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            Pigeonholed

         

         When I arrived in London for the first time, as a twenty-three-year-old to do a postgraduate diploma in journalism, I realised I had developed a couple of ticks. The first was that whenever I entered a room full of people, I always checked to see if my fly was down; the other was that whenever I saw a black person, I gave them a nod. There was a logic to these idiosyncrasies. I was raised in Stevenage in Hertfordshire, the youngest of three sons born to Barbadian parents, and had studied French and Russian at Heriot-Watt University in Edinburgh. Apart from a gap year teaching English to Eritrean students in Sudan, I had not lived around many black people beyond my immediate family.

         So when I entered a pub in most Scottish cities or any rural area in Britain, there was always this fragment of silence as I single-handedly integrated the space. A barely perceptible instant, when the dart appeared to hover on 2its way to the board and the flow of beer hung suspended between tap and glass – a shard of time long enough for me to notice, but short enough that anyone might claim you were imagining it. It was precisely in this fraction of plausible deniability that I would check that my zipper was up – in the knowledge that, for a fraction of a second, eyes would be on me.

         The nod was, to some extent, an echo of the same experience. For, since I rarely saw other black people, I wanted to acknowledge their presence and affirm my own. Nothing elaborate. Just a brief recognition of impromptu, fleeting, wafer-thin solidarity based on nothing other than the assumption that they too may check their fly when entering a crowded room. A sign that, while I might be isolated, I was not entirely alone. No conversation was required; a nod would do.

         Once I arrived in London, these ticks – so ingrained I barely knew I was doing them; so reflexive that I struggled not to do them – became redundant. The moments of silence on my entry into public space evaporated. Beer flowed unhindered, darts flew unencumbered. No one was looking at me. There were many black people in most social spaces. When I nodded at people, they either looked back 3in bewilderment, as though I were a simpleton, or aggressively, as if I were facing them down, while I took on the persona of a nodding dog.

         Coming into journalism in the early nineties, and book writing in the late nineties, was a bit like going into a rural pub. Black people were scarce. It would be an exaggeration to claim that you could to fit us all in a phone box – but a couple of those UberXL minivans would have done the job.

         According to a Guardian report in 1999 – six years after I started my career – Britain’s entire non-white journalism corps in mainstream national newspapers comprised twenty-eight reporters, ten editors and one columnist across sixteen titles. In seven of those publications, which together accounted for approximately half of all UK newspaper circulation, there was just one journalist of colour or none at all.1 This was the year the Macpherson report into the death of Stephen Lawrence came out, introducing a significant section of the British public (and press) to the concept of institutional racism. Almost two decades later, black journalists made up 0.2 per cent of staff members at UK outlets, compared to black Britons making up 3 per cent of the country as a whole, according to a Reuters Institute for Journalism study published in 2016.2 4

         Publishing, if anything, was worse. Two decades after that Guardian report the Police Evidence Centre found publishing and architecture the most elitist within the creative sector, with more than 58 per cent of those working within it coming from privileged backgrounds compared to 37 per cent of British workers as a whole. Since non-white people are more likely to be working class, racial exclusion was, of course, compounded and enabled by class elitism. Using raw data from a 2019 Labour Force Survey, PEC researchers could show that publishing was the whitest within the creative sector with only 5 per cent minorities.3 According to a 2019 report by the Sutton Trust and the Social Mobility Commission, columnists are more likely to have attended private school and Oxbridge than High Court judges or members of the House of Lords.4 (In an era of polarisation and populism, it is a reasonable, if not quite provable, assumption that the unrepresentative nature of the media has some bearing on publishing and journalism’s struggles to be relevant.) So when I started my career as a journalist, back in 1993, my racial presence was conspicuous.

         And in the time it took my colleagues to work out what my presence signified, I would check my metaphorical fly, 5hyper-vigilant that I was not inadvertently laying myself open to ridicule, stereotype or worse, and keep nodding to the small, relatively junior group of non-white staff to whom the task of managing integration had, primarily, fallen. There was the day I had to explain to one senior editor why another senior editor should not use the ‘n-word’ during the morning editorial conference; the time I had to explain to union officials why they should not be drinking in the pub that the union voted to boycott because an Asian colleague had been racially abused there; or the colleague I had to upbraid after he said ‘I’d be in for a hiding’ if I ever wrote about reparations again.

