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This book is an offering




Prologue: Enough


People of today, how small you are beside your ancestors.

~ Proverb from ancient Mali






One month after my first book, Brit(ish), was published, I had an encounter that changed everything.

I was attending a film premiere in London’s Southbank, at the biggest theatre in my home city. The event involved a screening of A Wrinkle In Time, and was followed by a Q&A with the project’s formidable line-up: Ava DuVernay as director, Oprah Winfrey, Reese Witherspoon and Storm Reid as leads. Like a diligent student, I sat in the front row of the auditorium. Under any other circumstances, I’d have been starstruck by this entire panel of incredible artists. But on that day, I had eyes only for Oprah.

For much of my life, Oprah has been the global, iconic, unapologetic black woman. Her eponymous TV talk show, which she hosted with presence and grace, ran for no fewer than twenty-five years. Growing up, I couldn’t remember a time before it existed. She then built OWN (Oprah Winfrey Network), a network and business empire devoted to centring and amplifying the stories, voices, memories and future of black women. I looked up to Oprah because of her struggle, personal growth, and desire to tell the truth, and because of how she used all these experiences to influence culture. Later I came to also relate to Oprah because, like me, she had begun her journey on network TV which, notoriously, can be the most hostile of hostile spaces.

Whenever this hostility threatened to diminish Oprah, I’d heard her say she would gaze upon a painting she keeps in her house called To the Highest Bidder. In the painting, a young mother is about to be separated from her child after being sold at a slave auction. ‘I cannot leave without passing that painting,’ Oprah told her interviewer. ‘I am reminded of where I come from every day of my life, and I am reminded because I never want to forget it.’1 In another interview, she revealed that, when faced with challenging circumstances at work, she retreats into her office closet and deliberately channels Maya Angelou’s poem, ‘Our Grandmothers’. ‘“I come as one, but I stand as 10,000”,’ Oprah said, paraphrasing Angelou’s powerful line. ‘I walk with that. And I move with that.’2 Oprah is an elder for the ages.

When this film premiere took place, I was spending a lot of time in my own ‘office closet’. It was a glorified cupboard, really – small and windowless, with a mirror and an ironing board, where I’d prep before my appearances as a regular guest on the TV show, The Pledge. The premise of the show was very simple. Each week, a panel of five broadcasters and personalities, of which I was one, would choose a current affairs story. In turn, we would introduce our topic to the group, with our own analysis, then open up to the panel for debate. The panel was meant to represent the broad spectrum of societal views: left- and right-wing, progressive and conservative, white and minoritised, older and younger, political and cultural.

I first appeared on the show in 2017. For context, this was only a few months after Britain had voted to leave the EU, on a wave of populist, nationalist sentiment. Donald Trump had just been inaugurated as President of the USA. At the time, I believed in the idea that even our increasingly divisive news cycle could still generate informed, healthy discourse and constructive disagreement. Given what was happening in the world, such discourse seemed more important than ever. These conversations are happening, I thought, about Brexit, immigration, social inequality, gender identities and anti-racism. It’s better for a voice like mine, and the all-too-often under-heard voices that relate to my perspective, to be part of the conversation. At thirty-six, I was the youngest panel member, and one of only two women of colour. I worked hard at researching and thinking deeply about all the topics we discussed. I thought the show might educate people who weren’t used to hearing the facts and analysis I contributed. At the very least, I hoped the show might increase insight and even empathy in deeply polarised, and polarising, times.

Until I didn’t. I fell out of love with this way of thinking, and I fell hard. Our politics was changing in real time. Bigoted ideas were becoming more socially acceptable by the day. Not only were core democratic principles – like equality and integrity in public office – being eroded, but their demise was openly celebrated. Values around which there was once a consensus, like the rights of minorities and marginalised people to enjoy protection from the government and the law, were up for debate. To be clear: no western parliamentary democracy that I’m aware of has ever lived up to these values. They existed prescriptively only, a state of affairs, which was bad enough. Now, it felt as if even the theoretical aspect of those values was being abandoned. Witnessing this live, processing its implications, and then feeling the pressure of responding on behalf of everyone affected, was a lot.

