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trigger warnings
This issue covers some sensitive topics

and may be triggering for some

readers. Each article will be marked

with a specific TW and we advise

readers to seek support if needed.

 

Dear readers, 

Welcome back!

We start the new year by discussing the theme of

racism. 

In this issue, you will be able to explore alongside our

writers the structural racism surpassing the healthcare

system in the UK; the need for schools to choose anti-

racist books and not reinforce books that portray

discriminatory language; how the feminist movement

keeps excluding women of colour and benefiting

white feminists; the impact of children's books that

challenges oppressive ideas towards Black women's

beauty; a first-hand experience of feeling fetishised

by men for being bi-racial; and a reflection on the

intersection between white privilege, belonging and

immigration. We also feature the fourth chapter of

the novella, Her Story, in which Radha suffers racist

insults from her boyfriend's mother. 

We wish you a happy, healthy and harmonious 2022!

Renata Guimarães Naso

   Editor  
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A world with structural
racism is one devoid of
social justice. How has a
virus exposed the UK's
racist healthcare system?

The year 2020 shook our world. With the unprecedented spread of
COVID-19 seeping into every aspect of modern society, forcing
global lockdowns, governmental mandates, and widespread
mortalities, it irrevocably changed life as we know it. In the midst
of the pandemic, the Black Lives Matter movement erupted in the
US. As George Floyd’s life was taken by a police officer in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, crowds flocked to the streets worldwide,
flouting social distancing restrictions, to express outrage and
heavy hearts at the systemic racism experienced at the hands of
the police. While these two monumental events shaped history,
they are perceived as isolated global health and social justice
issues. We must ask why then COVID-19 has disproportionately
affected Black and marginalised ethnic (BAME) individuals and
communities? COVID-19 isn’t an equal opportunity killer. COVID-19
is an issue of racial privilege.

As opposed to individual-level racism, systemic-level racism refers
to the “structural racial bias…and interactions between institutions
and policies that systematically privilege white people and
disadvantage people of colour.” This continues the vicious cycle of
perpetuating racial inequities in society. The novel coronavirus has
exposed the systemic racism that is deeply ingrained into the
fabric of our healthcare systems and policies. While it is rarely
discussed in a healthcare context, inequities in healthcare refer to
chronic advantages or disadvantages in health outcomes between
groups that are unfair and/or discriminatory, whether intentional
or not.

Early into the pandemic, it was announced that the UK’s BAME
community is affected by higher morbidity and mortality rates from
COVID-19. This critical fact was originally diluted by suggestions
that this was solely due to the greater prevalence of comorbidities
or poverty in ethnic communities. However, a study from professors
at Harvard University and Imperial College London determined that
these factors only partly explain the ethnic disparities in COVID-19
victims, and a fundamental cause here is structural racism. For
many BAME communities, a pervasive lack of trust against health
authorities and a need to continue employment in essential worker
jobs during difficult economic times reduced their likelihood of
seeking care, alongside BAME community regions often struggling
more with limited healthcare resources. These worrying statistics
have not only been recorded in BAME individuals treated within
the UK’s NHS but they have been replicated in health systems
internationally across both African American and Indigenous
American communities.

The emergence of a viral pandemic has acted merely as a stressor,
exposing the systemic racism that has always been engrained and
deeply entrenched in all aspects of society, medicine included.
Continually, racism directly affects the health of ethnic
marginalised individuals and indirectly factors into the social
determinants of an individual’s health. In the UK, Black women are
five times more likely to die during pregnancy than white women,
and Black individuals are disproportionately sectioned under the
Mental Health Act than Caucasians with similar medical profiles.
Practitioners' heavy reliance on racial and cultural stereotypes can
also mean that critical health decisions are implemented based on
unconscious biases. It is well-documented, for example, that pain
experienced by ethnic groups is consistently under-estimated
compared to white patients, often with fatal consequences. The
root of this phenomenon extends from the dangerous belief during
slavery that those with more melanin didn’t feel pain.

T H ET H ET H E

U N E Q U A LU N E Q U A LU N E Q U A L

R A C E  R A C E  R A C E  O FO FO F

L I F EL I F EL I F E

D U R I N G  AD U R I N G  AD U R I N G  A

G L O B A LG L O B A LG L O B A L

P A N D E M I CP A N D E M I CP A N D E M I C

N O M A D I C   |   2 4O U R  W O R D S   

ARTICLE

ourstreetsnow.org/our-books-now 3

>>

TW dehumanisation, oppression, medical trauma,
racism, stereotypical practices. 

Written by SARIKA SANDHU  

Illustration by ADRIANA PREDOI

https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=bm7uat9SsxLA_3Kp83Mh0B47gNJmZdFM3oo0319pnxY-1636218634-0-gaNycGzNCxE
https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=bm7uat9SsxLA_3Kp83Mh0B47gNJmZdFM3oo0319pnxY-1636218634-0-gaNycGzNCxE
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/george-floyd-black-lives-matter-impact/
http://www.intergroupresources.com/rc/Definitions%20of%20Racism.pdf
http://www.intergroupresources.com/rc/Definitions%20of%20Racism.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.who.int/news-room/facts-in-pictures/detail/health-inequities-and-their-causes%23:~:text%3DHealth%2520inequities%2520are%2520differences%2520in,right%2520mix%2520of%2520government%2520policies.&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1641897205630543&usg=AOvVaw042qenomLvoiFgtEJ6AjmH
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m4921
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m4921&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1641897263042030&usg=AOvVaw1TkNSKnmlseSYnmE8RS8wN
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0140673620314239
https://www.apmresearchlab.org/covid/deaths-by-race
https://www.apmresearchlab.org/covid/deaths-by-race
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modernising-the-mental-health-act-final-report-from-the-independent-review
https://www.npeu.ox.ac.uk/assets/downloads/mbrrace-uk/reports/MBRRACE-UK%20Maternal%20Report%202019%20-%20WEB%20VERSION.pdf
https://www.instagram.com/adriillustration/


         Indeed, we must acknowledge that systemic racism
affects both patients and physicians alike, with ethnic
marginalised healthcare professionals significantly less
likely to get promoted than their white peers. Although
the NHS has one of the most ethnically diverse
workforces in the world, it appears the system that was
born and bred in the colonial era is keen to keep ethnic
marginalised individuals on the frontlines in the
pandemic, whilst its senior leadership roles have a
concerning history and trend of exclusivity by skin colour.
The resultant experience of racial discrimination is a
form of biological wearing, corroding health and
accelerating the ageing process. The health of ethnic
women deteriorates much more rapidly than their
Caucasian counterparts due to the higher prevalence of
stressors, such as racial discrimination, in their lives.

