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Politically correct, endlessly complicated

[image: image]  Black

I’ve been black since about 1988, when I was colouring in pictures of priests at Corpus Christi Roman Catholic Primary School in Brixton Hill. I remember it well. We were sharing tables and colouring pencils and I looked up to find that there were no more ‘skin colour’ pencils available in the pencil pot. They were all being used. By ‘skin colour’, I mean a shade of pinkish beige that was a pretty spot-on facsimile of what we can call ‘white’, European skin. Caucasian colour. With a hint of tan. Tea with an overgenerous splash of milk, if you want to talk beverages. Anyway, a girl whose name I’ve long since forgotten started asking around for a skin colour pencil, keen to get her priest finished before playtime. Being the ever-helpful people-pleaser that I am, I shrugged and offered her a brown pencil, thinking, in all my six-year-old wisdom, that illustrated priests could have skin the same colour as mine.

‘That’s not skin colour,’ she said.

It’s my skin colour, I thought. But I didn’t say that. I didn’t say anything. What I did do was proceed to colour my priest in with the brown pencil, secretly very unsatisfied with the outcome. I wanted a skin-colour-skinned priest too, you see. Turns out the improvisation wasn’t a solution. Hello inadequacy. Have you met otherness? Pleased to make your acquaintance.

There are two big problems with being quote unquote black, and a third, even bigger problem stemming from the fact that the first two problems (stay with me) are totally opposite, but equally true. The first problem with being black is that it is literally not accurate. Spoiler alert: I’m not black. No matter how dark my skin is, no matter how dark I appear to be in racist digital cameras with dodgy ISO settings, my skin is not black in hue. Far from it, I’m probably something closer to raw cocoa, or coffee, or flat Coca-Cola. I’m beverage colour. Black, as a description of skin, is a label. As a description of racial identity it’s a pretty lazy referent to not any actual blackness, but an essential non-whiteness. Stay with me.

The second problem with being black is that it is absolutely, at least symbolically, true. Because, if nothing else, one thing I can confirm is that I am not-white. Which means that I am whatever ‘not-white’ is. I’m the other thing. The thing that is categorically not white? Ah, yes. I’m black.

Blackness as a racial concept is inherently oppositional. It’s a binary truth that only works insofar as being the opposite of white, which means that I have spent the vast majority of my consciousness in a state of conceptual conflict. As a label, it does the important job of confirming something that is already very obvious: that a person who isn’t white, isn’t white. But labels don’t just identify what something is; they create meaning. Black is easily the most ubiquitous of all the elements listed in this book, so much so that the assumption is that it is neutral. A given. The terrifying reality is that it is quite possibly the most volatile of all the elements, in that it creates the sharpest contrast to a dominant, white other.

I didn’t realise it at the time, but when I cautiously offered the wrong colour pencil to a fellow Catholic-in-training, I was dipping a toe into raging white waters that have been churning for generations. It was an unwittingly political, inherently radical act that momentarily asked the universe to put the subjugated other at the front of the bus. With one stubby Crayola, I sought to undo centuries of racial inequality in the brave suggestion that black skin and white skin are the same thing. But as it turns out, we weren’t post-racial in 1988 and we’re not post-racial now, which begs the question: were we ever? And will we ever be?

Here’s a confusing thing: black people predate white people, but the label ‘black’ has only existed for as long as there have been white people around (even before these people called themselves white). How? Because there’s no way that ‘pioneering’, globetrotting Europeans saw themselves as ‘white’ until in direct contrast to all the dark faces they encountered in places far from home. In the seventeenth century, ‘pioneers’ from countries including France, Holland, Denmark, Sweden and, of course, England, would have had to have had the concept of being ‘white’ explained to them. To try to unpick this knot, here’s my step-by-step and deeply flawed breakdown of The Colourisation of our Human Species, from a European white colonial perspective:

Step one: European people sit happily (or not) in cold climates north of the equator, just being people.

