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To Nanny

I did it
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Author’s Note

Throughout this book, I have used the word ‘Selah’.

Selah can mean interlude, or praise, closely linked to music in ancient of days and appears in the Bible seventy-four times. Although there are many different interpretations from a multitude of scholars, it is originally the Greek word for intermission:1 pause.

When writing this book, at times heaviness and tears came. This, to me, feels like a prediction that heaviness and/or tears could come for at least one of you reading this. There will also be words, anecdotes, and theories that may cause deep pondering, reflection, joy.

Therefore, ‘Selah’ is woven throughout this book as an invitation. An invitation to pause, my friend, my sister, my brother. Be still. To pause.

And as I give this book to you, the reader, you can of course choose when and where to . . . selah.




Introduction

A Voice from the Margins.

The title of this book can conjure the imagery of an American pastor about to preach or someone about to make a speech on behalf of a nation, ‘I am a voice from the margins.’ Perhaps, you could look at me as someone stepping up to a very rustic pulpit, the pages as my church, because, after all, without the pages I may have had nowhere else to place this amount of words.

I’m entirely self-conscious of saying I am speaking for those in the margins, like some quasi-deity, because I am not. However, I do know the margins. I know the margins from my personal experiences, some painful, some joyful, and from the battles within those betwixt and between moments. I am now an academic, an entrepreneur, a researcher wearing titles afforded mostly to those who often do not look like me or who may not have experienced varying degrees of marginalisation as I have. Therefore, I do not write this book from a place of snobbery. Synonymous with hooks, (activist and author) when writing her chapter Choosing the margins a place for open radicalness, ‘I am speaking from a place in the margins where I am different – where I see things differently.’1

For me, being in the margins has meant:


[image: Illustration]   having a deep-rooted knowing, based on observations and experience in employment and self-employment, entrepreneurship, that you have to work twice as hard often at times to only achieve half as much as non-Black females because of the barriers in place. By the same measure, recognising that your efforts to do so are measured by a different social barometer

[image: Illustration]   growing up realising that not every opportunity that should be easily accessible to you actually is

[image: Illustration]   having to navigate situations remembering that your tone of voice may be policed or deemed as a weapon, leading others to label you as aggressive, problematic, or troublesome

[image: Illustration]   entering into spaces and not be accepted due to skin tone, gender, place of birth or residence

[image: Illustration]   finding that in a work setting, your ideas may be good enough to execute, yet you are not credited appropriately for the work or the concept

[image: Illustration]   being magnificent but made to feel less than

[image: Illustration]   raising children, ensuring they have confidence in who they are but also training them to know what to do when encountering: a) police; b) an obvious racist; c) an undercover racist; d) and the list continues

[image: Illustration]   raising Black sons to be vigilant at all times because of the ongoing pandemic of violence affecting young people

[image: Illustration]   knowing your gender could be used against you and deem you as weak, invalid

[image: Illustration]   witnessing your Black brothers face injustice at the hands of the police and the system overall

[image: Illustration]   having an innate desire that you must share power with others who need and deserve it at every opportunity, because you know how hard it is to be seen and heard as a marginalised person

[image: Illustration]   being seen as having a chip on your shoulder when centring your Black womanhood, your identity, even though it is the only type of womanhood you’ve ever known, and that the two connected change everything



I felt it important to write this book to explore experiences that may have some women feeling less than, trapped or burdened by. Experiences that they may have moved to one side, taking up the mantle of strength that many marginalised women often have to. I wanted to also shed light on alternative endings, joy, happiness and hope; hope for those who have experienced hopelessness.

I began writing this book during the Covid pandemic, and at a time of civil unrest in the UK. At this time, it was as though everything had collided into one big trigger solely for Black people and also women, especially Black women! This period of time was bursting with instances of televised iPhone movies of police brutality, uprisings, an increase in gender-based violence, missing Black children.

I wrote this book at a time when it felt like women were not protected and when I was seeing constant negative images of Black youth perpetuated in the media. At a time when George Floyd was brutally killed by the police in the USA and we collectively held our breath during the trial. We then celebrated what should have been seen as the obvious conviction of his murder, but what sadly we had feared may not happen. So much of what collectively as Black people, and in some parts, as women, we have known to be true was brought to the surface for the whole world to see.

I’m all too aware that many of my experiences may not be so uncommon, although they may be experienced in different ways by others. Yet they are often kept locked away within the souls of those women, or working-class people, and for those who are Black. hooks speaks about this entrapment, which many from the margins feel. I speak of hooks as she has a way of articulating the depths of invisibility, the subconscious performative living many of us embrace without even knowing it. As if it is part of our genetic makeup. bell hooks identifies a locked-awayness of sorts, in her book Talking Back, stating that ‘this is truly, on a deep level, a real race and class issue’.2 It is this locked-awayness and the ability to keep your business to yourself that means that many definitions of the margins come from the mouth of those in the centre, speaking for us.