Despite extensive available research detailing these
experiences, the UK’s Commission on Race and Ethnic

Disparities prompted outrage when it published a report
in March 2021 which declared the eradication of racism
in UK institutions and hailed our country as a model for
other white-majority nations. American civil rights leader
Stokely Carmichael first coined the term ‘institutional
racism’ as the failure of an institution to collectively
provide adequate services to individuals based on their
skin colour or ethnic origin. He elaborated that it can’t
be “recorded by television cameras” but instead is “less
overt, far more subtle, less identifiable than specific
individuals committing the acts”.(1) The disappointing
lack of acknowledgement of racism in the report
indicates that we must remember Carmichael’s words.
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In the book, Inflamed: deep medicine and the anatomy
of injustice, authors Rupa Marya and Raj Patel highlight
that to ignore the unequal power dynamics across
racial divides takes great effort. They argue that this
ignorance results from us all subconsciously seeing
health through a colonial-era lens, emphasising
individual health promotion and detaching sickness
from its social and generational contexts of racial
trauma. If the consequences of institutional racism are
being felt by the communities that are being impacted,
they are there and valid. >>

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/04/white-nhs-doctors-more-likely-to-be-promoted-than-minorities
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/04/white-nhs-doctors-more-likely-to-be-promoted-than-minorities
https://www.mdx.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/50190/The-snowy-white-peaks-of-the-NHS.pdf.pdf
https://www.mdx.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/50190/The-snowy-white-peaks-of-the-NHS.pdf.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/content/113/16/4296
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=27004
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=27004


          Why I’m no longer talking to white people about race

by Reni Eddo-Lodge details the historical and current

contexts of racism in the UK and touches on a pioneer

figure that truly bridged the gap between social justice and

medicine. Dr Harold Moody was a medical physician who

was unable to gain work as a doctor due to the colour of his

skin in the early 1900s and set up his own medical practice

to best serve the varied needs of the diverse ethnic

community he lived in. He advocated against these racial

and medical injustices throughout his life, working as the

President of the League of Coloured People and

strengthening both race relations and the health of

marginalised communities.(2)

In the 21st Century, Jabeer Butt OBE, CEO of the UK’s

leading Race Equality Foundation charity, is continuing the

legacy of Dr Moody by working tirelessly to incorporate

evidence-based interventions in healthcare policies to

ensure more inclusivity. Amid a global pandemic that only

exacerbates existing racial inequalities, the life work of Dr

Moody and Mr Butt resonates more than ever. As Harvard

professor David Williams declared: “Covid-19 has powerfully

illustrated that racism is a societal pathogen that is

spreading disease and death on a grand scale”.

Only by analysing and understanding the policies and

intricacies of our healthcare institutions that enable

oppression and discrimination can we move forward to

develop more intentionally inclusive healthcare interventions

that can dismantle our inequitable global health systems.

More awareness of the impact of wider determinants of

health that result in the underlying causes of health

inequalities, alongside amplifying the voices of marginalised

groups in senior healthcare and policy roles, will be a

decisive step into a more inclusive future. With COVID-19

showing no sign of leaving, social justice must prevail in the

field of medicine.

>>
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Sarika is a global healthcare specialist,

passionate about reducing inequalities for

minorities and speaking up against injustice.
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(1)  Carmichael, Stokely & Hamilton, Charles V. (1967) Black Power:
Politics of Liberation (November 1992 ed.) New York. p.4
(2) Eddo-Lodge, Reni. (2017). Why I’m no longer talking to white
people about race. London: Bloomsbury Publishing.

https://raceequalityfoundation.org.uk/
https://www.historytoday.com/archive/history-matters/harold-moodys-fight-racial-equality
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m4921
https://www.bmj.com/content/372/bmj.m4921


TW racist remarks, white privilege, racial violence, death.

ONE
MINUTE 

POETRY

Written by ELENA MINUCCI 

ourstreetsnow.org/our-books-nowO U R  W O R D S  6

 
Illustration by JULIE DUFOUR
 

“Just one minute”
the clerk asks me to spell my surname again
a foot-tapping queue takes shape behind me

“just one minute”
I laugh at a joke I don’t understand
waiting for the conversation to move forward

“just one minute”
the one where you itch to reply to statements like 
“yes, you’re an expat, but not one of those”

“just one minute”
of strolling down streets named after slaveholders
calling them home with gusto

“just one minute”
spent savouring the blissful pain
of calling everything by a different name.

But even one minute of hesitation is a form of
privilege
and it is ultimately up to White Others and other
white 
people to acknowledge it.

“Just one month”
says my Middle Eastern neighbour 
awaiting his visa renewal;

“just one-tenth of a second”
grins the Ethiopian-born sprinter at the scoreboard,
a medal around her neck 
thousands of white males suddenly cheering her on;

“just one more year”
sighs my estranged friend, what will come first
his coming out, or his father’s death half a continent
apart;

“just a couple more generations”
hum the millions seeking justice for those they lost to
racial violence, 
unequal opportunities 
and makeshift vessels across the sea.

https://www.instagram.com/julieetozzy/


ARTICLE

TW racism, sexism.

Written by LUCY HOLMES 
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Illustration by MIA SALE   

Our writer explores the
exclusion of women of
colour from the feminist
movement and how it
benefits white
feminists.

Hamad highlights that women of colour are viewed as the
oppressed and are treated as such. She explains that
“womanhood in general has been subordinated in patriarchal
societies, but whiteness has positioned White Womanhood above
other women. This leaves women of colour defined by two layers
of oppression.”(4)

This ‘double whammy’ that Hamad is talking about is also referred
to as gendered racism. Intersectionality also accounts for
gendered racism but includes other forms of oppression women
may face, such as homophobia, classism and ableism. Cho et al.
(5) set out to define intersectionality; they conclude that while
intersectionality refers to the collision of social categories and
identities, such as race, gender and sexuality, it also includes
power dynamics and power relations. This means that debates
surrounding intersectionality should be less concerned with
categories and identities alone and more concerned with how
these categories and identities are produced within the power
dynamics and social relations being studied.(6) Intersectional
feminism recognises the multidimensional forms of oppression.(7)

Kimberlé Crenshaw writes extensively on this issue.(8) For
example, in the context of violence against women and girls
(VAWG), Crenshaw argues that VAWG is usually seen as a
gendered issue alone, but for women of colour, working-class
women, or disabled women, VAWG can be shaped by their race,
class and disability also.(9) Crenshaw argues that an
intersectional approach is necessary to VAWG as it can better
understand different women's experiences, depending upon their
various identities.(10) For instance, intersectionality can provide a
means to aid LGBTQ+ people of colour, who may face
discrimination from religious institutions that perpetuates
heteronormativity.(8) If mainstream feminism is to be aware of
intersectionality, it can better understand the differences
between women and construct a group mentality for all women
rather than simply white women.(10) >>

WHITE
TEARS

In 2018, The Guardian published a controversial article by Ruby
Hamad titled, 'How white women use strategic tears to silence
women of colour'. This article received overwhelming global
backlash, as it was seen as too aggressive and hostile towards
white women. Then, in 2020, Hamad published her book 'White
Tears/Brown Scars: How White Feminism Betrays Women of
Colour',(1) expanding on the issues she discussed in her The
Guardian article. The author explains why the multiple layers of
oppression experienced by women of colour are excluded from
the mainstream feminist movement. Also, she argues that if
mainstream feminism and white women continue ignoring these
experiences, feminism is destined to fail in the fight for equality.

“What happens when racism and sexism collide?”,(2) Hamad
asks. She explains that women of colour have been “dealt this
double whammy,”(3) where they are pushing through a male-
dominated, patriarchal society while also living in a white-
dominated, systematically racist society.

https://instagram.com/shardstudios?utm_medium=copy_link
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/may/08/how-white-women-use-strategic-tears-to-avoid-accountability
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/may/08/how-white-women-use-strategic-tears-to-avoid-accountability


        According to Hamad, the gendered racism faced by women
of colour has historically been excluded from the mainstream
feminist movement. Even worse, the first feminist pioneers that
stood up to patriarchy (e.g., Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B.
Anthony, who governed the US feminist suffragettes in the 19th
century) actively excluded women of colour from their meetings
and perpetuated racist views. At the suffrage convention in
Seneca Falls, 1848, Elizabeth Stanton openly opposed the 15th
Amendment, which would allow men of colour to vote, as they
believed that men of colour should not be granted the vote before
white women. 

