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To Misbah, Hayan, Yael and Malia

To Maman, Papa and Papa

To the gang of eight

To the ancestors

To us.




Introduction

Racism causes harm.

Harm to the body. And harm to the mind. Yet it is only in November 2020 that the American Medical Association recognised racism as an urgent threat to public health1. Thankfully, many of us did not wait for this penny to drop to tackle its impact. For about 15 years I have been working therapeutically with people of colour, supporting almost exclusively Black people distressed by racism and experiencing racial trauma. Living While Black seeks to offer the same support in book form, by presenting some of this work – the politics, personal and professional experiences that underlie my psychology and psychotherapy practice – to help us find connection, hope and empowerment.

Before we begin, I want to tell you a little bit about the journey to bringing this book to life. I have carved my practice out of the whiteness of psychology and of psychotherapy2. I have carved it out of the thousands of micro and macro experiences of discrimination and Othering I had to navigate. I have refused to ignore this rich data, the intellectual gifts contained therein and its potential to help others heal. Exploring and reflecting on my own lived experience, my lived evidence, has been central to understanding patterns of harm and domination, but also patterns of resistance. My scholarship was born out of the documentation of these patterns on Race Reflections, a platform that started as a blog and turned into a social enterprise dedicated to tackling inequality, injustice and oppression. Women – especially Black women – are socialised to distrust what we know and to be suspicious of our own authority. Oftentimes, we stop ourselves from using our gifts or we wait for someone to give us the go-ahead or to tell us how to start. And when to start. I had little support when I decided to set up my practice. What drove me was simply a strong will or perhaps a strong need to have a space where as a Black woman, a mental health professional and psychologist, I could engage with both subjects from the vantage point of being a Black female body in the world, with the richness, complexities and baggage that this entails.

Distilling these complex learnings, the primary aim of Living While Black is to make many of us who often haven’t felt this way feel heard, seen and held. The book seeks to help Black people to thrive by first confronting the nuances of Blackness, then creating a tailored self-care plan. The first aspect is achieved via case studies, research and strategies borne out of countless hours of clinical practice and personal reflections, some of it extracted from the work of Race Reflections. The second aspect guides the reader as they self-reflect and prompts them to engage in self-care activities. Living While Black is a vital psychology guide for Black people. It is also an anti-racist text for others who simply want to better understand the effects of anti-Black racism so they can do better. It is also a resource for mental health, social care and medical practitioners working with Black people.

The book sheds a light on the trauma of racism – its impact on both our mental and physical health and its consequences across individuals’ lifespans, across generations and across social contexts. It exposes anti-Black experiences, which society tells us are not occurring or, if they are, are not causing us harm. I want there to be no doubt that racism harms and that racial trauma is real. But equally, I want to show that it is possible to resist and to practise radical self-care while navigating white supremacy.

The material you will encounter in the book does not reach most psychology and psychotherapy ‘teaching’ or our collective consciousness. In fact, it is material we have learnt to censor. It is therefore rich and heavy material that you are asked to engage with and to honour. Here, you will encounter intersectional violence, intergenerational wounds, normalised trauma, everyday resistance, cultural homelessness and structural inequality and all the intersections of the socio-economic, the political, the historical, the institutional, the relational and the psychological. This is the stuff that tends not to reach Black people who seek support for psychological distress. Many mental health professionals still believe politics belong outside of our therapy rooms. That therapy is not political. The whiteness of this position is still to be accepted as a fact, let alone as a problem. Way too many mental health professionals consider social structures and indeed racism to be a distraction from the real issues or a vehicle to the real issues. And for way too many psychotherapists and psychologists the real issues still lie in our relationship with our mother (imagine a slave in distress at their condition, being asked to reflect on their relationship with their mother, to get to the ‘real issues’).

Over the years, Black people have come to my practice after having been further harmed by those whose job it is to facilitate healing. Psychotherapy and mental health services continue to struggle to work with racism; in fact it often reproduces it. Mindlessly. The reality is this: if you are Black and those you seek support from are unwilling to look at racism and the trauma it inflicts, these individuals or systems are simply unwilling to look you in the eye. They do not want to see you. They are not prepared to engage with the weight and complexities of our shared and often bloodied history. From there, there is usually nowhere to go but an impasse. A wall. The wall of whiteness. It is this absence that creates the gap that continues to make racism near impossible to address in therapy for way too many.

