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            To the Windrush Generation,

including my mother Marlene Ryder,

who paved the way.

We will be forever in your debt.
m.r.

            
                

            

            I want to dedicate this to my mum, Winifred Henry,

who arrived here ten years after the Windrush 

and was really cross that there wasn’t a Pathé News

crew on the docks to greet and interview her.

This is for you, Mum. Love you. Len.
l.h.
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1
             INTRODUCTION

            LENNY HENRY AND MARCUS RYDER

         

         Black lives matter.

         It is easy to say, but what does it mean?

         From starting as a simple hashtag in 2013, the phrase is now a political movement. But, at its most basic, its power stems from its simplicity.

         Black lives must be valued and viewed as equal to those of any other race; it is a clarion call for equality.

         Often, when we discuss the meaning of the phrase, we point to how our lives don’t matter and are not valued. As a rallying cry for equality, we highlight the examples of inequality, we draw attention to the overt and systemic racism we face as a people.

         The fact of the matter is, the racism we face is shocking.

         When it comes to Black mothers, we can point to the statistic that Black British women are four times more likely to die in pregnancy than White women.

         When it comes to education, Black British Caribbean children are twice as likely to be permanently excluded from school as White pupils.

         The UK Black unemployment rate is double that of our White counterparts.

         Black British people are over four times more likely to be detained under the Mental Health Act.2

         Black families are five times more likely to be officially homeless than White families.

         We earn less. If you compare like for like, Black Londoners earn a fifth less than White Londoners and, if you take the country as a whole, Black and other ethnic minorities earn £3.2 billion less every year compared to their White counterparts.

         We are nine times more likely to be stopped and searched by the police, which also means we are over three times more likely to be arrested. And when we are arrested, we are more likely to be denied bail if our case goes to court. If found guilty, we face 50 per cent longer prison sentences.

         Finally, despite making up less than 5 per cent of the population, nearly one third of all deaths in police custody are Black. And, for the vast majority of us who do not die in police custody, we still disproportionately inhabit areas of the country with a shorter life expectancy – 9.2 years less for men and 7.1 years less for women.

         These facts, and many others, bear repeating, because too many people want to deny the depth of racism we face.

         We saw that denial following the Oprah Winfrey interview with Meghan Markle and Prince Harry in March 2021, when the Society of Editors – a powerful media organisation representing the interests of the majority of Britain’s national newspapers – issued a statement denying the existence of bigotry in the media despite all the evidence to the contrary.

         We saw that denial in the British government-backed report by the Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities published also in March 2021, effectively gaslighting the Black community by telling us that institutional racism didn’t exist.

         We see that denial every time we look up at a statue of a former slaveholder and are told that we should celebrate the ‘great’ 3history they represent and forget the history of what they did to our ancestors.

         In the struggle to ensure our lives matter, we must never forget the racism we have endured, especially in the face of people actively trying to deny it.

         But all too often, pointing out racism is where the discussion ends.

         For us (Lenny and Marcus), ending the discussion there is not good enough. We do not want our lives to be portrayed as a negative – shaped by the very bigotry and prejudice that try to constrain it.

         Recently many people have pointed out the need to be ‘anti-racist’ as opposed to simply being ‘non-racist’. Tackling discrimination must be active rather than passive. But even that is not enough.

         For example, being anti-sexist is better than being simply non-sexist, but it is far better to be feminist. In looking at women’s lives, it is not enough to simply view them through the prejudice they face.

         Similarly, if Black lives really do matter, we must go beyond simply defining our lives as a reaction to racism.

         That’s why we’ve curated this book. It’s an attempt to reframe the debate around Black Lives Matter – fully acknowledging racism and its pernicious effects – but also articulating clearly why and how our lives are important.

         Black British people have unique perspectives and experiences that enrich British society and the world. Our lives are far more interesting and important than the forces that try to limit it.

         So, we commissioned seventeen prominent Black British figures, all leaders in their fields, to explore our unique contribution and importance in various aspects of British life, drawing 4from their own personal experiences – often taking racism as the starting point, but always moving the debate beyond the discrimination that attempts to limit us.

         For example, in the UK only 2.6 per cent of British tech company board members are from ethnic minority backgrounds, despite making up roughly 14 per cent of the population as a whole. While corresponding numbers for Black people are not available, related figures are dire – only 0.7 per cent of university professors and 15 of the 445 people who graduated with postgraduate research degrees in computer science in 2018/19 were Black.

         In the face of this kind of reality, we thought it was vital to speak to Dr Anne-Marie Imafidon, named the Most Influential Woman in UK Tech for 2020. She speaks to the prejudice far too many people face in the sector while explaining why we are more than just the sum of the struggles we face.

         Many of the issues we have picked are areas directly affected by institutional racism.

         In architecture we have a thought-provoking essay by the world-famous architect Sir David Adjaye, responsible for the Stephen Lawrence Centre in London and the National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington DC. According to the industry bible Architects’ Journal, Black architects remain ‘hugely under-represented’; according to a survey in 2020, 33 per cent of people of colour working in the sector said racism was ‘widespread’. But what does our architecture say about our lives beyond the racism we face, and how do our unique experiences literally shape the buildings we design? David provides the answers.

         Even before the Black Lives Matter movement came to global prominence in the summer of 2020, the role played by history 5has been central in the so-called culture wars and the place of people of colour in British society. Hence our interview with one of Britain’s leading historians, David Olusoga. He gives us an understanding of Britain’s history through Black eyes, not just from an anti-racist perspective.

         Many of the themes brought out by David Olusoga are also echoed by Dr Kehinde Andrews, who established the UK’s first undergraduate Black Studies degree. We would personally recommend reading these two chapters together as they build on each other, but with the proviso that we think you will get something different out of them, depending on the order in which you read them.

