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INTRODUCTION

Seen and Unseen

Sundays would always mean one thing in my house when I was a kid. Hair-wash day. This ritual is probably one of my earliest memories, me sitting at my mum’s feet whinging as every knot passed through the comb, followed by a generous amount of coconut oil being rubbed into my head and finished off with a nice, neat plait. This precious time with my mum was a mixture of haircare and storytime. Whilst she nourished my little head and stimulated the blood circulation, Mum would share stories about her childhood, memories of how my grandma would do the same thing for her every Sunday back in their pind near Jalandhar, Punjab. A precious time when women caught up, shared worries and connected to their roots. Literally. But one day, after one of my first days of high school, I stormed home and screamed at my mum to never put oil in my hair again.

Earlier that day, I was unpacking textbooks into my locker out of the huge backpack Dad and I bought from Barking market a few weeks earlier. I say huge because it literally felt like a suitcase, the kind of backpack that (as my brother kindly noted) made me look like a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle. It even had wheels . . . Anyway, as I neatly arranged my lovely new sticky-back-plastic-covered books in my locker, I could hear a group of girls sniggering behind me. ‘Yeah, she always stinks of curry!’ They were referring to the smell of tarka coming from the blazer that I had left in the kitchen the night before. A smell that no amount of Impulse body spray could mask. ‘And her hair is so greasy, doesn’t she ever wash it!?’ I could feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment. I pretended I couldn’t hear them and decided not to turn around. With a snigger and shove, the girls howled with laughter and walked away. That’s why from that day, and to my mum’s heartbreak, I didn’t want to oil and plait my hair ever again.

The act of oiling hair was a bond formed between generations of brown women. The use of natural vegetable oils to nourish both hair and skin has been documented for over 5,000 years in South Asia. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that in Sanskrit, the word sneha means ‘to oil’ but also ‘to love’ or give affection. It makes complete sense to me now, the loving act of oiling and nourishing yourself. Fast forward to the present day, and it’s become an essential part of my self-care Sunday routine, which I now prefer to call ‘hair-wash-Sunday’.* But why was I so ashamed of something embedded in my culture and roots for such a long time? Is this where I started to internalize some kind of self-hate towards my identity and being a brown girl?

I never recognized my brownness or ‘otherness’ before this point. My family and I grew up in east London, and like anyone who speaks of their hometown fondly, I would say it was a really special place. When my grandad (Babaji) first came to the UK in the early 1960s, he decided to settle in the East End, moving around from Greenwich to Newham and eventually Ilford. I was born in Barking Hospital, something that my husband always reminds me of every time ‘ting from Barking’ comes on the radio. The world that I saw, the world that I knew, felt like Ilford Lane, Southall Broadway or Soho Road. In that bubble, I went to school with kids from all walks of life. I grew up with brown friends, black friends, white friends, Jamaicans, Somalis, Turkish, Bengali and Punjabi, and all kinds of communities – Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, Hindu, you name it. I had Catholic friends and Sunni and Shia friends. White working-class kids ate their packed lunch with brown working-class kids. As a brown girl navigating these spaces, I may have faced some social and cultural barriers which we’ll come back to shortly, but at least I felt part of the world I knew; normal even. This was the London I knew.

But somewhere in the time between childhood and adolescence I began to deny all of the beautiful parts of what make me a brown girl. I looked around for role models to look up to, or for someone who had gone through these struggles before, but other than the women in my family, I couldn’t find any heroes. I started to feel a constant sense of erasure when it came to my lived experiences. Brown female voices and experiences were missing from history books, from positions of power, from the boardrooms and on TV screens – except for the infamous Meera Syal and the Goodness Gracious Me team. Maybe that’s why I became so obsessed with Princess Jasmine when I was little – I had the doll, the lunchbox, the pyjamas, the movie on cassette, the whole shebang! The Middle Eastern representation of her has had scrutiny over the years, and though she wasn’t Punjabi, she was my princess. But did getting married and being saved by Aladdin have to be my only aspiration? If anything, I found Aladdin more relatable. You see, there wasn’t much to work with as a young brown girl . . .

