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BELIEVE ME, ‘EVERYDAY RACISM’ EXISTS

Last week, a New York  
student shared her 
photojournalism project that 
revealed the shocking extent  
of ‘everyday racism’. Here, 
writer Hannah Pool (below) 
explains why, depressingly,  
it doesn’t surprise her

One of my recurring childhood 
memories is of spending Sunday 
afternoons putting a towel over my head 
so that it hung down my back, like long, 
straight hair. I’d gaze at myself in the 
bathroom mirror and practise swishing 
my waist-long ‘hair’ from side to side, 
imagining I was one of the popular 
blonde girls in my class. 

It might sound like a harmless bit of 
fun, a young girl dressing up, yet when I 
look back, what I remember isn’t the fun 
of experimenting with new looks, but 
feelings of sadness, confusion and anger. 

Growing up in Manchester, even at  
10 years old, I was aware that as far as 
society was concerned my brown skin 
and curly afro hair were somehow ‘not 
good enough’.  Fast forward to today, 
and the feeling comes rushing back 
when I find myself asking at a beauty 
counter if they have any foundation dark 
enough for my skin tone, or when I walk 
into a non-afro hairdresser and am met 
with panic and bemused looks when  
I try to make an appointment. 

So I wasn’t surprised last week to see 
the project by New York photographer 
Kiyun Kim, who asked her friends to 
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microaggression is why barely a week goes by 
without someone asking to touch my hair; it’s 
why I avoid certain stores because I still get 
followed by security guards; it’s why I expect to 
be pulled out of airport queues for a ‘random’ 
security check; it’s why when I show up for 
meetings arranged by telephone or email people 
so often look shocked before telling me they  
were ‘expecting a white woman’, as if I’ve 
somehow deceived them. 

As a journalist, I have grown used to receiving 
racist comments on Twitter. I don’t even have to 
be writing about race, just the fact that a black 
woman has an opinion and airtime is enough to 
make some people see red. 

In isolation, these incidents, and the phrases 

written on the boards, may not seem too bad,  
but the whole point is they happen in some form 
almost daily. And of course everyday racism 
doesn’t happen instead of everyday sexism, but 
at the same time. It’s what happens when white 
feminists dismiss the work or experiences of 
black feminists on Twitter; it’s there again when 
people use the phrase Angry Black Woman, or 
start any sentence with the phrase, ‘I’m not 
racist but…’ Everyday racism is addictive.  
It has seeped into our language and become 
normalised. People will do everything they can  
to claim it doesn’t exist, but as with all addictions, 
the first step is admitting we have a problem.
Have you experienced everyday racism? Let us 
know at feedback@graziamagazine.co.uk

‘Despite having an English name and accent 
and a passion for Yorkshire puddings, I am 
constantly asked “Where are you from?”’

pose for her holding up signs showing racist 
comments they’ve encountered on a daily basis.
Among them, ‘You’re really pretty… for a dark 
skin girl’, and ‘So, like, what are you?’

Kiyun’s project made headlines around the 
world last week, yet the comments really don’t 
shock me at all. Instead, these racist put-downs, 
often disguised as compliments, ‘harmless’ jokes 
or curious questions, are depressingly common.

What these pictures show is not the big bad 
words that even the biggest of bigots is wary of 
using in polite society, but those subtle phrases 
and seemingly innocuous questions that form the 
white noise of life for many black people living in 
a white society.  Everyday racism – or to use a 
phrase coined by US psychiatrist Dr Chester 
Pierce ‘racial microaggressions’ – are the stupid, 
often-repeated things people say and do to those 
they identify as being ‘other’. They are subtle 
assertions of power to make sure you know your 
place and that you are most definitely not equal. 

Just last week, model-turned chef Lorraine 
Pascale told how she receives racist abuse on 
Twitter. ‘I get hundreds of nasty messages and 
there have been a few that really affected me,’ 
she says. She spoke too about the face-to-face 
racism she encounters, such as a pub landlord 
telling her, ‘All black people should go home, but 
you can stay because my wife likes your cakes.’

Like her, I was adopted and grew up in a white 
family. This gives you a perspective few people 
have: I grew up being told I wasn’t black enough, 
and at the same time I was too black.

Which leads me back to racial 
microaggression: why, despite having an English 
name, an English accent and a passion for 
brogues and Yorkshire puddings, am I constantly 
asked ‘Where are you from?’ often followed by 
‘Yes, but where are you really from?’ Racial 

The study  
reveals the subtle 
assertions of 
power that are 
disguised as 
innocuous 
questions