         Recognising the importance of different power dynamics in British society when it comes to how different under-represented groups are treated, we had to talk about why Black British politicians matter. Dawn Butler MP contributes an intimate piece detailing the parallels between an event involving her brother and the Metropolitan Police, and George Floyd – and what this means for her own mission and role as a legislator.

         It was not until 2020 that Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race, by Reni Eddo-Lodge, took the overall number one spot in the UK’s official book charts. It was only the year before that Bernardine Evaristo won the prestigious Booker Prize with Girl, Woman, Other. This illustrates the struggles that British authors of colour face in the publishing industry, so we commissioned the highly acclaimed novelist Kit de Waal to go further. Kit explains exactly why Black writers matter to shaping narratives read by British people.

         When we discovered that Nels Abbey, author of Think Like a White Man: A Satirical Guide to Conquering the World … While Black, used to work in the City, he was an obvious choice to 6write why Black British business matters. He did not disappoint. By the time we read his essay, we started to see patterns and recurring themes of why Black people having power and agency over our lives can be transformational to British society. We similarly hope that you too will start to see links and similarities between what at first appear to be quite disparate topics.

         There are obvious links between why Black British lawyers matter and why Black British police officers matter, written, respectively, by Alexandra Wilson, the author of In Black and White: A Young Barrister’s Story of Race and Class in a Broken Justice System, and Leroy Logan, the Black former superintendent in the Metropolitan Police whose life story was featured in the BBC Small Axe dramas directed by Steve McQueen.

         There are huge connections between some of the issues raised in the essays on Black British arts brought out through a conversation between Lenny Henry and the artistic director of the Young Vic, Kwame Kwei-Armah; why Black British comedy matters, written by Lenny Henry; and why Black British journalism matters, written by Charlie Brinkhurst-Cuff. All three contributions address how they tackle the individual burden of representation, while telling unique stories and recognising that the Black British community is not one homogeneous whole.

         Other essays that naturally fit together include why Black British athletes matter, written by former athlete, coach and campaigner Michelle Moore, and why Black British charity matters by Derek A. Bardowell, a former senior manager at the National Lottery Community Fund. After seeing how people like Marcus Rashford are working with charities to address critical issues in our communities and government policy, we are convinced that both issues will be increasingly important over the coming years.7

         Lastly, we were surprised at how some essays we thought might be similar actually diverged, yet still illuminated our over-all themes. For instance, we were eager that the book did not just look at different professions and so were delighted when Baroness Doreen Lawrence, the mother of murdered teenager Stephen Lawrence, agreed to contribute an essay on why Black British mothers matter. To complement this essay, we commissioned the author Colin Grant to write about Black British fathers. Both pieces draw out the importance of Black parents but are very different in their approach.

         The same is also true for why Black British mental health matters and why Black British health matters, written by two award-winning journalists. Marverine Cole takes us on a deep personal journey into her own battles with mental health, while Nadine White reflects on her reporting of and experience of the Covid-19 pandemic, as well as various historical themes around Black health.

         While the contributors more than rose to the challenge of explaining why Black British lives matter, we still had concerns.

         We worried about using the phrase ‘Black British lives matter’, and as we began to receive the essays from the various contributors, we even worried about the frequent references to George Floyd’s death, knowing how publishing cycles work and whether this might seem like an ‘old issue’ by the time the book hit the shelves.

         But we came to the conclusion that even by thinking that this was a concern, we were playing into the hands of people arguing that the protests of 2020 were a ‘moment’ as opposed to a ‘movement’.

         Our apprehension about using the phrase ‘Black British lives matter’ was centred around nervousness that we were hijacking 8a specific political term coined in America addressing police brutality. However, after speaking to various people, including David Olusoga and Kwame Kwei-Armah, we realised that the strongest advocates of Black Lives Matter believe that the phrase’s usage goes beyond mere survival and simply avoiding physical death in majority White societies.

         If that is the case, then recognising Black British experiences adds to the Black Lives Matter movement; it does not detract from it.

         Our intention is for this book to serve as a primer not only for every one of its readers to go and discover more about the amazing people featured within, but also for thinking carefully about the questions they raise through many other aspects of our lives and industries.

         Black British lives will always matter and must be celebrated.

         Enjoy …
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             BLACK BRITISH WRITERS MATTER

            Doing the work with power and agency

            KIT DE WAAL

         

         
            The importance of being able to tell our own stories, in our own voice, goes to the very heart of who we are as a people and our place in British culture. In collecting essays for the anthology it was clear from the start we needed to explore the importance of Black British writers.

            Kit de Waal is an award-winning author who has championed the importance of representation in storytelling, using some of the advance she received for her debut novel, My Name Is Leon, to set up the Kit de Waal Creative Writing Scholarship to help improve working-class representation in the arts.

         

         I started this essay so many times. I kept thinking, ‘Who is this for?’ When we write about why Black British writers matter, is it really a defence of our place in the literary landscape? Is this what Toni Morrison meant when she said:

         
            The function, the very serious function of racism is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being. Somebody says you have no language, and you spend twenty years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped properly so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. Somebody says you have no art, so you dredge that up. Somebody says 10you have no kingdoms, so you dredge that up. None of this is necessary. There will always be one more thing.1

         

         So, should I write this ‘thing’ at all? Morrison’s quote provided me with an entry point. What exactly is the work that we Black British writers must not be distracted from?