Step two: They get bored, jump on boats and go all over the place sticking flags in things.

Step three: They meet darker-skinned people whose skin contains lots of melanin to withstand warmer climates.

Step four: They call these darker-skinned people ‘black’; an easily identifiable dark colour.

Step five: They become ‘white’ by proxy.

Step six: Guns.

Step seven: White becomes the dominant norm for the next forever.

Considering how many countries in the world are populated by black people of various degrees of beverage-coloured skin, it’s ironic that you won’t find a country called Black. The closest you might get are all those countries whose original names derive from concepts of blackness. Such as Egypt, originally Kemet, deriving from ‘Kam’, meaning ‘black’. Or Sudan, meaning ‘Country of the Blacks’. Or Ethiopia, a name deriving from the ancient Greek words ‘aitho’ (I burn) and ‘ops’ (face), loosely translating to ‘Land of the Burnt Faces’ (highly ironic when you consider who burns first).

Yet with no single, specific, geographical place to call home, black people undoubtedly have a shared sense of identity stemming from otherness, probably because ‘black’ is racially political far more than it is racially descriptive, with the potential to be irrevocably divisive. As an adjective, the word black comes with a terrifyingly negative list of connotations, pretty much equating to pure evil and hopeless misfortune. Deriving from the Old English word ‘sweart’ (surviving in modern English in the word ‘swarthy’), it’s almost an exclusively negative concept. The only positive connotation I can find is that of being financially ‘in the black’, ironic when you consider the enduring link between blackness and poverty. At a stretch, you could add ‘Black Friday’, but how positive you feel about the pre-Christmas bargain shopping day depends entirely on how excited you get by the prospect of getting 20 per cent off a widescreen TV.

Little surprise, then, that black people at various points in history, in various parts of the world (and in various parts of this book) have been compelled to reclaim the label in a positive light. Black pride is a reactionary condition, necessary only because whiteness as a concept creates black shame.

Call me black and I’ll get a complex knot of pride and insecurity tightening in my psyche. It’s a word that reminds me that I’m lesser than and different from, but it’s also a source of self-affirmation. Call me black and you’ll remind me that, racially, I’m everything I’m not, which makes me everything I am. Call me black and I won’t even flinch because I’m so used to calling myself black that it’s become the invisible lens. A perspective that has hardened into an objective truth. Call me black and I’ll welcome the definition, despite the fact that it denigrates just as much as it defines. Call me black and I’ll flinch. Call me black and I won’t even flinch.

[image: image]

And so it begins. Welcome to Black, Listed, a list of things that melanin-heavy human beings might find themselves being referred to as, if they happen to be alive in the 400-year window that this book peers into. Black comes first, because black is the default. Which I find interesting because Black is the most extreme. Black is as dark as it gets. Black is the absence of light. Black is negative space. Black isn’t a colour: it’s an absolute. It’s severe.

Nonetheless, throughout this book, I’ll be referring to black as a general descriptor for people with visible amounts of melanin in their skin, because Black is what we’ve become used to. (Note: There’s a long-standing history of capital-B Blackness being discussed and debated as a feeling and a cohesive shared identity, as opposed to a general descriptor. In this sense, Black is both emotive and academic, a kind of never-neutral adjective that is, in and of itself, a political discussion. I think we’re in good company here, joining a tradition of theorists and academic thinkers, many of whom will grace these pages. Here goes.)

[image: image] Black British

It must have been ’96 or ’97. Possibly as far back as ’95? A busy house in Brixton. Picture three overexcited siblings listening to the Saturday morning breakfast show on Choice 96.9FM. It was a weekend ritual. My two older sisters, assorted visiting cousins and I would tune in on the dial and listen out for competitions in the hope of scooping a record or two, maybe tickets to some local event, maybe even a film on VHS cassette. This was back when you would pay up to £17.99 for the privilege of watching a film that would erode in quality over time and ran the risk of being destroyed beyond repair if you felt the need to rewind or fast-forward at any point.