In May 2019, Meghan Markle and Prince Harry had just welcomed their first child into the world. In response to their announcement, the comedian Danny Baker tweeted an image of a couple holding hands with a baby chimp with the caption: ‘Royal Baby leaves hospital’. The next time we recorded the show, one of my fellow panellists introduced this as their topic. Most days, the spectrum of positions among the panel did create some kind of balance. Not this day. For some reason, the usual diversity of perspectives dissolved, and I found myself alone. I seemed to be the only voice defending a black woman, at that most vulnerable time of having just become a new mother, from a brutally racist caricature.3

Had it been up to me, this incident would never have been offered up for discussion in the first place. The idea that this obviously racist material is a topic to ‘debate’ is preposterous. There’s nothing to consider, other than how wrong that tweet was, how badly it affected people historically dehumanised with these tropes, and how prevalent that dehumanisation is to this day. That isn’t how the discussion went down. The BBC had fired Danny Baker because of his tweet, and one of my fellow panellists wanted to discuss whether this was fair. I soon found myself surrounded by colleagues preoccupied with the potential unfairness to Baker: the unfairness of Baker being labelled ‘racist’, the unfairness of Baker being criticised on social media, the unfairness of Baker losing his BBC job as a result.

Rage swallowed me in a deep, loud, on-air gulp. Until then, I’d prided myself on maintaining my composure amidst countless unacceptable assertions by some of my right-wing fellow panellists. But this time, I’d had enough.4 Enough of racism like this, enough of being expected to explain why racism is unacceptable, enough of being asked to persuade people not to be racist, enough of drawing on my own trauma to do so, and enough of us, our children, parents, grandparents, elders and ancestors being subject to racism like this year after year, generation after generation. I felt uniquely drained by having to argue for the humanity of all black people on network TV. I was over the idea that this was a legitimate form of discourse, to be ‘balanced’ by views ‘on both sides’. I was especially over the idea that this was something I should condone as a form of entertainment.5

* * *

If The Pledge represented the casual hostility – and the caucasity – of the spaces we occupy as black people on network TV, the Wrinkle In Time premiere was a soothing panacea. I hadn’t actually realised how much I was struggling until that moment in the film premiere auditorium. Here I was, surrounded by black women in the audience, watching a film created, directed and produced by black women, looking at a panel of some of the most iconic black women in the world. There were white women too – the actress Reese Witherspoon, and the writer Lorraine Candy – who actively identified as allies. To say it felt like a safe space is an understatement. As the Q&A started, I felt my hand lifting. It was that surreal moment of quiet, when a talk has just finished, the floor has been opened for questions, and everyone is still either feeling shy, not wanting to be first, or still thinking about what they wanted to ask. To my surprise, I was apparently crystal clear. My hand shot up, I went for it, and Lorraine clocked my determination. My question was for Oprah. I may have fan-girled for just a second, but I’m pretty British at moments like this, and very restrained.

‘What is your advice to those of us speaking up and telling the truth in spaces that seem to be getting increasingly hostile?’ I asked Ms Winfrey. ‘I’m so inspired by the work you’ve done, by your determination to be heard, to create space for so many of our stories,’ I said, ‘but sometimes, fighting for this … it feels so depleting.’ I remember wanting so badly to add some of these imposter-laden conditionals that as women we so often employ. ‘If that makes sense’, or ‘if you know what I mean’. But I bit my tongue. I was speaking to Oprah. I would not model insecurity here.