         I started thinking about the American South and the many prohibitions on Black slaves learning to read or write, the anti-literacy laws that were passed in response to the rise of abolitionists in the North. Slave owners didn’t want literate slaves. Reading ‘tends to excite dissatisfaction in their minds’, they said. And anyway, slaves might discover the truth about the sanitised Biblical narrative used to keep them in their place, abolitionist literature might get into their hands and their heads, they might hear about successful revolutions like the ones in Haiti and Jamaica and make plans, write those plans down and distribute them. Organise. They might, worst of all, start speaking for themselves, might record their stories and tear down the flimsy corruption on which slavery is based and prove to be not brute but human. They didn’t want that.

         Slaves fared no better on the British-owned plantations of the Caribbean and, in the absence of writing, they fell back on the cultural apparatus of oral storytelling; the tongue was their pen, paper and notebook. Spoken word, proverbs, ballads, myths and folk tales passed from person to person, generation to generation, to preserve something of their history and memories, rites, rituals and traditions, some of which survive in one form or another today. Such storytelling – and interestingly, deliberate silence – was in itself a form of resistance, many narratives articulating and celebrating the Black struggle in the language and patois of the islands. 11

         But we did learn to read and write (not that we hadn’t been doing it in our homelands for thousands of years). So, by the mid-1700s, Black British writers like Ignatius Sancho, Olaudah Equiano, Mary Prince, Ottobah Cugoano and others used their new-found agency to do the very thing that the slave owners were terrified of. They told their stories and made the case for our freedom and equality. With millions still enslaved, that was work of the utmost importance.

         Four hundred years later Black British writers are still doing the work started by those first Black Britons: putting themselves and their talents at the forefront of political activism and change; publishing bestsellers, polemics that pick apart colonialism, the denigration of our history and the continued oppression of our people and our voice. Today’s journalists, historians and activists such as Reni Eddo-Lodge, Afua Hirsch, David Olusoga and Akala dedicate their time, energy and considerable intellect to writing about our place in the world, celebrating our achievements, helping us understand the architecture of the society we live in, its foundations built so often on the bones of our fathers and mothers. They give us access to the facts and figures, the reasons and arguments, making the case. They write for us, so we can feel supported, uplifted, seen and known. And they often do so at personal cost, vilified and abused by an increasingly right-wing press, at the mercy of invisible attackers on social media, bullied, abused and patronised. Writing continues to be a risky business.

         Another part of that ‘work’ is writing not for edification but writing as entertainment, making things up, writing fiction. But herein lies a problem. What we may want to write about and what we are allowed to write about are different things. In a world where we are seen as Black first and writers second, where 12even the term ‘Black writer’ appears to dictate the content of our writing, where the space we are allotted in the publishing landscape has been getting smaller every year and where one Black writer can knock another off that spot, it is becoming more and more difficult to write whatever we want. The industry expects something of us – especially in this time of Black Lives Matter where it feels under intense scrutiny – it wants a Black story from a Black writer with a Black cast of Black ‘types’ it recognises and a message that will ultimately be approved by the white gatekeepers’ eye and sensibilities.

         A friend of mine wrote a poem that featured the typical Caribbean front room. She mentioned the ubiquitous plastic flowers. ‘Were they exotic flowers?’ asked the tutor. ‘No,’ said the poet. ‘I think they should be,’ was the advice. That’s us, exotic flowers.

         It’s not that we don’t want to write ‘Black’ stories. After all, it’s who we are, our identity and experience will shape every story, bleed into every poem, inform every essay whether it’s about Black ‘issues’ or not. But we also want the freedoms extended to white writers who are given the space and expectation to write about anything they like (including us), and be applauded for it, awarded for it. Black British people write about gardens (with or without exotic flowers); see Wesley Kerr and Advolly Richmond. Black people write about food; see Jimi Famurewa and Melissa Thompson. About fashion; see Edward Enninful et al. Johny Pitts writes about travel, as does Nana Luckham. Maggie Aderin-Pocock writes about space, physics and mechanical engineering. And once we get into fiction, we let loose our imagination and really spread our wings.

         Romance, science fiction, crime, thrillers, stories for children, stories about sex and relationships, families (Black, white, other), literary fiction of the highest calibre by the shelf-load, graphic 13novels and poems and the intersection of all of the above, we do it all. We have range. These are not ‘Black’ stories – or not only Black stories. They are universal stories – a phrase so often synonymous with the white story. This is writing that spans the breadth and depth of the human experience.

         Black British women’s stories, so often left out of history, tell of the interior and exterior struggle for autonomy, from the domestic to the most critical frontiers of social and political change. And these women are finally being recognised, from Booker Prize-winning Bernardine Evaristo to the many talented debuts and short-story writers across the spectrum. Dialogue Books, under the leadership of Sharmaine Lovegrove, regularly finds and nurtures new Black British talent; and the indefatigable Margaret Busby edited New Daughters of Africa in 2019, 200 stories of writing by women of African descent covering over a century of Black British writing. Behind the scenes, there are also enablers and publishers such as Jacaranda Books, publishing twenty novels by twenty Black writers in 2020, and Stormzy’s #Merky Books imprint.

         Writing books that reflect the experiences, characteristics and aspirations of Black children has never mattered more. Malorie Blackman’s Noughts and Crosses, published twenty years ago, depicts an alternative reality with power in the hands of the Black people, with white people at the poorer end of society. Action and adventure books like these allow children to see the pointlessness and danger of racism, while Alex Wheatle places children’s stories in the urban environment many of them recognise, giving validity to their lived experience, putting them firmly on the page – not the absent father, not the convict, not the sidekick, not the also-ran. Those of us who grew up without ever seeing ourselves in the books we had to read will know 14the value and importance of authentic representation, how it empowers and validates our existence. It pushes back against the narrative of white normalcy and gives us the reins; gives us control and the opportunity to tell the nuance, the truth and the complexity of our lives, past, present and future, not ‘the single story’ Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie describes. When we share our stories with one another, verbally or on the page, we create a safe space where we can be vulnerable, grounded and receptive, no explanations necessary.