I can’t remember the prize on offer that one week, but I can definitely remember the competition question: who should play the next James Bond?

At this point I should remind you that Choice FM wasn’t just any radio station. It was a black radio station. A source of black music across many genres and, based in Brixton, one of the most famously Afro-Caribbean communities in the UK, an analogue meeting point for south London’s black community. All morning we listened to callers dialling in and offering up a selection of very black 007s. Denzel Washington. Blair Underwood. Eddie Murphy. Wesley Snipes. Tyson Beckford. Tupac Shakur. Et cetera. It’s worth noting how American these options were, proving how UK blackness at the time was so heavily influenced by Afro-American culture (as is much of this book, but more on that later).

None of them won. Because my big sister Marcia won. She won by suggesting that the next James Bond should be David Jason. Specifically, David Jason in the role of Delboy Trotter, the hapless wheeler-dealer star of that classic British sitcom Only Fools and Horses. What my sister had done that none of the other callers had thought of was remember that Choice FM was British as much as it was black. She offered up a very British James Bond, someone hopeless and un-secret-agent-like and charmingly misguided and hilariously unsuited to the role. David Jason was the best answer, because, in context, he was the most British answer. Cool Americans didn’t stand a chance.

Being Black British is a tangible identity in as far as there are black people who are British. (I’m one of them.) It is equally true to state that there are British people who are black. (I’m one of these too.) This may sound like unnecessary tautology, but it’s important to stress that Black British isn’t a 50-50 split; it’s an ideological knot. Another anecdote might help to explain.

November 2016. I’m driving to work on the morning after Skepta’s Mercury Award-winning Konnichiwa has been certified Gold. I haven’t seen it, but he has been celebrating on social media. For some reason, I’m listening to Radio 1. The DJ is young, caffeinated and vaguely irritating, which is perfect for the breakfast broadcast. He is also white. He is talking about Skepta having posted a video on Instagram in which he is singing along to a song in celebration of his album’s Gold-selling success. You won’t believe the song he’s singing, I’m told. And, with a tone bordering on disbelief, the DJ continues to tell me that Skepta knows all the words. The song in question? ‘Gold’ by Spandau Ballet.

A few facts. Skepta is black. He’s also a very successful grime artist. But he’s also a British-born thirty-something. Which means that he has spent three decades living and growing in these Great British Isles. Of course he knows all the words to ‘Gold’ by Spandau Ballet. He’s British. He’s been subject to the same cultural influences as any other British person who came of age in the ’90s, which means he’s been hearing traditional British floor-fillers like ‘Gold’ for as long as he can remember. No doubt he’s equally au fait with ‘Come on Eileen’, ‘Club Tropicana’ and ‘Agadoo-doo-doo, push pineapple shake the tree’, whether he likes it or not.

For there to be any surprise over Skepta’s familiarity with Spandau Ballet is a reminder of the invisible division between ‘Black’ and ‘British’ in the ‘Black British’ persona. This is not to say that Black Britons don’t have specifically black experiences. For me, growing up Black and British was like a cultural ‘Where’s Wally?’, searching for racial representations of myself in a very white (specifically British – even more specifically, English) landscape. It might be hard to believe that there was a time not that long ago when seeing a black contestant on a TV game show was reason enough to jump on the landline and call as many of your closest friends and family as possible. No word of a lie, a black guy on Blind Date could clog up the house phone for the rest of the evening. Then there are all those very non-British things that Black British people go through, including but not limited to:

[image: image]Putting hot sauce on things

[image: image]Being the last person in your friendship circle to have a particular labour-saving device in your family home

[image: image]Having cousins who aren’t your cousins

[image: image]Having aunties who aren’t your aunties

[image: image]Having uncles who aren’t your uncles Church

[image: image]Turning up two hours late and still being half an hour early

[image: image]Living with a debilitating fear of dry skin

[image: image]Cocoa butter and Vaseline (see above)

[image: image]Other such stereotypes

Black Britishness is essentially just British Britishness among people of Afro-Caribbean descent, but the black part is too easily assumed to be an overpowering element affecting the whole. What my sister did on that Saturday morning in 1995, ’96 or ’97 was to prove that blackness and Britishness are not mutually exclusive. She showed me the possibility of embracing Britishness in a black context, something that mainstream radio would struggle to do twenty years later – not out of malice, but due to the conceptual gap between Black and British as distinct identity markers.

