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Introduction
In Nirmal Puwar’s book “Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies Out of Place”
(2004) Puwar interviews Black and Asian professionals from what she deems as a
“non victim-focused” lens; asking them “What has enabled you to rise within your
occupational hierarchy?”1. One of her interlocutors uses the term “Soft Things” as
factors which an individual identifies through their experience and observation
engaging with behaviors which are positively reinforced by the hegemonic structure
they are trying to climb within. They state,
‘Soft things meaning how you might behave in a group…how you dress, how you
speak, how you interact are probably more important than some people realize here
and if you appreciate that and take appropriate measure then that’s more likely to
help you.’ (2004: 110)

In this response, Puwar’s interlocutor highlights the insidious bifurcation of
consciousness that people of color navigate in order to succeed in a racist, imperial
system. Bourdieu defines these “soft things” as “internalized embodied schemes”

Puwar, Nirmal. 2004. Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies out of Place. Oxford : New York:
Berg. 110.
1
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which are acquired over the course of one’s individual history that accrue to specific
types of cultural capital (1984: 467).
When Puwar’s interlocutor uses the term “appropriate measure”, they speak to the a
coded notion of the violent act of “civilising”; being in active compliance to imperial,
white supremacist norms. This compliance functions as a contemporary extension of
the project of colonialism, where it is imperative that a simultaneous selective
erasure and co opting of of non-Western practice occurs in order to enable Western
domination. As Charles W. Mills theorizes in his formulation of The Racial Contract :
[…] the Racial Contract has written itself out of formal existence. The scope of the
terms in the social contract has been formally extended to apply to everyone, so that
‘persons’ is no longer coextensive with ‘whites.’ What characterizes this period (which
is, of course, the present) is tension between continuing de facto white privilege and
this formal extension of rights.
The Racial Contract continues to manifest itself, of course, in unofficial local
agreements of various kinds (restrictive covenants, employment discrimination
contracts, political decisions about resource allocation, etc.). But even apart from
these, a crucial manifestation is simply the failure to ask certain questions, taking for
granted as a status quo and baseline the existing color-coded configurations of
wealth, poverty, property, and opportunities, the pretence that formal, juridical
equality is sufficient to remedy inequities created on a foundation of several hundred
years of racial privilege, and that challenging that foundation is a transgression of the
terms of the social contract. (20-21:1997)

Here, Mills deconstructs the underwritten violence that comes with adherence to the
Western status quo; one that permeates and dominates global discourse. He reveals
the sinister truth of how white supremacy has never left global society regardless of
any seemingly more “generous” changes in immigration “policy” in the United
Kingdom, nor the March on Washington in the United States. White supremacy has
only buried itself deeper within the fabric of societal constructions. One might add
that imperialism is an implicit element in Mill’s theory, as it is a (the?) major
formulation behind raced discourses.2 Thus, for people of color, socially compliant

I take issue with Mill’s continual co option of feminist theories. I deem his use of them co option because
although he acknowledges them and their value - his writing of The Racial Contract asserts itself in a binaristic,
misogynistic way which underpins the need for a genuine consideration for feminist work.
2

5

behaviour is rewarded through a limited sense of ‘acceptance’ by majority groups in
power, and reinforced by the false promises of liberal political discourses3.

In a supposed post-colonial world, this compliance is vital to survival for people of
colour living in the West, and Global North as a whole. To achieve the reified, liberal
idea of “success” in Western Society, we must comply with a system that isn’t built
for us, reject parts of our existence that don’t fit into accepted norms, and pander to
whiteness to greater or lesser extents based on other “soft things” we embody in our
habitus.
Franz Fanon tells us in his book Black Skin, White Masks that, “The colonized is
elevated above his jungle status in proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s
cultural standards. He becomes whiter as he renounces his blackness, the jungle.”
(1986:18). Fanon’s use of the word “adoption” is what liberalism teaches us is
“aspirational whiteness”; coded into terms like “assimilation” and “cultural diffusion”
as a silencing tool of hegemony. Words like these are woven throughout meritocracy
myths in Western countries. In such myths, where the academy is antithetical to
Fanon’s “jungle”, people of color may be ‘humanized’ should they enter into
professional careers requiring skilled labor via passage through the “civilising” space
of the academy. Here lies heightened potential to be seen as equals, free from
racialized shackles. While Bourdieu states that “each profession has particular
attributes that count as capital” (1991:38), Puwar expands on this, stating:
Language, however, is one attribute that is especially important in marking
‘distinction’ across all formal social spaces [...] When established institutions open
their doors to postcolonial bodies, they have a strong preference for those who have
assimilated the ‘mother country’s’ legitimate language. Proficiency in the legitimate
national language plays a decisive role in the selection of black bodies for
professional spaces. They bear the signs of cultural refinement. As an instrument of
the governance of ‘civility’, the acquisition of the imperial/legitimate language is able

Barry, Andrew, Thomas Osborne, and Nikolas S. Rose, eds. 1996. Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism,
Neo-Liberalism, and Rationalities of Government. Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 81-82.
3
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to take racialised bodies through a passage of rites to becoming honourable human
beings. (2004: 111-112)

How, then, do second generation people of color who are raised to primarily use
imperial/legitimate language in Western diasporas reckon with their ambivalent
relationship to nationality, belonging, ancestral ties, and the location of home? This
paper will develop a critical perspective on language erasure, and the role
language plays in racialization, then relate this perspective to how people of
the aforementioned identities in the UK and USA conceptualize their identity
formation.

I intend to do this first through analysis of research and literature on the topics of
critical race formation at the intersections of language, diaspora formation, and
language/bilingualism via a reimagining of the term “mother tongue”. In Part II, I will
give space for the voices of my interlocutors, Hemanth Rao, Angela Chan, and
Yewande Adeniran, who have generously shared intimate parts of their lives
regarding these subjects to contribute to the dialogue I am opening in this paper.
This part will also include an interview with myself. In Part III, I will present my
reflections on this research relationally to my experiences as a queer, second
generation woman of color who has lived my entire life in Western diaspora.

The canonical Indian scholar Gayatri Spivak states that, “the oppressed have been
doubly excluded; first by systems of material oppression, and second by the
formation of mainstream histories which excludes their voices”(1988:258). By finding
meaning and importance in the location of lived experience of diasporic people of
color, my paper actively reclaims the space and agency of those deserving to
account for themselves. We (my interlocutors, Hemanth, Angela, Yewande, and I)
are the ‘experts’ in defining our experiences, as we have always been subject to
bi/trifurcated consciousness resulting from the intersections of the identities society
imposes upon us; specifically our statuses as racialized people. Just as bell hooks,
Sarah Ahmed, Gloria Anzaldua, and countless other women of color write from a
place of centering their own experiences to expose systems of oppression; I, too, am
7

writing from this place throughout. The voices of who Spivak’s includes in her notion
of “the oppressed” are present.