What made being a young brown girl so difficult was the constant messaging that my heritage – who I was and am – was less desirable, fashionable or even legitimate than white Western culture. Eventually, I found myself wanting to deny my own heritage because I was told by society that it had no place here. And with that loss of identity came a lack of self-confidence and self-belief, culminating in me almost losing my entire sense of self. I found myself thinking: where and how do I fit in? I wanted to be white, but I kept thinking ‘what am I up against?’ Eventually, I had a realization: do I even need to fit in?

Brown women are often seen as docile, quiet and passive, thanks to the ‘orientalization’ of Asian women: dehumanized and reduced. More recently, new stereotypes have been added to our list of labels, including bombers or bashful brides. Isn’t it about time that we controlled our narrative and our voice, so that our representation doesn’t just consist of the tropes about victimhood and dowries, degradation and despair? Now, this is not me downplaying violence against women or the much-needed ongoing conversations about forced arranged marriages, FGM, grooming and sexual abuse. But the overreliance on a stereotype means that the only facts we have been given about ourselves have been distorted, causing corruption in what we think we know about ourselves. I felt seen and unseen.

How can we define who we are when we’ve been handed a dictionary full of lies and half-truths? Isn’t it up to us to define who the brown woman is or isn’t, rather than anyone else?

I didn’t want my identity to be defined by how supposedly oppressed I am. Having that as our only label, our only story, just didn’t sit right with me. What about the brown women who have changed history? What about our ancestors who fought in anti-colonial movements, and continuing post-independence groups, battling through struggles around war and militarization, against right-wing fundamentalism and state repression? How about the brown women who lived through partition and displacement, the difficulties of migration and assimilation, and, more recently even, through a worldwide pandemic? All whilst trying to untangle prisms of class, caste, community, religion and gender politics. Bloody hell, brown women are strong. This strength reminds us that daring to speak, daring to fight, daring to even exist in a system not designed for you is an act of resistance in itself. Every day, brown women are resisting, challenging and thriving. But where are their stories? Where are the ordinary stories of the daughters and granddaughters, women like us? How about the brown women who inspired me and helped me love who I am, many of whom you’ll find in this book?

I’m tired of seeing brown girls typically positioned as ‘between two cultures’, stuck between Eastern culture and Western culture, and oppressed. I think that picture is just too simplistic. Where are the nuances? What about the brown women who are challenging the status quo? What about being a brown woman with mental health problems? What about being a brown woman and gay? What about being a brown woman and disabled? What about being a brown woman and single? What about being a brown woman in the workplace? Which brown women are already challenging these existing tropes, switching up the narrative but staying connected to their brown identity?

Sometimes I still feel confused about all the layers, dimensions and intersectionality that come with being a youngBritish-Punjabi-Sikh-Woman-Feminist-Daughter-Wife-Writer-Poet-Teacher, and everything else that comes with those titles. I feel confused by this ongoing metamorphosis, code-switching and people-pleasing. Can you be a brown feminist without rejecting your own culture and fitting into what Western feminist standards dictate? How do you remain true to who you are while trying to navigate a white, male-dominated workspace? Why are brown girls the second-highest performing group of students in the country, yet this isn’t reflected in wider institutions? Why, during my years as a teacher, have I seen that brown girls consistently have very low self-confidence and are the least likely to put their hands up in class? Are we the biggest victims of imposter syndrome? How do we manage our daily angst, anger and embarrassment, while balancing it with our happiness, humour and joy? How do we unlearn the messages we have internalized about ourselves? How do we change the conversation in an empowering way? How can we fight back with wisdom, writing and art?

In the advent of fourth-wave feminism, a new era of feminism defined by empowerment, equity, and inclusivity, we’ve seen brown women in the diaspora starting to find their voice and tell their own story. We’re showing we have our place here. And in this fourth feminist wave, I don’t want brown women to be left as just a footnote. We need to remind ourselves that we can be feminists without rejecting our culture and identity. The danger of white feminism stems from what can be disguised as allyship in the woman’s struggle, actually just putting us down for our ‘oppressive cultures and faiths’. Real feminist allies, whatever their colour, take the time to listen to us, our experiences, our truths, from our own voices – not speak for us. Not gaslight. Not pigeonhole.

