
  
    
  


  What people are saying about
 THE BEIGING OF AMERICA

“Race in America has been changing for a while now. Racism is far from gone — it is no less pervasive and vicious than ever it was. But in the current generation have arisen the insistent voices of people whose ancestries and identities are more complex than we ever thought possible. They are not just black, nor just white, nor just brown or yellow or red. They frequently own two or more racial identities — and one of those identities often is mixed. The contributors in THE BEIGING OF AMERICA tells us their stories, in their own voices. Every American should read this book and heed these voices. This is our racial future.”

— Paul Spickard, Professor of History, Asian American Studies, and Black Studies at UC Santa Barbara, author of Race in Mind: Critical Essays (2015)

“THE BEIGING OF AMERICA points towards the next generation of first-person narratives about the ‘mixed race experience,’ including those stories that go beyond the usual hand-wringing over census boxes to consider, more pressingly, the where and when of racial justice for peoples of color, ‘mixed’ or not.”

— Michele Elam, professor, Professor at Stanford University, author of The Souls of Mixed Folk: Race, Politics, and Aesthetics in the New Millennium (2011)

“THE BEIGING OF AMERICA shows the country in full color. The essays successfully crumble dichotomies and reveal the shared humanity underneath.”

— Shannon Luders-Manuel, writer/editor author of Being Biracial: Where Our Secret Worlds Collide: Educators’ Guide (2016)

“THE BEIGING OF AMERICA is a wonderful addition to the canon of mixed race literature. This fine collection of personal narratives further demonstrates both the complexities of the mixed race experience and how multiplicity can be a source of pain and ridicule, as well as pride and self-acceptance. These stories remind us that the fluidity of identities and the demographic shifts that are occurring in the U.S. are not to be ignored or buried, but rather discussed openly and honestly, engaging in the uncomfortable discussions of racism, white supremacy and the power words have even in the most intimate spaces, such as family. These testimonies remind us of the importance to acknowledge and embrace our differences both within ourselves and collectively if we are to become a post-racist society. Bravo!”

— Rudy P. Guevarra Jr., author of Becoming Mexpino: Multiethnic Identities and Communities in San Diego (2012)
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  The Bill of Rights for People of Mixed Heritage

I have the right:


    	not to justify my existence in this world


    	not to keep the races separate within me


    	not to be responsible for people’s discomfort with my physical ambiguity


    	not to justify my ethnic legitimacy

  

I have the right:


    	to identify myself differently than strangers expect me to identify


    	to identify myself differently than how my parents identify me


    	to identify myself differently than my brothers and sisters


    	to identify myself different in different situations

  

I have the right:


    	to create a vocabulary to communicate about being multiracial


    	to change my identity over my lifetime — and more than once


    	to have loyalties and identify with more than one group of people


    	to freely choose whom I befriend and love

  

— Maria P. P. Root (1994)


  SERIES EDITOR’S NOTE



THE 2LP EXPLORATIONS IN DIVERSITY SERIES encourages an open dialogue, one that poses questions about topics that have either been elided or not delved into as extensively in American society. It’s a series about engaging in a novel conversation that re-examines diversity and identity politics in the twenty-first century. It’s a series that questions and disrupts the status quo; that breaks long-held codes of silence; that poses uncomfortable questions that often don’t have clear-cut answers or solutions. It’s a series that explores ideas about the ways in which diversity and multiculturalism will shape ongoing conversations for future generations. It’s a series that reaches readers from all walks of life and doesn’t seek only to be academic in nature and theory.

The first volume in the series What Does It Mean to Be White in America?: Breaking the White Code of Silence, A Collection of Personal Narratives was published in April 2016 and co-edited by Gabrielle David and myself. This collection of eighty-two personal narratives reflects a vibrant range of stories from white Americans who speak frankly and openly about race, not only as it applies to people of color, but as it applies to themselves. In answering the question, some may offer viewpoints one may not necessarily agree with, but nevertheless, it is clear that each contributor is committed to answering it as honestly as possible. It features an introduction by racial justice educator and writer, Debby Irving, and an afterword by award-winning poet, author and scholar, Tara Betts. The purpose of What Does It Mean to Be White in America? is to, as Irving points out in her introduction, break the code of silence so we can engage in frank conversations about race.

