gallery, handling the artwork, and
learning the ins and outs of art conservation. Meena wanted to
study Art History, but she knew that she could never go to
university and stop earning an income. “I’m so proud of you, Beti,”
her mother said over dinner the night before Meena started her
apprenticeship. “You've always supported me and your siblings,
working so hard. I’m sorry that life hasn’t turned out the way you
wanted.”

“It’s okay ma,” Meena replied. “Sometimes, we just don’t have 
a choice.”

Shanti reached across the table. “I wanted to go to university too.
But I was married off. Your father was a kind person. And I did
love him in a way, but I never got to chase the dreams I wanted.
And I hate to see that has happened to you too.”

Meena looked up at her mum and could see the pain and despair
in Shanti's eyes. She was a lot like her mum. They both held pain
in their eyes.

“What did you want to do at university?” Meena asked.

“I wanted to be a designer,” Shanti laughed, shaking her head. “I
don’t know what I was thinking, but I had always loved sewing,
and I was quite good.”

Meena smiled, watching as her mum laughed. Her mother always
scrunched her nose when she laughed. It made her mum appear
like a younger, more carefree version of herself. The version that
had dreams just like Meena did.

“One day you’ll be able to do it ma,” Meena said, smiling. “You
could do it. You’ve made some of the best lehengas I’ve worn.”

“Oh, stop!” Shanti laughed. Then, she reached over and cupped
her daughter’s face, “you’re going to make something of yourself.”

Meena felt like crying. Her voice was trembling when she said, 
“I hope so, mum. I really hope so.”

           Shanti stared at her grandmother. “That might not have
been your path. But I want it to be mine.”

A deep sadness washed over her body, like a chill from the cold.
She felt like she was fighting against a wave. It was like wading
through the sea. It was hopeless to try and walk further out from
the shore. You either start swimming, or you sink and drown. And
she was drowning.

“It won’t ever happen,” she said, “this is your only path.”

Shanti had four children, all before the age of twenty-five. Her
husband was a kind and gentle man, but they had married too
young. They were only twenty years old when they moved away
from India to Kenya and the U.K after that. She longed for a life
of freedom, wanting to have an education past the basics. She
could barely speak a word of English when they moved to the
U.K. Without qualifications or prospects, the only work Shanti
could find was as a part-time employee in a factory while her
husband finished his education and went on to work for a phone
company. For the most part, she was a stay-at-home wife.

In marrying him, Shanti's family could access better - not great,
but an improvement - jobs back in India and earn more money
due to the connections they now had. Saving her grandparents
and mother from ruin was only possible at the cost of her own life
and choices. 

Meena had always thought that her life would turn out
differently. She had seen how much her mother, Shanti, had
struggled over the years. Shanti had married and had children
too young and, without access to education, couldn't follow her
dreams. Her entire life, Meena believed she would end up in a
different situation than her mother.  But life had other plans.

When Meena was sixteen years old, her father suddenly passed
away. Being an immigrant from a working-class background
meant that her father did not earn much, unable to save enough
money to support his wife and children after his death. Her mum
was unqualified and couldn't find a full-time job. They managed
to pay off the mortgage on their house. Being the oldest meant
that Meena had no choice but to get a full-time job and drop out
of school. Once bright and vast, Meena's dreams became small
and faded. It was like looking at an old picture taken on a
Polaroid that had been left out in the light; undefined, unclear,
and unknown. It was a bittersweet moment when Meena picked
up her GCSE results. She had to smile and greet all of her
teachers and friends.

“What did you get Meena?” her best friend, Lakshmi, asked.
Lakshmi had a pixie haircut and cute dimples when she smiled.

Meena's hands were trembling as she held the piece of paper. 
“I got mostly A’s and B’s.”

“That’s amazing! Why aren’t you happier?” Lakshmi asked, tilting
her head. “You can go on to do your A-Levels  even go to
university.”

>>
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Ria had always loved books. She found them to be the perfect
escape, providing comfort to her when the stress of her life
became too much. This was often when she had exams or was
dealing with her own mental health. Meena, her mother, had
always instilled in Ria the importance of books and gaining a
complete and fruitful education. 