[image: image]  POC

Maybe it’s because it sounds so much like prisoner of war (as in POW) that this one always makes me picture myself ducking under enemy lines in some kind of makeshift yet thrilling escape, hunched low through the tall grass, wildeyed with fear and adrenaline as I break out of captivity while Comanche helicopters judder overhead. We have a Person of Colour in our sights. Affirmative. Roger that. Proceed with caution, over. Then I suddenly find myself ducking under rapid gunfire before sidling hastily behind a tree, breathing deeply and blinking through the heat as explosions rumble in the distance.

POC, by dint of its three well-balanced initials, has a distinctly military flavour. It makes a non-white individual sound like an active participant in some kind of race war, which is exactly what a Person of Colour is in the context of racial inequality. Like the terms ‘ethnic minority’ and ‘BAME’, this one is an attempt at political correctness that tips too far into neutrality and ends up coming off as cold. I’ve never been called a POC to my face but I’m increasingly seeing it used as a catch-all referent for non-white people. Were it a commonly used phrase in 1988, I could have shrugged at that girl with her pencils and gone, ‘POC – just call him a Priest of Colour.’ It homogenises black identity into a code, hinging on the idea that a person can be ‘of colour’, or not. I don’t know what the alternative is. Person of No Colour (PONC), or Colourless Person (CP), or Person Without Colour (PWC), or Uncoloured Person (UP)? I quite like that one. Either way, the implicit assumption is that whiteness is the unpainted norm and non-whiteness is the anomaly.

It’s an interesting coincidence that as well as People of Colour, POC also stands for Proof of Concept, the interesting part being that skin colour is often taken as proof of the concept of otherness. The way I see it, we’re all quirky and idiosyncratic and different from the people around us. We’re all colourful, with shades and tones of personality that make us unique. But skin colour is still so often treated as the defining factor of difference, even though it is no more or less relevant than eye shape, nose length, neck diameter, height, weight or shoe size. It’s the weight of history that gives skin colour so much cadence, not the intrinsic qualities of pigment. But it’s the pigment that proves just how divisive we can be.

[image: image]  Ethnic minority

The phrase ‘ethnic minority’ has to be the biggest oxymoron since ‘crash-landing’ or ‘casual sex’. If you take ‘ethnic’ as meaning culturally or genetically non-European, then most of the world is ethnic. Which makes an ethnic minority a global majority. If you take it at dictionary value, however, as in relating to cultural, racial or genetic origins differing to that of a dominant group, then it becomes deeply subjective. You can only get an ethnic minority where there is some kind of majority, and that majority has to be culturally dominant, i.e. white. Hello friend. We meet again.

You can’t see it, but underneath the exterior casing of this chapter is a hopeless tangle of wires and loose connections that threaten to combust into flames the moment I prod the wrong thing or pull on the wrong bit. This whole book, in fact, is me juggling sticks of dynamite on a unicycle. I hope you’re enjoying the show. The thing is that a phrase like ‘ethnic minority’ throws us into a maze of very slippery semantics. It’s one of those concepts that only makes sense in context. Where there is a majority, there’s a minority. Got it. But that minority only becomes an ethnic minority when it is racially different from the aforementioned majority. What?

Ethnic minority. It seems so useful. As a label, it suggests a numerically accountable truth, something that can be tallied and listed and put down neatly in a ledger. Which of course it can: a case in point is the 2011 census, in which 86 per cent of the UK population reported themselves as white, over 80 per cent identifying themselves as British. Meanwhile 3.3 per cent were black, a fraction of the overall ethnic minority group, confirming what I’ve always known; that I live in a land of many as one of the few.

