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We learn to handle negative comments when we become
adults; at that stage negative comments don't seem to
bother us that much. While some might argue that criti-
cism is there to help us and improve, some negative
comments that we receive from our peers and elders do
not point at our mistakes but rather target things about
us that we might not be able to change. Some, on the
other hand, make us doubt our capabilities. When
impressionable children and teenagers are at the receiv-
ing end of these remarks, they can leave permanent
dents on self-esteem. Listed below are some examples.

CASUAL COLOURISM

Imagine a situation where a little girl is taken to a wed-
ding ceremony and she meets a distant relative for the
first time. So this relative, in the midst of a casual con-
versation, says, “She looks just like her mother! Except
she's not as fair-skinned.” That little girl develops a
belief that skin colour determines beauty and you have
to be “fair” in order to be considered “lovely”. With the
added onslaught of fairness cream ads, her confidence
and self-esteem will continue to shrink as she steps into
her teens, unless there is someone to explain why the
whole situation is ridiculous. The closest person to me
who has gone through such a situation is my 9 year old
sister, and I've had to explain the concept of colourism
to her and why she shouldn't pay any attention to it. An
individual's cognitive capacities mature during mid-
childhood when the person develops a general evalua-
tion of oneself. During this delicate phase, children tend
to internalise the sentiments behind harsh words. They
grow up with feelings of “not being good enough”,
which in turn hamper their self-confidence during ado-
lescence.

“This issue is a real one but for some reason, people
still don't want to accept that. I myself had to face such
comments frequently and let's say for a very long time |
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didn't see myself as I do now. But then I made some
friends who helped me get out of that mindset. I'm
grateful for them but this is a social issue and kids con-
tinue to get bombarded with negative remarks about the
colour of their skin,” says Maliha Tasfia*, 17

GOOD FOR NOTHING

Most of us can recall the countless times we have had to
hear this statement from our parents, teachers and
peers. One might say that such remarks
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did badly at school games and activities, they insulted
me without even realising it. Their lack of positive
encouragement and ongoing put-downs made me
believe | was a total loser as a child and as a teen. Now
that I'm an adult, I can see my parents are just humans
and their actions and words reflect their upbringing and
their parents. | am not angry at them.
Nonetheless, it's still something that affects
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opment is easily affected. What we don't sometimes
realise is that our day-to-day conduct shape the way the
younger ones in our society will act for the rest of their
lives. Children who receive ample and balanced social
support display healthy levels of self-esteem and few
behavioral issues.

LOOKS

My “small, oriental-looking” eyes or the shape of my
nose have always seemed to bother people for some
reason. And the fact that these people were “adults” now
horrifies me. For a long time, [ had a firm belief that
only people with big eyes and pointy noses were beauti-
ful, and I used to blame my genes for everything. Now,
you should ask, why did I even let myself be bothered
with such remarks? My fault, I guess, was that | was just
being a naive child who didn't know better. Negative
messages that we encounter are not always necessarily
meant to personally attack us, but rather come from a
lack of awareness. It might have been a casual “your eyes
are so big and beautiful but why does your daughter
have such chinky eyes?” for my mother but to a child,
those words simply meant “you're ugly”.

As we grow up, the stronger among us get over all
these negativity, but the world would be a much better
place, and we would have more confident, happy indi-
viduals without these wounding remarks. It's not
humanly possible to escape negativity all the time, but
exposing children to it so early in life creates broken
people. Awareness is necessary, and it is also important

for us to make sure that we are always being encouraging

and not only being critical.
*Some names were changed at the request of the inter-
viewees.
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