         Black British writing is not only for us and about us. Out of the corner of our eye, there is another audience that needs to understand and appreciate our lives at least as much as we do. These stories are also for the white child who has never read a book with a Black boy as lead character, a Black astronaut, a Black girl with a fabulous afro, never seen a book that celebrates the contribution made by Black Britons to Roman Britain, to two world wars, to science, to law, to art, to medicine. Books that celebrate the range of Black sexuality, Black people with superpowers and agency, not the ever-present images of Black youth on television and news channels – members of gangs, dangerous, aggressive with slack morals and low IQs. In our books we are proud and present, who we truly are. What kind of world do we live in if these stories are left out?

         Another part of the work, another reason we read and we write, is to get under the skin of the other person, whatever the colour – not just what they do, but why they do it, the reasons they give others and, importantly, the reasons they give themselves. Because when we read about fear and shame, aching and longing, our hearts meet somewhere just beyond the page and we recognise the humanity and sameness of that other person. The woman who loses her child, the man in chains, the girl 15without her father, the hungry boy; whatever it is, there’s a part of us that says ‘I know how that feels’ or ‘I believe that.’ Through storytelling, the space between us shrinks down to a place where we can meet one another. As James Baldwin said, ‘You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you read.’

         The seeds of the many-headed Black Lives Matter movement came to fruition in Britain in the Windrush scandal, the forced detention and deportation of Black Britons made possible by a discriminatory immigration system and Hostile Environment policy. In 1956, Samuel Selvon wrote The Lonely Londoners, detailing the lives of some of the first post-war Caribbean immigrants in London, and the late Andrea Levy’s Small Island explored the same subject in 2004. Today, as always, writers are trying to capture the spirit of the day and the mood of the times, and the ongoing effect of the Windrush scandal does not escape our attention. Colin Grant’s deeply moving Homecoming: Voices of the Windrush Generation is a compilation of over one hundred Windrush stories, allowing us to witness the journey of men like my father, from the optimism and energy of his first arrival in England to anger, regret and ultimately disappointment at his place in a country that no longer needed him.

         That such writing matters goes without saying. If we do not tell these stories and place these accounts in the context of colonialism, we do a disservice to ourselves and our children, to those who still suffer the disadvantages of second-class citizenship, to the white communities we live in, our friends, allies and to history itself. This is no distraction; it is the work itself.

         Things are better than they were in the 1700s. We are further along, singing different songs, telling different stories with more power and agency. Not there yet; there’s still work to do. 16

         I’m scratching the surface here. I’m thinking of the writers I haven’t mentioned, Caryl Phillips, Zadie Smith, Ben Okri, Dorothy Koomson, Grace Nichols, James Berry, Benjamin Zephaniah, Diana Evans, Sara Collins, Raymond Antrobus, Courttia Newland, Aminatta Forna, Jay Bernard, John Agard, and the hundreds of Black British writers I know and admire, often overlooked and under-recognised, poets, biographers, playwrights, journalists, editors, spoken word performers, bloggers, novelists, historians, academics, short-story writers and you there with the little something-something in the drawer.

         We all matter.

         
            Notes

            1 Toni Morrison, ‘A Humanist View’, speech given during Black Studies Center public dialogue, Part 2, Portland State University (30 May 1975).
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             BLACK BRITISH HEALTH MATTERS

            Racism is the biggest threat to our health

            NADINE WHITE

         

         
            This book was started during the middle of a pandemic that disproportionately affected Black people in Britain. One study revealed that Black Covid-19 patients were almost a third more likely to die within thirty days of hospital admission, compared to similar White patients, and 80 per cent more likely to need intensive care.

            Nadine White is an award-winning journalist and has been recognised for her work covering how Covid-19 has impacted the Black British community. But she recognises that the health inequalities affecting Black British people are wider than just Covid-19, with roots that go much further back into history.

         

         A visit to the doctor, for people who look like me, is far too often a negotiation with what harms me the most, when it should be a sanctuary from the biggest threat to our health and well-being.

         I am talking, of course, about racism.

         I have lost count of the number of micro-aggressions, and macro-aggressions, I have experienced at the hands of British doctors and healthcare practitioners. It’s also common for friends and family to tell me about negative health experiences. And as a journalist I have written far too many stories covering Black people being treated badly by the medical profession. 18

         Too often it seems that, as Black people, we have to literally justify why our health matters, why Black health matters. Which is why, when I was approached to write a chapter for this book, I jumped at the opportunity, because for me the political is also personal and the matter has deep resonance with me.

         I believe Black British people’s health actually reveals far wider issues of how we are treated in society – from our relationship with the government to our relationship with our own culture.

         And through understanding and prioritising our health, we can fundamentally change every aspect of our lives. If we can ensure Black British health matters, we will ensure Black British lives matter.

         Black health and the government

         Black people’s experience of maintaining good health and accessing care where needed is all too often blighted by racism and systemic inequalities. This denotes a requirement to fight for our very lives even while incapacitated by ill health and at our most vulnerable.

         In November 2020, an explosive report by the parliamentary Joint Committee on Human Rights was published. Entitled Black People, Racism and Human Rights, the forty-five-page document highlighted the racial inequalities that blight the lives of Black British people across health, criminal justice, immigration and democracy.

         Like so many reports before it, it seems to be collecting dust on Westminster’s shelves as action points have yet to be fully implemented.