So even though I am 100 per cent British, I’m still in a minority because of my ethnicity. This becomes even more confused when you consider the tongue-twisting fact that the city I grew up in is an ethnic city full of ethnicity where ethnic eccentricity is the norm. In London, officially the most ethnically diverse place in the UK, the concept of ‘ethnic minority’ is an unnecessary fiction.

It’s worth taking a moment here to break down the difference between ethnicity and race. They are often treated as synonymous but are categorically not the same thing. Ethnicity relates to human groupings according to any number of subjective (often cultural) factors: geography, language and religion to name three. Race, as we now understand it, pertains to supposedly scientific ideas of racial difference, marked by physical and biological indicators. I say ‘supposedly’ because, as we shall see when we get to ‘Negro’, the nonsensical fictions behind race science is the root cause of the most potent racial prejudice our species has endured and continues to endure.

A key example of the slippery intermingling of ethnicity and race is the plight of the Jewish in Nazi Germany. This group had been treated as ethnically distinct for many generations, but it wasn’t until the biological race theory of the Nazi regime that a climate could emerge for the severe oppression and ultimate extermination of Jews, a separate race. This is how racism works, by clunkily defining an Us and Them out of perceived biological difference and using this difference to justify extreme value judgements. It’s worth stressing that greatly varying ethnicities can be the same race, hence why subjugated ethnic groups of the past (see Italians, Jews and Polish communities in early twentieth-century America), can graduate into ‘whiteness’, if they basically have the right colour skin.

In reality, the anticlimactic truth behind all this is that ‘ethnic minority’ has evolved into a politically neutral way of saying ‘other’. Just when we thought we were out of the labyrinth. Ethnic? Minority? Other. Non-white. Back to black. Ah well. It actually felt like progress for a second.

[image: image]  Afro-Caribbean

Before we begin, a quick test to work out if you are African or Caribbean. Please read the following word, aloud:


Plantain.



Good. If you said ‘plan-tain’, with a flat ‘a’ in plan and strong emphasis on the tain, you’re African. If you said ‘plarntin’, with an elongated first vowel and shortened second vowel, you’re Caribbean. If you said anything else, you’re not black. If you’ve never seen the word before, please accept my condolences. Plantain is delicious, however you pronounce it.

Afro-Caribbean: a term that has become synonymous with black Britishness in the UK, for the simple reason that black people in this country originate from either Africa or the Caribbean. Unfortunately, that’s as simple as it gets. Because everything that follows will be as complicated as solving a Rubik’s cube with all the stickers peeled off. You can cheat, make a few moves and say you’ve finished, but you’ll never really know where you are in the puzzle. A few distinctions will help.

Afro-Caribbean: African meets Caribbean

We’ll get to Windrush in a minute, but it’s worth starting with the fact that black people have been in the UK long before 1948. Writing in his wholly impressive book Black and British, A Forgotten History, historian David Olusoga states that ‘people of African descent have been present in Britain since the third century, and there have been black “communities” of sorts since the 1500s’.1 Miranda Kaufmann explores a similar vein in Black Tudors: The Untold Story, asserting the presence of Africans in England as far back as the courts of Henrys I and II, Elizabeth I and James I.2 To put that into perspective, that means that there have been black people in Britain for as long as there have been coins imprinted with images of the reigning monarch, and they weren’t necessarily slaves either.

That said, the Second World War was a watershed moment for Britain’s shift towards multiculturalism. As the name suggests, the Second World War was a truly international affair, with Britain calling on its various colonies for labour during the conflict. Three years after the end of the war, the 1948 British Nationality Act extended British citizenship to anyone living in the Commonwealth, including a selection of African and Caribbean countries. 1948 saw a subsequent influx of migrants to the UK, including those 492 Jamaican men and women who boarded the Empire Windrush and sailed into black history via Tilbury docks. In the decades that followed, migrants from across the Caribbean were joined by counterparts from African countries such as Ghana and Nigeria in the west, Uganda and Kenya in the east, and Zimbabwe in the south.