It is a hard truth that many people speak on varying issues within the margins, without themselves ever experiencing marginality or truly having empathy for those who have. However, these people often hold strong opinions and great power. They write policies, pass legislation, write papers and articles in public discourse, which in turn can influence our very experience in Britain all the more. This is why I have been compelled to raise my voice from the margins, writing the counter-narrative3 in public discourse, bringing it to the centre and to the mainstream.

It is a hard truth that many people speak on varying issues within the margins, without themselves ever experiencing marginality or truly having empathy for those who have. However, these people often hold strong opinions and great power.

I have written this book because I – along with many other women, those within the margins of society – have often been othered and misunderstood. Our forced and historical silence, and lack of safe spaces to speak, mean we have been spoken for, or spoken over. Therefore, throughout these pages I shall share stories and experiences that may resonate with some. Yet I also write to highlight that there are diversifications of the Black British woman’s experience via the stories of my youth and womanhood. Contrary to popular belief, Black people, Black women, are not a monolith. As a Black British woman, in my adult life, the notion that Black women are monolithic is one I have encountered all too often. I have battled against this perception of being a Black woman meaning I must speak in a certain way, be strong, loud, aggressive or problematic.

Our forced and historical silence, and lack of safe spaces to speak, mean we have been spoken for, or spoken over.

To be monolithic is to be the same, exactly the same. I can stand with a Black woman who rocks the same braids as me and loves the same music yet has a completely different upbringing to me. If her grandmother is from Jamaica as mine was, she may have eaten similar foods. We might even have a joke about something that our grandparents have said religiously. These women, who share some of my experiences, may not have had the same parenting or schooling experience as me, nor frequent the same places to meet with friends.

It is important to share that I have spoken to many women who are drained by the suppressive and limiting clutches of racism. Sharing commonality and solidifying our sisterhood and understanding without even knowing each other because, more often than not, racism has synergised us to act collectively despite our individual differences. This is why I have chosen to write a book that unveils some of the issues we battle with, notions and conversations that are all too often kept within the margins, private, which need to be amplified in order to expose and make change.

Racism has synergised us to act collectively despite our individual differences.

Each human being is shaped in part by their life experiences and their culture. Yes, race plays a big part because we are all treated, in certain ways, systemically. We have an understanding of nuanced experiences throughout the system. In this book, I share stories of my journey that resonate from and nuance people falling into one or more of my intersecting identities.

Each human being is shaped in part by their life experiences and their culture. Yes, race plays a big part because we are all treated, in certain ways, systemically.

Intersectionality was coined in 1989 by Kimberlé Crenshaw within a paper called ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’. Intersectionality allows deeper interrogation into discrimination and inequality. Career, academia, healthcare, society, all of your encounters, are disrupted and navigated through the prism of intersectionality. Crenshaw states that ‘we tend to talk about race inequality as separate from inequality based on gender, class, sexuality or immigrant status’. But as I’ve already noted, many people exist in many of these margins. Put simply, intersectionality is the concept that all oppression is linked.4

It is also important to contextualise race and place because of course it is this intersectionality that can massively alter our lives. Growing up, living in a specific area that is already deemed as deprived and suffering from high levels of poverty, will have an impact on people’s lives. Then, when we add race to it, the dynamic can change, and usually it does. The places where we grow up help to shape us. They shape our mentality, the way we may view life, our expectations, and our ambition, and at times our lack thereof. It can help to shape our social class identity.5 Many of us may use the lack in our area as a catalyst, a motivation to obtain more, to succeed or at least to desire more. However, it can also shackle us, our mindset, or systemically block our access to better.

I quickly met with my marginality in my teens. I learned about the claws and suppressive energy of institutionalised racism by early adulthood. I knew stereotyping by the almost rhetorical demeaning questions I’d be asked, based upon the demographic I came from. I knew what looked rough and what looked plush.6 It became apparent to me that coming from Tottenham, or having an understanding of the area, was great when applying for a role working with the youth. But Tottenham was seen as ‘the ghetto’, ‘rough’, to those from the centre who lived just outside the area themselves. However, I loved the area as a young person; it was close to everyone I cared for. I loved the fact that Temple Night Club on Tottenham High Road (circa 1995/96) was a three-pound cab ride from my house and that I could stumble out of there to the bagel shop. I’d get an ackee and saltfish bagel and a king’s cake oozing with cream to soak up the alcohol. Everything I needed was in close proximity.