These words are a lamenting, and a sigh of relief. They are not only a critical
analysis of literature, but a space to hear the voices of ancestrally colonized peoples
sharing the means by which we live. The conditions of our existence do not become
us, but must be explored in their effect. An exploration of the self without a lens of
terminality, where solidarity and understanding was/is found in each others’ words. A
search for belonging in collective un-belonging; a revealing through an exploration of
the parts of ourselves we do not have/wish there was more of.

8

PART I

9

“We know that the mismatch between habitus and the social field of
official speech means that those who don’t come from privileged class
backgrounds or have not undergone élite educational training do not
automatically have the advantaged habitus.”
Nirmal Puwar (2004)

10

Language as a means of racialization
Amongst most studies of racial identities in diaspora, there is a particular lacuna in
formal analysis of language as a factor in race formation via racialization imposed
from majority groups. Because discourses regarding race often fall within the
realm of the physical, and because racism (in its most accessible definition)
refers to prejudice and discrimination perpetrated by a majority group in power
based a person’s phenotype, the nuanced aspects of non-physical
contributors to race are easily lost. Thus, a person’s race, which is also formed by
habitus, begets a consideration for language.

Due to this, the term “mother tongues” has been historically weaponized to
contribute to forms of state sponsored institutional racism in the West. Naturalized
forms of the ‘monolingual paradigm’4 are evident in citizenship testing, where

Yildiz, Yasemin. 2012. Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition. 1st ed. New
York: Fordham University Press.
4
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mastery of the English language in both the United Kingdom5 and United States6
evince a skewed marker of “worthiness” to become recognized as a citizen of either
country. Jennifer Leeman fills the glaringly present racialized language lacuna in her
article, Racializing language: A history of linguistic ideologies in the US Census
through tracing changes in language-related questions asked over time7.

(Above) Figure 1. Leeman, Jennifer. 2005. “Racializing Language: A History of Linguistic
Ideologies in the US Census.” Journal of Language and Politics 3(3):511.

“Prove Your Knowledge of English for Citizenship and Settling.” GOV.UK. Retrieved June 19, 2018e
(https://www.gov.uk/english-language).
5

6

US-Immigration.com. n.d. “Who Can Take the Naturalization Test in Their Native Languages?”
Retrieved June 19, 2018 (/blog/who-can-take-the-naturalization-test-in-their-native-languages/)
7
Leeman, Jennifer. 2005. “Racializing Language: A History of Linguistic Ideologies in the US
Census.” Journal of Language and Politics 3(3).

12

(Above) Figure 2 and 3. Leeman, Jennifer. 2005. “Racializing Language: A History of
Linguistic Ideologies in the US Census.” Journal of Language and Politics 3(3):512-13.
13

We see in Figures 1, 2, and 3, that the US Census only began inquiring after
language in the 19th century. The initial formation of American identity as designated
by British colonizers did not explicitly relegate other European colonizer’s languages
‘below’ English, and the primary purpose of the census was to aid in accountability
for state populations in accordance with tax policy. Leeman analyses that, “While
(European) immigrants’ languages were tolerated, this was not the case for Native
Americans, who were subjected to an organized campaign of deculturation including
official policies designed to eradicate their languages.” (2005:5016). This shows how
there are significant discrepancies between race and ethnicity, and their threats to
the creation of a white, settler-colonial state. Ethnic differences present less of a
threat to white supremacy because they pose the potential for change and
“assimilation” to a status quo, while racial differences do not. This also evinces an
emergent linguistic racial order predating the nationalized enforcement of a
monolingual paradigm.

Congruent with Jasmine Yildiz’s critique of the monolingual paradigm, the census
transformed towards accounting for the identities of residents’ language abilities in
order to specifically reinforce racial hierarchies within the state; to designate who is
“in” and “out” both physically and socially.8 This was even more crucial to white
Americans at the time, as ‘native’-prioritizing9 sentiment increased with a rise in
immigration10. Language accountability begins about 20 years post-war, at a point
when freed Black people became less easily ‘managed’ with the dissolving of
slavery, and increasingly contentious relationships between whites, non-white
indentured workers, and first nations peoples remained rife. Leeman also attributes
this to the rise in eugenics, accompanied by race pseudosciences, beginning in the
1850’s.11

Yildiz, Yasemin. 2012. Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition. 1st ed. New
York: Fordham University Press.
9
The term “native”, here, references 2nd or 3rd generation white settlers; not Native Americans.
10
Leeman, Jennifer. 2005. “Racializing Language: A History of Linguistic Ideologies in the US
Census.” Journal of Language and Politics 3(3) : 515.
11
Leeman, Jennifer. 2005. “Racializing Language: A History of Linguistic Ideologies in the US
Census.” Journal of Language and Politics 3(3) : 514.
8
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A crucial aspect of Leeman’s research consists of her findings regarding “mother
tongue”. After a 1910 amendment to the census mandating that the foreign-born
population be categorized by race failed, “mother tongue” data was collected
instead.12 She states,
In the tabulation of mother tongue data, native-born respondents with foreign-born
parents were classified according to their parents’ mother tongue (US Census 1913),
which constructed mother tongue as a hereditary characteristic passed from one
generation to the next, regardless of actual language use. In addition, census reports
grouped languages on the basis of hegemonic notions of race, rather than linguistic
criteria such as language relatedness. For example, data on ‘English and Celtic
languages’ were presented under a single heading, as were data on Yiddish and
Hebrew. The Census’ explanation for tabulating mother tongue data only for
(foreign-born) Whites is also revealing of the strength of the ideological link between
language and race. (2005:518-519, my emphasis)

To expand on this, Table 1 (above) shows us that it wasn’t until the late 20th century
that we see the US census “mother tongue” question being applied to all races, not
just white European. This transformation is coded institutional racism, because
regardless of whether the “mother tongue” question is strictly applied to non-white
people or all people, the tabulated data still procures a way of tracking and
monitoring the colonial “others” who reside within the state. Additionally, the
implication that a person’s race is innately correlated to their knowledge of
language(s) and “mother tongue(s)” is a form of racism that is still rife and present
today. Biologically essentializing race, which we know to be a social construct, with
language and “mother tongue” as a hereditary trait, reinforces an innate connectivity
that people of color have with “away” and “abroad” regardless of this ringing true on
an individual level. It sustains the possibility that a person of color can truly ever
belong within a Western locale.