         As a journalist I was genuinely shocked at its conclusion: Black people’s human rights are being ignored in the UK. It was 19utterly damning stuff and yet there was next to no media coverage around it – which prompted me to harness my righteous anger to write a piece entitled ‘When will you admit that Black lives don’t matter?’ for HuffPost UK’s opinion desk.

         Among other things, the report showed that over 60 per cent of Black people in this country do not believe their health is equally protected by the National Health Service (NHS) compared to white people. Within this cohort, women (78 per cent) are substantially more likely than men (47 per cent) not to believe that their well-being is protected – a significantly higher number that underpins the startling outcomes as evidenced across the following examples.

         Respondents involved in the committee’s work called for more Black-focused initiatives from ministers and the NHS, including mental health support to better protect their health outcomes. No such undertaking has been rolled out by the government – which speaks volumes.

         Unfortunately, disparities in health outcomes are part and parcel of inhabiting Black people’s bodies across the UK and beyond.

         Black men are three times more likely to develop prostate cancer than their white counterparts, according to NHS data. Yet they are consistently under-represented in research studies around prostate cancer despite being disproportionately affected by the illness.

         Black women are more likely to have more aggressive forms of certain cancers than our white counterparts, according to Cancer Research UK.

         For example, Black women over the age of sixty-five are at a greater risk of cervical cancer, are generally prone to more deadly forms of breast cancer – and death from endometrial cancer is highest in Black women. 20

         Discrimination and subpar treatment are also part and parcel of the Black experience when accessing healthcare – or trying to, anyway.

         Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities face other barriers to healthcare access. For example, there is some evidence of unequal access to pre-hospital care.

         A 2015 study by the Race Equality Foundation cited ‘stereotypical views among providers’1 were one reason for this disparity, as well as ‘problems of cultural awareness in professionals; language and communication difficulties; and a limited understanding of how the healthcare system operates for some minority groups’.

         To borrow a medical term, many of these issues are chronic and have been ongoing for years. But obviously Black Britons’ health – along with everyone else’s globally – was hit with a new acute problem. Covid-19.

         The Covid-19 pandemic is far from the ‘great leveller’ that government ministers initially suggested it was, affecting rich and poor alike. Very early on, it became apparent that the outbreak’s impact on Black communities would be disproportionately severe – and as anticipated, so it has transpired.

         On 9 April 2020, the Intensive Care National Audit and Research Centre found that a third of coronavirus patients were Black or Asian, despite those groups making up only 13 per cent of the UK population.2 Despite this, the government failed to take action until June 2020 when it asked Public Health England (PHE) to look into the relative risk of Covid-19 to ethnic minority groups.

         However, after the PHE review was published, it then transpired that the government had removed a key section from the review which confirmed what many of us had long suspected: 21the disparity was due – in part – to racism and social and economic inequalities.

         The probe concluded:

         
            The unequal impact of COVID-19 on BAME communities may be explained by a number of factors ranging from social and economic inequalities, racism, discrimination and stigma, occupational risk, inequalities in the prevalence of conditions that increase the severity of disease including obesity, diabetes, CVD and asthma. Unpacking the relative contributions made by different factors is challenging as they do not all act independently.3

         

         It would appear that unpacking the issue altogether has been near-impossible; the government has failed to consistently tackle the disparity in Covid-19 health outcomes while Black communities have been left to languish amid sickness, growing mortality rates and anxiety regarding future prospects.

         Throughout the pandemic I’ve reported on how it has affected Black communities around the country. This earned me an award and a place at Downing Street’s press conference, where I held Health Secretary Matt Hancock to account with questions about the government’s handling of the outbreak.

         However, this has never just been about work for me; I’ve had first-hand experience of the devastating impact of the virus. Since the beginning of 2020, I’ve lost Black friends and family members to Covid-19, most recently my older sister. When this pandemic started, I didn’t for one second envisage the devastation it would wreak upon my life, Black lives and society at large.

         At the time of writing this, Black people are currently more 22than four times more likely to die from Covid-19 than white people, while vaccine uptake is significantly lower in Black communities due to mistrust in the government and concerns around health ramifications.

         UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson said that campaigners were ‘right to say Black Lives Matter’ but questions have rightly been raised about how far his own cabinet believes that, given the clear lack of regard for Black health during a pandemic.

         Black health and our culture

         I love being Black. I know that sounds so obvious as to be almost banal. I love my Jamaican heritage and I love the wider Pan-African culture of which I am part. But exploring our health also forces me to examine that relationship with my culture.

         It has long been an established fact that Black people are more likely to develop diabetes and hypertension, which are both serious health conditions. Evidence suggests that lifestyle choices have a lot to do with this outcome, but poverty plays a part too.

         Black households are most likely to be in persistent poverty; food bank usage is soaring among them, as they are usually priced out of being able to afford the most nutritionally rich food. Healthy food in the UK is three times more expensive than unhealthy food, a 2018 report by the Food Foundation highlights.4

         However, there are important cultural considerations to bear in mind also. Popular culinary dishes, which are traditionally consumed across many Black households around the world, have a tendency to contain high amounts of starch, which has links all the way back to slavery.

         While in captivity, enslaved Black people were given starchy 23scraps – such as corn meal, lard, molasses and flour – discarded by their white owners who kept the best, most nutritious foods for themselves.

         Slaves were given what was left of the animal remains and offal once the owners devoured the best of the meat. These foods were no healthier to eat on a consistent basis then than they are now – it wasn’t uncommon for our enslaved ancestors to develop health deficiencies as a result of this poor diet, on top of being stressed and overworked.

         Centuries later, we regularly consume similar foods and celebrate it as culture while still being overworked and stressed. Do you see where I’m going with this?

         And I want you to know that I am not writing anything here that I haven’t discussed with my family members plenty of times.

