A guide to Racial Microaggressions: What they are and why we need to stop

INTRODUCTION
Hi! I hope you’re all well! My name is Diya Rattanpal, my pronouns are
She/Her or They/Them and I am your Equality and Diversity Executive
at De Montfort Students’ Union (DSU)! My job here is to act as the
main representative on equality, diversity and inclusion issues to the
university and start elevating the discussions we’ve been having from
a grassroots level, to our senior leadership. One of the things I want to
really talk about and bring to everyone’s attention is the use of racial
microaggressions.
A microaggression is verbal or non-verbal action which are usually
directed at a marginalised group which has a derogatory harmful effect.
The behaviours are usually subtle, and more times than not they’re a
by-product of someone’s thought process coming to light – where the
person may not even realise or intend to harm.
That doesn’t negate the affect it has on the receiver though. More
often than not, people of colour are at the receiving end of racial
microaggressions on a constant basis and are often expected to push
past it. I can only compare microaggressions to a mosquito bite –
receiving one or two is annoying and painful – but you can still generally
get on with your daily life. But what do you do when you face a constant
stream of comments (or bites) constantly chipping away at you day
in day out? How are we meant to be having these discussions about
equality when you realise although on the surface, people are showing
their support, but their mindset isn’t at all in the right place?
So that’s why I want to talk about racial microaggressions. I want to talk
about some examples that are all too commonplace – but also break
them down a little to hopefully explain why these seemingly offhand
comments are so harmful to people of colour, but especially to the black
community who now, more than ever are being constantly scrutinised,
dismissed, but also tokenised?? Let’s do better – please.

EXAMPLES OF
MICROAGGRESSIONS
1. ‘WHERE ARE YOU REALLY FROM?’
When you ask this question, what do you mean by this? When you use the word really, is it because their
answer wasn’t good enough for you the first time? Because when you ask that question, what it does
is make people question their own sense of validity of belonging. It’s not cool. Ask once – go with the
answer you’re given. No need to probe further and add the dreaded ‘really’.

2. ‘IS IT OKAY IF I CALL YOU … INSTEAD?’
All I’m saying on this, is if you can pronounce Timothée Chalamet, you can at least try to make that same
effort for us! I get that some names might be a little trickier for you to pronounce, but that doesn’t allow
you to erase our identity, our culture, and our heritage in one swift swoop. Some of us may indeed have
preferred or shorter alternative names, some of us may not. The best way to tackle this one? Ask us! Ask
how our names our pronounced and I’ll go out on a limb here and say we’d much rather help you, and
correct you if need be, if that means we can be acknowledged and included in conversations, rather than
waiting for that moment of fleeting eye contact between us for my attention to be caught. (Just an fyi –
my name is pronounced ‘dhee-ya’ the same sound at the start when you’re saying the word ‘the’.)

3. ‘YOUR HAIR! WOW – IT FEELS SO SOFT!’
Please, please, please don’t feel it’s appropriate to touch someone’s hair (especially without their
consent!) This is a microaggression that most definitely affects the black community more than anyone
else, with many people coming out to speak up about this issue. It’s extremely unsettling for the person
having a multitude of hands that aren’t theirs suddenly on their body, but also it underscores a sense
of privilege in those who feel like they’re able to touch. Asking to touch is a microaggression itself, as it
points to a racial and cultural gap in knowledge, where it indicates that your curiosity is more valuable
than a person simply being and existing. What to do instead? Nothing! Appreciate someone’s hair and
beauty from afar please.

4. ‘WOW, YOU’RE REALLY WELL SPOKEN, I
WASN’T EXPECTING THAT!’
Why were you not expecting that? Because what that comment tells me, is that when you see a person
of colour, the automatic assumption before they’ve even opened their mouth is that they’re probably not
as educated or as competent as you. A person doesn’t need to be told that you thought less of them,
because when you say that, that’s exactly what the receiver hears. (Also, even if someone doesn’t fit your
standards of well spoken – why does it matter? You’re all welcome in this union!)

5. ‘I DON’T SEE COLOUR; I ONLY SEE PEOPLE’
Why? Why don’t you see me for who I am? Why is my skin colour something that has to be looked
past, or excused for someone to value me as a person? If you don’t see colour, then you don’t see the
trends. This colour-blindness is toxic to the reality we live in, because it indicates that perhaps you’re not
engaging with the social issues we’re trying to tackle. Did you know that black people are 10x more likely
to be stopped by the police, half as likely to own a home or even achieve good A-Levels? It’s not always
about race – but more often than not, it is. If you refuse to view the racial disparity in the world, you
cannot dismantle the system that puts so many people of colour at the bottom.

SO WHAT DO YOU DO ABOUT IT?
Well if you’ve gone through the booklet and feel like you’re guilty of some of the examples mentioned
here – please stop. If you haven’t done any of these but you’ve seen or see it happen please, be an active
bystander and if you feel safe to call it out, do.
If you don’t, please make sure it’s reported to the university. No Space for Hate is a brand-new initiative
being launched by the university to handle incidents of hate and harassment, which is exactly what a microaggression would come under.

We have a duty of care to ensure that we are as inclusive of a community as possible, and that includes
taking the time to continually educate yourselves on such issue, but also ensuring that these difficult
conversations are being had, where students and staff alike are listened to and respected in a safe
environment.
It’s also why we’ve created a new page on our DSU website, the BLM Resources Hub. It’s really important
for us to spotlight our black students, who more so than anyone, are often on the receiving end of snide
comments and microaggressions as mentioned here. We need to support, uplift and listen – and that’s
exactly what we’re aiming to do.
If you have questions, or points to be made, get involved with the union! Or if you prefer you can contact
me directly via email, diya.rattanpal@dmu.ac.uk , or through social media, @DSUEandD. We are ever
evolving and we ourselves are far from perfect, but we will absolutely get there, together.