Racial phenotype in the context of Western locales is a trigger for raced implications
of language, as comments like, “Wow! You’re so articulate!” and, “You speak (insert
colonial language) so well!” are based on xenophobic thinking that bodies of color
cannot originate from a true conception of the “West”, and must have maintained ties

12

Leeman, Jennifer. 2005. “Racializing Language: A History of Linguistic Ideologies in the US
Census.” Journal of Language and Politics 3(3) : p.518
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elsewhere. My mind rings with the words of Nirmal Puwar when she claims,
“Language is intimately connected to governmentality. The association of European
Languages with rational thinking, the values of civilization and intelligence is part and
parcel of the long routes of colonization that make our postcolonial times today”
(2004: 109).

16

An offer to reclaim: ‘Mother Tongue(s)’
The Cambridge Dictionary defines “mother tongue” as a synonym for one’s “first
language”; the language that you learn when you are a baby rather than a language
you learn at school or as an adult.13 The equivalence in the definition of these two
terms, “first language” and “mother tongue”, arose in 18th century Europe as a tool
introduced by governments to reinforce nation state affiliations, and strengthen an
emerging monolingual paradigm.14
In Yasemin Yildiz’s book Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Post Monolingual
Condition, Yildiz argues that the European configuration and application of the term
“mother tongue” is highly problematic in that it biologically essentialises the notion of
language, as well as reinforces the monolingual structuring of societies. The term

Anon. n.d. “Mother Tongue Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary.” Cambridge English
Dictionary.
14
Yildiz, Yasemin. 2012. Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition. 1st ed. New
York: Fordham University Press. 8.
13
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also links the maternal to a heterosexual, nuclear conjugal family structure, where
the mother is a only vessel for the teaching of a patriarchal constructs, rather than a
generator of knowledge. Yildiz goes on to explain “mother tongue” as a contributor to
a monolingual paradigm, stating “[...] individuals and social formations are imagined
to possess one ‘true’ language only, their ‘mother tongue,’ and through this
possession to be organically linked to an exclusive, clearly demarcated ethnicity,
culture, and nation.” (2012:12)

Yildiz builds a strong case supporting that the framework of the monolingual state is
harnessed to create a cohesive national identity, where standardization in knowledge
production occurs with ease and distinctive priority; providing a microcosm of
linguistic orientalism. The “other” becomes more recognizable through their language
(in)abilities. Further evidence of this is found in geo-biological nationalism, when we
see fascist governments galvanizing folks to support them by referring to the state as
a “Motherland”. The unique, singularity of the metaphoric mother coupled with the
notion that one may not exist without her womb forms an unrivaled, highly prioritised
relationship to the subject. Yildiz also makes a feminist critique of this term. She cites
that,
[The mother’s] body was meant to function as a medium for those male experts in
their attempt to control the proper (re)production of language. [...T]he “mother
tongue” coming out of a woman's mouth was not just any language that a mother
spoke, but rather the result of male ventriloquism.(2012:12)

I will also add that not only does this use of the term “mother tongue” falsely
reinforce gender as a biological binary,15 but it continues the invalidation of
knowledge which is distributed by women. Knowledge distributed by women is often
not seen as knowledge at all because the labor done to present and impart language
to a child is innately connected to child-rearing; a crucial aspect of human existence
which is severely undervalued through patriarchal, gendered discrimination16. When
men perform this labor, they are seen as exceptional and charitable for transcending
15

Sin, Victoria. 2016. “Radical Discontinuity: Violence in Essentialist Scientific Narratives and
Science Fiction in Porn as Rhetorical Strategy to Challenge Naturalized States of Sex, Gender, and
Race.” Royal College of Art Archive. 56.
16
Hansen, Karen V. 2005. Not-So-Nuclear Families: Class, Gender and Networks of Care.Print.
Rutgers University Press.
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the confines of their masculinity17. For women, this labor is an expectation, which
when not fulfilled, brings speculation to their capabilities within the myth of
motherhood. Relating this back to language, we see the myth of motherhood as
compulsive and innate, as is constructed with the “mother tongue”.
Yildiz’s main opposition to the term “mother tongue”, and the reason she asks us to
think beyond it, derives from her claim resting on the impossibility of its existence to
support a multilingual paradigm; one that she stresses a rapidly globalizing world
must adapt to. The ‘mother tongue’ myth is one of singularity and homogeneity;
rooted deeply in Europeanness.

But can this violent imaginary and conception of a “mother tongue” be reclaimed to
illustrate an intimate, reimagining of the self?

I offer a queering of its use, as I present a new iteration of “mother tongue” within a
decolonial context, centering ancestral voices and language hybridity: “mother
tongue(s)”. While its creation is rooted in heteronormative, patriarchal “othering”, and
state-sanctioned homogenization, I stress its reclaiming through opening it up to
plurality through the potentiated ‘(s)’. Yildiz looks towards this when she suggests
that we cannot ignore this problematic term, but rather account for its nature and
implication in our use of it.18 Additionally, when one reconsiders the feminised labor
that “mother(s)” perform, outside of its demeaning under patriarchy, as crucial and
valuable, it becomes possible to rewrite the toxic patriarchal narratives that
encompasses “mother tongue(s)”.

The relevance of the term “mother tongue(s)” to my research is rooted in the search
for an identifier of lost linguistic inheritance amongst second generation people of
color. I entered this research conceiving “mother tongue(s)” as capable of erasure
regardless of whether it/they once lived in a person’s mouth and mind. Rather,

Coltrane, Scott. 2004. Fathering: Paradoxes, Contradictions and Dilemmas. SAGE Publications.
Yildiz, Yasemin. 2012. Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition. 1st ed. New
York: Fordham University Press. 28
17
18
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“mother tongue(s)” is related to familial and ancestral knowledge, where the
evolution of cultural practices can shift away from the prioritisation of its teaching.
Quite literally, the “tongues one’s mother”, where “mother” is representative of a
person/people who fulfill the societally constructed role of a “mother”. Additionally,
my imagining of “mother tongue(s)” gives space for multilingualism through the
possibility of the multiplicity of mother languages, as well as the queerness of a
multitude of linguistic motherhoods. Thus, “mother tongue(s)” presents as
intentionally feminised; framed in queerness.

My thinking about “mother tongue(s)” further clarified after reading Derek Owusu’s
piece, Mother Tongue: The lost inheritance of diaspora. The metaphor of “mother
tongue(s)” as an inheritance is spot on. An inheritance is something you have the
right to, the option to reject or use as you’d like, and is not innately built within your
person.