         As Black people living in the West, surely a big part of maintaining good health has to be self-love and the formation of new traditions which serve us in a wholesome way – though granted this is a radical act, in and of itself, in a world that can often be so cruel to us.

         What does this new culture look like? There’s no rigid ‘one size fits all’ approach to good health – it is ultimately about figuring out what works and what is most healthy for the individual. After all, everyone’s different.

         Perhaps for some it’s a case of less curry goat, white rice, macaroni cheese and salt when preparing our food.

         For others it could mean more salad, steamed fish and water while cutting back on the old Wray and his Nephew liquor or simply tweaking family recipes so they’re healthier.

         As I said earlier, I’m right there with you all. These are all musings I’ve turned over in my own head as I assess my life and well-being. The appropriate saying is ‘dance a yard before you 24dance abroad’, in other words ensure your own house is in order before preaching to others.

         Eschewing lifelong, deeply ingrained habits is oftentimes a lifelong journey which I’m on myself. I love fried chicken, festivals (traditional Jamaican sweet fried dumplings) and homemade coleslaw as much as the next person.

         Yes, that’s right: I’ve been in a place where I’m frying plantain at two in the morning or cooking up a starchy storm at what o’clock to self-medicate after a traumatic day at the office or after a Twitter troll called me the N-word for the umpteenth time.

         Frankly, where Black people are constantly othered within the country we call home and are faced with the trauma of grappling with racism every day, the temptation to lean into what feels familiar, comforting and safe – such as ‘soul food’ or your favourite cultural recipe – is strong. It may be dripping in oil and full of sugar but, man, doesn’t it taste good and doesn’t it provide sweet, albeit temporary, relief? I am aware that I just made comfort eating sound very complex but that’s because it often is – as are the consequences.

         Recognising that Black health matters forces us to explore difficult parts of our culture. We have found ways to find joy in the most traumatising experiences – nothing could be more traumatising than chattel slavery – and that’s admirable. But does that mean it needs to be continued? Should we venerate parts of our culture that are literally killing us?

         Black health and sleep

         ‘Sleep is that golden chain that ties health and our bodies together,’ Thomas Dekker once said. During a 2016 survey by insurance company Aviva, more than a third of Brits (37 per 25cent) said that they do not get enough sleep.5 The study assessed the rest habits from within thirteen English-speaking nations.

         Women were more affected by this than men, with 52 per cent of females feeling they are too tired to exercise, compared to 35 per cent of males.

         The main reason cited was stress. Black people are more likely to be stressed than our white counterparts. The Race Disparity Audit in 2017 revealed that Black adults reported the lowest ratings for life satisfaction – the feeling that things they do in life are worthwhile – and happiness.

         It is a well-documented fact that stress can cause sleep disruption.

         An earlier study by the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Delaware assessing the ‘ethnic differences in sleep duration’ (2015) found that Black people were twice as likely as their white counterparts to have a short sleep.6

         Restlessness and insomnia were also common among this cohort, leading to an increased likelihood of dying from heart diseases.

         Strong links have been established between sleep problems, physical health and psychological issues. Racism and discrimination are depriving us of sleep.

         Yet being sleep-deprived is often made to appear cool; it’s as though burning the candle at both ends is viewed as an indicator of productivity and a strong work ethic. This attitude permeates our norms and values as Black people. Sleeping ‘too much’ can be viewed with suspicion or downright disgust.

         Far from just needing the rest, lying-in often invites the question of whether you are unwell or just lazy. Even during a day off or time of quiet, to nap outside of allocated bedtime hours is shameful for many Black people across the diaspora. 26

         I’m reminiscing as I write this, thinking about how often my grandparents’ and – to an extent – my parents’ generation were conditioned to think this way. At times I’d see my late grandfather Joseph dozing off on the sofa – each time his head would droop downwards, he’d instinctively wake up fighting the urge to sleep.

         ‘Grandad, why don’t you put your feet up? You’re tired,’ I’d ask.

         To which he’d laugh and reply, calling me by my nickname: ‘Country gyal, I’m not tired. I’m just resting my eyes.’

         To this day, my Nana will very seldom admit that she’s actually submitted to rest. I often watch her snooze in front of me while playing Candy Crush on her iPad and she’ll swear blind that she’s wide awake.

         They raised my mum and aunties not to ‘lounge about’ or ‘lay lay’ – certain hours shouldn’t catch you in bed and woe betide you if this should happen. Tired or not, it was unbecoming.

         My siblings, cousins and I were duly raised in a similar way, though the rules relaxed slightly in our case as our parents had slightly mellowed out over the years.

         In one sense, one can admire the discipline and sense of routine this forged, I suppose. However, more alarmingly – like our starchy culinary customs – fear and rejection of sleep within Black communities is rooted in colonialism and serves as yet another example of dangerous norms which we’ve reappropriated and baked into our culture.

         Similarly, in his autobiographical slave narrative My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), abolitionist Frederick Douglass wrote: ‘More slaves are whipped for oversleeping than for any other fault.’

         Racists have propagated the idea that Black people are inherently idle and have weaponised sleep in order to keep us subjugated. 27

         Writing about Black people in 1851, American doctor Samuel Cartwright said: ‘Left to pursue their natural inclinations, Black people devote a greater portion of their time to sleep.’

         For me, sleep illustrates how there is simply no aspect of our lives that racist ideology and disinformation hasn’t invaded. Sleep is literally a basic human need and yet even in sleep we are fighting discrimination.

         Black health and mental health

         Lauryn Hill once sang ‘How you gonna win when you ain’t right within?’ in her chart-topping hit ‘Doo Wop (That Thing)’. In other words, inner well-being, good mental health, is just as important as physical health. I submit that L-Boogie is absolutely correct.