Afro-Caribbean: African with Caribbean

This diaspora congregated in urban districts, forging new black communities in cities across the country. African and Caribbean living alongside each other as a visible ‘other’ to dominant, white society. As well as sharing skin colour and geographical location, these new Afro-Caribbeans shared the experience of being black in a white country, facing prejudice and racism stemming back years, decades, centuries, endemic to the structures and institutions of the country they now called home.

In this, a collective black identity in the UK grew out of communities with somewhat different origins. I experienced this first-hand growing up in Brixton, south London, in the 1980s. My parents entered the frame in the late ’70s, emigrating from Ghana in the West African influx following Ghana’s independence in 1956. Brixton had long been established as one of London’s West Indian hubs, a legacy that lingers right up to the typing of this sentence.

Afro-Caribbean: African vs Caribbean

But I’m not Caribbean. None of my family is. I’m African. Ghanaian. With a whole other set of cultural norms shaping my experiences in the home. Days shaped around the preparation of traditional food to be eaten with fingers, church as a capital ‘E’ Event, being steered towards a university education at all costs, not being allowed to hang out on the estate with slow-moving rudeboys, perceived as a threat to success by paranoid parents.

There were always broad similarities across the black, Afro-Caribbean experience, but there were also palpable differences. When my dad arrived in London for the first time, having previously lodged with a white family in Germany while studying in the early ’70s, he was amazed at the racism he encountered. From other black people. He can remember being mocked openly by West Indians for his Africanness; his ‘fresh off the boat’ lack of credibility. He recalls being called ‘jungle man’ by laughing strangers in predominantly black parts of the city. This is an extreme manifestation of micro-divisions in black British culture that I saw in smaller ways, years later, growing up as a second-generation Ghanaian black Briton. From childhood, West Indian was always the cool version of black. Youth culture hinged on West Indian, specifically Jamaican, cultural norms that have become ingrained in black British youth culture. The casual swagger, the indifference to structured authority, the street-led style, the irresistible patois, the pulsing grooves of reggae, ragga and dancehall. All of it confirmed the elevated status of the Caribbean element in the black British blend.

Meanwhile, being African remained the uncool version of black. The stereotype was always comedy accents and bulging-eyed intensity. Growing up, I had first-hand experience of African (Ghanaian) culture in my home life, but I only ever saw Africanness reflected back to me from the world beyond as a source of humour, be it Matthew, the awkward African student in ’90s sitcom Desmond’s, or the naive benevolence of Eddie Murphy’s Prince Akeem in the black Hollywood cult rom-com Coming to America.

Afro-Caribbean: Africa, via the Caribbean

Let’s widen the scope slightly. Pull back to a 400-year panorama and you will see that African and Caribbean people are connected by a shared history of slavery and sugar. When Britain decided to profit from the production and sale of sugar (the demand for which rocketed in the seventeenth century), British venturers started taking the slave trade seriously. They zeroed in on existing colonies as sites for sugar production, starting with the island of Barbados. To make it work, early planters relied on servants (white) and imported Africans (black). By the end of the seventeenth century the majority of the Barbados population was black African. So began the large-scale transportation of enslaved Africans to the West Indies. After the success of Barbados, the English set their sights on even bigger wins in Jamaica, an island won by England following war with Spain in the 1650s.

Of course, deep racism was required to uphold a system that relied so heavily on slavery. The general perception of Africans became something less than human, an ideology that was solidified into law via legislation such as the Barbados Slave Code of 1661 and the Jamaican Slave Act of 1696, designed to remove the human rights of black slaves. Colour became all-important, with the ethnic origins of slaves being homogenised into a catch-all label: ‘negro’.