The second volume, Black Lives Have Always Mattered: A Collection of Essays, Poems, and Personal Narratives, edited by Abiodun Oyewole, extends beyond the Black Lives Matter movement’s principle concern of police brutality to acknowledge that when affronted with slavery, segregation and Jim Crow, racial injustice and inequality, black lives have always mattered. While many of the contributors in this collection are African American activists, poets, scholars, and writers, there are selections from people who identify as mixed race, from those of the Latino and African diasporas and white activists. In these seventy-nine selections divided into five sections, a classroom workshop setting is enacted on the page. It’s a learning experience in which the poetic, essay, and personal narrative forms speak to one another about embracing a diversity of ideas even if one thinks one knows all there is to know about race in American society.

Similarly, the third volume The Beiging of America: Personal Narratives About Being Mixed Race in the 21st Century seeks to extend this conversation. Its title was inspired by Hua Hsu’s 2009 article in The Atlantic titled “The End of White America?”, where he notes, “According to an August 2008 report by the U.S. Census Bureau — those groups currently categorized as racial minorities — blacks and Hispanics, East Asians and South Asians, will account for a majority of the U.S. population by the year 2042.”[1] In 2003, when I was a senior in college, there was a discussion about race in one of my classes. I can’t recall the text we were reading, but there was a white male student who mentioned that the white race was diminishing in the U.S. I remember his tone was elegiac and filled with deep anxiety and concern. Some three years later, I remember having a conversation with a white man who stated that as the races continue to mix in America there would be an end to racism. I soon began to be the one who was filled with anxiety and concern because this solution seemed to be antinomy and too simplistic.

Alexandros Orphanides stated on his NPR commentary titled “Why Mixed Race Americans Will Not Save the Country”:

. . . but this hope that a mixed race future will result in a paradise of interracial and ethnically-ambiguous babies is misleading. It presents racism as passive — a vestigial reflex that will fade with the presence of interracial offspring, rather than as an active system that can change with time.[2]

At the core of this argument is the refusal to admit the role that the system of white supremacy plays in racial identity politics; racial mixture does not eradicate racism and white supremacy, it makes it more complex. In a perfect world scenario, one could fervently believe that racial mixture can indeed end racism, but this scenario suggests that conversations are not necessary, or rather that they are too disruptive and don’t provide meaningful solutions. There are conversations on topics that many don’t like to engage in, or choose not to engage in, but they need to remain topics for open discussion, whether they are pleasant or not.

Often I have found myself in conversations about race with colleagues, friends, and relatives in which I have been told, “Why is it so important for you to always point out the differences?” In my response, I try to articulate the fact that our very differences unite us and demonstrate our diversity of beliefs, ideas, knowledge and values. As the poet and scholar Audre Lorde reminds us, “to break the silence and bridge some of those differences between us, for it is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences to be broken” (44).[3]

No one group can eradicate the harmful stings of racism. The Beiging of America offers first-person narratives that some readers may or may not relate to or agree with, but at the heart of this anthology are writers who have willingly engaged in reflections about the complexities of being mixed race in the twenty-first century. Conversations on complicated and uncomfortable topics such as race must and will continue.■

— Sean Frederick Forbes
 Series Editor
 Thompson, CT
 May 2017
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What We Are: Three Perspectives
 on Being Mixed Race in America

Almighty God created the races white, black, yellow, malay and red, and he placed them on separate continents. And but for the interference with his arrangement there would be no cause for such marriages. The fact that he separated the races shows that he did not intend for the races to mix.

— Judge Bazile, Commonwealth v. Loving, January 22, 1965.[1]

I believe all Americans, no matter their race, no matter their sex, no matter their sexual orientation, should have the same freedom to marry . . . . I am still not a political person, but I am proud that Richard’s and my name is on a court case that can help reinforce the love, the commitment, the fairness, and the family that so many people, black or white, young or old, gay or straight, seek in life. I support the freedom to marry for all. That’s what Loving, and loving, are all about.