They weren't rich, but Meena was always able to provide for Ria.
When her mother was working at a lower pay grade, and they
couldn’t afford much, Meena would often take Ria to the library,
and she would borrow all the books she wanted. She loved
borrowing books and feeling the worn papers beneath her
fingertips. When they had a little more money, Ria was able to
buy her most treasured favourite books. But libraries always held
a special place in Ria's heart, being a place where people went
to learn. 

>>

>>
Ria

“You always have your nose in a book,” her friend, Amrit, said one
sunny afternoon during their lunch break. It was the last day of the
semester for their final year at university. 

Ria looked up at him, smiling. He sat down in front of her. He had
long brown hair that was pulled back into a bun and kind, gentle
eyes. The sun was beating down behind him and made his sunkissed
brown skin glow. They had met on their first day at university. They
were two of the only Asian students on their course and campus.
They’d sort of wafted together, drawn to each other through a similar
shared history, culture, background, and religion. 

“Well, you can never go wrong with a book,” she said, putting it down
and making sure to put her bookmark in. “Ready for the summer?” 

Amrit shrugged. Ria had always thought he was beautiful. He had a
sharp jawline and stubble; he’d once had quite a plentiful beard. He
wore glasses when he was reading and always dressed so dapper. 

“Sure,” he said, then smiled, “going to miss you though.” 
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            Ria blushed, looking down. He reached over and took
her hand. They didn’t say anything more, but she could feel a
shift in their friendship. 

She hoped it would last. At school, Ria had never had an
interest in romantic relationships. She was always too focused
on her studies. It has been a difficult path. Her A-Levels were
the most challenging time of her life. Most of the time, she had
wanted to pull her hair out. When she was accepted to study
English Literature and Ancient History, she jumped at the
chance. Her whole life she had wanted to make her mother and
her grandmother proud. They had sacrificed so much during
their lifetimes.

Meena was a Conservator at a gallery. She started as an
apprentice and worked her way up. After working so hard,
supporting Ria's grandmother, Shanti, and still managing to
pave out a life for herself and her daughter, Ria had always
thought her mum was like a superhero. She knew that her
mother had always wanted to go to university, as did her Ba.
Neither of them had. Even with their limited choices, both Ria's
mother and grandmother managed to build lives of their own.
Shanti had started a small business creating traditional Indian
clothing.

Ria knew she wouldn’t be earning enough - at least not right
away - to pay off her student loans that covered her tuition and
maintenance fees and, thus, would forever have a debt she may
never be able to pay back in its entirety. Many times, Ria
wanted to give up, but she hadn’t. She had pushed through and
persevered. 

She looked at herself in the mirror. She was wearing a knee-
length violet dress flowing around her knees. It had a
sweetheart neckline and was cinched at the waist. Her mother
had curled her hair and done her makeup. Ria's eyeliner made
her hazel eyes pop against the red hues of her lips and bronze
skin.

 

>>
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“You look beautiful,” her mum said, walking into Ria's bedroom
and leaning on the doorframe.

“Thanks, mum,” Ria replied, smiling. “I’m really nervous. What if I fall
on the stage?”

Meena laughed. “Well, then you’ll look beautiful falling.”

Ria rolled her eyes but couldn’t help laughing too. “That’s not very
helpful.”

“You worked so hard to get here,” Meena said. “I’m so proud of
you. You did it; you’ve got a degree!”

Ria beamed, looking at the proud look on her mum’s face. 

After three years, on graduation day, Ria found herself in the most
picturesque scene; it was like something out of one of her
favourite books. There were great rolling lawns outside, against a
sunlit sky and a beautiful blue up above them. Her campus was a
historical, traditional one, in that the buildings all looked like
something out of Harry Potter, with archways and great pillars,
tinted windows with glass drawings and paintings.

As she stepped through one of the archways, she felt a lump grow
in her throat. She couldn’t believe that she was leaving this place.

“You could still go,” Ria said, nudging her mum. “You could study
here!”

Meena smiled, cupping her daughter’s face. “No, honey. That
dream of mine has passed. I am happy with where I am now. I’ve
lived a different life, and so did your Ba. Things were difficult for
us and different to how they are now. But you, you’ve broken the
cycle.”
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