I was about to flop back down in my seat, but Oprah didn’t skip a beat. Her response demanded that I remain standing. She asked my name. I told her. ‘Fill yourself up, Afua!’ she said. She was pointing at me, raising me up with her hand gestures and her words. ‘You need to build spiritual muscle. Just like if you wanted to lift physical weights, you’d be in the gym, training, getting stronger. To do this work,’ Oprah continued, ‘this ancestral work, of telling our stories and our truth, you need to be spiritually ripped. Focus on that, as if your life depends on it.’6

I don’t know what I was expecting to hear, but this message resonated at a cellular level. I was still processing it, slightly dazed, and definitely overwhelmed, when I walked into the after-party. I saw a few people I knew – we bonded over how impactful Oprah’s words had been. There are so few black women on TV news in the UK, I think most of us were there that evening. We digested Oprah’s exquisite advice together, how much it was a message we all needed to hear. We chewed the fat for the whole evening. One woman in the audience had asked Reese Witherspoon a question, and admitted she’d been so inspired by Legally Blonde, she’d actually submitted her application to law school on perfumed paper. The entire event had been amusing, fun and uplifting. Working in news is rarely as glamorous as people think. This was one of those exceptional times when it really was.

Then, out of nowhere, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around. Facing me was Oprah. Definitely Oprah. She was wearing a black, scoop-neck top and sweeping plaid skirt, her waist snatched by a leather corsage belt. Her hair was swept into a sleek, bouncy ponytail, face framed to perfection with thick-rimmed, black glasses. I remember thinking how stunning, how stylish she was in the flesh. But my brain still had to catch up with what my eyes were telling me: that she had come up to me. It’s hard to express quite how surprising this was. And it dawned on me very slowly that, after my question in that big auditorium, Oprah was seeking me out.

‘Did you understand what I told you?’ Oprah asked me. There was no small talk. And, as ever, she didn’t miss a beat. At this point, I have no idea how I was arranging my face. ‘The work you are doing is important. But I am telling you that your survival, your survival,’ she emphasised this in case I was in danger of missing its importance, ‘depends on building spiritual muscle.’ I told Oprah I understood. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Good.’ A crowd had formed around us, other people, mostly women, mostly black, gathering to share this precious advice. Oprah had sought me out because she wanted to make extra sure that I – that we – had got the message.

The message reached me. It felt like an almost supernatural intervention. I began to think less about my role in feeding the endless cycle of comment, opinion and clickbait, and more about my purpose. I began to think less about Brexit’s regulatory and tariff obstacles for a trade deal with the EU, and more about ancestral memory. I began to think less about how populists were ripping apart political consensus and institutions that, in truth, were never formed with someone like me in mind, and more about the wisdom and lessons from societies that were. Oprah reminded me that we don’t have to reinvent the wheel. There are elders and ancestors who have been doing this work, and leaving a legacy to guide us. As I paid more attention to these questions over time, I began to sense a collective shift.
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1. Being schooled by Oprah at the Wrinkle in Time premiere afterparty, 2018
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Introduction: Decolonising


We have chosen each other
and the edge of each other’s battles
the war is the same

if we lose
someday women’s blood will congeal
upon a dead planet
if we win
there is no telling
we seek beyond history
for a new and more possible meeting.

~ Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider1






Almost everyone gets to a stage in their lives where they seek beyond. Beyond history, beyond politics, beyond pandemics, beyond popular culture. I’ve been deeply immersed in these subjects my whole adult life – and even wrote a book that I hoped would help shape our understanding of them. In the years since it came out, I became aware I was seeking beyond.

The question I asked Oprah that day was symptomatic of a deeper malaise I was already feeling. I’d offered myself up as a sacrificial lamb to the systems of news media and democratic discourse, hoping to become a human balancing instrument within the news cycle. There’s this principle in engineering: to measure an object’s balance, you detect its vibrations. This means if something is perfectly balanced, its weight evenly distributed, it produces no vibrations. In other words, imbalance causes a disturbance, but perfect balance is undetectable. Culture works like this too. Our news cycles generate endless vibrations, ripples of noise, outrage and demands for attention. If we were to achieve anything like harmonious balance, the effect would be peaceful, and still. The work I was doing wasn’t designed to achieve peace and stillness. These conversations were designed to create the illusion of balance, while continuing to send out their shockwaves. This isn’t a conspiracy theory about the work of mysterious men in smoke-filled rooms trying to distract us, but a reflection of the reality – many of us are simply doing our best in a society that was, and is, already deeply unfair. But in my case, these oscillations, vibrations and disturbances were resonating – like the object at the end of an engineer’s investigation – at my very core.

