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INTRODUCTION


We live in a multicultural diverse society, but race is still a very sensitive topic to talk about. Few parents would consider themselves or their children racist, with its connotations of intentional, angry or mean behaviour against different groups of people. But even when we are not intentionally racist, we can make judgements based on skin colour and perceived race, and act in a prejudicial way. Race is such an ingrained social construct that we can never truly dissociate ourselves from it: people are socially conditioned to assign values to someone based on their skin colour.


Born in India and having lived in the UK for two decades, I am guilty of ignoring my own racial heritage and roots. For too long, I tried to fit in. I wanted to be known for my achievements and not because I look different, and I wanted to avoid any racial biases, any suggestions of brown privilege or any stereotypical associations.


And so I avoided talking about my race altogether.


But in doing so, I also avoided a conversation about race and race politics with my eldest child (I’ll refer to her as P) who was born in India and was brought up here in the UK. And I know many other immigrant parents who have done the same.


Since the birth of my twins, I have become increasingly conscious of this. They are dual-heritage and they do not look like me or their older sister. I started looking at the books that we have been reading with them, and could not find many characters of colour. Diversity in children’s literature is a huge concern and research suggests that over 80 per cent of characters in children’s books are white.


In 2018 only 4 per cent of children’s books published in the UK had a minority ethnic hero. The survey included all new books for children aged between three and eleven. The proportion is an increase on 2017, when just 1 per cent of main characters were BAME.1 In 2018, 42 per cent of children’s books published in the UK had animals or inanimate objects as main characters, meaning that a reader from a BAME background is much more likely to encounter a book where an animal is the main character than they are to encounter a book that contains a character who shares their ethnicity or cultural heritage.


This doesn’t reflect the reality of our world. It does not allow my children to look beyond stereotypes, to understand that their view is never less (or more) important than that of someone who is not the same skin colour as theirs, that they are no less important than someone who has blonde hair and blue eyes – the stereotype character in children’s books and in the media.


By dismissing or keeping silent about our race and others’, we reinforce the notion that people are not born equal, and allow children to make their own judgement and inferences about racial equality. By saying that ‘everyone is the same’ we deny our children their own racial and cultural experiences. We also dismiss the fact that racism is still a huge problem in many parts of this world, and we whitewash many significant events of racial crime and segregation in history.


Research both in the US and the UK has found that non-immigrant white parents mainly discussed race in response to a race-related incident. Often white parents shirk it from fear of getting it wrong or not having the right vocabulary. Some feel that children are naturally unbiased and that race is not a relevant feature for them to talk about, such as these experiences that parents have shared in a recent workshop that I did:




‘We only use clothing colours or hair colour to describe or differentiate between people. It has never occurred to him that anyone is different. I really like that they don’t seem to notice skin colour.’


‘I have always told my child that everyone is equal, and that skin colour makes no difference.’





Some parents believe that if their child goes to a diverse school or lives in a diverse community, and plays with children from different backgrounds, there is no need to talk about race or racism, as the child does not notice difference. Parents often assume that their child is unbiased if they have not said anything.


A study published in 20162 analysed data gathered from 107 white American mothers raising white children aged four to seven years. It is not just a mother’s responsibility to talk about race and racism with their children. In this study, there were initially 144 participants. However, due to the low number of fathers, the sample was reduced to the mothers for the purpose of uniformity. Also, they excluded the 11 parents who were raising mixed-race children, as in these families race is much more salient and therefore most mothers believed that the topic was important to discuss. Only 30 per cent were categorised as having a colour-conscious approach, whereas 70 per cent indicated a colour-blind approach, presuming that their silence would lead children to not notice differences and thus remain unbiased. Many also indicated that they would only approach it if an issue came up or if the child asked questions.


It is not only white parents who can raise children with prejudice, or are guilty of prejudice. This is a false assumption, because we all have this capacity. The responsibilities run across the board for both white parents and parents of colour. All parents need to prepare kids for intolerance, and all parents need to prepare kids for being appreciative of other people. All parents need to be prepared to address racial prejudice and racism. For us parents of colour, we need to make sure we don’t ignore individual responsibility when we talk to our children about systemic and structural racial biases and prejudices. As an Indian parent, I have to actively counter the anti-blackness that is so deeply embedded in many Asian communities, and the erasure of black history in our education. If I don’t do this actively and vocally, then I am enabling anti-blackness.