— Mildred Loving, June 12, 2007
 (on the fortieth anniversary of Loving v. Virginia)[2]

Recollecting Mixed Race Childhoods

LOCATED ON THE GEORGIA/FLORIDA state line, roughly forty-five minutes from Tallahassee, in Lowndes Country, Valdosta, Georgia is in many ways a typical Southern city. Incorporated almost eight months before the start of the American Civil War on December 7, 1860, Valdosta would–over the course of the conflict–serve as a refuge for those escaping the war’s ever-growing fronts; indeed, as a wartime sanctuary, Valdosta’s population swelled during General Sherman’s fateful “March to the Sea,” a scorched earth policy which culminated in the seizure of Savannah, Georgia on December 10, 1864. During Reconstruction (1865-1877), more than one hundred newly freed African Americans emigrated from Lowndes Country to Liberia; however, many stayed, working as sharecroppers and tenant farmers in nearby plantations. As the nation bore witness to the rise of Jim Crow segregation in points west and north, Valdosta (along with close-by Brooks County) became a dangerous place for African American denizens: from 1880 to 1930, Brooks County had the highest number of lynchings in the state; more than 500 African Americans fled; and by 1922, the Ku Klux Klan was openly holding rallies in Valdosta.

In 1983, my family and I relocated to Valdosta from Suffolk, England; we had previously been stationed at Leakhenheath RFB. At age eight, I was thoroughly unaware that there was such a thing as “the American South”; admittedly, when my father told us we were moving to Georgia, my first thought was that we were going to Eurasia. I did not know at the time that this would be my father’s last deployment: a career Air Force man, Charles Schlund was a CMSGT sent to Valdosta’s Moody Air Force Base. My mother, a Japanese woman, was less than enthusiastic about moving so close to Alabama. Soon after she and my white father married, they made a cross-country trip that took them through the so-called “Heart of Dixie,” where they attempted to eat at an off-the-highway restaurant. They waited for about one hour before leaving and they were not served; they endured what my father described as “knife-sharp looks” and, as my mother recalls, the meanest people she ever encountered. That had occurred almost twenty years prior to my parents’ return to the South with us: two mixed race Cambodian American adoptees.

Of all the places I have lived–Florida, Texas, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Pennsylvania–Valdosta, Georgia was incontrovertibly the most formative. It was here I learned what it meant to be different, unwanted, and othered: my brother and I were the only Asian Americans in our elementary school, and it often felt like we were the only ones of Asian descent in the city. This sense of “nobodiness” (to access Martin Luther King’s evocative characterization) operated in stark contrast to our previous experiences “on base.” On base meant having neighbors whose parents were of different races and children who were, as my mother repeatedly said, “half and half.” On base meant being in classrooms filled with kids who, like me and my brother, were not white and who had moved every two years; as a childhood game of brinksmanship, we would rattle off all the places where we had been stationed. The winner was the child who had gone to what we deemed the most “exotic” locales (usually Okinawa).

By contrast, “off base” was alienating, unfamiliar, and inhospitable. The comforting sameness of military housing, wherein all houses looked alike and all lawns were manicured, gave way to homes of different sizes and unkempt yards. Residential diversity, however, was by no means replicated demographically: this was a white neighborhood. Though I knew we had neighbors, I never saw them. And, the children who lived on our block and in our vicinity were not interested in making any type of acquaintance. Such a sense was repeatedly confirmed on bus rides to and from Sallas Mahone Elementary, which happened to have a Smurf as its mascot. We were repeatedly asked if we had “peed in cokes,” if we knew kung fu, if we ate dogs, and if our mother–due to our mixed race status–was a prostitute. These questions may initially strike a strange chord for those accustomed to a post-racial, post-Obama era; however, it was the 1980s, and the nation was dealing with the aftermath of the Vietnam War and the U.S.-Japan trade war. Not surprisingly, my brother and I were–out of necessity–each other’s best and only friend. The single fond memory I have involves eating boiled peanuts–the saltiness of the snack seemed perfectly suited to the oppressive humidity of the place; and the depressed mushiness of the shell aptly reflected what I recall as one of the darkest times of my life.

