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I woke up at 5 a.m, took a shower and put on my best uniform. Before I left 

the room, I looked at the mirror once more, paying special attention to my red 

beret. I was in Brasilia attending the last round of the Global Challenge, a 

competition promoted by the Military System of Schools that selects the best 

delegates to attend the Harvard Model United Nations in Boston. 

My interviewer was an elegant man with extremely shiny shoes. He asked 

me what I liked most about Military School. “The uniform,'' I promptly 

replied, “it means that all students are seen as equals.” I lied. Earlier that 

year, I decided to let my natural afro hair grow as a way to show my proud 

African heritage. My afro, however, was considered a violation of the 

school's dress code, and countless were the warnings I had received 

for my “messy” hair. The uniform, in theory a symbol of equality, 

became one of oppression.  

After the interview, I was greeted by my school’s principal whose words I will never 

forget: “Sometimes, being the best is not enough. You have to look like 

the best,” he said, placing his heavy hand on my shoulder. I was incredulous—I 

would not be selected because of my hair. I tried to breathe, but oxygen 

couldn’t reach my lungs as if someone had punched me in the stomach.  

I spent the following nights awake, thinking about what had happened. I 

knew it was a mild symptom of a disease that has been infecting Brazilian 

society for centuries: racism.  I became obsessed with understanding how 

racism shaped Brazilian history from culture to politics. During my 

research, I came across shocking numbers—even though we make up 

30% of the population, black women constitute only 2% of Congress. It felt like 

the punch got deeper, but now I wanted to punch back. I needed to 

change these numbers, to be a lawmaker, a politician, someone up there. In 

my epiphany, I found out about Parlamento Jovem, a program in which 

students write bills to be voted by the National Congress in Brasilia. I 

didn’t think twice before applying. That was the opportunity I was looking for. 

There I was again in Brasilia, but now in the National Congress, the greatest symbol 

of power in my country. This time, it was not only my hair that was loose; I 

was 



loose as well, talking openly about social injustices and the lack of representation in 

Brazil's political body. In another move to do more, I decided to run for House 

president.  

On election day, as I climbed to the stage to give my speech, flashbacks of my 

previous visit to Brasilia hit me…the shiny shoes, the principal’s words, the lack of 

faith in myself. I was taken over by paralyzing anxiety. Will people even listen to 

me? But I also remembered the numbers. “It’s time for the 2% to be heard,” I 

thought as I grabbed the microphone. I was less articulate than I would have liked 

to be, but I saw my colleagues paying close attention to my words. As I went on, I 

gained more confidence until the words flowed as if I had spent nights practicing. I 

left the stage with shouts of “You represent me!” ringing in my ears.  

I won.  

While people like my principal think being myself could hinder me from success, it 

was my faith in who I am that allowed me to be confident, reaching a position of 

power. I will always remember this moment of boldness because, in the end, the 

ones who speak up make history. Now, every time I look in the mirror, I see more 

than just beautiful hair. I see a fundamental feature of my heritage and self-esteem 

working as a constant reminder of where I came from, who I am, and where I want 

to get. 