We live in a multicultural world.3 But there is still racial inequity, and consequences of racism and racial inequality are real. For example, an experiment4 by the sociologist Devah Pager showed how race affects hiring. The researchers sent out one black and one white person to apply for 350 jobs in New York City with identical CVs. They were given identical scripts and were even dressed alike. The black applicant got half the call-backs that the white applicant got. There were no differences in merit. Race was the cause. A study in 2018 showed the continuing existence of discrimination in the housing market against applicants whose surnames suggest that they are minority ethnic individuals, who on average have to send out more applications than those whose last names suggest they are of the majority white population. Merely on the basis of a typical minority ethnic surname, the landlord often infers that an applicant is likely to be in a weaker financial position than other applicants.


In Australia,5 for instance, more than 34 per cent of children have both parents born overseas. A project carried out by Western Sydney University, Challenging Racism, has found a high level of racial discrimination. More than 75 per cent of the 6,001 people surveyed in 2016 said that immigrants should assimilate rather than maintain their own traditions. More than 34 per cent had experienced racism in workplaces, on public transport and in educational institutions. 27.6 per cent of respondents indicated that they would be ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ concerned if a relative were to marry a Muslim. 63 per cent of respondents expressed some degree (ranging from slight to extreme) of intolerance/discomfort with Muslim Australians. 51.4 per cent expressed anti-Middle Eastern sentiment, and 43.9 per cent of respondents expressed anti-African sentiment. Almost 14 per cent of the people self-identified as racist or having prejudiced views, who were found to be the hardcore far-right extremists. But racial prejudice is not carried just by such people who might engage in more explicit hate crimes. It is the everyday racism, the implicit biases, that we all can be guilty of carrying with us.


I do not believe that parenting works with a template-based approach. As a parent of a grown-up daughter, and now of four-year-old twins, I know that every child differs, and parenting each child even in the same home takes a completely different approach. Children have different sensibilities, and different responses to what they see around them. It would be naïve of me to recommend this book as a step-by-step guide to be followed rigidly. My frustration with many of the parenting books is that they consider these age boundaries to be so rigid, and if a parent’s child is different, I know how much stress and anxiety it can cause them to feel that their child does not fit the milestones, does not conform to the norm. Therefore, even as I break things down as per age, I want parents to take these as flexible, only as a tentative guide.


Much of our behaviour cannot fit into neat categories even as we try and make it for ease of managing conversations around childhood behaviour. You know best as a parent if your child is ready for a conversation or not, but it is also worth remembering that sometimes our parenting bias prevents us from approaching seemingly difficult subjects with our children because we worry about their reaction, we do not wish to sully their innocence and their faith in the goodness of this world, we want to protect them from any ugliness within it. But our children can surprise us. We have to honour our children’s interest and curiosity from a young age, and understand that they are often far more intelligent and resilient than we give them credit for.


Children can really only grow up completely nonracist if they grow up in a non-racist world, where race as a social construct does not matter, where the colour of the skin does not afford anyone privileges or put up barriers. But this is not the case really, is it? Children pick up social cues and messages from all around them. This is why our role as a parent, a carer, an educator, becomes even more crucial. A lot of parenting is unlearning the internalised racism that we may have absorbed through our own upbringing. Children are watching us, observing us. No parenting is apolitical. We cannot just introduce diverse books and media. We also have to model these behaviours and dismantle and contest racism and ingrained biases in our own words and actions.


Sometimes when we as parents have faced racism in our lives, we can carry that trauma with us, and that can also affect our parenting. We can teach our children through unconscious cues to be less open about who they are, lest it leads to prejudice or discrimination, or we can teach them to be afraid of differences and anyone who does not look like them. Some of the unconscious stereotypes we carry are transferred through our actions, words, gestures, without us even meaning to. Raising children who are comfortable with race is also raising more courageous and open children, open to difference and open to new and diverse experiences. We are also giving our children crucial critical thinking skills that are so important, especially right now as they are bombarded with information from all sides.


As parents, either we can choose to be proactive, where we introduce race and racism from a young age and actively talk about it in order to raise colour-conscious children, or we can take a reactive approach where we only talk about these things when our children mention something. The latter is the colour-blind approach that I will discuss further later in the book. The former approach works better.