Despite profound isolation, my parents–in hindsight–were the ones who had to y the heaviest of burdens insofar as they were, due to racist incidents, forced to tell their children that there were people out there who did not like “our family” and hated “our kind.” It was July 1984. I don’t remember the exact date, though I do remember what happened that day. As we ate our strawberry Pop Tarts, my father told us over breakfast that we were to stay indoors. Defiant, I ran outside and noticed a black mark on our lawn. And though I didn’t realize why at the time, our orange station wagon looked different. Apparently, someone affiliated with the Klan had come during the night and poured gasoline on our lawn in the shape of a cross; that person–or group of people–also keyed our car with phrases telling us to “go back to our country,” “God hates mongrels,” and “the Lord hates race mixers.” We relocated to Austin, Texas the following month. Though I know that my father had officially retired, and I acknowledge that he had likely found his job at Lockheed Martin prior to the discovery of such hate-filled vandalism, I still connect by way of cause and effect the attack on our interracial family, and how our family was forced to move out west.

Such displacements–which assume the form of traumatic memory and take on the registers of homelessness–ineludibly encapsulate my earliest experiences with being “mixed race.” However, as the essays in this collection make clear, the isolation of being multiracial within a still-monoracial world is by no means singular to the reflections of a biracial Cambodian American academic; nor is being mixed race something that must remain hidden. Instead, the contributors of this collection through narrative honesty bring to light a diverse yet interconnected community; they also accentuate a profound love that–when situated against a landmark Supreme Court case–ultimately speaks to the undeniable “beiging of America.”■

—Cathy J. Schlund-Vials
 Willimantic, CT
 March 3, 2017

Remembering Loving v. Virginia

WHAT FOLLOWS IS EQUAL PARTS love story and courtroom drama. It is a tale of interracial romance in the face of seemingly unbeatable odds. Last, but certainly not least, this is an account of Jim Crow segregation, long-standing bigotry, and unabashed U.S. racism.

In June 1958, Richard Perry Loving (white) and Mildred Delores Jeter (non-white) decided to marry. The couple traveled ninety-six miles from their home in Central Point, Virginia to Washington, D.C. At the time, interracial marriages were illegal due to the provisions of Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act, which barred unions between those classified as “white” and “colored.” [3] The newlyweds eventually made their way back to Central Point, where they stayed with Mildred’s parents. This was a temporary arrangement. Richard had promised his wife a house, and he was making good on that promise: the house was being built and it was only a matter of time before they would have their own home.

Or, so they thought.

On July 11, 1958, in the early hours of morning, local authorities and police came to arrest the Lovings, who had allegedly violated Sections 20-58 and 20-59 of Virginia’s anti-miscegenation act. In particular, Section 20-58 prohibited interracial couples who had married out-of-state return to Virginia; Section 20-59 categorized miscegenation as a felony offense. Pregnant with their first child and facing the possibility of prison, Mildred and Richard pled guilty to “cohabitating as man and wife, against the peace and dignity of the Commonwealth.” Husband and wife were both given one-year prison sentences; the sentences was suspended provided the Lovings did not return as a couple to Virginia for the next twenty-five years. The forced exile from Central Point proved unbearable for Mildred, who longed for the comfort of family, friends, and home. Defying state law, the Lovings returned to Virginia and were promptly arrested. The Lovings maintained their innocence, stressing that it was the law–not them–that was immoral and unjust.