20

(Above) Figure 4. Sujata, Bhatt. 1988. Search for My Tongue.
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Diasporic affiliations and the nuances they present
Since the 1990’s there has been a massive change in the identities of people who
fall within the rubric-categorization of diaspora.19 The term was often reserved for
defining the Jewish experience, and encompassed a prototypical thinking of it. It has
since expanded to the pan-African experience, then further proliferated into a means
of defining, “[...] association of movement and migration with trauma, and containing
within it, a constant loss and yearning for an obtainable home [...]” (Kalra et al: 10). I
define myself and my interlocutors as belonging to diasporas because of the
critical perspective “diaspora” affiliation presents. It is a means of recognizing
historically perpetrated injustices which orient movement in accordance to them. It is
a term which “sees” past and present colonialism/imperialism. “Diaspora” accounts
for the movement of peoples being dictated by late capitalism, and flows of capital in

Kalra, Virinder S., Raminder Kaur, and John Hutnyk. 2005. Diaspora & Hybridity. London ;
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
19
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the wake of colonialism. In their book Diaspora and Hybridity, Kalra, Kaur, and
Hutnyk present the concise yet multifaceted perspective that,
America is often described as a land of ‘immigrants’, which quickly allows for the
disavowal of the rights of indigenous peoples, but also glosses over the stark
disparities that exist between racialized groups in the ‘United’ States today. If
America were renamed a land of ‘diasporas’, would this change those relationships?
Perhaps not in any fundamental manner, but it might destabilize the dominance of an
American nationalism and white supremacy which can easily accommodate new
migrants, as long as they accept the American way of life.
This is what Vijay Prashad calls ‘the new immigrant’s compact with America’
(Prashad 2000), which offers benefits as long as new arrivals do not destabilize the
primary racialized hierarchies. In this way, to be called diasporic can only be
constituted as a threat when it interrupts the black/white divide, something that has
recently occurred with the racialization of Arabs, Muslims and South Asians in the
USA. (2005:14)

I entered this research distinctly connecting mine and my interlocutors’ “second
generation-ness” to diaspora, however, there is a need to account for the role of
nation-states in this type of formulation, as well as the multiplicity in conditions and
experience by which one can belong to a diaspora outside of a direct link to a
nation-state.20 When new nations form, it is possible that new diasporas form. This is
seen in the formation of Bangladesh post-1947 partition. Suddenly, the diasporic
identity of Bangladeshi arose. This is problematic because an element of diaspora
classification relies on borders; inherently violent, arbitrary demarcations which
reinforce local and translocal hegemonies. Thus, while diaspora represents a more
accurate signifier for the experiences of my interlocutors and I, it is still a very
imperfect one.

The term “diaspora” is crucial to my investigation of “mother tongue(s)” erasure
because being born of diaspora presents a conflict about constructing identity
ancestrally. Just as moving past a monolingual paradigm requires embracing
multilingual models, diaspora does within the self. It calls for a constant reckoning

Spivak, Gatayri. 1988. Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture: Can the Subaltern
Speak? edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. Urbana: University of Illinois.
20
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with the incomplete sense of self in relation to statis; nationality, ethnicity, race, and
governmentality.

The element of second-generation diaspora my research investigates falls within a
vein of privilege. The ability to trace ancestral lineage to both people and their
geo-native location is a privilege which is not afforded to many people. Examples of
this are, the pan-African movement as it is classed within diaspora21, people without
traceable biological families, people of color born of sperm donors which they are not
incontact with, adoptees. The list continues, and is not restricted to the statuses
addressed in this research. Thus, it must be noted that the type of diasporic
conditions I evaluate in this research are not the only conditions by which diasporic
people are defined, or exists.

Joseph, May and Jennifer Natalya Fink, eds. 1999. Performing Hybridity. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press.
21
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(Above) Figure 5. Umebinyuo, Ijeoma. 2015. Questions for Ada: Diaspora Blues.
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PART II

26

Audibly Queer Intersections
In Conversation with Hemanth Rao

Dr. Hemanth Rao was born in Stevenage, England; a small town outside of London.
His first language is English, and he learned a small amount of German, French,
Spanish, and Italian growing up. He is a practicing psychiatrist. His parents were
born in India, and his father is from the Kerala region. His mother speaks English,
Kannada, Tulu, and some Canrees. His father speaks English, Hindi and Malialan.
Except for a few years in his very early childhood, Hemanth’s parents were his
primary caregivers growing up.

27

-Conversation excerpt beginsMarissa: What languages do you speak and at what level of mastery?
Hemanth: So I grew up learning English, um, I learned a small amount of German
and French at school and have learned a small amount of Spanish and Italian at
University, but I am not competent in any of them. Um, I would say I speak most
German out of all of those. And I’ve learned some Thai as well...
M: (typing) Okay, so you know a bit of Thai...German (continues typing). Okay! So
you consider your first language English, right?
H: English, yes.
M: And that’s the only language you feel you have complete mastery of?
H: Well, actually, you could say I also speak a specialist language, which is
Medicine.
M: Yes!
H: And I think, um, in English your sort of active vocabulary is carried out by words
and most people’s vocabulary is about 500 words, and most people’s vocabulary is
about 2000 words. But I think (I might be wrong) but I remember reading some
statistic that to be a doctor you need to learn 22,000 words.
M: Oh! Wow
H: So I guess you could say that’s another language that I am proficient in.
M: Mmmmm, that’s a really interesting deconstruction of what language is, and what
it means to you.
H: Cos you know, it is, it’s a way of communicating in a particular group of people
that, if you can’t speak the language you can’t communicate in that way.
M: So true! Art is such a language.
H: Yeah! It is, but no one would think of that as a language but it is.
-Conversation excerpt ends28