It is in that gap that some of us are forced to sit while being encouraged to displace Black rage towards our mothers because their capacity to be mothers was affected by the unjust structures within which they mothered us: the abject xenophobia, the racism, the patriarchy, the poverty. I think of my own mum too. Her back is pretty much broken. The social symbolism of a Black woman with a broken back is such a powerful one. So many of the first-generation migrant women I know have broken backs. Being the mules of society carries such a heavy price. And so many of their daughters have sore throats or are losing their voices trying to speak words few are prepared to hear. This is what being silenced can do. Black backs have a long history of carrying loads – white loads. And of being flogged for not keeping silent. But we are entitled to take some of the weight off and share it. And we are entitled to speak. And we are entitled to write. In fact, we absolutely must make our voices heard by any means necessary, if we are to stand any chance of stopping history from becoming fatality by repetition.

Living While Black is structured in eight chapters, all of which contain an analysis of societal dynamics and offer tools for the reader to support themselves and reflect on their own experiences and relationships. The book is organised as follows (you can find keyword definitions in the glossary, and in bold):

Chapter 1, Being Black, is an exploration of what being racialised as Black means. It offers the context for today’s societal dynamics and inequality from my own lived experience.

Chapter 2, Black Minds, looks at how Black people fare in mental health institutions. It examines racial trauma and unpacks the mental health consequences of living within white supremacy.

Chapter 3, Black Shame, examines shame, a core consequence of racial trauma. It links this shame to racial injustice and to issues of belonging and ‘homelessness’.

Chapter 4, Black Bodies, links the history of mistreatment of Black people via imperial and colonial violence to everyday acts of Othering. Further, it considers their impact on our body.

Chapter 5, Raising Black Children, focuses on the unique challenges of having a Black child or being a Black parent. It offers prompts for strengthening attachment and mitigating the intergenerational impact of racial trauma.

Chapter 6, Working While Black, analyses the dynamics that Black people often face in workplaces. It contextualises them historically and offers tools for navigating hostile workplace environments.

Chapter 7, Black Love, explores romance and intimacy and their dynamics in the context of white supremacy. It encourages reflection to help foster more authentic and fulfilling intimate relationships.

Chapter 8, Black Resistance, offers a roadmap for resistance, drawing on historical examples of rebellion and insurgency. It provides evidence-based tools to help you thrive as you resist white supremacy.

In Your Radical Self-Care Plan, you will find an action plan with various activities selected to help you connect to your ancestry, your community, your history and to nurture your body, your mind and your soul. The book also provides more specific tools to help you with specific challenges such as managing race-based stress, coping with Black shame and talking to Black children about race.

The book’s title comes from an expression that has been part of the racial discourse for decades. The phrase ‘… While Black’ is used by Black academics, journalists, writers and activists in the US and outside to describe the challenges of existing, resisting and thriving within white supremacy. A 1999 Minnesota Law Review paper by David A. Harris links its origins back to ‘Driving While Black’ – the research exposed the treatment of Black motorists by the police in 1990s America. The phrase has since been used in a variety of other contexts, such as ‘Birding While Black’, ‘Travelling While Black’ or ‘Working While Black’. It highlights the differing experiences and outcomes of these mundane activities when they are carried out by Black people, because of racism, racial profiling and the associated risks to our safety; all of which will be explored in this book.

A note on research: The most reliable evidence we have when it comes to Blackness and (mental) health originates from the UK and the US. Inevitably, the research Living While Black is based on often comes from these countries. Still, I am a French woman with roots firmly located in Africa, so I attempt to keep my outlook on the whole diaspora.