It’s here that I would like to emphasize that identifying as a brown woman can mean a number of things. When I say ‘brown women’, I mean all women, inclusive of those who identify as such or are gender non-binary. I may use the terms ‘brown’ and ‘South Asian’ interchangeably in the book, but I think I prefer brown. But with all these terms, labels, names and phrases, they will change with the context of the time, they will change when the communities those names belong to speak more of their truths. The collections of stories, evidence and themes covered in this book will hopefully reflect some of the realities of those in the diaspora, like the UK, USA, Canada and Australia, that come from ‘South Asia’. The heterogeneous, diverse region includes Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, but I’ve tried to be inclusive of those from cross-cutting countries with similar faiths and religions, such as Nepal and Afghanistan. We’ll also hear some brown women from other diasporic countries such as Mauritius, Kenya and Uganda. I also recognize and emphasize that this is not one homogenous group. We all have different faiths and beliefs, languages and cultural traditions, interwoven with varying issues of class and caste privilege. But I have tried my best to start unpacking some of the experiences and questions that arise whilst navigating the world in a brown woman’s body. Questions like – how can we support and equip brown women with the confidence and tools they need to navigate the difficulties which come with an intersectional identity? I will be exploring key issues such as the home, the media, the workplace, education, mental health, culture, confidence and the body. And we’ll see how the digital age has helped these women own their own voices and dictate how their stories are told and how they want to be seen by the world. But we’ll dive into that a bit more in Chapter 9.

I recently saw a great image on Instagram by a young Bengali cartoonist called Deya. The picture described the three stages of what she called the ‘Diaspora Cultural Journey’ that many of us young third- or second-gen brown folk go through in the diaspora. In the first phase of our lives, in early childhood, we love our culture. But as we move into phase two, often in our teenage years, there are times where we deny our culture, our roots, our faith, our families. Then, as we enter into our twenties and thirties, we begin to move into stage three, and start to question who we really are, where we belong, and wonder whether it’s too late to learn? In the final part of the cultural journey, we begin to recognize our heritage is actually full of treasures, and one day even hope to pass them on. Hopefully, this book will help with the final part of this trajectory and consciousness-raising, and reassure brown women that they are not alone in thoughts, feelings and anxieties.

I can only hope that this book tells the story of struggle, resilience and, most importantly, achievement. When I was younger, I always wished there was a guidebook on how to deal with growing up brown, female, marginalized and opinionated, but there was no blueprint at the time. So, I’ve collated stories, advice and support from brown women who have gone before with a clear sense of realism and optimism. The interviews which will help answer some of the questions above will come from brown women who have thrived despite all the odds, from authors to politicians, artists to students, aunties to grandmothers. It is paramount that their stories and life lessons are recorded, noted and passed on, so future brown girls feel armed and equipped to take on the world. By hearing the stories of inspirational brown women from across the UK and the diaspora, my hope is that this book will empower brown women to take the wheel, and help others understand the issues facing brown women.

The future – in this political climate, at least – can feel pretty bleak. There are certain world leaders telling women of colour to ‘go back home’, and others saying Muslim women wearing burqas ‘look like letterboxes’. We’re seeing cuts to vital public services. We’re seeing the language of white supremacy, Islamophobia and Hindutva becoming predominant in public spaces and online. All these things directly impact brown women. But for all the hate, confusion and loneliness the world might have to offer, you will find an equal amount of solidarity with your brown sisters along the way – from your family, your local community, the digital world and, hopefully, this book.





CHAPTER 1

BROWN AND DOWN

Rethinking Mental Health

eventually, i shut myself down like a computer

reboot 

reboot 

reboot 

black screens and flickers 

sitting inside a haunted house, living with ghosts inside my chest

but no one can see them, so no one believed me 

no one believed me 

so i had to perform my own invasive surgery 

open up my chest and remove the disease 

i saved me 

now it’s time for recovery 

recovery





 

 

 

‘Am I dying?’ I thought, as I sat on the bathroom floor, hugging my knees to my chest and clutching on to the sleeves of my hoody. ‘Is this a heart attack?’ I was only twelve at the time, and this was the closest comparison I could make to what was happening to my body. My heart felt like it was about to burst out of my chest, my body was consumed by cold sweats. I could barely breathe. It felt like a plastic bag had been wrapped around my head, with just enough space to inhale. My lips were salty with tears. Eventually, I sensed my fingertips begin to numb, and I felt paralysed. I later learnt that this was the first of the many panic attacks to come. Many of them took place on bathroom floors and in cubicles like this, behind locked doors where no one could see or hear me. They have all become a bit of a blur, but the worst ones have indelibly tattooed themselves into my memory. Have you ever heard that old saying ‘smell is the last memory to go’? Well, I still remember the smell of bleach. Or maybe it wasn’t so much the smell, but the number of times I stared at the bottle for a little longer than I should, contemplating . . . Wanting it all to be over.