-Conversation excerpt beginsM: How does your relationship with your parents influence your connection and
ability with language? How did they shape language for you?
H: Yeah massively because, my dad asked my mom to teach me Kannada (which is
her mother-tongue), while he was out at work and she refused, saying I would get
confused, so she never taught me Kannada. So I just learned English at home
because that’s the only language both of my parents can speak. So I only ever
learned English.
M: That’s so amazing because my...I had a very similar situation, where my mom
didn’t really speak Spanish to me at a young age because she thought I’d get
confused. So I ended up only learning English. It’s a very common argument in our
parents’ generation, I find.
H: Yeah! And there were no other family members in this country, and we’re not part
of any community, so there was no one else to speak an Indian language with.
M: Right. Was your mom at home taking care of you?
H: (nodding)
M: Wow! I see. So you learned English from your parents and from going to school?
H: Yes
M: And you went to only English speaking schools?
H: Yeah so I think just about every school I went to less than 1% of people were
non-white.
M: And this was in London?
H: Outside London, yeah
M: Mmm wow. Um, when you hear your parents speaking in their “mother tongues”,
um, what’s your emotional response to that?
H: Sooooo...they don’t speak in their “mother tongues” because they can’t speak to
each other in their “mother tongues”, and there’s no one for them to speak to in their
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“mother tongues”, so I virtually never hear them speaking, except for my mom when
she swears at my dad, she swears in her own language.
M: So he doesn’t know what she’s saying?
H: Exactly
Both Laughed
-Conversation excerpt ends-
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-Conversation excerpt beginsCW: Description of homophobic experience
M: Do you find that you’ve been discriminated in terms of your language based on
the way you speak in accordance to your sexuality? Like, do you feel like you get
discrimination based on the way you speak not necessarily just racially, but in terms
of gender expression?
H: Yes I totally agree with that, so I remember failing a practical exam at medical
school which came as a surprise because I passed my theoretical exams with
distinctions so to fail an exam was quite a first experience for me. It was a practical
exam at medical school and I asked for feedback and no one would give me
feedback! And I tried quite hard to get feedback but they were quite obstructive,
saying they couldn’t allow me to see my mark sheets. So I was saying “Oh, well you
can give my personal tutor my mark sheets? So he can pass on to me how I can
direct my studies?” You know so they can help me direct my studies in order that I
pass when I have to re-sit! And they said no! So they continuously blocked it, and
one member of staff said in a very veiled way, “There was something about your
manner we didn’t like.”
M: Oh yeah?!
H: Which was a very ambiguous statement that didn’t really answer any question or
help me with my study. And it was actually a fellow student who gave me the
feedback saying “You know you’re a good friend and I want the best for you blah
blah blah,” and then she basically said to me “You’re very camp, and they cannot
pass someone as camp as you to be a doctor! And so you need to change your
manner in order to pass the practical exam”. So at the time I had a boyfriend who
was an actor, and we rehearsed these practical exams and he combed out every
mannerism I had which came across as gay, and every speech pattern that is gay, in
order so that wasn’t present during my practical exam.
M: Oh my fucking god.
H: And then I passed!
M: (baffled) So ah, uh. A practical exam is you doing a procedure?
H: So a practical exam is a series of um, role plays done with actors or it might be a
patient where you ask their history of smoking or interacting with them ask you would
a patient. So, talking to them and you are given various marks for specific questions
you must ask or information you must give, but there are also global marks which are
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given at the discretion of the actor or the examiner and in those global marks you
can give them a low global mark based on whether you thought their behavior was
appropriate and being camp wasn’t seen as appropriate to them.
M: Because of “how dare you be visibly gay in front of me”.
H: Exactly. So basically the persona of a successful, professional, competent doctor
is that of a heterosexual man. So be camp or feminine in any way was unacceptable.
M: Right.
H: So I failed that exam, and there were no resits so I just had to repeat the year and
pay those fees again.
-Conversation excerpt ends-
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Language attrition and bi/multilingualism
In Conversation with Angela Chan
Angela Chan was born in Leicester, in Leicestershire UK. Both of her parents were
born in Hong Kong (Officially Hong Kong, Special Administrative Region of the
People’s Republic of China). She speaks English as a first language, and says she is
“supposedly bilingual with Cantonese up to the qualification of an A level, but
perhaps not so conversational nowadays”.22 She also speaks Norwegian up to the
European Standard of a C1, which is a basic working proficiency. She holds a BA in
Norwegian. Her mother speaks English, Cantonese, a bit of Mandarin, and she’s
taught herself a bit of French as well, meaning she has a basic understanding of
French. Her father speaks Cantonese, a very local dialect of Chinese called “Hakka”,
and some Mandarin. Her parents were her primary carers growing up. Her mother
more so of the two.

22

Chan, Angela. 2018. “Marissa Malik in Conversation with Angela Chan.”
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-Conversation excerpt beginsMarissa: How does your relationship with your parents influence your connection and
ability with language?
Angela: I always speak to my dad in Cantonese, mostly because he just wouldn’t
understand me if I spoke English. I speak to my mom in Cantonese, and that’s
mostly down to respect, because my brother and I have been brought up to speak
Cantonese in the house. English was taught at school, but not in the house. We did
grow up having a weekend babysitter who would look after us on Friday and
Saturday evenings who was an English native. And then sometimes we’d have
Mandarin speaking babysitters, because they’d be looking for a part time job at the
restaurant. My mom would be like, “we don’t need more staff but you can babysit my
kids”. So, noticing I couldn’t speak much English with them, because often their
English wouldn’t be so good, and then knowing I couldn’t really speak in Mandarin
with them, and they don’t really understand me when I speak Cantonese, like
noticing that from a young age was kind of interesting I guess?
M: Mmmm.
A: My mom and dad were both very, like, good in insisting that my brother and I had
Cantonese lessons. So we were going to Cantonese lessons for about like, 3 hours?
On Sundays since we were infants.
M: Wow!
A: And we both have A levels in Cantonese. And so, yeah! I got my A level when I
was doing my GCSE’s, so that was interesting to just get it out of the way.
M: Because A levels usually come afterwards, right?
A: Yeah, A levels are two years after GCSE’s. But I remember not doing as well as I
hoped in my A level Cantonese and feeling quite...I dunno, quite upset about it. But
the A level exam was really hard. You had to write this 4,000 character essay (which
is a lot, really). And the teachers that we had taught us to recite the essay. And so it
was basically you went into the exam room, you did your comprehension, then your
writing parts are pretty much dictation. I memorized my whole essay and wrote it out.
I couldn’t memorize a part of that now!
M: Yeah that’s so wild!
A: Right? So that was quite an interesting period.
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M: Do you feel like your Cantonese was stronger then?
A: Yeah definitely, because I was living at home and speaking Cantonese every day.
Even if it was just conversational with my parents. And, yeah, having chats to study it
meant that I always had to do my homework every week. And that really pushed me.
And you know we watched Chinese, or, Cantonese TV - it was satellite TV up until
my mom had to go back to work full time. Then it didn’t make sense to have a TV
subscription anymore.
-Conversation excerpt ends-
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-Conversation excerpt beginsM: And so, do you consider Cantonese your mother tongue?
A: Yes. Yeah I do. It’s like, what I’m trying to get back
M: Do you feel like you lost it in any way?
A: Yeah, since moving from home I feel like I’ve lost it.
M: Is listening to Canto-pop a step back towards it?
A: Yeah Definitely. Like, the app I have has the lyrics on it and although the lyrics are
simplified Chinese characters (and I was taught in traditional) because it’s mainland
Chinese app, there is a variation and I don’t understand each word? I don’t
understand each word anyways because my vocabulary isn’t that good. But um,
there’s also a romanized pronunciation too. So I can kinda sing along? And that’s
kind of nice. So I’ve been getting into that in the past few months or so.
M: Are there any other ways you’re coming back to Cantonese?
A: I really need to start watching more TV. My mom sent me really good link to watch
Chinese dramas, but then I ended up watching this really fantastic Korean drama. I
don’t regret watching it but my language would be better if I watched more Chinese
stuff.
M: So for you it was learning English and Cantonese alongside one another, and
since being removed from your home environment, kind of losing parts of it.
A: Yeah because in my second year of Uni I moved in with a Hong Kong friend, we
also lived with a white girl who was a native English speaker. So we would obviously
always speak English when she’s in the room. And then I did make an effort to speak
Cantonese when it was just him. But then sometimes we’d just slip into English
because it was just more, natural. Because he went to boarding school here.
M: So English, like, regardless of it being a mother tongue operated as a Default in
that way?
A: Yeah, well, he made this comment once that still sticks with me. He said it infront
of other people as well, which made me feel really like, angry. But also quite shocked
because I didn’t think of myself in this way. But he said, “You speak Cantonese with
such an English accent” and that really threw me off because all adults and people I
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would speak to through working in the restaurant - other Chinese people, basically, they would tell me I speak Cantonese really well. And it wasn’t privy to me what the
level of most diaspora is.
M: So you didn’t know if the standard they were comparing you to was a low one?
A: Yeah but like people would say all the time when I would speak Cantonese, “Oh I
didn’t know you are a BBC.”
M: So that means good on the wholescale?
A: Yeah so this is why the comment really threw me off! So what I said back to him
was, “Oh you’ve been living in England since you were in high school and you still
speak English with a Chinese accent.” But that became a really toxic thing all in a
very momentary exchange, but in front of white people that became...like in hindsight
I just thought, “Wow why are we digging at each other?” That is something that other
people won’t understand the gravity of.
-Conversation excerpt ends-
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-Conversation excerpt beginsM: When you think of Cantonese, what are the feelings you have about the
language?
A: Longing. It’s mostly longing. Richness, is also something I feel it holds. I don’t
know, I find that it’s kind of, not a nostalgia but an understanding of how generational
it is. Like, nostalgia is more on an individual level, like “I miss it because I used to be
good” but then also generational because I attach so much of my understanding of
my Mom and where my parents come from and their upbringing within this language.
It’s ancestral. And mostly longing.
M: So how do you feel about English?
A: I don’t know. It’s not the most beautiful language is it? It’s very monotonous. I’m
embarrassed by the way I speak, which is maybe why I speak so quiet. Because I
speak better than an lot of my friends, and it comes across harsh. I speak a very
well-spoken English.
M: And that’s embarrassing for you?
A: Yeah because my friends will say I’m posh.
M: But like, in all the incarnations of posh - you’re not?!
A: I think it’s also a London thing. My midlands accent isn’t very strong already so I
blend into a posh southern accent. Also with people of color it’s assumed that you’re
either working class or rich, there’s no inbetween. And especially in my hometown
there’s a lot of overseas students who are rich. I feel self conscious to be blended
into them, because I feel like I hold my own identity. Especially in my home town I
feel almost territorial. Like, I’m the original Chinese of this town - which is ridiculous!
Like, I took all this shit first.
M: When you’re in the UK in groups of people speaking Cantonese who are from
China, do you feel like there’s a big gap between you or the way they treat you?
A: I actually haven’t been in that many groups of Chinese people because I don’t feel
like it’s been very accessible for me. Firstly not having had Chinese school being
very sociable, I’ve been reluctant to make friends with Chinese people. I think it’s
also to do with the internalized racism of like, I don’t want to be associated with
Chinese-ness. But also, I’ve not come across that may Chinese people, even. That
like, gap in thing that I like - growing up liking indie music, and art it’s 38