Please also note that the contents of Living While Black may sometimes be distressing. You may feel a temptation to disconnect, to put the book down. We know that human beings go to extraordinary lengths to avoid pain, discomfort and tension. This has resulted in us continuing to refuse to confront the reality of racism. But breaking silences matters. It is always the first step in breaking the cycle of abuse. And we can only break silences if people accept the invitation to hear and see. Here, you are invited. While I primarily address the Black reader directly and the activities and strategies are focused on our needs, many of the tools will no doubt be helpful to others who experience racism and oppression. I want to again be clear, however, that everyone is invited to read the book. Everyone is invited to come in and reflect on the work we all must do, and think of what they themselves can do, to lighten the load.

Consider this invitation a gift.




Centring Blackness

Living While Black unapologetically centres the experience of people racialised as Black. ‘Racialisation’ here is about turning certain human beings into ‘Black’ humans. More generally, it is the processes by which a group of people becomes defined by their race. Racialisation imposes racial meaning onto previously racially ‘neutral’ identities in order to reproduce the racial social order1. The belief that humans can be divided into different biological races, characterised by different traits and attributes, came with the commodification of Black people and the expansion of capitalism2. Race is a social and historical fabrication or ‘construct’ linked to colonial and imperial ways of viewing and organising the world3.

We may say the (social) construction or fabrication of race is the very foundation of racism4. But while race is a figment of our imagination, racism is not. Here lies our first contradiction. For our purpose, we’ll define racism as a system in which white groups, and those adjacent to the former, are placed in a position of power over various other races deemed inferior, and where power is used to maintain privileged access to material resources5. The myth of race allows resources to be allocated in ways that privilege white people and thus maintain and legitimise this fantasised racial hierarchy, which of course locates Black people as the ultimate Other, at the very bottom. It is that location in the hierarchy that leads to specific patterns of poor and violent treatment commonly referred to as anti-Blackness.

The term ‘Black’ remains controversial even among people racialised as Black people even though we are rarely asked what we think about being routinely identified as such. Some of us despise it. The historical load it carries is heavy. Still, we do know that it has been reclaimed at various points in history. Presently, this seems to be the case, as evidenced by the global phenomenon of Black Lives Matter, the slogan and movement sparked by anti-Black police brutality. In November 2020, I carried out some research. I wanted to better understand how we relate to the term ‘Black’. 725 respondents racialised as Black based in the UK, US and Europe completed an online survey. A whopping 94% said they routinely identified as Black. Despite this, 59% still believed that Blackness was an identity imposed on them by society. Opposition to the term was based on its homogenising nature, its racist associations and the fact that it erased specific cultural heritage. 78% of the participants agreed that Blackness was a marker of African ancestry.

BLACKNESS AS A BLACK QUEST

Flattening some of the differences that exist within and between different Black groups is a major drawback when theorising on Blackness. And so, the task of Living While Black is a tough one. It is undoubtedly the case that Blackness covers a huge range of ethnic and cultural groups that are heterogenous and have various histories, ethnicities and geopolitical positioning. However, the search for a global connection, for commonalities in experiences and for a shared fate must be balanced out against the risk of dilution of important contextual differences.

Some may say it is an impossible task and perhaps it is. Still, the politics that inform Living While Black and its ethos are diasporic and pan-Africanist. They seek to shed light on challenges we face, because of what we share: the melanin in our skin, or even the shape of our bodies, the breadth of our noses, the thickness of our lips, the kinkiness of our hair, which cumulatively or singularly say ‘Africa’ to the world. Say ‘primitive’ to the world. Say ‘inferior’ to the world. Say ‘dangerous’ to the world. Say ‘disgusting’ to the world.

It is primarily this physicality that is used to racialise us, to render our body Black, to Blacken it. With white lies. It is this physicality that remains imprisoned by colonial and imperial fantasies and creates some shared experiences among all contextual differences. It is this physicality that carries within it histories of mass atrocities, histories of exploitation, histories of Othering. Histories of silencing. This is what racialisation is all about. Of course, the Black body is a body that is or is not gendered. A body that expresses itself through its sexuality and through whom it loves. A body located within a social class system. A body that through birth or geopolitical location can or cannot travel. A body that is or is not disabled. A body that sometimes sits at the intersections of all these systems and many more. Perhaps Blackness is a Black quest. But even if that is all it is, it is worth pursuing.