         People from Black communities face a higher risk of serious mental illness – largely due to the disproportionate impacts of socioeconomic factors, such as poverty and marginalisation.

         In particular, Black men from African and Caribbean backgrounds are over-represented in mental health services. They typically come into contact with these organisations through the police and the criminal justice system, and are more likely to receive the harsher end of services including control, constraint and seclusion.

         The toll of living with discrimination and racism is high – yet the Race Equality Foundation reveals that Black communities are less likely to be referred to talking therapies and more likely to be medicated for mental ill health; less likely to access mental health support in primary care (for example, through their General Practitioner); and more likely to end up in crisis care.7

         In 2016/17, known rates of Mental Health Act 1983 detention 28in the Black or Black British group were over four times higher than those of white people, and rates of community treatment order use were eight times higher.

         While the national discussion around mental health has rightly thrived in recent years, it’s been encouraging to see more and more high-profile Black men open up about their own thoughts and experiences around mental health.

         Stormzy, for example, has been vocal about his battle with depression. ‘I always saw myself as this strong person who just deals with life, I get on with it – and if something gets me low, I pick myself back up. [Depression] was a world that was so alien to me. I just used to think, you get up and march on. So for me, I felt that I needed to address that, what I was going through.’

         How many of us Black people have fed ourselves similar destructive self-talk that we must be ‘strong’ and soldier on, come what may? I know I have.

         We’re no nearer to closing the disparity gap, though. Meaningful conversation, for all its importance, must translate into tangible action taken by those with the power to engineer this change. So, one must ask the question: to what extent has Black health been prioritised in the upper echelons of society? And how far do we, as Black individuals, prioritise our own psychological well-being?

         Black health and Black mothers

         The death rate for Black women in childbirth is four times higher than for white women. The NHS acknowledges this disparity but has no target to end it.

         In response to sustained Black-led campaigning around this startling maternal mortality rate, the NHS recently launched a 29Long-Term Plan to take ‘a concerted and systematic approach to reducing health inequalities and addressing unwarranted variation in care’.

         This is being carried out as part of the Maternity Transformation Programme, which aims to implement an ‘enhanced and targeted continuity of carer model for Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) women’.

         The idea is that by 2024, 75 per cent of ‘women from a BAME background’ will receive continuity of care from their midwife throughout pregnancy, which it is hoped will go some way towards tackling the disparity.

         However, aside from the fact that 2024 is three years away as I write and lives are at stake in the meantime, the lumping together of all women from ethnic minority groups in addressing this matter is most unhelpful; particularly when Black women are more likely to die during childbirth than Asian women (who are twice as likely to die as white women) and mixed-race women (who are three times as likely to die as white women).8 So, how ‘targeted’ is the NHS approach, really?

         Anecdotally, we know that many Black women have experienced micro-aggressions and racism during their pregnancies, yet this is typically glossed over by institutions such as the government and the NHS. All we keep hearing is that the reasons for the disparity are not known.

         Meanwhile, the UK’s leading Black women’s lifestyle platform, Black Ballad, conducted the Black Motherhood survey last year which yielded more than 2,500 respondents.

         It was the first study of its kind and uncovered harrowing stories of substandard care, discrimination and micro-aggressions that marred the experiences of many pregnant women.

         From the wrong dosage of medications being administered 30to jibes being made from healthcare practitioners about their ability to speak English, Black women have revealed deeply disturbing experiences of being abused and placed at risk during pregnancy.

         Not only did the experiences leave expectant mothers hurt and humiliated, but many also reported feeling scared as health concerns went undetected and they were rendered voiceless while facing an increased risk of death during a time when they were most vulnerable.

         So, there’s a wealth of anecdotal evidence which supports the notion that racism is the core reason why so many Black mothers are dying.

         Dr Christine Ekechi, co-chair of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists’ (RCOG) Race Equality Taskforce, said: ‘Poorer health outcomes and experiences are not only seen within maternity care, but have an impact across a woman’s life. Black women with breast cancer have a higher mortality rate than white women; we see similar disparities in cervical cancer outcomes, endometriosis diagnosis, and in mental health outcomes, to name just a few.

         ‘Racial bias, both implicit or unconscious and unintentional, can hinder medical consultations, negatively influence treatment options and can ultimately result in Black, Asian and minority ethnic women avoiding interactions with health services,’ she added.

         Endometriosis is now seen in greater numbers in Black women and at more advanced stages, with implications of chronic pain and infertility; RCOG studies find Black women also have poorer outcomes from fertility treatment.

         Black women are at greatest risk of a premature delivery and subsequent death of their newborn, according to a study 31by the Maternal and Child Health Research Centre.

         Black women have a higher risk of miscarriage, an Elsevier study shows9 – and, for full-term pregnancies, stillbirth is also twice as likely to occur in Black women compared with white women.

         Reproductive conditions such as fibroids – non-cancerous growths that develop in or around the womb – are three times more likely to occur in Black women than white women. While awareness around endometriosis is rightly growing – a conversation spearheaded by prominent white women – very little is generally known about fibroids because the issue is clearly not deemed prevalent enough for in-depth research to be funded.

         Black health and Eurocentric values

         Racism is deeply entrenched in medicine. The Eurocentric nature of the profession has historically been at the expense of Black people’s lives – particularly Black women.