M: - It’s things you were exposed to through being in the diaspora.
A: Yeah and also pursuing a career that I want to do, that’s very discouraged if
you’re a diaspora because there’s no money in it. And the whole reason I’m here is
to make my parents migration worth it.
Both Laughing
-Conversation excerpt ends-
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Black, and Hypervisible
In conversation with Yewande Adeniran

Yewande Adeniran was born in Brussels, Belgium. She was raised in North London
in the United Kingdom. Her mother was born in Nigeria, and speaks Yoruba and
English.23 In our conversation, Yewande stated, “There are 520 languages in Nigeria.
My mother was forced to learn English, as it’s the national language. I used to speak
French because I was told it’s important, but have lost it since.” (Adeniran 2018)
Yewande’s mother was her primary caregiver until the age of about seven. From this
point on she was enrolled in British boarding schools. She only saw her mom on
half-term, and holidays. From age 13 onwards she only saw her mother in the
summer holidays.

23

Adeniran, Yewande. 2018. “Marissa Malik in Conversation with Yewande Adeniran.”

40

-Conversation excerpt beginsMarissa: What thoughts and feelings do you have surrounding your identity relative
to language?
Yewande: I don't feel British, I don't feel Belgian and I don't feel Nigerian.
Growing up I could only speak England, the language of my colonial masters. As I
grew into my teens and became more aware of not only my blackness, which is
criminalised daily, but also how my own blackness differed from the norm within
'black' communities. Through the media, only certain types of blackness are
projected and given air time - mine wasn't. I didn't see any people who looked like
me. No awkward clumsy goofy black girls who stanned so hard for My Chemical
Romance they shed a tear when The Black Parade came out. When you add that to
the fact that when I was in the company of other Nigerians and I couldn’t speak
Yoruba, I felt alienated once again.
So, not only was I being alienated by white society, I was by people who looked like
me. They would make jokes in another language at my expense, just like when white
British people make fun of tourists. Not being able to speak my mother's native
language, quite literally my Mother Tongue is something deeply painful. Growing up
in an alien land, surrounded by people who did not share my experiences and having
to somehow express myself within the confines of a language imposed upon me, is
something that pains me greatly. This is partly to do with my quest to assimilate. I
have 4C hair, I'm quite tall, I'm broad, I'm not up and down like a undercooked
pancake so I'm hyper-visible in whatever I do. But I look distinctively Nigerian and
from a particular tribe - Yoruba.
There are only certain words that can express my appearance, which are in Yoruba.
Our entire culture is based around language as it was the only thing the colonial
master tried to destroy and couldn't. Even though many of us speak English. The
widely popular Nigerian films are in Yoruba, as are the Afrobeats songs we listen to
in the U.K. so is most of Black Twitter. As I got older I made a great effort to learn it
but I still feel a longing to belong. Whenever I join in the jokes from learning Yoruba
as an adult, family friends often laugh and joke and call me 'oyinbo pepper'. To the
best of my knowledge, this means something similar as ‘Oreo’ and ‘Coconut’ to
describe someone is black on the outside but white on the inside. This is a common
experience from people of colour across the diaspora - we don't belong anywhere
and the languages and cultures we sit in between are not ours.
-Conversation excerpt ends41