In addition, campaigns for the right to vote were motivated very
differently for women of colour and white women. White women
saw voting rights as a form of gender equality, but women of
colour were not only fighting for themselves to be able to vote;
they were fighting for all people of colour to be able to vote. Even
when the 19th Amendment was passed in 1920, which allowed all
women the right to vote, many women of colour, particularly
African American women, were excluded from polling stations.
The right to vote was both a gendered and racial issue for women
of colour. But as Elizabeth Stanton expressed at the 1848 suffrage
convention, for white feminists, gender inequality was the only
issue, and women of colour were left to fight for equality
separately.

Hamad frequently refers to ‘white feminists’ in her book. She
explains, “white-feminist does not mean any feminist who is white,
but refers to feminists who prioritise the concerns of white,
middle-class women as though they are representative of all
women.”(11) White feminists do not consider the double burden
women of colour face; they see sexism as the fundamental and
superior form of oppression. Hamad highlights that white, middle-
class women have the privilege of worrying about sexism
predominantly, as it is the form of oppression that most impacts
them. In contrast, women of colour may prioritise fighting racial
and class inequalities above gender inequalities as they do not
have the luxury of only worrying about sexism. Consequently,
white feminists neglect the multidimensional needs of women of
colour, which is why white feminists cannot dominate the
mainstream feminist movement.

The idea of intersectionality leads us to the birth of Black
Feminism within the mainstream feminist movement. Black
Feminism is a branch of feminism concerned with the experiences
and voices of Black women specifically.(12) Patricia Hill Collins
wrote about this in her book Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge,
Consciousness and the Politics of Empowerment, where she
explores the intellectual traditions of Black women. She draws
upon Black feminist writers' work, such as Angela Davis and Audre
Lorde, including fiction and non-fiction, to discuss the burden of
racial and gendered discrimination. Collins furthers the arguments
Cho et al.(7) and Hamad(1) refer to concerning intersectionality,
highlighting that domination and oppression are structured across
the realms of “race, gender, class, sexuality and nation”,(13) and it
operates across “structural, interpersonal, disciplinary, and
hegemonic power”.(14)
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In her book, Hamad writes about the ‘strategic tears’ white women
(“white damsels in distress”) use when they are called out for their
racism.(1) American author Dr Robin DiAngelo refers to these tears
as a symptom of white fragility. White fragility is the discomfort
experienced by white people when talking about race and racism.
(15) White fragility links significantly to the myth of reverse racism.
Reverse racism is where white people claim to be victims of racial
discrimination and is often used in retaliation to people of colour
when white people are accused of being racist.

Similarly, the strategic tears are used when white women are
called out for being racially insensitive.(1) In her book, White
Fragility, DiAngelo argues that “given how seldom we experience
racial discomfort in a society we dominate, we haven’t had to
build our racial stamina.”(16) The lack of racial stamina white
people experience makes racial discussions intolerable and
activates defensive responses. Until conversations about race and
racism are normalised, white women are more likely to default to
strategic white tears and emotional, defensive reactions.

DiAngelo talks about the amount of racism women of colour put
up with but do not act upon because as soon as they attempt to
call out this racism, they are questioning the position of their white
counterpart, and that breaks the unwritten rules of white
womanhood supremacy, which is deeply embedded in Western
culture. This relates to the angry Black woman stereotype created
by white people, where Black women are immediately seen as
angry or aggressive when expressing any form of concern,
regardless of whether their arguments are valid or not.(17) Motro
et al. found in their recent study that Black women are more likely
to receive critical performance evaluations in the workplace due
to being more commonly perceived as angry and aggressive.(18)
Hamad also writes about the angry Black woman stereotype,
tracing it back to the sapphire stereotype, an insulting term used
to describe Black female slaves in the US, and was further
perpetuated in more recent history through films, TV and media.(1)

White womanhood supremacy is a dangerous phenomenon.(1)
Hamad decides to call this phenomenon toxic femininity.(19)
You’re likely familiar with the term ‘toxic masculinity,’ which refers
to the stereotypes associated with hegemonic masculinity that are
unfairly imposed upon men. Toxic femininity is a similar idea,
where traditional femininity is imposed upon women of all races
and ethnicities, but the picture of hegemonic femininity includes
white womanhood and white heteronormative women only.(20) 
 Some scholars refer to toxic femininity as only involving issues of
gender, where all women are unfairly expected to conform to the
ideal woman perspective.(21) But, Hamad argues that toxic
femininity is also a racial issue, as she recognises how women of
colour are not only having traditional femininity norms unfairly
imposed upon them as women, they are having a white
Eurocentric definition of femininity imposed upon them as people
of colour. Scholar Roopika Risam discusses toxic femininity in the
context of fourth-wave feminism(22) that places white women at
the centre of its discourse, excluding women of colour.(23) >>

>>

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/28/opinion/sunday/suffrage-movement-racism-black-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/28/opinion/sunday/suffrage-movement-racism-black-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/28/opinion/sunday/suffrage-movement-racism-black-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/28/opinion/sunday/suffrage-movement-racism-black-women.html
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/19th-amendment-anniversary-benefited-white-women
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/19th-amendment-anniversary-benefited-white-women
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/19th-amendment-anniversary-benefited-white-women
https://www.theroot.com/reverse-racism-explained-1823964786
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      White fourth-wave feminists, who operate predominantly
online, have “their very identities as feminists derived from
positioning feminist women of colour as disruptive toxic threats”.
(24) Risam argues that fourth-wave feminists impose an idea of
feminism that depends on the misrepresentation of women of
colour as threats and, consequently, paints the ideal feminist as
a white woman.

Hamad argues that this toxic femininity, or toxic white
womanhood, is a strategic performance benefitting white
women at the expense of women of colour. White womanhood
stems from Western colonialist and imperialist ideologies.
Ideologies that support white supremacy, thus systematically
and institutionally benefitting white women.(25) Historically,
white feminist movements have ignored the women of colonised
nations in their screams for national liberation from European
rule. Kyla Schuller argues that white womanhood was pivotal in
the success of European settler-colonialism, as white women
ensured the success of their male counterparts through
appearing innocent and virtuous. This appearance allowed
white women to be a "buffer" between white colonialists and
people of colour, as white women were much less severe than
the belligerent white men. 