For years, I never told a soul about anything I was going through. And that’s because I had always heard such negative labels given to brown folk suffering from mental health issues. The ongoing stigma forced me to remain closed off, and the fear of being ostracized forced me to silence the suffering caused by my anxiety attacks and depression. I heard that people with depression have bad karam, meaning bad karma, and some brown cultures put this down to having made mistakes in a previous life. That meant that the pain and suffering were deserved. I’d also heard that people – or should I say, women – with depression could never get married. No one is gonna accept a crazy brown bride, I was told! I started to believe – and accept – that people with depression or mental health problems bring shame on the family.

With no one to speak to and no outlet for my emotions, I turned to my favourite place for some much-needed comfort – I turned to books. But none of the stories looked like mine or sounded like mine, and that just made me feel even more alone . . . So, at the age of thirteen, I started writing my own story, I started turning the chaos in my mind into something beautiful. I opened up my maroon, leather-bound journal (which I still have!) and started writing down everything I was thinking and feeling, the things I’d experienced in my childhood, the bullying going on at school, how afraid I was of the world. Every time I felt triggered, and all those scary thoughts echoed in my head, I turned to the pen and to poetry. For a long, long time, this was my only form of therapy.

But the loneliness had such a detrimental effect on my self-confidence. I would never put my hand up in class, even though I knew the answers. I was a smart kid and did exceptionally well in all my exams, As and A*s across the board, so outwardly, people always assumed there was nothing wrong with me. I seemed fine, but really that was down to my good ol’ friend, high functioning anxiety. Sometimes I wonder if I could have pushed myself more if I hadn’t hated myself so much . . . When I was at university, and after a nasty abusive relationship, I fell into my darkest period of depression, and this was when I remember my self-esteem being at an all-time low. I didn’t want to look at myself in the mirror. I couldn’t make eye contact with people. I was falling into that abyss that those who have suffered from depression will know all too well. There were days when I wouldn’t even leave my bed, let alone my house. So I turned to poetry again – the only thing that made me feel like I had some power inside of me – until I finally decided to seek more help.

Fast forward to a couple of years later in 2017, and there I was, sharing my mental health story on a TEDx stage at the Sadler’s Wells Theatre in Angel, in front of 1,200 strangers. I told them how poetry had saved my life. For someone who had been silent for so long this seemed bat shit crazy, I know! But I was so tired of burying so many skeletons inside of me in order to feel alive again, and I knew if poetry and writing helped save me, it could save someone else. In my talk, I questioned why we, in our brown communities, have equated strength with silence. What terrifies me, and what I wanted us to ask, is why is this still the case? Because having anxiety or depression can feel like one of the loneliest feelings in the world. I wonder how many brown girls just like me are sitting on bathroom floors with a never-ending chain of worries catastrophizing in their heads right at this very moment . . .

I appreciate that this might be a heavy chapter to start this book. But I think it’s important that we begin from this open, honest and vulnerable place. To allow ourselves to be seen, really seen. Knowing our own darkness in order to find light. And it’s from this place of vulnerability that we can start to find courage, to find progress. To find healing.

The last taboo

Before we dive into some of the data and statistics on brown women’s mental health – limited as they are – we need to remember to re-emphasize that brown folk are not a homogenous group. So depending on their class, race, gender and sexuality, their mental health experiences will be different. There are different levels of education and wealth which affect brown women in different ways. For some women, the reasons for their mental health issues may relate to bereavement, bullying, neglect, domestic violence and emotional, physical or sexual abuse, while for others, it may be none or all of these things. There are varying states of acceptance across all ‘South Asian’ groups. There is no single brown mental health experience, but this chapter will try to outline as many of these voices as possible. I’ll be looking into a range of mental health areas, such as intergenerational trauma, postnatal depression, eating disorders and, crucially, how we can find ways to heal.