Of course, arguing with people on TV has its rewards. The visibility of being part of these conversations offers recognition, even gratitude, from people who find themselves reflected in your views. People would stop me to thank me for representing them, or for modelling the responses to hostile white friends, colleagues or family members they needed. I, in return, would be so grateful for this love and solidarity. They would share this thanks, and their own stories, and then – without fail – they would ask me a question. A question which gave me pause. A question which I found, the more I was asked, the harder to answer. A question that led me to be in an auditorium with Oprah, shooting up my hand, pouring my heart out, and asking her how on earth I was going to cope.

My books always seem to have a question. In Brit(ish), the question was so major, it was capitalised: ‘The Question.’ The Question was: Where Are You From?2 At that time, I was grappling with my identity as a black woman of mixed heritage and African descent, in the kind of racialised and racialising society that denied it was either of those things. It was bizarre to be asked ‘where I was from’ in the place where I was from: Wimbledon, London, England, Britain. The underlying question to The Question was, ‘Why are you here while black?’ or, ‘How can you say you’re British when we all know “real” Britishness is a white identity?’

I pondered that question deeply, researched and wrote a book about its origins, impact and implications, toured the world with that book, and met countless other people from many backgrounds in many countries who shared the experience of being minoritised on prejudicial terms. I was overwhelmed by how many related to the question, experiencing it like me, not as ‘a question’, but as The Question.

Decolonising My Body is inspired by a different question. The one I kept getting asked by well-wishers who cheered me on when they saw me on TV. This question is: how do you do that? How do you keep engaging? How do you persuade yourself this is worthwhile? How do you keep going back for more? I used to be a barrister. I’m trained in adversarial situations. I’m equipped to think on the spot, come up with arguments, and keep my composure in debates, arguments and confrontations. But when I was asked this question, something strange happened. I found it was a question I needed to ask more deeply of myself. And that when I did, I found I didn’t have an answer.

In truth, I was on autopilot. I had that training, so I used it. I used it in pursuit of the struggle against racism, the struggle for equality, the struggle against class and gender and sexual and ableist unfairness, the struggle against corruption and populism and militarism and climate change and all the things I think will kill us eventually if we don’t keep struggling. I’m proud of that. To a point.

Because, at some point, I started to feel like a pawn in a rigged game. Our leaders say and do outrageous things and create policies to deepen unfairness, and so out I come to say how outrageous and unfair that is. Colleagues in the media make racist comments that deny my humanity, and so out I come to assert my humanity. Black people suffer brutal violence and discrimination at the hands of the state, and so out I come to say how brutal and violent and discriminatory that is. The media bombard us with endless bad and controversial news, and so out I come to say how bad and controversial it is. None of this is the work I’d create, given a blank slate. None of this is the pinnacle of my imaginative and creative potential. None of these are, given a real choice, the thoughts I’d choose. None of this is a story of my making. Somewhere along the line, the story of my making has been lost.

This book isn’t an attack on the media. I teach journalism; I remain profoundly interested in the ways media narratives shape our lives. I have deep respect and affection for friends and colleagues who navigate newsrooms daily, telling stories that educate and inform, and need to be told. Working among them as a journalist myself is one of the important experiences that has made me who I am today. But life is a journey, and mine was taking me somewhere new. In Brit(ish), I offered my critique of the world outside. In this book, I turn my gaze on the world within. I turn it on the very body I inhabit, my relationship with this body, and how this site of healing and growing connects to every other truth about my life. The thing that was lost, I set out to find.