>> The mainstream feminist movement of today needs to move
beyond the historical segregation discussed in this article,
allowing intersectionality to become its centre point. Crenshaw
began writing about intersectionality in the 1990s, yet Hamad
still has to fight for its inclusion in the mainstream feminist
movement today. White feminists need to acknowledge the
exclusion of women of colour from feminist discourses and
apply an intersectional lens to women’s unique experiences and
stories. In Hamad’s words, “white women can dry their tears and
join us, or they can continue on the path of the damsel - a path
that leads not toward the light of liberation but only into the
dead-end of the colonial past.”(26)

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/30/white-women-were-colonisers-too-to-move-forward-we-have-to-stop-letting-them-off-the-hook
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/30/white-women-were-colonisers-too-to-move-forward-we-have-to-stop-letting-them-off-the-hook
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/30/white-women-were-colonisers-too-to-move-forward-we-have-to-stop-letting-them-off-the-hook
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/30/white-women-were-colonisers-too-to-move-forward-we-have-to-stop-letting-them-off-the-hook
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I want to begin by stating that whilst I am a straight, white

woman, I am also an ally and will always stand with the Black Lives

Matter movement. I am striving to help abolish structural racism by

standing with and helping to give a voice to those who have been

dulled by social injustice.

I, like many others, remember the minuscule compilation of

reading material from GCSE English (a qualification for 15-16-

year-olds to mark their completion of secondary education in the

UK) while I was in school. It mainly consisted of Shakespeare,

Dickens and Harper Lee. To Kill a Mockingbird(1) was based loosely

on Lee's childhood experiences growing up in 1930s Monroeville,

Alabama (US). The book mimics Lee’s own life in some ways, as

her father was a former newspaper editor, businessman and

lawyer who once defended two Black men accused of murdering

a white storekeeper. To Kill a Mockingbird tells the idealistic tale

of Scout, a young, white girl growing up in Maycomb, Alabama, in

the US, and witnessing horrific crimes against Black people. With

a liberal lawyer as a father, she denies societal pressures to hate

Tom Robinson, a falsely accused Black man facing trial for the

rape of a local white girl in front of an all-white jury. Scout

watches on as her father desperately fights for Tom Robinson’s

innocence and freedom throughout the book. As a white child,

Scout was acting as an ally, and although she defied a certain

degree of hatred for her beliefs, it was nothing compared to that

of which Black people experience.

Harper Lee published the book in 1960. The author created an

optimistic story of kindness and humanity within a child's innocent

eyes, set in a time where being of a different skin colour could get

you lynched (a still very much present occurrence today). In 1930s

Alabama, with the start of the depression, racial tensions were at

a high. Trials were biased against race, as seen by the Scottsboro

trials, in which nine Black young men were falsely accused of

raping two white women. The all-white jury found them guilty, and

they were sentenced to death. The youngest of which was 12 years

old. Also, at the time, there was a call to fire Black people from

their jobs, so the white unemployed had jobs. Not to mention Jim

Crow laws, which separated white people from Black people,

often to the latter's detriment. These standard practices reflect the

rampant structural racism gripping the US. 

But, To Kill a Mockingbird does not come without its flaws. Lee only

shows a glimpse of the Black characters in the book. Nothing is

mentioned about their lives or how the man on trial, Tom Robinson,

and his family were affected by the case and its consequential

sentencing. The story itself does not challenge structural racism

and ends with no transformative changes. Another problematic

aspect is Lee's use of insensitive language, which was indicative of

its time. But not ours. Even when I was in Year 11 English class in the

UK, and the teacher read those offensive words out loud to the

students, you could feel the collective cringe. Schools elsewhere

have started recognising that the outdated and oppressive

language, such as the n-word, isn't suitable as a learning tool

anymore. So, why are we still using this book as a learning tool in

UK schools?

W H A T  A R E  O U R
C H I L D R E N  L E A R N I N G

F R O M  O P P R E S S I V E
L A N G U A G E ?

O U R  W O R D S   
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Therefore, an education that still accepts

the usage of oppressive words under the

guise of learning is not something we

should be subjecting future generations

to. Encouraging children to read and write

using derogatory terms is insulting to

those the words try to shame. It also

teaches students that it's alright to use

offensive language in an educational

setting. So, the question remains: is it

appropriate to say such words because

they are used in an educational

environment? That is an ongoing debate.

One side of the argument is that saying

offensive words written in books (such as

the n-word in Lee's book) can be an

opportunity for creating a conversation

regarding their negative connotations and

the social injustices behind them. On the

contrary, others argue that only those

affected by it are allowed to use them in

any context. For example, only Black

people have a right to say it, as it was

their ancestors who were subjected to the

cruelty behind the word. Acknowledging

the existence of structural racism(2) and

its daily effects in society are the bare

minimum schools should be doing.

Reading books on the matter should come

with teaching kids about the historical

background portrayed in their storylines

and the power dynamics in place.

TITLE The Nickel Boys
AUTHOR Colson Whitehead
YEARS 2019
PUBLISHER Doubleday
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Historical fiction

        We have to be careful about what we

put out into the world, and it all starts with

education. With the Black Lives Matter

movement picking up renewed momentum

in the last couple of years, there are calls

for books like To Kill a Mockingbird to be

retired to the shelves and for more culturally

appropriate versions to replace them. Lee

was a good writer, but educational

curriculums must surely keep up with a more

progressive society. There is a growing

realisation that these books are no longer

suitable for the increasingly aware new

generation. They portray aspects of history

from a singular, white point of view. Such

perspectives based on white supremacy

denies the experiences of people of colour

(POC) and foster a stereotypical and

negative image towards them.

Representation of different identities and

experiences other than those of white

people is needed. It helps strengthen

communities and improve student outcomes

in schools. Students have a strong urge to

be seen, heard and represented. A way of

changing the white-dominant narrative is

for schools to have more culturally diverse

(written by POC) books at their disposal. It

gives children from all races a way to

understand better the world they live in and

offers truthful portrayals for children of

marginalised groups to look up to.

>> Nevertheless, saying any oppressive word

because it's 'in the book' is not

empowering oppressed people. It's more

likely to be a reminder of a time when

racial slurs rolled off the tongue without

consequence. Or when Black people were

subjected to the horrors of slavery, being

treated as less than human. It's even more

of a kick in the teeth when so many other

books written by people of colour (POC)

depict historic racism from an empathic,

first-person point of view.

For example, the powerful memoir-

turned-film 12 Years a Slave,(3) written by

Solomon Northup in 1853. The title is pretty

self-explanatory in terms of what the book

is about. The story of what happens to

Northup is both devastating and

appalling, as well as powerful. It can

teach so much more than just English to

the younger generations. After all, the

historical and cultural impact that this

memoir recalls can show essential lessons

on slavery and the racial injustices and

abuses that people have and are currently

experiencing. Indeed this is a better way

to teach and give a platform to the

amazing authors who have fought racism

their entire lives. 
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         There are plenty of other fantastic books on anti-racism(4)

that don’t contain such outdated and offensive terms. Like The

Nickel Boys, by Colson Whitehead, an amazing Pulitzer Prize-

winning Black author. The story follows the real-life accounts of

racism and abuse in the US reform schools in the 60s.

Although it is a small change, altering the reading material to

support more POC can help to kick-start a chain of events.

Perhaps next, children of colour will be allowed to wear a

hairstyle that suits their hair type better without being

suspended because it doesn't fall in line with a uniform policy

written with white children in mind. Or educational curriculums

will become inclusive. “The way some subjects are taught or the

way the school year and holidays are organised may make

children from some ethnic backgrounds not feel included”. I

know that when I was in school, made up of a white majority,

most holidays we were taught about were Christian based.

These portray examples of institutionalised racism in UK schools.

In early 2021, The Guardian submitted freedom of information

requests to 201 UK councils to find that over five years there

were over 60,000 reports of racism in schools. However, experts

suspect that the actual amount could be higher, accusing the

government of failing basic safeguarding measures in UK

schools. It is clear that there is a bigger problem with racism in

UK schools than the reading material.