Afro-Caribbean: African minus Caribbean

There’s a parallel universe merely inches away from our own in which Sharmaine Lovegrove and I met aged sixteen, became friends, grew out of adolescence together, and this book was never written. It was never written because after meeting Sharmaine, a series of events were set in motion that culminated in me not writing Hold Tight: Black Masculinity, Millennials, and the Meaning of Grime, which pretty much set my career in motion as a professional writer. Sharmaine Lovegrove is the head of Dialogue Books. Aged sixteen, she was a student at the sister school to the one I attended in Wimbledon, but we never met. After signing me to Dialogue Books in 2018, we did meet and, in a conversation about this chapter, asked why and how we never met before, hence this subsection. One hypothesis is that we just kept having sliding doors moments that kept us apart. Another is that we were living in separate universes from the outset. If you know anything about the intersection of African and Caribbean communities in the late ’90s, this isn’t as absurd as it sounds.

You can blame our parents: that generation of black Britons who forcibly segregated the African from the Caribbean. I distinctly remember elders in the Ghanaian community, aunties, uncles, instructing adolescent girls to not bring home a Jamaican boy under any circumstances. Speaking to Sharmaine, it transpires that the same thing, vice versa, was happening in Caribbean living rooms across London. The result was a fundamental division between the African and Caribbean diasporas despite living in shared pockets of the capital. Growing up on an estate in Brixton, my senses were overwhelmed with a combination of African and Caribbean cultures; the smells, the sounds, the signposts and signifiers, but they were seldom reconciled. We simply didn’t spend time in each other’s homes. We met in spaces outside of the nest: school, maybe church, or just hanging out in the streets. And if you weren’t road, you might not spend any real time with the other black community.

This might explain why the reconciliation of African and Caribbean communities has evolved in a context of youth culture, as opposed to the more traditional structures of familial intermingling; the kind that usually culminates in marriage.

Afro-Caribbean: African and Caribbean

Time will tell, but the twenty-first century might just be a reconciliation point for otherwise disparate black identities. Second, third and fourth-generation black Britons have evolved a shared identity unshackled from archetypes of old but linked by deeply interwoven histories, starting with a slavery narrative that took black Africans to the West Indies for the economic benefit of Europeans.3 Following this, economic downturns in African and Caribbean states encouraged a generation to seek prosperity elsewhere, giving birth to a generation of black people born outside of their heritage, united by history and geography, if not ethnicity. Nowhere is this more apparent than in urban youth culture, where black youth of all heritages stand together. Most recently, grime has been the soundtrack to this unification, inviting black Londoners (at first) to unite under an umbrella of Jamaican cultural cool. Many of the scene’s biggest stars are of African heritage, but are allowed to sit in the inner circle, no questions asked.

Even more exciting is the recent development of Afrobashment as a dominant genre of music in urban youth culture, in which distinctly African rhythms, intonations and melodies are fused with the deep gyrations of dancehall. In short, Afrobashment is audio confirmation of the harmonious tanglings of the Afro and Caribbean diaspora, an evolution of Afrobeats (African-inspired dance music) that makes explicit reference to the combination of the African with the Bashment in its very title. I love it. I see it as the overspill of two separate parties into one massive carnival. In fact, next time you go to Carnival listen out for the overlap of African and Caribbean soundscapes, take a moment, and do a little two-step in celebration. I never thought it would happen in my lifetime, but we’re now at a point where kids of West Indian parentage are finding it cool to be a bit African.

[image: image]

The term Afro-Caribbean highlights how black identity is a careful balance of culture, history, heritage and nationality. It’s a two-piece puzzle where both pieces are unique, but the same colour. Ultimately easy to complete, but once completed, pretty difficult to work out which side is which. It’s a descriptor that started unsteady but has evolved into a more stable truth. Those lines that were blurred by the white gaze upon black people en masse are actually disintegrating for real, as the UK’s black communities take ever-closer steps into each other’s hearts and homes. As a result, Afro-Caribbean might be not only one of the most empowering labels in this journey, but one of the most endearing too; evidence of deepening black unity in the UK.