Double, Double
In conversation with Marissa Malik
I am a mixed race person of color who belongs to two diasporas. I was born in
Farmington, Connecticut (USA). My father was born in Karachi, Pakistan and speaks
Urdu and English. My mother was born in Corpus Christi, Texas and speaks Spanish
and English. I speak English as my first language, and know Spanish at a very basic
level. I have one younger brother who only speaks English. Growing up I had a
nanny who I spent most of my time with from infancy to about six years old. She died
when I was eight. She was white American, and only spoke English. From age six
onwards, my parents were my primary caregivers.
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-Conversation excerpt beginsMarissa 1: What thoughts and feelings do you have surrounding your identity relative
to language?
Marissa 2: I am doubly diasporic.
Stasis. I remember asking my father why he wouldn’t teach me Urdu. He told me I
wouldn’t need it; Spanish was more relevant in the States and I would learn it at
school. I think he presumed I wanted to live out my life in America as he did. That I
wanted to be as white as possible.
While my interlocutors find themselves torn between two “places”, I tread three.
Mexico, Pakistan, and America. I think it is more difficult to subvert norms and
perform dissent by receding into ancestral ways of thinking when you feel split
between the alignments you embody; not truely claimed by any of them. Never
enough.
While treading a fine line of racism from the white gaze by reinforcing the notions
that people of color are not proficient - (insert colonial tongue of that geographic
region) - speakers, and also wrangling with the lost inheritance of languages that
have occured, - the choice of language is not there, and in spite of this, they expect
us to have our ancestral tongues and are disappointed when we can’t play the role of
the exotic trophies. The minstrel show cannot continue if the parts of us you mock do
not endure. But alas, I’m wrong. The show will always continue; reinventing itself
however needed or wanted. As time passes, their laughing will become deeper, and
I’ll have to squint my eyes and cup my ears to recognize it.
The language is gone; and I’m associating it with a negative. Creating trauma around
it. A Pavlovian “stop”. Like First Nations’ and indigenous cultural erasure.The
extension of power through domination beyond direct violence with the body. Cutting
ancestral sources. The taking of tongues from mouths. Silenced, silenced, silenced.
We spend our days defending our ancestors and “cultures” to the end of our breath,
then turn around and wrangle the violence our communities hurl at us as well. We
defend from the white, xenophobic gaze.24
-Conversation excerpt ends-

Anzaldua, Gloria. 1987. Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. 3rd ed. San
Francisco, CA: Spinsters/Aunt Lute.
24
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-Conversation excerpt beginsMarissa 1: Let’s keep remembering. I was seven years old, taking my first
“standardized” test at the small American public school I attended. It was the kind of
test with lots of bubbles to color in, and you’re required to fill out bits of information
about yourself and family. I stared down at the part of the exam that read
ETHNICITY. Underneath this word were five options: White, Black, Hispanic, Asian,
American Indian. Ms Bonelli was instructing us clearly about what to fill in for the
bubbles, but here, she fell silent a moment. When her voice sounded again, she
said, “Now everyone bubble in their ethnicity.” Students heads’ turned downwards
and pencils began moving. There was no further explanation, and the usual soft,
sing-song tone of her words had fallen flat.
I was unsure what to put. I had heard Mom say before that she is “Hispanic”, and I
knew Dad was from Pakistan. I knew I was both, but there wasn’t an option which fit.
When my confusion was too much to bare, I slowly stood up from my desk and
walked up towards Ms Bonelli. In a meek voice, I pointed to the question and
confessed, “I’m not sure what to fill out.” Ms Bonelli looked at me. I watched her eyes
dart around my face. They rested on my bushy monobrow for a moment, then found
their way back to my eyes. In a low voice she uttered, “You should just…just put
whatever your father.. is.”
I made my way back to my desk. I was one of two people of color in the room. The
other one is Reggie, a black boy. I sat down and stared at the words which read
ETHNICITY again, and again. I think about my Dad. I remember Pakistan is in Asia,
and color in the “Asian” bubble. I realize the young white boy next to me is craning
his neck to see what I’ve chosen. I move my arm to expose the answer, and look
over so that my eyes meet his. He finally asks “What did you pick?”
“Asian,” I said confidently. “My Dad is from Pakistan, which is in Asia.” The boy
cocked his head in confusion. He laughed.
“You’re not Asian. Asian people are from China and Japan, and have eyes like this-!”
He pulled horizontally at the skin on the sides of his eyes, making his eyes narrow
and his skin go red. “Plus, you’re brown, Marissa.”
I hung my head,erased the neatly colored in bubble, and struck a line through the
middle of the word ETHNICITY.
The conflation of ethnicity and race reinforces race as a biologically correlated.
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Marissa 2: When Spanish classes first started at age 12, children were eager to sit
next to me. They wanted to copy my homework, ask me questions. Everyone knew I
was half-Mexican. I put on the mask of my mother’s Mexican accent with ease. I
often heard it when my mother spoke on the phone to my grandparents, and when
she sang. I quickly took it off, though. I stopped studying for Spanish class at school
because of this feeling I got. I began failing the tests, and hiding my test results. I
had to make it look like I wasn’t trying, and was just “too cool” to speak Spanish in
class in order to maintain the right diaspora myth about myself. I didn’t want people
to know I wasn’t proficient in Spanish. They couldn’t know! But they did.
-Conversation excerpt ends-
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PART III
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Introspections, Commonalities, and Disjunctures
Commonalities
My interlocutors share a national identity of “Britishness”. Angela, Hemanth, and
Yewande were raised in the UK to parents from other nations. I’ve become familiar
with them, and encountered them within the British academy, or within social circles
associated with the academy. All of us hold University level degrees, with the lowest
common denominator being in current progress (full time) towards a Master’s of Arts.

All of us share the latter stated identity-forming elements of being people of color
born and raised in diaspora to parents of migrant status with variant experiences
regarding our ancestral languages. Higher education is key to the aspirational
immigrant journey, which is highlighted through the lives of interlocutors; all of whom
share experiences moving through University level British academic spaces

We all engage in the arts as a form of creative expression in strive towards social
justice. Yewande runs a program which teaches young women and gender
non-binary people how to DJ. Hemanth is an artist and psychiatrist. He makes
artwork regarding critical perspectives about queerness, and race. Angela curates an
art and ecology platform which centers decoloniality in climate change discourse. I
am a visual artist.
We all speak the colonial language of English as our first language.
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Introspections, Commonalities, and Disjunctures
Disjunctures

I have purposely left a clear disjuncture between what I am choosing to analyse in
depth (academic journals, books) and what I am not (the interviews of my
interlocutors). Firstly, due to the limits of the paper’s word count. Second, because I
want the voices of my interlocutors to present in as raw, uncurated a format as
possible while working within this Western academic structure. There are key
elements, however, of their words I’d like to highlight and interpret further.