I recently read an article that compiled a list of banned books in

some US schools. One of which was Lee's famous novel. The

article stated that To Kill a Mockingbird had been banned in

schools "across the US" for using the "n-word and other racial

epithets". I don’t think banning books is the solution, as it

borders on censorship. But, as I mentioned above, there should

be more books that explain racism from the standpoint of POC.

When there are so many brilliant anti-racist books with better

representation, it seems almost prehistoric not to update the

reading material to reflect this. Again, this can be a welcome

change from the institutionalised racism involved in the

educational system, where a white majority controlling the

system is putting marginalised people at a disadvantage and

underrepresenting them.
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"Although it is a small change, altering the reading material to
support more POC can help to kick-start a chain of events. Perhaps
next, children of colour will be allowed to wear a hairstyle that suits

their hair type better without being suspended because it doesn't
fall in line with a uniform policy written with white children in mind.

Or educational curriculums will become inclusive." 

That's not to say that Lee's story didn't have its bright sides. It

showed that empathy, compassion and kindness could separate

you from being on the wrong side of history, even in times of

intense hatred and indifference. Scout's innocence at the

situation and inability to fully understand what's going on works

to show that children aren't born hateful or racist; this is learnt.

Modern-day child psychology tells us that children shape and

are shaped by their surrounding environment. Schools should be

taking this on board, being more aware of how their education

methods influence children's development and integration into

adulthood. Books can be used to challenge the oppressive

norms as critical insights and influential sources for children. >>

>>

https://revisesociology.com/2020/04/29/are-schools-institutionally-racist/#:~:text=One%20sociological%20explanation%20for%20differences%20in%20educational%20achievement,systematically%20disadvantaged%20in%20education%20compared%20to%20white%20children.
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/mar/28/uk-schools-record-more-than-60000-racist-incidents-five-years
https://www.insider.com/banned-books-schools-2018-11
https://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/COMPLETE-REPORT-Goswami-Childrens-Cognitive-Development-and-Learning.pdf


>>        While we would eradicate racism tomorrow, in an ideal world, the

unfortunate reality is that it will take far longer. Taking steps to remove

racist and derogatory material from a young age, increasing recruitment

and retention of Black staff, ensuring equitable enrollment across school

types, enforcing anti-racism policies, rather than merely stating them, are

strategies of action to a day in which racism will be only a horrid reminder

of how egotistical and entitled the racists of this world can be. We need to

focus on an education that will help mould the minds of tomorrow. 
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(1) Harper, Lee (1960). To Kill a Mockingbird. J. B. Lippincott & Co.
(2) The Black Lives Matter movement is a desperate plea to end
police violence against Black people and fight for courts to treat
Black people equally. It garnered millions of supporters after the
death of George Floyd in 2020, who was murdered when an officer
knelt on his neck. The uproar on his unjust treatment and
excessive use of force to "restrain" him caused a chain reaction
leading to protests with signs stating #Black Lives Matter. People
have been silently and peacefully protesting for decades with little
to no avail. Just think back to the peaceful protests led by Martin
Luther King Jr. They too were met with violence and tear gas. And
for what? Asking for rights which they should have had all along? All
that is being asked is to recognise when Black people are being
suppressed or ignored for the sake of whitewashing history.
(3) Solomon, Northup. (1853). 12 Years a Slave. Derby & Miller.
(4) Stone, Nic. (2017). Dear Martin. Simon & Schuster Children's UK. 
(4) Stevenson, Bryan. (2015). Just Mercy. Scribe UK.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._B._Lippincott_%26_Co.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/explainers-53337780
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Pretty Girl with the Ribbon Bow [original title: Menina Bonita do

Laço de Fita] is an award-winning Brazilian book written by Ana

Maria Machado in 1986. Machado is a renowned Brazilian

contemporary writer who has been celebrated both nationally

and internationally, especially for her children's literary work. The

stunning illustrations in the book are by the Brazilian cartoonist

Claudius Ceccon - I found that the images complement the story

harmoniously and joyfully.

Following its release in 1986, the book soon received several

awards in Brazil, Venezuela, Colômbia, and Argentina. Later on,

it was translated to English, French, Swedish, Danish and

Japanese. Throughout the years, the book’s great recognition

and popularity are due to the topic covered - racial diversity -

adapted for children. Until today, the book is vastly used inside

the classroom as a teaching tool to discuss text interpretation

and cultural perspectives. Machado brings to the forefront the

importance of considering racial diversity as something natural;

a message still in need in today's Brazil. 

The book tells the story of a Black girl with braided hair

decorated with coloured ribbon bows and her interactions with a

little white bunny who admires her beauty. To the bunny, she is

the most beautiful girl he has ever met. Throughout the narrative,

the bunny asks the girl several times, "pretty girl with the ribbon

bow, what's your secret for being so Black?" Every time the

rabbit asks about her race, the girl provides amusing answers.

She says she fell in black ink, drank a lot of coffee and ate many

jabuticabas(1) when she was little. 

TW racism, discrimination, colonialism, oppression. 

REVIEW

Written by MARIA INÊS TOLEDO GUIMARÃES
NASO

Brazilian children's book Pretty
Girl with the Ribbon Bow
challenges discriminatory ideas
of Black women's beauty and
hair. Our writer dives in to
explore the book’s impact.
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          The rabbit, wanting to become black, does precisely what

the girl describes, but he can't seem to be able to change the

colour of his fur. Dissatisfied, he turns to the girl's mother, who

explains that her daughter inherited her skin colour from her

maternal grandmother. To fulfil his desire to have a daughter

with black fur, the rabbit meets a black-fur female rabbit and,

together, they have bunnies of various colours, including a little

black one.

When Machado wrote the book, Brazilian society did not openly

question racism the way it does today. As such, Machado, who

is white, provides important reflections on the interaction

between beauty and race with her story. Throughout history, not

only in Brazil but in many countries across the globe, slavery,

racism and whitening theories(2) have reinforced the created

notion of white superiority. In the book, Machado addresses the

stigma towards Black women's hair by praising the girl's braids

and describing the girl's natural hair as beautiful. The author

writes, "she was looking like a princess from the Lands of Africa

or a fairy from the Kingdom of Moonlight".(3) By choosing a

Black girl as the main character and attributing a positive self-

image to her, emphasising her beauty, Machado contributes to

the matter of representation in children's literature, allowing

Black girls to recognise themselves as valued subjects.

Black women's hair has been despised throughout colonisation

and beyond. According to the Brazilian writer and journalist

Bianca Santana, "it's all of us Brazilians that assume straight and

blonde [hair] as the standard of beauty".(4) By accepting their

natural hair, Black women express themselves individually and

make a collective political statement to their Black identity; a

process of understanding what it is to become a Black woman in

Brazil. The valorisation of Black women's natural hair highlights

the societal need to deconstruct hegemonic ideals of beauty

standards.
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It is essential to highlight that the word mulatto, used by the

author to describe the skin colour of the girl's mother, is highly

problematic. Mulatto referred to bi-racial individuals having one

Black parent and another white. Members of the Black

Movement explain that the word mulatto is offensive and racist

and should be abolished. It stems from the word mule, an animal

that cannot reproduce. The use of such a term contributes to the

pejorative narrative created by white people depreciating Black

individuals. Furthermore, this term was also historically used as a

form of commercialisation and sexualisation of Black women's

bodies. 