‘Black’ VERSUS ‘black’

There have been ongoing debates concerning the capitalisation of ‘Black’ and various arguments for and against that go from the linguistic to the political6. In Living While Black, I have opted to capitalise it. This is first in recognition that the term refers to people with a shared history and ancestry traceable to Africa, however distant. Secondly and more importantly and arguably paradoxically, the capitalisation seeks to acknowledge that millions of people through the transatlantic slave trade were stripped of national and cultural ties and thus of that ancestral home. This displacement has resulted in the creation of a cultural and psychological home in Blackness that for many is now independent from Africa. This new home, regardless of our individual views and positions, deserves respect and honouring.
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CHAPTER 1

Being Black

DISCOVERING ANTI-BLACKNESS

I was four or five when I discovered racism1.

I had been playing with my sister and some of the kids from the neighbourhood in front of our Parisian banlieue tower block, as was customary for poorer families during school holidays or weekends. There were quite a few of us, 15 or perhaps even more. Children of all backgrounds having fun, skipping, running around, and laughing the summer afternoon away. All of us still quite oblivious to the dire social deprivation we were accustomed to and the hostility created by our existence in France. A white man erupted from a ground floor flat in the tower, shouting, clearly aggrieved by the noise we were collectively making. After his rant, he ran directly towards my elder sister and pushed her from behind.

She was six or seven at the most. The white man pushed her so violently that she was propelled forward, fell, and scraped the ground for a few metres. Once immobile, much of the skin at the back of her arms had gone. Some of the children quickly ran to our second floor flat to alert my parents. Moments later my mother appeared downstairs to find my sister, other children and me in tears and my sister covered in blood. Within minutes she was at the assailant’s door, furious and demanding an explanation. She was greeted by a barrage of racist abuse, including the N-word of course. Rant over, the man proceeded to punch her in the face so forcefully her skin turned blue-black, one of her eyes became red with blood and half her face swelled up.

This was not a half-hearted attack. It was a determined, unrestrained, chest out, full force, knock-out hit. The kind of punch a charged-up and angry man throws at an enemy assessed to be of considerable force. The kind of heavyweight punch that is full of hatred and carries the weight of the history of terror. Of white terror. The kind of punch no woman should ever have to bear. But that Black women often do. I do not remember much after the punch. Things have blurred in my memory, but I can still see my mother standing after the assault. Standing tall, defiant and in dignified silence. Not a single tear. Not a word in retort. Although I do not remember this, I am told the white man was arrested minutes later, knife in hand, threatening to kill her in front of a full audience of distraught children. Imagine the scene. The loudness, the chaos, the screams, the powerlessness.

SCHOOLING WHILE BLACK

Later, I was exposed to a different kind of racism when my mother got into a dispute with my primary school2. Being born in February and as a result missing the official cut-off point for admission by a few days or so, the decision as to whether I could start or not was at the discretion of the school. While for white children, starting school a little early was rarely an issue, the school took umbrage that my mother thought her child was ready to start school. My entry was barred – a rare occurrence. My mother challenged the school. Mainly out of principle, as she knew she and I were being treated differently. The school dug their heels in and decided that the only way to prove I was sufficiently intelligent – or ‘cognitively ready’ – was to test my IQ, seeming almost certain that I would not overcome this hurdle. I was subjected to a battery of tests by a team of psychologists. Then, they wrote their report. The school’s own appointed psychologists had found I had a much higher ‘intelligence’ than average and was, in fact, advanced for my age. Reluctantly, I was allowed in.

Fast-forward to my teens. During a philosophy class, I questioned Descartes’ dualism. The teacher responded by calling me a monkey who was incapable of thinking and was, instead, looking at the finger of Descartes, as Descartes was pointing to the sun. Then, in high school, I had a history and geography teacher who taught us all about the important job France did in civilising and enlightening Africa from the Dark Ages, as part of a module on colonialism. The course was so whitewashed, uncritical and steeped in white nostalgia, it was psychologically violent. In the end, students of colour were excused, off the record, from attending this class. A compromise to avoid the disturbance of our questions and critical eyes, or to have to rethink the curriculum.

