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Given that race and skin colour are so clearly visible to the eye, it is strange that the subject of racism gets covered up and made invisible so regularly. Talking about race is often tricky. From a very young age, many of us are fed a message that speaking about race is a racist thing to do. We are taught that simply acknowledging people’s ethnic backgrounds – and the differences between those backgrounds – is a form of racism. This isn’t true. Talking about race is not automatically racist.



WHAT IS

RACE?




Despite all the baggage that gets attached to it, race in itself is actually quite simple. A race is a group of people who share the same ancestry, and can be identified by shared physical traits like the colour of their skin and the texture of their hair. Some people think of race as scientific fact, and other people see it as a kind of social identity that is used to give meaning to shared identity and culture. Either way, race has become a significant type of category – something very much worth exploring.
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Talking about race


What makes it even more confusing is that while talking about race gets frowned upon for being racist, it’s pretty typical for racist words and actions to be passed off as harmless. For example, a white woman touches a black woman’s hair when she hasn’t asked permission. People claiming this isn’t racist might describe it as a compliment or simple appreciation, but they don’t say much about how treating black women like animals in a petting zoo is inappropriate or why overlooking a black woman’s consent is harmful.  
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Where do you come from, originally?


And then there is the classic question: ‘Where do you come from, originally?’ People who claim that this question isn’t racist might say they’re just being curious, they have a passion for family history, or there’s no harm in asking. However, the fact that this is often a sequence of questions (e.g. ‘Where are you from? Where are you really from? And where are your parents from?’) put together by a stranger who doesn’t knowyou well enough to be aware of any answer proves one thing: what they’re really asking is ‘If you’re not white, why are you here?’ 


 


Discussing difference


Difference isn’t the problem. How people approach difference often is – especiallywhen that difference has got something to do with race. Race can be a bit of a sore point with some people – especially white people – who are afraid of where talking about it will lead. They have an underlying worry: ‘What if I get called 


 


racist?’ That unease shapes many discussions about race. So bringing up race in a conversation isn’t always straightforward, because race is treated like something that’s too delicate to handle or too dangerous to approach. 


Sharing experiences


This book aims to cut through the tension surrounding race to answer questions about why it matters. It explains what racism is and why racism exists in the first place. There are ‘Think Abouts’ to help you understand how racism works and what we can do to challenge it. People of colour will share their experiences of race in the hope of encouraging you to combat racism (when it’s safe) and celebrate difference. Some of their experiences involve being targeted by racist language, but it’s impossible to get to the root of the issues caused by racism without looking at how language is used as a weapon. Though it’s not always easy, being able to explore race is essential. 
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 “It is not our differences that divide us. It is our inability to recognise, accept and celebrate those differences.”


Audre Lorde, activist and writer
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WHO ARE



RACISTS?



People don’t always react well to being told about their own racism. They can feel guilty about having said or done something wrong, and embarrassed about having it pointed out. This can result in the person who showed racism getting defensive instead of being open to thinking about why their behaviour was racist and how they can change it. People take being identified as racist very personally, and so don’t always think about the politics of racism – that it’s a system their actions are part of. 


Even when people are aware of racism, they can hesitate to point it out because of the implication that somebody has been racist. In a weird way, people – especially white people – can be more offended by someone being called racist than the existence of racism in itself. So we end up in a strange situation where there is racism but, supposedly, no racists. Except racism is produced by people who are racist – so if we are ever to pull apart the racist structures of our society, there must be a way to say who is propping them up.
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A strange situation


Some of the confusion over what racism is comes from the ways it is obscured and excused. This is partly because identifying racism can be a bit awkward for the person who has said or done something racist – typically a white person. There comes an idea that we can’t call racism by its name in case feelings are hurt. But racism needs to be brought up because feelings have already been hurt – experiencing racism is painful for people of colour. And, more than being painful, racism keeps people of colour at a social disadvantage.
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Prejudice, power and privilege


Racism is about prejudice and power. If a white person discriminates against a person of colour, they are prejudiced and – what makes the difference – hold the social power in that exchange.
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