I fell pregnant aged sixteen, contributing, albeit unknowingly, to the negative data and rhetoric around the area. Throughout my late teens, with my first child in tow, I experienced the looks of distaste from people of a variety of hues and classes. I tried hard to ignore many judgemental looks on the 444 bus from Turnpike Lane and 144a from the nearby Wood Green. I knew marginality. ‘A teenage mother’, ‘a young mum from Tottenham’ . . . I gained titles projected upon me. Titles with which I never aimed to be labelled, but later in my life, felt warmed by, upon reflection of how far I’ve come. A seventeen-year-old mum, baby on her hip or in the pram, growing up with all the academic desires of someone who would attend Oxbridge, with clipped wings like a dove before being released at a funeral. When many people saw me, they saw me as a young girl; they factored in my race, my age, the presumptuous and stereotypical limitations of a teenage mother living in a deprived inner city area. This deemed me a statistic and with those statistics came notions and stereotypes and labels and limitations that I had to shake off, rebel against and overcome, which we will explore in the coming pages.

There is undoubtedly still racism, there is still sexism, prejudice, classism and therefore the margins from which I write still exist. We cannot pretend these things away as the effects they have are visible, tangible and limiting. To many, discrimination is invisible or tucked away because it does not affect them. This can mean at times, within communities, politics, the workplace, if those people don’t become allies, those of us who are marginalised are left with the fighting against and living within the struggle and it’s heavy. So heavy and present that there are many of us Black women commenting on each other’s posts across many platforms. We all agree: it is rather tiring at this point. From Black women who take up space in the incomprehensibly non-Black territory, to Black women who are navigating entry points into said spaces or shunning them altogether. The experienced marginalisation (past or present) resonates with us although our day-to-day situations are vastly different.

I am reminded often that my tears do not create the same tidal waves as a non-Black woman. When the tears of a white woman fall, they are more than likely taken into consideration at the very least. There will be some reflection and most times accusations are deliberated upon. The words within White Tears/Brown Scars: How White Feminism Betrays Women of Color resonated with me, whereby author and researcher Ruby Hamad, rightly articulates: ‘White women can oscillate between their gender and their race, between being the oppressed and the oppressor.’7 Although admittedly, I know white women who do not operate in this vein, utilising their power in this way, but we cannot ignore that there are many who do and such power is something never afforded to Black women. We ‘are never permitted to exist outside of these constraints: we are both women and people of colour and we are always seen and treated as such’.8

As a Black woman, I know first-hand, the tears of Black women often cause shock, dismay, and are followed by a ‘you’ll be OK’ because we are always seen as extremely strong. Our stereotype, the stereotype of strength, aggression, built to ‘withstand-ness’, often means our tears are wiped by our own hands, or a hand the same colour as ours, even if of a varying hue. On the other hand, our preconceived strength means that we sometimes do not even afford ourselves the tears when they are more than warranted. This strength that is the quintessence of DNA supposedly carried around by Black women is something I will also explore within the pages of this book.

Defining the margins is no quick feat. There is no short snappy definition that I have garnered from my over forty years’ experience of living in the UK. However, as a child I had one definition for the word ‘margins’ and one definition only.

As a little girl I had learned to treat and view a piece of paper as if it was a sheet of pure gold.

‘Remember to show your working out,’ my headteacher would bellow or, ‘If you’re not sure how to spell a word, try a few times before writing it in your final piece. All the mistakes can be made in the margins.’ So that is what I’d do. I’d do my maths working out in the far left of the page, in the margins. Then I’d rub my hardest with the rubber, whilst using my other hand or my elbow to keep the paper fixed to the table, being careful not to let it buckle, not to leave an awful crease along its edge.

I was drawn to this image in my early thirties when my desire to make change grew even stronger and I concluded that the word ‘margins’ meant pretty much the same to many people in power about people and communities, as it did to four-year-old me about paper. I started to think about the power of words and their many meanings. For so long, to me, the margins simply meant a part of the paper where I could make a mess. Although of course I learned very quickly in my teens and especially in my adult years just what it meant. And now I’m very much a grown-up who has experienced the margins, and some taciturn parts of the strange grey matter in between. The margins are a place within society, where mess, trials, wrongdoings, mistakes are made, and that, although it is visible, it is not in the centre, and therefore it isn’t quite as important, as noticeable, as worrying, to many.

As I speak to you from my rustic pulpit, I want you to keep this definition in mind. The margins aren’t separated from society, they are very much on the page, on the paper we are all working from, ever-present, even if pushed to the side.
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