Throughout my teens I watched my mother continue to battle white teachers’ low and stereotypical expectations. None of us had ‘what it took’ to go to university. Against all ‘odds’ and our ‘limited’ intellectual capabilities, we count among ourselves as siblings: one physicist, two economists, one accountant and – wow – a psychologist. That would be me. Seven out of eight of us did go to university, and most of us obtained postgraduate qualifications. For my part, I studied English at La Sorbonne in Paris straight after my baccalaureate. As part of an American civilisation class, we were taught that the US was the number one economic power in the world due to its high national IQ, but that as a nation it was still being held back because of the low IQ of African Americans.

WHITE WOMEN AND LIBERAL RACISM

Afterwards, I found myself studying psychology in Britain. There I encountered a different kind of racism. One I was ill-equipped to deal with or understand. The liberal kind. Insidious, normalised and shifty. The kind of racism middle-class white women excel at3. The kind of racism that hides even from the mind and body that harbours it. It hides behind decorum, impeccable manners and professionalism. Professional racism, we may say. The kind of racism that knows better than you and constantly rationalises itself away, weaponising innocence and good intentions.

I learnt what white women as a group can and do get away with within white institutions. Whenever I reflect on these times, it is the faces of white middle-class women I see. Smiling. I learnt that society will not recognise racist violence if it is not obvious. If it is not a white man pushing you from behind or punching you in the face. I learnt that hurting the egos of middle-class professional white women, by asking them to reflect on their racism, is one of the most treacherous things a Black woman can do. I learnt that equality and diversity policies are primarily used to hide racism and often to protect institutions from their racism. My years in academic psychology have, beyond the shadow of a doubt, been the most distressing years of my adult life. I somehow survived; in fact, I did much more than survive: I thrived. I too, still stand, dignified. But not silent. There are various ways to resist.

ON WRITING MYSELF IN

I have thought long and hard about whether I should write myself into the book that I am writing. I am a therapist, but therapy is political. The violent structures within which I exist and do therapy, and the experiences you will be introduced to later in the book, are not separate from my life or yours – whether you know it or not. Or like it or not. We are part of the world we write about; the world we write about lives inside us.

Too often Black people are told directly or indirectly that we must keep quiet when we experience racial injustices – that is if these experiences are even recognised as racial injustices4. We are told that if we are upset about racist experiences, that is if they are accepted as racist experiences, that there is never anything to be distressed about. If we ever get distressed, we are reminded that we must be more resilient. More robust. More moved on. More mature. Speak not, we are told, but if you must speak, speak gently. Cry not, but if you must cry, cry silently. Write not, but if you must write, write impersonally. Exist not, but if you must exist, be as invisible as you can be. Take up as little space as you can take. Let us not see you, let us not hear you, and let us forget you exist because your existence reminds us of who we are.

THE ROOTS OF OUR RESISTANCE

We owe so much of our spirit of survival and resistance to our foremothers, famous and anonymous alike. Those who have struggled in the cotton or sugar cane fields of ‘new worlds’ and those who have fought for independence from colonialism. But also, all the others who have bowed their heads, scrubbed, and sacrificed their dignity and at times their health to give us the best chances in life. Those who have carried white bodies on their back as carers while being spat at so that we could get a chance at having an education. Often the same who just decades later were shipped back like unwanted cargo caught up in the Windrush debacle and the so-called hostile environment, as though they had known any other kind of environment in Britain. Their dignity and resilience, their beauty, we must never forget. The gifts they have left us will forever be with us.

So, what I know is the sum of where I have walked, where I stand in the world and what I have learnt as a therapist. However, the multi-generational histories that birthed me have birthed this book too. French people sometimes call people like me, these reported ‘second generation of migrants’, les déracinés or those who are uprooted. Trees pulled out from their roots. Trees, it is therefore assumed, without a firm foundation and no grounding. But our roots are more solid than they appear. They simply extend beyond the boundaries of one nation. They branched out from and into various countries and cultures. But the further away from the soil a tree is, the thicker and stronger the roots need to be for its branches to survive and flourish. It is France that has sought to uproot us from our Frenchness.