This case would eventually make its way to the nation’s highest court. When the U.S. Supreme Court heard the opening arguments for Loving v. Virginia, sixteen other states had similar anti-marriage, anti-miscegenation laws. Undoubtedly inspired by the inclusionary politics of the Civil Rights movement, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled in the Lovings’ favor: on June 12, 1967, their conviction was overturned and the Racial Integrity Act deemed unconstitutional. And while this may appear to be a simple case of star-crossed lovers, at stake in the ruling was what Chief Justice Earl Warren characterized as “one of the ‘basic civil rights of man,’ fundamental to our very existence and survival.” According to Warren:

To deny this fundamental freedom on so unsupportable a basis as the racial classifications embodied in these statutes, classifications so directly subversive of the principle of equality at the heart of the Fourteenth Amendment, is surely to deprive all the State’s citizens of liberty without due process of law. The Fourteenth Amendment requires that the freedom of choice to marry not be restricted by invidious racial discrimination. Under our Constitution, the freedom to marry, or not to marry, a person of another race resides with the individual and cannot be infringed by the State.[4]

The “freedom to marry, or not to marry” was, as recent history makes clear, not fully resolved. LGBT couples struggled for recognition and the right to marry; it is perhaps not surprising that the Loving case figured keenly in the Supreme Court’s deliberations about same-sex marriage in Obergefell Et Al. v. Hodges, Director, Ohio Department of Health, Et. Al (2015).

Echoing Warren, Justice Anthony M. Kennedy stressed in his June 25, 2015 majority opinion that “No longer may this liberty be denied. No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals of love, fidelity, devotion, sacrifice, and family. In forming a marital union, two people have become something greater than they once were.”[5] This sense of “two people … becom[ing] something greater than they were” is inadvertently at the forefront of this anthology, which explores by way of personal remembrance the legacies of anti-miscegenation and Loving v. Virginia. To clarify, the law against interracial marriage was not only about unions; it was–as the very definition of “miscegenation” underscores–about the product of these unions: mixed race children. Defined as “the interbreeding of people considered to be of different racial types,” “miscegenation” as derogatory noun encompassed “aberrant” relationships which challenged white supremacist assertions of racial inferiority.

While Loving v. Virginia has been celebrated as a triumph of rights over racism, what is less remembered is the fact that Mildred Loving never identified as African American. As Arica L. Coleman recounts in a 2004 interview, Mildred stressed, “I’m not black. I have no black ancestry. I am Indian-Rappahannock. I told the people so when they came to arrest me.”[6] In emphasizing her Native identity, Mildred–as Coleman makes clear–quite purposefully accessed a “loophole” in the aforementioned Racial Integrity law. Termed the “Pocahontas exception,” the law allowed for those with 1/16th Native ancestry to assert a “white” status due to the fact that so many “First Families of Virginia” claimed a direct lineage to the mythic Powhatan figure. Correspondingly, Mildred would be considered “white” and her marriage to Richard would be legal.

Despite the legal efficacy of Mildred’s Native identity, she has historically been cast as black; such castings lay bare a familiar racial essentialism which fails to accommodate those of us who do not fit neatly in a world defined by enduring binaries and singular racial categories. To be “mixed” has always been linked to the nation’s many race-based contradictions. Jim Crow anti-miscegenation laws insisted on the strict separation of the races. However, these acts strategically forgot the realities of slavery, a “peculiar institution” which rendered the mixed progeny of master-slave relationships enslaved people. Such state mandates failed to acknowledge those individuals who chose to “pass”; the very ability to do so is predicated on having a mixed parentage. Whereas such laws tactically disremembered very real histories of intermixture, the U.S. Census has functioned as an inconsistent site wherein mixed race people are statistically recollected: the 1850 U.S. Census contained the category “Mulatto”; “Octoroon” and “Quadroon” were added in 1890; and, most recently, the 2000 U.S. Census included the classification “Multiracial.” While census categories have shifted from decade to decade, what has remained constant is the hypervisibility of race as a discernible site of difference. These “discernible sites of difference” evocatively foreground the narratives contained in The Beiging of America, which–in the face of different histories, varying accounts, and multifaceted perspectives–consistently touch on issues of identification, affiliation, and classification.■

Writing (as) Mixed Race

SOME OF MY EARLIEST UNDERSTANDINGS of race are couched in people taking pause at my family and the fact that I exist. I was born in 1974. I still remember my mother saying that there were race riots in the small town of Kankakee, Illinois before I was born, and even today I could never picture that happening. What I did start to see were the differences between black and white neighborhoods, especially after the factories that employed most people began to close. The resources moved to the whiter neighborhoods, where people made more money and remained employed.