Being a white cis-woman in my sixties with two grown children, I

am aware that I am not the target audience for this book.

Nevertheless, as an educator, I find this book a great choice for

teaching children and adults of all ages about racial diversity

and representation. Racial prejudice is still present worldwide,

which makes discussing racism and ending racial discrimination

an essential and urgent matter. As white people, we must have

anti-racist attitudes and seek to redress the endless injustices

being done to the Black community. This book serves as an entry

point for white parents to teach their children the importance of

allyship, talking about the harmful practices that Black children

and adults experience, fostering anti-racist strategies, and

explaining the need for society to value embodied subjects

equally. Hence, humanity must evolve ethically and morally to

reach a mindset in which racial diversity is the norm.

book information
TITLE Menina Bonita do Laço de Fita
AUTHOR Ana Maria Machado 
PUBLISHER Ática
YEAR 1986
LANGUAGE Português
GENRE Children's Literature
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(1) Jabuticaba is a native fruit of the Atlantic Forest, dark in colour.
(2) Whitening theories were popular between the second half of the 19th
century and the first half of the 20th century in Brazil. They arrive from eugenic
beliefs that valued white cultural and genetic superiority. Whitening theory
supporters and intellectuals claimed that miscegenation between white and
Black people should be encouraged with the goal of whitening the population.
Each generation in society would thus consist of more white individuals.
(3) Machado, Ana Maria. (1986). Menina Bonita do Laço de Fita. Editora Ática;
page 4.
(4) Santana, Bianca. (2015). Quando me descobri negra. SESI-SP; page 23.
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my skin is not for eating
           off your table 
                                      not a novel item 
to collect on your wall
                           like a hunter’s trophy head

I’ve atrophied
           each time I have been
      categorised as eclectic

tropical dream angel 
                        the poster child for exotic fetish
for the male gaze
    for you and yours 
                          a life-sized doll

wide eyes on bruised knees
         I’m begging for you     
to see me more than this
  the skin I am in
                                         not for eating.

NOT 
FOR
EATING

POETRY

Written by JANA ANDREA 
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Same, ButSame, ButSame, But
DifferentDifferentDifferent   

Written  by  ASHA ASKOOLAM

Illustrated by LACUNNA

TW depression, anxiety, racism, classism

Radha had faced racism her whole life, from her peers, strangers
in the street, and at university, but what hurt the most was when it
was from other people of colour. Kai’s mother was a very
traditional Japanese woman who had a strict mindset, and this
was not uncommon for women (and men) of Radha’s heritage to
share too. The difference was that Radha hadn’t grown up in that
environment. Her parents had always done their best to accept
Radha for who she was, what she liked, her friends and now, who
she was dating.

Meeting Kai’s mother had not gone well. Radha had never met a
boyfriend’s parents before. The only relationship before this one
had been with Luke, which she had felt unsafe, making her not
want to meet his parents. It was safe to say that she was very
nervous meeting Kai's parents. Kai’s family home was quite large,
with five bedrooms and three bathrooms. It was a pretty house,
nestled in a small town in Kent, with a cobbled path going up to
the door, small fences and flowers in the front garden. 

“Whatever happens, I’ll take care of you,” Kai said, squeezing her
hand. He had already warned her about his mother. “If you feel
uncomfortable at all, we will leave, and you don’t ever have to
come back.” 

Radha smiled up at him and nodded. He led the way through the
front gate and knocked on the front door. Radha’s heart felt like it
was about to explode due to beating too fast. She hoped that
she made a good first impression. She had picked her best floral,
light purple dress, had worn black heeled boots, and Kai had
curled her hair for her. 

“Baby, stop worrying. You look great,” Kai whispered, kissing her
temple just as his mother opened the door. 

His mother was a tall woman, taller than Radha. She had long
dark brown hair that fell around her shoulders. Her eyes were
darker than her son’s, a rounder and softer face with a wispy
jawline. And yet, Radha could see so much of Kai in her. She was
wearing a long blue dress that fell around her elegantly. Radha
thought she looked like a princess. She had warm beige skin,
tinged pink and a smile for her son that reminded her of her own
parents. 

“Hello,” she said. When she smiled, she appeared radiant, like the
sunshine seeping in from the open door, giving her a golden
glow. She cupped her son’s face and then turned her attention
to Radha. “You must be Radha. We’ve heard so much about
you.” 

“Hi, Mrs Yukimura,” Radha said, bowing and keeping her eyes on
her shoes, “I bought chocolates and flowers. Kai told me that you
liked lilies.”

Mrs Yukimura caught her shoulders, “you don’t need to do that.
Did Kai teach you how to bow?” She gently tapped his arm, “I’m
impressed. You must really like her.”

Radha rose, blushing, looking up at Kai. He was smiling like he
always did, his cheeks slightly pink like he was proud.

“I do really like her,” he said, wrapping an arm around her and
squeezing tightly, “and I want you to like her.”

His mother smiled, “I will if she stops calling me Mrs Yukimura. It
makes me sound so old. My name is Mirai.”

She led them inside the house with the sound of her laugh. It
bounced off the walls easily. Kai’s family home was designed
beautifully. >>

Each month until March 2022, we will
release one chapter of the Novella,
Her Story. Follow Radha’s journey as a
young woman experiencing episodes
of gender-based violence, including
public sexual harassment and rape,
acts of racism, navigating dating life,
reflecting on her own body and her
reproductive rights.

Chapter Four 
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         The walls were a cream colour, the floors wooden and had
a minimalist design. They had flowers in vases, family pictures on
some walls and large windows that let the sun in. It was a house
far fancier than Radha’s had been growing up. It made her feel
small and insignificant. She was suddenly aware of the fact that
she had not come from a family who had a lot of money; they
hadn’t been able to afford lavish things or clothes. What if she
wasn’t wearing the right thing, or Mirai could tell that Radha
didn’t like spending a lot of money on herself?

“It’s just going to be us today. Kai’s father couldn’t get away
from work, unfortunately,” Mirai explained, gesturing for them to
sit in the living room.

“The food smells great,” Radha said, smiling. She felt awkward
and out of place. Her leg started shaking out of nervousness.

Kai quickly placed his hand on her knee and then took her hand,
squeezing tightly, “where is Nara? She was here earlier.” 

Mirai laughed, “she’s upstairs getting ready. You know how long
she takes. Would you like anything to drink or eat before dinner is
ready Radha?”

“Water is fine,” Radha replied. Mirai nodded, taking the gifts that
Radha had given as she went into the kitchen.

“You’re doing great,” Kai whispered in her ear, “thank you for
doing this.”

Radha squeezed his hand back and tried to control her
breathing.

It took a turn for the worst halfway through dinner. Mirai sat at
the head of the table, while Radha sat beside Kai and Nara, Kai’s
sister, opposite them. Nara was a sweet woman who had short
hair. She shared the same eyes as Kai, the burn of autumn leaves
against golden, sandy skin and blushing cheeks. Nara was a
couple of years older than Kai, and she was his best friend.
Radha cared about what she thought of her.

“You’re doing amazing,” Nara mouthed, smiling behind her wine
glass. It made Radha blush, grinning softly, looking down at her
bowl.

