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Remember, Mum,
when | Mocked You?

BY IRSHAD MANJI

Ty, ear Mum:

B 1 am ashamed. I am an
¥ immigrant woman, like

you, But because one of us is “more
immigrant” than the other, one of

us is more oppressed than the other.

Thanks to me.

Since childhood, Mum, I have
oppressed you. I have ridiculed your
accent, told you not to cook curry,
demanded that you speak English in
public, called you “cute” when you
made people chuckle, and thought
you “stupid” when you made them
uncomfortable.

Do you remember, Mum, the
lunch my university held to honor
its scholarship winners? You sat next
to the university ptesident. We were
discussing languages; after pointing
out the smallest accents can cause
the biggest misunderstandings, you
explained how most people inter-
pret your pronunciation of “beach”
as “birch.” Do you remember that
our entire table fell silent? The pres-
ident cleared his throat and my
shacked 80-year-old neighbor whis-
peted, “Oh my!”

In retrospect, your story was
funny. I should have laughed with
you, Instead, I felt like crawling
under the table and shouting,

“Forgive her—she knows not what
she does. She is an immigrant!”
Worse yet, Mum, one horribly racist
and patronizing thought kept pop-
ping into my mind: “How many,
times have I warned my immigrant
mother not to embarrass me like
this?”

That, Mum, was one in a string
of racist and patronizing thoughts
about you. I can recall, as a 10-year-
old at a sleepover with the
Brownies, sharing Rice Krispies
rreats that you—‘my Mum,” I
proudly said—had made forthe
gang.”

But when the all-white gang
examined the treats with scrunched-
up noses, then spat out what they
had just bitcen into, my heart sank.
Rarchier than defending you, 1
ridiculed you. “My murn has got to
be the yuckiest cook in the world,” 1
giggled to break the tension.

“She probably put curry in
these!” someone screamed above our
laughter. That’s right, owr laughter.
Mine included. I decided not to
explain to them that the wreats
looked and tasted a bit differenc
because you had made them with
colored and not plain marshmal-
lows. It was easier simply to laugh at
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! and “gross” immigrant
ways. It 5 easier to let my
“friends” oppress me. It was easier to
ler them let me oppress you.

And, mum, if this behavior is
OK for a 10-year-old, it’s not OK
for a 22-year-old. So why, just last
week, did I lecture you like an over-
worked immigration officer would?
Why did I react this way to a
Muslim woman whose guts and
brains allowed her to divorce an
abusive husband, stand up to
manipulative lawyers, fill out her
own tax forms and gather enough
money to have a house built while
dealing with contractors’ delays?

I reacted this way because lurking
within me is the memory of you as
an Avon Lady: baby in one arm,
make-up bag in the other, able to
sputter only a few English words,
and missing home profoundly.
Mine is the memory of an immi-
grant image that my friends and
their friends consider shameful.

Occasionally, at least, Mum, I
have taken pride in watching you
flaunt our immigrant past. When
you appeared at parent-teacher
nights in a sari, or brought samosas

to my school parties, I didn’t run for
covet. How could I run when [ saw
people gasp at your beauty in that
sequined sari? How could I run
when I heard them praising your
samosas?

How could { oppress you when I
sense approval, not oppression, from
others?

Mum, please recognize—help all
immigrant mothers to recognize—
that their raised-in-Canada kids can
be just as oppressive as we can be
oppressed. We will swallow the
intimidation of others, then regurgi-
tate it on those whom we believe,
because others believe, least repre-
sent Canada, those who are most
vulnerable yet most forgiving, our
mothers.

That's why I wish I could stand
atop a mountain and yell to every
immigrant woman below about
their children: “Learn to separate
your children’s constructive advice
from your children’s destructive crit-
icism. Take thgi;advice. Don't take
their criticism!

I opened this letter by confessing
that I'm ashamed. Let me close,
Mum, by saying I'm sorry.
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