Most of the block where I grew up has disappeared. In fact, the entire building where my grandparents’ tavern with the apartment upstairs, where I lived for the first thirteen years of my life, is gone. It is a green, grassy field now, dotted sometimes with dandelions in the spring. Some people might wonder what this has to do with mixed identity, and I think about how my mother was the only white person in that neighborhood. How I grew up in a place where blackness was the norm, until I attended private Catholic school where blackness was not. One of my friends in first grade was a young Portuguese boy named Nathan, probably because we were both markedly different from our classmates. My brothers and I left Catholic schools behind when my parents divorced.

Oddly enough, when we moved into Section 8 apartments near I-57, we saw more Mexican and white people than we ever had throughout my childhood. As this shift occurred, I think my brothers and I had our share of experiences regarding race. My brothers and I had been called niggers at least once, a word we had only joked about a little at home in private, because it was a curse word, and it was only funny when Richard Pryor said it on the albums our parents played in the living room after we were supposedly asleep. When I went to junior high school, I saw how girls wanted to criticize me and call me “white girl” because of my grades, but not typically because of how I looked. If my complexion came up at all, I was light-skinned or “high yellow.” At the same time, there were girls who chased my light-skinned brothers. Since I always thought that people found love where they can luckily find it, I let it be, but part of me has always wondered if self-hatred always extends such deep-rooting tentacles. It wasn’t until our parents died, and my brothers and I were talking about race as adults that the three of us realized that we saw a range of complexions as “black.” Calling each other “African American” is so formal it is almost laughable, and “mixed” fell under that category of black as well. Part of the realization that we felt the same was informed by what my brothers and I saw in our hometown of Kankakee, when we saw our parents change and disappear, much like the place we knew as our childhood stomping grounds.

During our childhood, we only knew a handful of kids our age who would have been deemed “mixed” but now, almost every family we saw had a black relative with them or there were much tanner children following them closely. As these families have gotten darker, the jobs have not returned and the way people get treated has not improved. In fact, there are more empty lots, and it constantly reminds us that the places where people have access have consistently been predominantly white spaces. My brothers and I don’t necessarily use words like “predominantly,” but we knew that people perceived us differently if they thought we were white, or based on the company that we kept. Most of our company was black. Usually, if you saw us with our mother, people barely looked in our direction. My youngest brother was often spoken to in Spanish when Mexican people encountered us, but every time we were in a group with other black people, we clearly weren’t treated any differently than other black people. I did meet white people who saw me with the same color and hair texture as my mother, and they enjoyed talking to me about books, movies, school, and other subjects, until they saw where I lived. Except for when I briefly married, I’ve always lived in places where black people live, so inevitably when a white person came to pick me up or dropped me off at my house, I would often hear “You live here?” or “Do you feel safe?” The coded language of race would rear up its head, and because I know I might be less threatening, I have often said, “Why? Are you afraid? I’m fine.” I adopted this stance after a girl in a community college course that I took in high school drove me home. When she stopped in front of my mother’s house, and she saw my black boyfriend, she stuttered through an excuse of why we couldn’t go to the movies together next week. I had almost wished it wasn’t so predictable, but at least I knew what type of person she was. Instances like this still remind me of how my mother was told by several people how she made her children’s lives more difficult by having children with a black man. She was told this by white and black people.

However, as I have matured, and eventually taught at and visited schools, I saw more and more people who looked like me. Some of those students were just like me, but they encountered people who still saw them as problematic, confused, and misfits. Then there were others who were grouped into this ideal composite of what the future will look like, and many of us are aware of how faulty that way of thinking is when the traditional old school race problems have not abated. In Lauren Michele Jackson’s 2017 Buzzfeed article “Why a New Mixed Race Generation Will Not Solve Racism,” Jackson confronts what has been billed as a balm for race relations as a paper tiger:

In advertising, on film, and on TV, there is a common preference for multiracial-looking people, along with the belief that they represent a utopian political future. Why do multiracial children so often function as the antonym for racism? What is the political value of an interracial relationship? The notion that cream-colored babies will save the world is a popular one. Unfortunately, it’s a myth.