In telling our children that ‘race does not matter’ and in raising children to be colour-blind, we are actually creating more harm than good. We are not educating our children in the way racial inequalities work, and we are telling them that what a person of colour may go through is not valid. And we are dismissing their experience. We are not teaching our children that they may have certain privileges because of their skin colour, and in failing to do so we are making them less socially aware and empathetic towards those who do not have the same privileges. When we do not talk about race and identity actively, children are more likely to internalise any racism, and form a negative view of themselves; they are more likely to pick up stereotypes about people and incorrectly judge them; and they can be unsure of how to tackle any racially charged words and actions targeted at them or others around them.


Saying ‘we don’t see colour’ does not equate to meaning ‘we are not racist’. It is not enough to merely tell our children that everyone is equal. We have to be actively anti-racist, particularly as they are growing up in a society where nationalistic identities and politics are increasingly taking centre stage. We are not all of us the same, we are all unique individuals, and every child has to know and understand this. We are different, and still we are equal. No one should be treated differently or have different rights and privileges just because of their skin colour, or their racial category. Saying this to children would actually make them feel more comfortable in their own identity and their own uniqueness. And that strong sense of self-identity is really important for a child’s mental and physical well-being.


Data projections in the UK suggest that minority ethnic people will make up a larger proportion of the population in the future, and the numerical significance of those claiming a mixed or multiple heritage in particular is set to increase if current trends continue. A 2015 Pew research study6 (21,224 sample size with 1,555 multiracial adults) found that multiracial babies accounted for 10 per cent of births in the United States in 2013, up from 1 per cent in 1970. This is taking into account that it was only around 50 years ago that the US Supreme Court, in the case bearing the evocative title Loving v. Virginia (1967), struck down laws prohibiting mixed-race marriages. And it has been only 15 years since the US Census Bureau first allowed Americans to choose more than one race when filling out their census form. This survey also found that those biracial adults who are both white and black are three times as likely to say they have a lot in common with people who are black than with those who are white (58 vs 19 per cent). They also feel more accepted by blacks than by whites, and report having far more contact with their black relatives. 69 per cent say they’ve had a lot of contact with family members who are black over the course of their lives, while just 21 per cent report similar levels of contact with their white relatives. About 41 per cent say they have had no contact with family members who are white. One in four of the adults surveyed said that people are often confused by their racial background, and a majority (55 per cent) say they have been subjected to racial slurs or jokes.


Even as these figures show why we need to talk about race or racism, I am aware that this can be problematic in itself because it contributes to the performative aspects of talking about racism.


Mixed-race adults often straddle two or more worlds, and their experiences and relationships reflect that. I know from my own experience of two children who are mixed-race (for want of a better term) that such ‘mixedness’ can be messy and complicated when trying to form a sense of identity. Whether it’s in books, articles, films, plays, documentaries, academic journals or even threads on Twitter, we are continuously reminded of the plight of ‘mixed-race’ people coming to terms with their divided identity. And I believe that we need to re-examine how mixedness is narrated and lived within our communities and institutions without stereotyping mixed-race or multiracial people in the process. They are not a homogeneous faceless mass, united by their sense of mixedness, the inherent messiness inbuilt in this vocabulary, but instead each forms their own unique identity, a true reflection of the multicultural society that we are living in. Nevertheless, their proximity to whiteness becomes a privilege as well as a barrier to realising their true racialised realities. I will discuss this more later on in the book.


In talking openly about race and racial justice, we are helping our children understand that even though our history has shaped certain power imbalances and we are all part of this system, they have the power to break some of these cycles, that they can readdress these imbalances, and that they can feel empowered to make positive change. In helping our children claim their racial identities we address some of the stereotypes that can form through learned socialisations and catch them before they start becoming deeply rooted. In helping our children understand racism and racial prejudice, we help them understand that they are neither victims nor villains, and they are free to be proud of who they truly are without having to hide parts of themselves.