In the same way, so many Black people in the UK and throughout the world are reminded of their Otherness by being constantly asked: ‘where are you really from?’ in white spaces. The assumption, of course, being that they do not belong or, at least that they do not belong ‘here’. That their home is elsewhere. No one subjected to chronic experiences of racism in their homeland can ever fully feel at home in their home. Particularly, when these Othering experiences occur in their tender years and are repeated throughout their entire life. But it is where the story starts.

‘I CAN’T BREATHE!’

Have you ever tried to swallow your cries? This is what imposed silences feel like. Racism makes breathing laborious. It makes it hard to breathe. On the 25 May 2020, George Floyd, an African American man, was arrested on suspicion of attempting to buy a pack of cigarettes with a counterfeit 20-dollar bill. He was publicly suffocated to death by Derek Chauvin, a white police officer. The arrest was filmed by a witness, showing Chauvin kneeling on Floyd’s neck for over eight minutes while handcuffed and face down on the ground. Seeing death approaching, Floyd repeatedly pleaded for his life5: ‘I can’t breathe’, ‘they will kill me’. The world watched in horror as his prediction came true. He was killed on the streets and in plain sight. Some might say, like a dog. The death of Floyd hit the world hard. It turned into a catalyst for global protests6, demonstrations against anti-Black police brutality and demands for racial justice and the abolition of the police. However, the murder of George Floyd did more than trigger unrest and street disturbances. It created real collective distress and despair among Black people in the US and well beyond7.

The trauma of racism was laid bare for us all to see. Anger and sadness combined forces. Calls for changes in policing, accountability and complete social reformation swept many Western nations. All with their own histories of anti-Black police murders. Along with the name of George Floyd, the names of others resonated in the streets. Justice for Trayvon Martin. Justice for Eric Gardner. Justice for Sandra Bland. Justice for Breonna Taylor! The name of Adama Traoré was screamed on the streets of France together with other names that started to be called in my childhood such as the name Makomé M’Bowolé. In the UK, Olaseni Lewis, Sheku Bayoh, Kingsley Burrell, Rashan Charles, Sean Rigg, Roger Sylvester, Joy Gardner and Cynthia Jarrett and so many more who were suffocated to death or died after contact with the police or other statutory services. So many names. Too many to attempt to recall here.

Tears, screams and direct action englobed so many nations. Black Lives Matter appeared on placards. Message after message of angst reached my mailbox: ‘I can’t stop crying’; ‘I have not slept in days’; ‘how do I prepare my children for this?’; ‘I am exhausted’ and; ‘I do not know how to talk to my white friends about Living While Black’. Each email hit me right in the heart. Holding on to hope can sometimes feel impossible. It is so easy to feel as though one is one step away from falling into the depths of madness or despair while being expected to keep it all under wraps. Writing, and especially writing myself in, is my act of protest. Anti-Blackness is not an academic project. We live our theories, but our lives are not theoretical. We are all involved here, so we must connect. We must connect the dots. And again, we must simply connect.

Over the years, I have learnt too that each time I dig deep into my own experience, unpack it, explore it, bear witness to it, by putting it into words, somebody – often several people – miles and miles away, thanks me for writing about them. For making their story known. The more intricate the details, the more of myself I give, the more strangers, complete strangers, say they see themselves in my words. Writing and reading is simply not enough if we keep ourselves at the head or cerebral level.

CONNECTING AS AN ACT OF LOVE

There is something powerfully humanising in those connections that writing with honesty brings, that writing and reading with an open heart creates. I think ultimately connecting with our experiences allows us to connect with the experience of others and for others to connect with theirs and so forth. Understanding the lived experience of one single individual gets us much closer than anything else to grasping the global phenomenon and machinery that is racism. Therefore, stories of survival, of defiance, of resistance allow us all to better understand hate but also to better understand love. Out of this connection is born a recognition of our shared humanity, a powerful antidote to oppression, if one does accept the invitation.

We have worked hard in our society to make love irrelevant and obsolete within mainstream
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