         For example, Dr James Marion Sims – who is widely regarded as the ‘father of modern gynaecology’ – performed experimental surgeries on enslaved Black women without anaesthesia between 1845 and 1849 as he perfected his method of fistula operations. Because they were enslaved, and seen as the property of white men, they were not afforded the right to consent to these procedures on their bodies.10

         During slavery, it was common for white doctors to be present on plantations and ‘treat’ slaves, both for genuine and experimental purposes. It is worth mentioning that many of them were financially invested in the slave trade. Therefore, any genuine medical procedures they conducted were usually so they could keep their slaves – deemed as assets – in working 32condition to get their money’s worth, as opposed to out of the goodness of their hearts.

         Colonialists held the belief that the African anatomy was different to that of Europeans; that is to say, inferior and animalistic. As far as they were concerned, Black people didn’t feel pain in the same way, could bear torturous treatment and easily live another day. Or not. Either way, who cared?

         The writings of these doctors became foundational texts for racial stereotypes that placed white people as superior. For example, William Wright, an Edinburgh-educated plantation doctor and slaver, wrote in his memoir (1828) that African slaves were ‘rescued from … a state of barbarism’ and referred to Africans as a ‘dark race’. And the scholar Rohan Deb Roy tells us:

         
            Prominent Victorian scientist Sir Francis Galton argued that ‘the average intellectual standard of the negro race is some two grades below our own (the Anglo Saxon)’. Even Charles Darwin implied that ‘savage races’ such as ‘the negro …’ were closer to gorillas than were white Caucasians.11

         

         Through science, these captors forged the concept of different races – as opposed to one human race – which legitimised slavery and dehumanised Black people.

         Nowadays, this archaic, toxic legacy may still be polluting healthcare and sullying Black people’s experiences of it.

         For example, Black women are too often not believed when they complain about being in pain; this notion of them having a higher threshold for pain, and these discriminatory credences, mean that timely opportunities to detect serious health conditions in Black women are missed and they end up paying the ultimate price. 33

         Indeed, a Boston University study in the US revealed that Black patients are about half as likely to be prescribed pain medication as white patients.12

         Following an emergency operation, aged twenty, I had to beg for pain relief during my recovery. My requests were repeatedly ignored by white and Asian nurses and consultants who did not believe it was as bad as it was … until I was literally on my hands and knees in agony. I was made to feel like a liar; cast aside and unimportant.

         A year before, I had a physical examination and was poked and prodded by a sneering white nurse. I was taken aback by the borderline aggressive way in which she had handled me – as though I’d somehow offended her without saying a word – and the abrupt manner in which she addressed me. I noticed she didn’t once make eye contact either.

         When she escorted me back to the waiting room, she completely transformed, calling the next person’s name in a friendly, shrill and almost girl-like tone. I looked around and a white woman came bouncing towards her.

         Just the other day, I attended a medical appointment and the doctor, who I have never met before and knows nothing about me, implied that I have a high pain threshold. Too many of us have similar accounts.

         Black health and the ongoing pandemic

         Racism is a pandemic within this ongoing pandemic – and has been affecting Black health outcomes for centuries.

         It is an established fact that stress and poor mental health can impact physical health. However, the correlation between racial discrimination, stress and physical illness is lesser known. 34

         A recent US study shows that the stress caused by experiencing constant racism can shorten the lives of Black people, by triggering genes that cause chronic inflammation and deadly illnesses.13 That, to me, makes a whole heap of sense. The research, published in the journal Psychoneuroendocrinology, found genes that promote inflammation are expressed more often in Black people than in their white counterparts.

         For me, it also raises important questions about whether intergenerational trauma can either increase the likelihood of the onset of certain health conditions or exacerbate them.

         Academic Michael J. Halloran has argued that this type of trauma, caused by 300 years of slavery – alongside poor economic circumstances and social prejudice – has led to the poor state of physical, psychological and social health among African Americans. Could the same be true for Black Brits who are also descendants of slaves?

         In his 1952 semi-autobiographical novel Go Tell it on the Mountain, Black author and activist James Baldwin asked the question: ‘Could a curse come down so many ages? Did it live in time, or in the moment?’

         With all of the inequalities we face – specifically health in this context – how many Black people have asked the similar question: ‘Am I salt/prone to bad luck or is something else at play?’ Fascinating.

         As the world saw a resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in the summer of 2020, Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced that the government would set up a commission to look at racial inequality.

         Writing in the Telegraph to announce the Commission, the Prime Minister said: ‘It is no use just saying that we have made huge progress in tackling racism. There is much more that we 35need to do; and we will. It is time for a cross-governmental commission to look at all aspects of inequality – in employment, in health outcomes, in academic and all other walks of life.’14

         Following the backlash against the Commission’s widely contested report, published in March 2021, marginalised groups continue to bear the brunt of healthcare disparities.

         Additionally, Black people continue to be grossly under-represented in vital, potentially life-saving research studies while funding is allocated to every clinical cause but ones tailored to our well-being.

         The fight for our lives is not some imagined iteration of Black people’s predisposition to victimhood as some bigots would have everyone believe; a plethora of anecdotal and statistical evidence clearly illustrates this bleak reality.

         However, the absence of solutions-based research and remedial initiatives means that the problem continues to be widely overlooked across society – from the decision-makers at this country’s helm even to parts of our own communities.

         The lack of awareness around this means that every day encompasses a missed opportunity to save lives. But, in spite of this, Black health has always mattered and will always matter.

         There is something about growing older and, with each passing year, embracing life’s lessons as it unfolds. As I continue to see my people needlessly suffering and sometimes dying in utterly preventable circumstances, often exacerbated by systemic inequalities, I’m reminded more and more of the need to take stock and prioritise self-care while being louder still in calling out the injustices that bring about our collective plight. As far as I’m concerned, the two are not mutually exclusive. At twenty-eight years old, I’ve never felt more strongly about advocating for Black health than I do now. You know what they say – health is wealth.
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