“How long have you been vegetarian?” Mirai asked, “has that
been very difficult for you?”

Radha shook her head, looking up from her bowl, “no, not really.
We’ve been vegetarian my whole life. Thank you for making this
all for me.” 

“That’s all right. Kai helped guide us a lot. What kinds of food do
you like to eat, and can you cook?” she asked, taking a sip of the
wine Radha had bought.

“We cook a lot of curries, daal, rice and rotli,” Radha replied,
taking Kai’s hand under the table as a thank you, “there are so
many veggie curries that you can make.”
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>> Mirai smiled, “of course. And your parents, were they vegetarians
growing up?”

Radha nodded, “yes. Traditionally, Hindus were vegetarians. Now,
they do eat meat widely, some are still vegetarian, but either way,
we do not eat beef. Cows are seen as holy animals.”

“What is holy about them?” Mirai asked. Radha couldn’t quite
place her smile. She was unsure if she was interested or if she
was patronising her.

Radha looked back down at the food in front of her. Food had
always been something special to her. It was a source of her
culture and family. They hadn’t ever had a lot of money, but they
always tried to make good food. Now, looking down at the food in
front of her, Radha was forced to face the fact that she was the
odd one among them.

They had made a couple of dishes, some veggie curries, miso
soup and some pickled vegetables. The food was delicious, but
Radha felt like the stray noodles in her bowl as a fish out of water.
Heat rose to her face. Whenever this topic had come up in the
past with other people, they had either mocked her or asked her if
she drank cow’s urine because of the racist jokes they had seen
online.

“They are seen as sacred because they are seen as caregivers,
like maternal figures,” she replied, “and it’s not like we’re missing
out on anything. We don’t know the taste of meat and don’t feel
the need to eat it. You can’t miss something you’ve never had.”

Mirai raised an eyebrow, nodding, then smirked, “I think it’s a cruel
way to bring up your children. You should be able to choose.”

“Mum,” Kai said, like a warning. He held Radha’s hand tighter
under the table, stroking his thumb against her skin, “that’s not
very nice or true.”

Nara smiled at Radha, “don’t worry. I think it’s great. It’s probably
better for the environment too. Besides, this is her culture. Who
are we to judge?”

Mirai rolled her eyes, “humans have eaten meat for centuries. It’s
good for you. It keeps you strong. Your parents must’ve been very
controlling to keep that from you.”

Radha looked at Kai, who opened his mouth to say something, but
she shook her head. She could speak for herself.

“No, they weren’t. We didn’t have much growing up, and my
parents struggled, but they were never controlling. Sure,
sometimes my dad may have made comments about what I
wanted to study, but they always supported me in the end,”
Radha replied.

“What is it that your parents do?” Mirai asked, “where a person
comes from is very important. What kind of status do they have?”

Radha looked at Kai again. She could feel a sadness washing
over, mixed with anger. >>
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>>         A kind of burning sensation under her skin, stinging her eyes,
wanting to cry and stick up for her parents at the same time.
Radha knew what was coming. Kai looked back at her with the
same emotion reflected in his eyes.

“Mum, c’mon, stop with the interrogation,” Kai sighed, looking at
his mother. Radha had never seen him angry before, but she
could see it on his face now. The way he pursed his lips and
glared, the set jaw. 

“Yeah, mum, really? Radha has come here for dinner,” Nara said,
smiling at Radha. She looked at her with a sad expression. It
made Radha feel alone, even though Nara was trying to be
helpful.

“What?” Mirai replied, “my son has brought home a young
woman. I am allowed to ask questions. Especially if he is serious
about her.”

“It’s okay,” Radha said, shaking her head, “my dad used to work at
a local supermarket while he finished his studies. He wanted to
be a teacher but wasn’t able to go to university in Mauritius. So,
he came here. He met my mum while he was studying, at a club.
After he finished university, he started working at a school and
moved in with his brother, who also moved here. After some
years, he was able to move out and pay rent in a small place,
which had bad electricity and no heating.”

“That must’ve been very difficult for him,” Nara said, trying to fill
the empty silence. Mirai hadn’t said anything more, as if she had
heard enough. The look on Mirai’s face was one of absolution, an
unwavering straight face with no emotion or recognition for
Radha’s family. Her family would never be enough, it seemed.

“Once he gained more experience, finished his qualifications, he
became a teacher, now he is a headmaster at a secondary
school. Before they moved in together, he dated my mum for four
years, which was unheard of back then. Usually, you would marry
first, traditionally, but they didn’t believe in that, which makes
sense because you should live with someone before you marry
them,” Radha smiled. She always loved hearing about her
parents’ marriage. She had always hoped that one day she would
grow up and find someone like her mother had. Her parents
hadn’t had much, but they had always loved each other. And she
was proud of where she came from, no matter what anyone said.

“My mum didn’t go to university. She started working when she
was 16. She worked as a bank clerk for many years, and then
when she married my dad, she was a supervisor there. For many
years, she was earning more than him,” Radha continued, “then
she had us, and my dad went part-time to take care of us.”

“Did you struggle a lot growing up?” Mirai finally asked. Her face
was stoic, but Radha could see the judgement in her eyes. It was
almost as if Radha could see the words running through her mind.

“We did. My dad was working part-time, but he was earning a
fair wage for a single person. But there are four of us. My mum
was working full time and was tired all the time. We could never
afford anything extravagant, but I wouldn’t change anything,”
Radha smiled. 

““It changed when I was a teenager. My dad could go back to full
time and the headmaster. My mum became a manager”, she
continued.

Mirai nodded. “They worked hard. I can respect that part. But you
come from a different world to my son. Your culture, history,
religion, skin is entirely different. You may be ‘Asian’, but we are
not the same.”

Radha felt tears spring to her eyes. She could see the disdain on
Mirai’s face, the way she had said ‘Asian’ in quotations, because
so often South Asians are erased from the Asian dialogue and
othered due to appearing different, meaning having darker skin
specifically.

“Mum!” Nara gasped loudly, “what is wrong with you?”

“That’s it,” Kai snapped, raising his voice, “stop! You cannot speak
to her that way.” He stood up abruptly. His chest was rising and
falling as he fought to control his rage. 

“Don’t raise your voice with me, Kai. Where are your manners?”
Mirai said, spite and shock dripping from her words. “Sit down. I
was only stating the truth. Radha is a nice girl, but she is not good
enough for you. She never will be. I cannot accept this.”

The tears in Radha’s eyes trickled down her cheeks. She wanted
to disappear. For years, she had felt othered by society, mocking
her culture, her languages, the colour of her skin and her history.
Her skin had always been viewed as too dark, her hair too unruly,
and her languages laughable. And here, her boyfriend’s mother
thought exactly the same. It broke her heart.

“I will raise my voice to whoever is rude to her,” Kai snapped, his
voice shaking, “mum, I love you, but I’m not going to stop seeing
her no matter what you say. She means everything to me. And you
have been cruel, racist and unforgivable tonight.”

He turned to Radha, then knelt by her and cupped her face.
“Baby, I’m so sorry I brought you here. Let’s go. I’ll take you home,
okay?”

Radha nodded through her tears, sniffing. Kai looked like he was
about to cry too. She could see concern and anger all over his
face, like a bubbling cloud of grey set in his jaw and the lines of
his mouth. She could see that dark protectiveness in his eyes, the
way he blocked her view of his mother as if shielding her.