Where do we even start with something that is not meant to exist in our culture? Mental health problems are not meant to hold any space within us, and if they do, we do not admit them out loud. But they do hold space within us, and the more we bottle them up, the more likely they are to explode. We all grew up with stories about that auntie down the road who never got married because she was depressed, or how so-and-so’s daughter never leaves the house because she’s pagal. When I spoke to Poorna Bell, journalist and author of Chase the Rainbow, she explained that ‘these examples are usually used as the bogeyman of what happens to you when you have a mental illness.’ Once that label has been attached to someone, many believe it can never be removed. We’ve seen and heard words like izzat and sharam passed down from generation to generation, sometimes with different nuances, but always with the same pain. But it’s time that we, as the young generation of brown women, attempt to navigate our wellbeing and change the discourse about our mental health with autonomy, and it’s vital that we actively participate in that change.

The existing, and very inadequate data, suggests that the prevalence of common mental disorders such as anxiety and depression is twice as likely in brown women than their white counterparts, at a shocking 63.5 per cent.1 The same applies to more complex mental health needs. According to Professor Dinesh Bhugra, mental health and diversity specialist at the Institute of Psychiatry at King’s College London, ‘we know that rates of attempted suicide among South Asian women are two and a half times more than white women, and the 18–24 age group is particularly vulnerable.’ Studies have also found that if brown women try to seek treatment, they are often over-prescribed medication such as antidepressants, benzodiazepines, sedatives, antipsychotics, and mood stabilizers. This, alongside several other barriers that we shall unpack later, often stops brown women from accessing the mental health support they might need. But before brown women even arrive at this point in their mental health journey, what’s been stopping them from seeking help? Have they been fighting a number of wars already, arising from cultural, familial and religious expectations?

The ingrained acceptance of secrecy has become more and more dangerous. Asian women have been taught to have self-control and restraint when it comes to darker emotions. An outward expression of such feelings is seen as a poor reflection on the individual and her family. A lot of this is attributed to misunderstandings and misconceptions about mental health. There is an association with black magic, bad karma, the will of God or even bad parenting. These stigma-ridden slurs are often combined with intergenerational conflict for brown women, with older generations having their own views on mental health and younger generations having very different interpretations. Alongside wider cultural viewpoints, there are often faith-specific reasons given, which could include Hindu beliefs in karma that suggest an individual’s present circumstances are a consequence of past choices and actions. Or within the Muslim community, mental ill health can be attributed to the evil eye, magic, or Jinn possession. Geography also plays a role in this. Because certain cultural groups frequently settle in the same area and the community is tight-knit, there is a fear about news travelling fast. People don’t often realize that this ongoing stigma affects us all, from grandmothers with dementia all the way down to granddaughters with anxiety disorders. Regardless of age, each generational group has had to carry the burden of emotional distress as a result.

In Diljeet Bhachu’s poem ‘Shorts’, featured in The Colour of Madness, she says, ‘talking: my family knows how to talk. We talk a lot. But we don’t know how to talk.’ For a community that loves to talk, we find it hard to ask the hard questions, the real questions. It’s about time we started having those awkward dinner table conversations.* We should be able to naturally discuss emotions and mental health around the dinner table because they are natural. Often, we’re left to make sense of what our mind is doing entirely on our own, and after all that, we’re expected to keep quiet and carry on. But this is costing too many lives. I say, no more.

Depression is often seen as a ‘white or Western problem’. Even though there are areas of the mental health conversation dominated by whiteness, the associated pain and emotions are obviously not owned by one race. It’s often a mistaken belief that most South Asian communities have no direct word for depression or mental health, but some words are seen to be synonymous with it. In Hindi, Urdu and Punjabi you’ll find words like udaas, to be sad or going through difficulty, or mansik sayat. In Gujarati, there is the word hatasa, meaning frustration. Bengali and Arabic also have vocabulary very similar to the term depression: bis.annatā and kaba. The importance here isn’t so much that there isn’t a direct translation with the English language – in fact, there doesn’t need to be. Our tongues don’t need to mould to a Western vocabulary in order to translate our cultural values or beliefs. Some Western concepts have little value to us. Many Western definitions of wellbeing don’t acknowledge the holistic interconnection between physical health, social and family wellbeing and spiritual wellbeing, as many South Asian cultures do.2 However, our tongues do need to start talking about how we feel. We do need to move away from using the stigmatized terms, like pagal, which I’ve heard being used to describe anything from mania to dementia!