As I began writing this, I’d just turned forty. With age, I feel instinctively that I must answer, not just to myself, but to younger women and girls. To my daughter. As she embarks on puberty, young adulthood, and life, I need to pass on not just information to her, but a whole system for understanding herself and her body, her power and potential, her beauty. The more I feel this need, the more I realise, even two loving parents and a prized education couldn’t offer me this, or protect me from the dominant narratives that have such a violent effect on tender young bodies and minds. Why did I grow up lacking such a system?

The more I think about this, the more I realise I suffer from what I call ‘ancestral deficiency syndrome’. I haven’t seen this phrase anywhere before – I just feel it’s what I have. For millennia, people have developed and passed down ancient knowledge systems that offer a cohesive way to initiate us through the stages of life, that help us tap into not just our physicality but also our divinity – the nagging sense each one of us has that our consciousness as humans destines us to be more than the sum of our bodily parts. Whether our lineage and heritage have been disrupted by colonialism, globalisation, capitalism, totalitarianism or conflict, we’ve lost those knowledge systems in whole, or in part. We’re searching for answers in the void our ancestral guidance should fill.

Looking around, I see this everywhere. My social media feeds are a constant stream of messages, memes and memos about what our ancestors would think of us, what would make them proud, ashamed, happy and angry. From Beyoncé’s albums to the founders of Black Lives Matter, and record box-office films like The Woman King, the most impactful activism, music, art and film is being made by creatives who not only feel compelled to honour their ancestors, but openly credit the continuation of their ancestral legacy at every opportunity. We’re channelling our ancestors, crediting our ancestors, claiming we are our ancestors’ ‘wildest dreams’ and cautioning against realising our ancestors’ deepest nightmares.

This isn’t just a turn of phrase or language that has come briefly into fashion. Ancestry DNA tests have gradually grown in popularity to become what scholars have described as an ‘obsession’. In 2023, the New Yorker reported that over twenty-six million people have taken them since 2012.3 One of the most popular DNA-testing companies, 23andMe, recently partnered with the short-term rental company Airbnb to capitalise on the rise in ‘heritage travel’ because, the company says, people want ‘to connect with their heritage through deeply personal cultural and travel experiences’.4 When Ghana summoned the black diaspora for a ‘Year of Return’ in 2019, to welcome back those displaced from their African roots through enslavement and colonialism, 237,000 additional visitors answered the call.5 What historians have called ‘progonoplexia’, or ‘ancestoritis’ – an obsession with one’s ancient ancestors – isn’t only part of the mindset of diasporans, or people of African heritage. From modern Greek people obsessed with their ancient ancestors,6 to Brits captivated7 by the recent discovery of the remains of King Richard III in a Leicester parking lot,8 it’s a fixation with epic reach.

I’m fortunate to know quite a lot about my ancestors. There’s a privilege attached to this – mine comes from not being descended from the enslaved, having antecedents about whom written records were kept, being raised within a family continuous enough to have inherited oral histories and memory that stretches back through time. Both sides of my family have been affected deeply by many historical terrors, including the transatlantic slave trade, the Holocaust, forced to be refugees from war, dispossessed by colonisation, compelled to become immigrants on hard, punitive terms. The fact that I know many of these stories, and was raised within the lineage that experienced them, is something whose value I understand.

And yet, I feel this ancestral deficiency syndrome deeply. The people who raised me carried direct or inherited trauma. The forces of globalisation that created the diasporas which shape my identity, also meant that people like me – those racialised as people of colour, those descended from the formerly colonised, and from immigrants and refugees – were conditioned to believe we exist on unequal terms. We’ve been globalised into the world on a Eurocentric premise, among the ruins of an Empire whose decaying structures retain their brutalist hold on our minds. I grew up internalising my status as a racial and cultural minority. Yet, my heritage is part of a global tapestry of ancient, indigenous cultures. Our ancestors, their knowledge and mysteries, belonged not just to the majority, but to the entirety of humanity’s inheritance.