         But those were not the only expectations I had to manage, for the presence of black journalists, not unreasonably, prompted some black people to think that coverage might change. They hoped that the paper might deal with the black community with more empathy, approaching issues particularly relating to the black community more sympathetically and issues of racism in a more sophisticated manner. They would approach me with stories they felt weren’t getting enough recognition, chide me about problematic editorials and other articles that I had nothing to do with, and questioned me about why we had so many more 6correspondents in Europe than we did in Africa. I was criticised for not having covered the black trans community or Angola, asked why I continually dwell on black people in poverty when so many are excelling, and how come I got to present a documentary about Sean Combs (aka P. Diddy) when I clearly know nothing about hip-hop.

         They call this the ‘burden of representation’. For the purposes of this lecture, I will define it as the pressure exerted upon that relatively small group of people from under-represented communities who break through into elite spaces to embody, amplify, explain or advocate a set of needs, aspirations and interests relating to the community from which they come. That pressure may come from above, below, within and outwith, from those with power and those without; it may be driven by demands that are reactionary, progressive, reductive, enlightened, desperate or deluded.

         In her 2021 autobiography, The Year of Yes, African American TV super-producer Shonda Rhimes, who was responsible for Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal and Bridgerton, referred to it as the painful rite of passage for those she describes as FOD – first, only and different. ‘When you are an FOD,’ she writes, ‘you are saddled with that burden 7of extra responsibility – whether you want it or not. This wasn’t just my shot. It was ours.’

         It is a term often attributed to the African American essayist James Baldwin, who consistently addressed the issue, even if he may never have used those precise words. For example, in the spring of 1963, not long after the segregationists had turned their dogs and hoses on young black people in Birmingham, Alabama, he gave a talk at Howard University, a prestigious, historically black college in Washington, DC.

         Afterwards, over a few glasses of Johnnie Walker Black, he told the students: ‘Here’s how matters stand. I, Jimmy Baldwin, as a black writer, must in some way represent you. Now, you didn’t elect me and I didn’t ask for it, but here we are. Everything I write will in some way reflect on you. So … what do we do? I’ll make you a pledge. If you will promise your elder brother that you will never, ever accept any of the many derogatory, degrading and reductive definitions that society has ready for you, then I, Jimmy Baldwin, promise I shall never betray you.’5

         It was not, for reasons I will go into, a promise that could ever really be kept. But his message to them nonetheless raises a range of questions: ‘Do black writers 8have a particular responsibility that others do not have?’; ‘How is it possible to represent people to whom you are not accountable?’; and ‘Who decides what amounts to betrayal?’ It demands a reckoning with, among other things, what we mean by creative freedom, artistic responsibility, engaged writing, propaganda and the politics of identity and representation.

         These are questions that pre-dated Baldwin.

         In 1926, one of the Harlem Renaissance’s poet laureates, Langston Hughes, wrote an essay, ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain’.6 ‘The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp criticism and misunderstanding from his own group and unintentional bribes from the whites,’ writes Hughes. ‘“Oh, be respectable, write about nice people, show how good we are,” say the Negroes. “Be stereotyped, don’t go too far, don’t shatter our illusions about you, don’t amuse us too seriously. We will pay you,” say the whites.’

         Hughes effectively wrote a manifesto. ‘We younger Negro artists who create, now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries 9and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.’

         This lecture is not a call to arms, but a reflection about representation, power and responsibility, and how we navigate them. I am going to discuss it primarily in relation to issues of race and racism as they relate to writing because that is where I have, primarily, experienced it. But it is an issue by no means limited to race or literature. The issue could just as easily be addressed through gender, sexual orientation, religion, ethnicity or any of the other rogue cast of characters that comprise what we commonly refer to as identity. And I might just as easily come across it, albeit in a different way, in politics, business, music or sport.

         I felt compelled to focus on this because it raises issues that have framed, frustrated, informed, inspired, impeded and inflected my entire working life as a writer. I both resent this burden for the limitations and intrusion that comes with it, and am grateful for the anchor and purpose it provides.

         At this point, I feel the need to emphasise that, in this 10regard, ‘I am not’, in the words of Zora Neale Hurston, ‘tragically coloured’. I have had, and indeed am having, a long, rewarding and fulfilling career that has taken me across the globe, introduced me to amazing people and allowed me to witness incredible, historical moments, none of which would have been possible without wonderful colleagues and generous mentors. The fact that I have had to work hard and fight tenaciously for those opportunities does not distinguish me from most other writers. It is the type of work that I have at times had to do – and avoid – and the fights that I have had to wage that make this lecture possible and, I hope, necessary. ‘No, I do not weep at the world,’ wrote Hurston. ‘I am too busy sharpening my oyster knife.’7
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