Language is important. Words hold weight and meaning, so it’s important we use them wisely within our homes and our families to help us change the narrative around mental health in our communities. This conversation will only get more comfortable with time. Charities such as SOCH Mental Health are directly tackling the conversation taboo within South Asian communities. In Hindi, Urdu and Punjabi, SOCH (ਸੋਚ) means ‘to think’ or ‘a thought’. The charity was set up by two community mental health nurses, Jasmeet Chagger and Maneet Chahal, who passionately believe that the way to combat the stigma surrounding mental health is to change how our communities ‘think’ about mental health.

A damaging inheritance

There has been a lot of discussion around the impact that intergenerational trauma may have on the current generation of young brown women. The first conversations around the trans-generational transmission of trauma took place in the 1960s when research began into the impact of Holocaust trauma on children and then grandchildren of survivors. The study found that there was an increased vulnerability to psychological distress and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) even in the second generation.3 The transmission of this trauma is obviously unintentional, often without awareness of the original traumatic event’s contribution. Unlike other inherited conditions, ancestral trauma is not caused by mutations to the genetic code itself. I’m not going to give you a lesson on epigenetics, but what we do need to understand from current scientific research is that events in someone’s life can change how their DNA is expressed and that change can, in fact, be passed on to the next generation. That means the genes are modified without changing the DNA code itself.4

This theory is yet to be thoroughly analysed for the South Asian community. Still, considering our very recent history of British colonialism, war, genocide, famine, partition and even natural disasters, combined with government policies on immigration and systemic racism, it is only reasonable to suggest that we, as second and third generations, may be ‘holding’ some of our parents’ and grandparents’ pain within us. Often, during traumatic moments in history, it is women who have paid the highest price through gender-specific acts such as trafficking, kidnapping and rape, or what the UN calls ‘weapons of war’. When I spoke with Dr Rima Lamba, the Clinical Director and Founder of the Blue River Psychology clinic, she even suggested that ‘repeated, interpersonal, relational, and complex traumas can alter our sense of safety when it comes to our bodies, relationships, and the outer world.’ She went on to state that ‘we pass on our sense of feeling unsafe through how we relate to our children.’

I fully appreciate that our parents and grandparents may never have had the chance to fully heal. All their past pains and difficulties were then interwoven with immigrating to a whole new country and setting a foundation for our existence. This can often lead to parenting from a place of fear, rather than from a place of comfort. When the only priority in parenting is to survive, then how can we thrive? Psychoanalyst and professor M. Gerard Fromm writes that ‘what human beings cannot contain of their experience – what has been traumatically overwhelming, unbearable, unthinkable – falls out of social discourse, but very often on to and into the next generation as an affective sensitivity or a chaotic urgency.’5 Are we now the generation to break the cycle, the never-ending trickle of trauma that has seeped into our bloodlines? Are we now the generation of healing, so that our daughters and our granddaughters will get to live outside of this kind of pain? As things currently stand, there are still no guidelines on how support and treatment can be provided to South Asian women who will be sensitive to all this. That being said, many of the mental health services fall short of culturally sensitive, culturally informed and historically mindful advice. Even if brown women do have some success in accessing services, they’re often inappropriate to their needs.

I remember when I eventually sought out counselling during university to combat my ongoing anxiety and depression, I was offloading childhood traumas, my history of being bullied in school and current young adolescent stresses. The therapist, a white woman in her late forties, completely misread all my verbal and non-verbal cues. She suggested I ‘move out from home’, become more ‘independent’ and ‘stand up’ to my family. She was completely unaware of how close-knit Punjabi families are and how their love for me and my love for them was very much a part of my decision-making process. I felt so misunderstood and, if anything, more depressed. I felt both invisible and hypervisible, distorted and unseen. It was unfortunate that my first encounter with a therapist, after being reluctant to find help for so long, was this disappointing and confusing. Over time, I realized how frequently this ‘white lens’ was applied in therapy. Brown women have found that mental health service providers hold an unconscious bias, automatically viewing Asian cultures as repressive, and therefore assume the treatment of depression was to be found in the adoption of a more Western lifestyle. But this can be even more harmful to the individual, who is made to feel they need to strip parts of their identity. This mistrust towards mainstream mental health services is then further amplified for many minority groups by over-prescribing medication and, for more extreme cases, even
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CHAPTER 2