It has taken me over forty years to awaken from this metaphysical slumber. Oprah – who deliberately communes with her ancestors every single day through the art she has placed in her home – was one of the many powerful people who have helped my journey accelerate in intentionality and purpose. To become spiritually ripped, I needed a framework to build on, grounded in my identity, the cultures and values that resonate with me. These features are inherited. In my case, they’re inherited from my loving parents, grandparents, all of whom I was fortunate to know, or in the case of my mother’s father, to know about – he died before I was born. But much of the deeper knowledge has been interrupted. The rituals, beliefs, spiritual practices and traditional knowledge systems have been lost. Culture is always changing, and some of these systems may have naturally fallen away. But some, as I discovered writing this book, have been actively abandoned, in the name of assimilation, or because of the white supremacist ideas underpinning Empire, which rewarded people from ancient cultures for converting to European religious and cultural practices.

When asked what ‘ancestors’ were to her, the writer Toni Morrison described them as ‘not just parents, they are sort of timeless people whose relationships to the characters are benevolent, instructive, and protective, and they provide a certain kind of wisdom’.9 I love this description because it captures the practicality of ancestral knowledge. As I embarked on my journey to reconnect with my heritage, to understand what had been lost and why, I discovered that this is information I need. This book tells the story of one year in my life – the year beginning with my fortieth birthday – in which I search for this information, and apply it, not just in an abstract way, but very directly, and physically, to my body.

Attending a puberty ritual, as I write in Chapter One, I’m confronted by a truth about the role of menstruation and the cultural rituals surrounding it. This leads to a profound realisation about the way I’ve organised my energy and life – as a mother, as a professor, as a human who has lived and worked a certain way, and had a certain kind of relationship with my body. One in which there was so much I ignored.

In Chapter Two, I learn the truth about modern societal attitudes towards body hair. I discover – halfway through a lengthy and painful course of laser hair removal, that while I’ve been enthusiastically advocating anti-racism, and the dismantling of harmful colonial legacies, I’m complicit in perpetrating them against my own skin.

Carrying waist beads a friend had requested back from Ghana, in a suitcase already overstuffed with beautiful local clothes and jewellery, I wonder in Chapter Three why I’ve never worn them. This ancient rite of passage for girls and women to celebrate their femininity had eluded me, and generations of my family – I sensed we viewed such practices as belonging to an ‘uncivilised’ past. How could there be room in my own psyche for such problematic ideas when I work so hard to critique them where they exist in the world outside?

And admiring friends’ tattoos while declaring that I valued ‘pure, clear skin’, in Chapter Four, I begin to question where this value has come from. Was it an original aesthetic preference, authentic to me? Or was it something I’d been taught to admire, by an unseen ideology that conditioned my ideas about how a woman should look? As I journey through this understanding, it links questions of identity and belief together in ways that rock me to my core.

I never imagined, as I embarked on this journey, that it would become a book. I was just seeking answers to the questions I knew, in my spirit, that I needed to address. As is the way of lingering questions, I’ve found that simply asking them shapes life differently – influencing the ideas I seek out, the people I gravitate towards, the experiences I seek. I began to sense that, with the knowledge I was gaining and the insights I was finding, I’m changing. I learned to listen to the answers that came to me, and to get out of my own way.

Everything is connected. I’m not nostalgic, seeking to reverse modernity, or for a return to ancient ways of life. But I do understand that there’s no substitute for the ancestral wisdom we’re destined to inherit. That the way our ancestors lived was grounded in self-love, and not self-loathing. That it was incapable of wreaking existential destruction on the planet. I embarked on a journey to heal my relationship with my body, but it ended up radically altering my mind. So much so, I wouldn’t even say that I wrote this book. It feels more like this book wrote me.
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Blood


We wish two things for our children: the first is roots; the second is wings.

~ Sudanese proverb
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