Hemanth’s words bring up crucial elements of how race and language at the
intersection of gender and sex contributes to the upholding of hegemony. His words
demark how language is not only raced, but gendered.25 He exposes institutionally
upheld femme-phobia, and the demonization of queerness. Homi Bhabha’s “Mimic
Man” puts on a mask of whiteness26, and Hem contributes heterosexuality to the
construction of said mask. Hem conveys a literal dramaturgy in his practical exam
via having to consciously manipulate his habitus to fit the metropolitan norm. His
gender was hyper-real as a performance.

Angela’s words expose the toxic, insidious battle white supremacy instill into people
of color through her interactions with her former housemate. The mutual shaming
they performed in order to disparage one another's’ identity, competency of Western
norms, and legitimate languages was clear. She also portrayed her issues with
language attrition27 at the intersection of identity formation; contesting her own status
as a multilingual person.

Yewande’s words evince a nuance in the pan-African experience which is often
overlooked due to the domination of Americanized representations of blackness. She
Milani, Tommaso M., ed. 2018. Queering Language, Gender and Sexuality. 1st ed.
Bhabha, Homi K. 2004. The Location of Culture. London ; New York: Routledge.
27
Mohdin, Aamna. n.d. “Even If You’ve Forgotten the Language You Spoke as a Child, It Still Stays
with You.” Quartz.
25
26
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expresses how she is unable to connect with representations of blackness which are
visible, because they do not address her second generation Yoruba-ness in their
scope. She discusses how language operates as a barrier between her and the
connection she feels to her heritage, which she is forced to confront because of her
constant, hypervisible racialization. Yewande being hypervisible is attributed to
colorism and anti-blackness. Black people like her experience specific types of
extreme racial violence from this.
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Introspections, Commonalities, and Disjunctures
Introspections
I am thinking about Bhabha’s “Mimic Man”; the idea that he proposes where people
of color who don the “right” way of speaking pose a threat to the metropolitan culture
because they prove the biological essence of whiteness wrong. The “Mimic Man”
reflects the colonizer back to him, and poses a threat to the metropolitan norm.28

Expanding on this, Puwar asserts that “Those who don the right way of speaking and
the associated manners as a white mask on their non-white skins do not simply pick
it up and put it down as and when required. This would be too much of a mechanical
and voluntaristic reading of the mask. Instead, we need to think of it as being
acquired slowly through time by moving through white “civilizing” spaces
(educational, neighbourhoods, friends, and institutional positions)” (2004: 110).

But how do multiracial folks reckon with this idea of “legitimate language” as a mask
that is slowly built up over time? When the white mask is the only one you are given
through the withholding of your ancestry, and you are raised in a diasporic immigrant
home yet simultaneously a white “civilizing” space - does this still hold true?

A mask is a foreign body cloaking ones flesh in a facade; but when whiteness and
the empire live within your brown/black skin, and your mother’s skin fades red much
faster than yours in the sunlight, are you the colonizer or the colonized? Which
ancestors are you evoking, and which ancestral tongue is yours to speak or lament?

How does this manifest as a “white mask” when this is an intrinsic part of a non-white
person? When their parent is white, but their skin is brown? How does this multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-diasporic - person reckon with aspects of imperial

28

Bhabha, Homi K. 2004. The Location of Culture. London ; New York: Routledge.
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culture and the “soft things” imposed on them, but also construct their ancestral
narrative? Sometimes decolonizing oneself often feels like a futile battle.

You are told that you are the ‘future’; you are told that you are the embodiment of a
national myth. The melting pot where many have gathered. Gathered? Come?
Arrived? Or - Brought. Stolen. Taken. Displaced.

Now they hurry at the beck and call of capital.

Language is an open wound. To speak the tongue, and only the tongue, of the white
Western majority is to submit to a violent colonial history every day.
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Conclusion
It is difficult for me to present this research as someone impacted by the systems I
am analysing - especially knowing that it is possible this work will be disparaged as
“me-search”; charged from a political context of “identity politics”.

Regardless, the analysis I present grows from the claims that colonialism has
decimated ancestral bodies of knowledge. We currently see neocolonial violence
which reinforces the insidious system of white supremacy29 as a driving factor in
language erasure through my a priori synthesis of texts above, the recountings of my
interlocutors, and my personal experiences. The liberal myth of “equality”, which
relies on a false ethical foundation and supposedly embraces “multiculturalism”, is a
guise to support this system, as we see that space, respect, and privilege is not
given to cultural production from the Global South, nor its diasporic communities.
Rather, the West continues to manipulate and mine the world for its benefit, and
furthermore, the benefit of specific people within the borders that delineate it. This
has caused a destabilization in the identity formation and place-making of many

29

Mills, Charles W. 1997. The Racial Contract. Cornell University Press. 7.
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second generation people of color through the complex relationships that exist in
using colonial tongues, their “mother tongue(s)”, and languages as a whole. This
point is expressed in various iterations through the words of my interlocutors.

Language erasure occurs slowly by the faces of clocks, and quickly by the tongues
of each passing generation. The erasure is not seen as an erasure, but often, a well
intentioned conditioning. An erasure is an obliteration. Obliteration falsely connotes a
rapidity; that something might disappear out of existence all at once. That it disobeys
the construct of time, and space. We must remember that in the case of language
erasure, this is not true.

Thus, the search and reclaiming of “mother tongue(s)” as a reach towards
multilingualism that does not just center around the home, but transcends into
educational formats, and destabilizes structures of oppression, is crucial.

There is a lack of nuance in terms of what is visible, respected, and expected within
a set of diasporic experiences. When you are told you are Mexican, but all of the
people you know who identify as Mexican speak Spanish and you do not, it is of no
surprise that you consider yourself “less”. That you live and carry simultaneous
shame for a lack of language ability, and privilege for a with your relationship to
Empire.

How does one imagine a future which is built on a recognition for second generation
people of color’s identities’ and supports a true attempt at hybridity? Multilingualism?
Resources must be allocated to allow this to happen successfully outside of the
home; beyond the heterosexual, nuclear, conjugal unit. Additionally, the ability to
identify with one’s heritage(s) without shame in the validity one holds as a person
belonging there, is key to ancestral healing and futurity. Some second generation
people of color have their mother tongue(s), and some don’t. Some live somewhere
in the intersections of the two; dreaming in Cantonese one night and forgetting the
simplest of words the next.
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Furthermore, while it is important to acknowledge racist confines which build an
expectation that English, (French, Spanish, languages of colonizers, etc.) would not
be a person of color’s first language, I argue that people of color (with the capability
and resources) must not use this as something which pushes them away from
forsaking ancestral knowledges. To give in to this is to validate the false
“humanization” of people of color when they adhere to the metropolitan culture.
Potentiated power resides in availability and accessibility of non Western ancestral
knowledges, and we must work towards a future that not only accounts for this, but
takes it on board in practice.
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