BEYOND THE CLASSROOM

Asian Girls and Education

i will always be awkward dinner table conversations

i will always be the debater

if i learnt anything from j.d.salinger

it was to always be the challenger

don’t be afraid to play the devil’s advocate

for those that made my gender feel inadequate

i will no longer be left on mute

quiet and cute

this is not what you wanted

you wanted a one-word answer

but my friend

i am not a one-word woman

this is for all the times i never put my hand up in class

even though i knew the answer

even though i knew how to articulate it

and debate it

but soon i learnt

you may be the smartest in the room

but maybe that room doesn’t let you bloom

they kept us quiet so we would never know

everyone was killing our confidence so we could never grow

smartest in the room





CHAPTER 3

THAT’S NOT MY NAME

Managing Microaggressions

they call me ‘her’

they call me ‘jas’

that’s not my name, that’s not my name

that’s not my name, that’s not my name

when you say my name

say it whole for me

because i’m tired of only being half of me

so that the other kids wouldn’t laugh at me

it’s easier for you to pronounce

but the sounds are no longer mine

and the meaning is becoming more difficult to define

i’m renamed

maybe it’s me who’s too lenient

i folded up my name into a small box that will roll off your tongue

to be more convenient

until my syllables are simply fragments of east vs west

is this me at my best?

. . . if i’m only half of me.

that’s not my name





CHAPTER 4

SMASHING SHAME

Menstruation and Other Taboos 

i would sneak my pads 

into the house as if they were drugs

babies are expected of me 

but my monthly madness isn’t an open conversation 

keep that behind closed doors 

or closed legs 

crossed legs 

rouge on my jeans, 

my thighs are blushing like my cheeks

 because i leaked 

with the embarrassment 

ashamed of the stains on my covers 

as if i committed murder 

scrubbing the evidence in secret 

all that we’re killing 

is a young girl’s self-worth 

as long as they can provide a healthy birth 

right?

and now i’ll serve my time

one week, once a month.

a life sentence.

blood




CHAPTER 5

RIPPED ROOTS

Brown Bodies, Body Hair and Colourism

since when did ‘woman’ become a hairless word?

because i’m pretty sure that even eve had

some fur under her sleeve 

i mean 

the hypocrisy is that the hair out of my 

head makes me feminine 

but anything below my eyebrows makes me

some ape-like specimen 

so, we remove that hair 

trimming ourselves into someone sexier 

but maybe i’m reading this all wrong like 

i’ve got dyslexia 

because when i read ‘woman’ 

i don’t read a hairless word.

a hairless word





CHAPTER 6

SARI, NOT SORRY

The Cultural Appropriation Conversation

maybe i’m wrong to assume

that the same mouths that made the word

immigrant

so dirty

are the same mouths craving for a curry on a friday night

 – or a chai tea latte?





CHAPTER 7

‘I WAS AT THE LIBRARY’

Love, ‘Dating’ and Relationships

There were walls built around me, each brick concealing some shame

Each cement crease covering up a scar, a bruise, a secret, a name

My eyes were always tired, and my cheeks were always wet

But after being pushed so often, I had learnt to watch my step

You asked me if I was ready to be loved and I kept thinking, not yet

But then I realised I couldn’t keep making you pay for someone else’s debt

‘What did they do that made you want to hate yourself so much?’

Why was I so scared to ask for help or flinched at someone’s touch?

I told others to love themselves more, but couldn’t take my own advice

Because deep down I thought I was nothing but an ocean made of ice

But one look at you and I melted, I eased into your palm

Because after years of panic and fear, I finally felt some calm

‘How am I meant to hold your hand if it’s always in a fist?’

I let go, I let myself free and greeted true love with a kiss

I told you that you have no choice but to love me like I’m art

Sell all your secrets and with the truth pay rent to live in my heart

You’ve made your roll, high as a kite, burning higher and higher

Because only a man like you was able to love a girl made out of fire.





CHAPTER 8

MUM’S THE WORD

Parenthood and Raising a Brown Feminist

How are we meant to stay silent?

When even our birth

Is an act of rebellion





CHAPTER 9

POWER IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Social Media, Solidarity and Sisterhood

Smartphones and all that roaming

But we’re still not free

We’re seeing everything in high definition

But we still can’t see

Video killed the radio star
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