He wiped away her tears and kissed her forehead, “c’mon, I’ve
got you. You’re okay.”

Radha's chest felt tight, and there was a sinking feeling in the pit
of her stomach. She followed Kai out of the living room, only
briefly stopping when Nara hugged her tightly, apologising. Mirai
began calling Kai, but he ignored her. They reached the front
door, and Radha’s hands were shaking too much to put on her
boots.

“It’s okay, I got it,” Kai said softly, bending down to help her into
her boots, then his own, “I’m so sorry, Radha, so sorry about this.”

>>
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>>        “It’s not your fault,” Radha hiccuped. When he stood again,
he pulled her into his arms and held her close, as he always did.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he whispered, kissing her head,
“nothing at all. You never have to come back here again, okay?”

Radha nodded and held on to him. She wanted to disappear
into his arms and never resurface again. He was her safe space,
and there weren’t many people in the world that made her feel
safe anymore. The outside world had always made her feel
unsafe, with strange men and people hurling racist and sexual
remarks at her. Kai drove her home, and Radha cried the whole
way, with his hand in hers.

Mirai never apologised for her behaviour at dinner. The next
time Radha interacted with her was at Kai’s birthday party at
the beginning of the new academic year. Mirai was throwing
him a party at their house and to say Radha was apprehensive
was an understatement.

“I can’t believe I’m back here again,” she sighed, staring up at
the house. Fairy lights hung over the door, pretty lamps lining the
windows and a lovely Happy Birthday sign on the door.

“I’m sorry, I really am,” Kai said sadly, turning to face Radha, “I
really meant it when I said you never have to come back here.
Even to this party.”

Radha took his hands in hers, shaking her head, “no, I wanted to
come. If I didn’t turn up, that would only make your mum judge
me more.” 

“You’re too good for me,” Kai smiled, leaning down to kiss her
forehead. “Ready?” 

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Radha replied, following him into his
house.

She felt like a little child facing a giant, frightening monster. In
stories, the hero, no matter how small they felt, always won in
the end. Radha was sure she would lose this time. The party was
in full swing by the end of the first hour. The house was buzzing
with people, Kai’s extended family and childhood friends. The
lamps and candles that were lighting the inside of the house
smelt like perfume and good food. It had everything that would
usually make Radha feel at ease, but instead, it made her want
to run away and hide.

About halfway through the party, after they had cut Kai’s cake
and drank a little, with the buzz of music and laughter in the
background, Mirai came over to where Radha was seated. She
had been filling her plate with food to take back to the corner
of the room where she could eat and pretend that she was
invisible. She might as well have been. The only people who had
spoken to her were Kai, Nara and one of Kai’s childhood friends.

“Hello, Radha,” Mirai said, sitting down in the armchair next to
Radha’s.

Radha knew that she had picked the exact moment Kai had gotten
up to get a drink from the kitchen, and Nara had started dancing,
to come and speak to her. She was alone, and Mirai had circled
her like a piece of meat, prey for the lion to catch.

“Hello,” Radha replied. Her voice was calm and cold, unlike how
she felt; angry, upset and hurt. She hoped that her facial
expressions and body language would not betray her.

“It’s good of you to come,” Mirai smiled, but everything about her
smile was fake. It didn’t reach her eyes, and her lips were pulled
back a tad too much like she was trying her best not to scream or
say something nasty.

“Yeah, well, I came for Kai,” Radha replied, looking down at her
plate. She had been hungry, but suddenly, her appetite had gone.

“I heard that Kai met your parents last week,” Miari said, “and that
they were very kind to him.”

Radha rolled her eyes, “yes, my parents were kind. They wouldn’t
be rude to someone for no reason at all.” 

Mirai laughed. It was loud and obnoxious, “I wasn’t rude to you. I
was simply stating that you will never be good enough for my son.
You don’t have the appropriate status in life. Your parents, I’m
sure, are nice enough, but you don’t come from the right family to
marry into my family.” 

“Because I’m South Asian?” Radha replied, trying to keep her voice
steady, but she could hear the wobble in her words as her eyes
began to sting, “I’m Asian but not the right kind, right? I’m the other
kind, the kind that is too dark, too poor and insignificant to marry
into your special family.”

“Do not take offence where there is none,” Mirai sighed. Even her
sighs were dismissive of Radha and how she felt, “I have done no
wrong. You are too different. I do not want my son to be
associated with someone like you. This isn’t about race.” 

Radha laughed. It was humourless. Her tears had disappeared,
melted away and had been replaced by anger. “You made it
about race when you said ‘my skin’ and completely dismissed the
fact that I am Asian yet made it very clear that we are not the
same.” 

“We are not. South Asians are different, and I will not lie, I was
shocked when my son was dating you,” Mirai said, reaching across
to touch Radha’s hand, pushing it over her shoulder. It was
something a mother might do for someone she loves, but in this
case, it only made Radha feel insignificant like Mirai was trying to
fix yet something else about her. She let her hair go like she had
touched something disgusting.

Radha smiled with no mirth. The kind of defeated smile she often
wore before she had met Kai, “it is unfortunate someone so great
has a mother so ugly inside and out.” >>



     At that moment, Kai reappeared, having been

stopped momentarily by his aunt on his way back from

the kitchen. Mirai opened her mouth as if to say

something, perhaps to blame Radha, but Kai held up

his hand. Radha looked up at him and smiled gloomily.

She could see the anger, concern and frustration all on

his face. His shoulders sagged, and he turned to his

mother.

“I don’t want to hear it, mum,” he snapped. His tone

was sharp, cutting. He was being dismissive of his

mother, just as she had been of Radha. “I know she

hasn’t done anything wrong. You just keep putting her

down and sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 

He looked away, keeping his gaze firmly on Radha. She

could see only love reflected back to her in his eyes.

Radha still wasn’t used to feeling that love and safety

from another man. Though she felt miserable, she felt a

slight warmth blossoming in her chest at the sight of

Kai defending her so willingly.

Mirai tried to interject, “Kai - 

“Nah,” he scoffed, reaching out for Radha to take his

hand, “we’re leaving. I’m done with putting up with your

judgement and cruelty. Radha is my girlfriend, and I

don’t care whether you accept that or not. She’s all I

need.” 

When Radha stood and took his hand, he pulled her

closer and kissed her gently, like she was a precious

gift he didn’t want to hurt, “I’m sorry I left you alone.

Are you okay?” 

“I’m okay,” Radha replied, but Kai knew she was upset.

Her hands were shaking even as he held them.

“Sweetheart,” he whispered, holding her close, as if

shielding her from his mother, protecting her with his

body as well as his words, “you’re okay, you didn’t do

anything wrong. I step away for ten minutes, and of

course, she starts something.” 

Radha tried to smile but couldn’t. Kai sighed, heavy

with a mixture of emotions, and turned to Mirai for the

final time, “I won’t be coming home for Christmas, and

in the summer, I’ll crash at Nara’s new place. I knew, I

knew you would be difficult, but this? This is

unforgivable. And you wonder why we have drifted

apart.” 

Once more, Kai took Radha home, with the shadow of

that cold, miserable house behind them.
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>>Do you want to find out
what happens to Radha?
Stay tuned for the next
chapter of the Novella,
Her Story, in the following
issue of Our Words
Literary Magazine.
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