Various studies, including those from the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), have recently started to focus more closely on the impact of racism and racial trauma on children’s health, even as this has long been ignored. The impact of racism has been linked to birth disparities and mental health problems in children and adolescents, from low birth rate to sleep disorders, stress and anxiety. The AAP President Dr Sara Goza says that: ‘Racism harms children’s health, starting from before they are born. A growing body of research supports this, and we cannot ignore the impact.’ The biological mechanism that emerges from chronic stress leads to increased and prolonged levels of exposure to stress hormones and oxidative stress at the cellular level. Prolonged exposure to stress hormones such as cortisol leads to inflammatory reactions that predispose individuals to chronic disease. The AAP also shows that it is not just those who directly experience racism who suffer the side-effects, but also the bystanders. This means that even if your children are unlikely to ever suffer any racism themselves, they can still pick up trauma-related stress and anxiety from observing their friends or other schoolchildren being a target, or even from the racial incidents they read about or watch on the news. This is a powerful reminder of why even as a white parent, you have a responsibility to discuss race and racism openly with your children and to give them the necessary tools for both countering and tackling racism.


This book is not meant just for white parents. We all need to discuss race and racism with our children, no matter what our and their ethnic background is, as it is a determinant of our and their identities, and of their sense of belonging. While white parents might have the privilege of not having this conversation with their children because there is no urgent need to do so, parents of colour, and with children of mixed race, have to strike up these conversations, as it is more likely for these children to stand out and be bullied in the playground, to be discriminated against for the way they look. In either case, our children are forming their own and others’ racial identities, internalising racism, and creating a sense of social hierarchy and their own place in it, which will shape how they make friends, who they make friends and form relationships with, what kind of self-image they have, and how they treat others around them. It is not merely about kindness and compassion for others, although that matters. It is about children’s own self-identities, and giving them the ability to create their own stories and narratives rather than letting others impose these upon them. It is allowing them to flourish with a strong sense of self, whatever their racial identity may be. And in doing so, we are not telling them to ignore their own or other children’s ethnic and cultural identities, but to recognise and acknowledge differences and know how to tackle them in a fair and equitable manner.


This book assembles the science behind the way that children form their sense of self- and racial identities, which is as relevant for white parents as for parents of colour and those with children with mixed heritage. I supplement this with my own experience of raising my three children. Each section includes questions that other parents have asked me along the way in my various workshops and talks. These questions may be the ones that your children ask you too, but, more importantly, they can be used to anticipate the things that children are thinking about, and those that can be stepping stones to first conversations around race and racism. Some of these conversations will be difficult, as you try to unravel the way that whiteness and racism get embedded in our places and in our family structures, often purposefully silenced and/or enabled through misinformation and ignorance. But unless we sit with discomfort and help our children do the same, real change will not happen.


I focus on early years because these are really the most crucial. Often any anti-racism work that is done in schools is focused on adolescents, and often parents think that children are too young to tackle complex concepts such as race and racism. But research shows that by the time children are six years old they already have well-formed attitudes that mainly stem from their environment and parents. By the age of nine, many of the racial stereotypes have been laid down very firmly and have grown harder to dislodge. Thus, by the time parents perceive their children to be old enough, the children’s attitudes may already be well established and more resistant to change.


Early teacher–child interactions are important for long-term academic outcomes, but often these interactions can be affected by racism and implicit bias. We know from research that children of colour, especially black children, can receive worse assessments from their teachers, and more often be picked upon and penalised for bad behaviour. The social environment that children are raised in affects their development and their health, offers our children the necessary tools to navigate this messily racialised world, and gives them an immunity from racial prejudice, an intentionality to uphold social justice values, and the superpower to change the world as they grow up. Now, doesn’t that sound beautiful? I think it really does.


If we want our children to thrive and flourish in a diverse, multicultural world, we owe it to them to help them make sense of the confusing and emotionally charged messages they receive about themselves and others. We owe it to our children to work together to instil pride in their heritage and culture, and an unshakeable sense of self-worth and identity. This is how they will learn to support each other, and to stand up to injustice and inequality. When we give our children the tools and vocabulary to talk about people’s differences and similarities in an open, nonjudgemental, inquisitive way, we can help them address any unfairness they may see or encounter. Yes, it can be unsettling to do so, but in enabling our children to step outside their comfort zones, we support critical thinking in our children and prepare them for a more demanding relationship with their world, as the author Jamaica Kincaid says:




And might not knowing why they are the way they are, why they do the things they do, why they live the way they live and in the place they live, why the things that happened to them happened, lead … people to a different relationship with the world, a more demanding relationship … ?





These are the people who are going to inherit this world, and we owe it to them to lay a strong foundation for the next phases of their lives.


I would recommend starting at the very start here, no matter how old your child is. Because you have to lay a strong foundation before you start to build the structure.


Pragya Agarwal


July 2020
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