When Jackson plainly stated that people–defining themselves as multiracial, interracial, mixed, biracial, multicultural, or other–would not solve racism by somehow diluting or eliminating race as it currently exists, she magnifies an important point. Race (and racism) does not disappear when people mix with other races. In fact, mixed identity complicates the discussion. Mixed race identity has the potential to enter family decision-making on a daily basis, as is evident in many of the essays here, which cover a broad span of African American, Asian, Caribbean, European, Latinx, and Native cultures. Although these essays show us how mixed race identity entails similar encounters within families with colorism and discrimination, there are moments of pride. These writers do not seem at all like Junot Diaz’ short story “How to Date a Brown Girl (Black Girl, White Girl, or Halfie)” where girls can be grouped by stereotypes, even as the Dominican speaker tries to deny the Africa running through his hair. There are moments that defy the “tragic mulattoes” refusal on two different fronts by either culture or race. Many of the contributors find stable footing, and know exactly where they stand.

Those were the stories that I was waiting for and longed to hear. I started to see it in the novels of Mat Johnson and Danzy Senna, in the poems of Natasha Trethewey, and in songs from Cree Summer’s Street Faerie.  I started to see more of myself on the page when I met other writers like the ones on these pages–Janet Stickmon, Ross Gay, Adrian Matejka, John Murillo, Lisa Marie Rollins, Chelsea Lemon Fetzer, Rosebud Ben-Oni, and too many others to name here. It was as if all the people who were coming of age post-civil rights movement were passing each other in the constantly commingling circles of writers and creators. Hopefully, as readers explore this book they will see a range of themselves too–personal essays from people who occupy almost every major region of the United States, men and women, queer and straight, darker and lighter, bone straight and kinky, all approaching this behemoth of identity and claiming their firm positions in the world without sounding like “Kumbaya” or a vintage Coca-Cola commercial aimed at teaching people how to find harmony. Consider these pages a glimpse into the future with a resolute handle on the present, as each essay walks you through the circuitous misconceptions, and takes you to the clearing where the landscape is not nearly beige, or monotone.■

—Tara Betts
 Brooklyn, NY
 March 3, 2017

Writing and Living as Racially Ambiguous

FROM AS EARLY AS I CAN REMEMBER, I experienced different periods in which I strategically claimed, like a bower bird, my many racial and ethnic heritages. My full name–“Sean Frederick Forbes”–is confounding precisely because it fails to accommodate my mixed identity. It bears no resemblance to my mother’s Spanish name–Teresa Mercedes–nor does it cohere with my father’s name (Hermes Delano). However, my name does connect to my parents’ respective surnames: Robinson (for my mother) and Newball (for my father). When I asked my parents why they named me Sean Frederick, my mother stated it was because she liked the Scottish actor Sean Connery; Never Say Never Again was a popular film while she was pregnant with me. My father recently told me that my name reflected his own desire that I more easily “blend-in” with white American society.

Despite my father’s initial desire that I “blend-in,” my mixed race experiences make visible the degree to which I am read by others as problematically blended. Racially ambiguous, I am more than accustomed to the “What are you?” question; I am likewise used to being the object of ethnic casting, embedded in declarations that “I must be Dominican, or Egyptian, or Israeli, or Palestinian, or Puerto Rican, or Turkish.” This latter point was evident in the following memory. Once, while visiting family in Stuttgart, Germany, three Egyptian men began speaking to me in Arabic. When I explained that I wasn’t Egyptian, they switched linguistic registers and argued with me in English, insisting I was denying my Middle Eastern roots. I can recount many other explicit scenarios, but what remains implicit is that the confusion concerning my identity is inextricably linked to a complex, layered, and vast family history; such intimate narratives, as I subsequently maintain, intersect with a larger American history of racial mixing.
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