[image: image]  African


‘They …’



The things that make Black Panther worth celebrating are directly and inversely proportionate to the things that make it difficult to get excited about. It’s a gloriously confident representation of a wealthy, advanced African state, but is not actually about any real African country at all. It is full of carefully balanced African aesthetics and cultural signifiers, but is the product of that most American of industries, the Hollywood movie machine. The fictional kingdom of Wakanda has never been colonised, but Lesotho, the country upon which Wakanda is based, only won its independence from the UK in 1966.4 And while one of the film’s few white characters is a CIA agent who we’re invited to laugh at, his existence is a bitter reminder of the real world, of a legacy of unwanted intervention in Africa by the US government. If you really want to get into it, the casting of Hobbit-friendly British actor Martin Freeman in this role feels like an attempt to soften the harsh edges of CIA involvement in African politics, conveniently turning a manipulative, controlling influence into a hapless but lovable convert to the Wakandan cause.


‘They took …’



In 2018 Black Panther very quickly established itself as a cultural phenomenon, and a very successful one at that. It instantly broke a number of box office records, including the most lucrative opening weekend in February history.5 Over its first three opening days Black Panther grossed $201 million, making it the fifth biggest opening of all time. As of March 2018 it became the second ever film to spend five consecutive weeks at the top of the US box office. The first was a film about blue people called Avatar. Black Panther, as you know, is a film about black people.

Fourteen-year-old me cannot believe this is happening. As a lifelong devotee of Marvel comics, I cannot believe that millions of people are spending this much money on a film about one of the lesser-known characters in the Marvel universe. I never even thought I’d see a decent Spider-Man movie in my lifetime, so the Black Panther moment is incredible to me. It’s incredible that the entire planet is getting excited about a black, African superhero, but that’s the point. A big part of the excitement lay in the fact that Black Panther promotes positive Afrocentricity in a context of default white Hollywood entertainment. It’s a black movie with a majority black cast and a black director that isn’t about slavery, gang violence or urban deprivation. Through Wakanda, the fictional African state in which Black Panther is set, we see a positive depiction of black Africa; economically stable, prosperous, developed. In many ways Black Panther falls into the realm of ‘Afrofuturism’, a filtering of the African aesthetic through a kind of technological, science-fiction lens. At a time when the black experience is being highlighted and championed in the mainstream, it makes sense that an Afrofuturist superhero blockbuster would draw such fervent appeal.


‘They took our lands …’



In 2009, I made my third ever trip to Ghana alongside my mother, two sisters, brothers-in-law plural, two nieces, and accompanied by my then girlfriend, now wife. In a gift shop somewhere I picked up a book by Kwame Nkrumah called Africa Must Unite. It cost me 195,000 Ghana cedis, which is a little indicator of the economic troubles that Ghana, the first African country to win its independence from the British Empire, continues to face into the millennium. Africa Must Unite became my go-to holiday reading, so much so that one of my younger relatives dubbed it my ‘bible’ after seeing me reading it so often. It’s a powerful treatise, arguing for a pan-African future in order to uplift not only Ghana, but every country in the African continent. Written in 1963, it is arguably years ahead of its time, shaping a vision for Africa that is both optimistic and ambitious.

In Nkrumah’s vision, any number of Africa’s fifty-four countries, including Lesotho, could have been as prosperous as the fictional Wakanda, bolstered by the support of an African superstate. In reality, a thirty-year period of invasion, occupation and colonisation known as the Scramble led to a sliding door moment in which Africa’s fortunes were tilted towards a divided dystopia. It was a brutal land grab that began in the 1880s, a carving up of the African continent by European countries seeking profit, power and political control. By the time Kwame Nkrumah was elected the first prime minister of Ghana in 1957, leading Ghana’s independence from Britain, the damage had been done.


‘They took our lands, our lives, our resources …’



This is the backdrop upon which modern perceptions of Africa are hung. Despite being a tapestry of cultures and heritages, the one thing that unites many African countries is a shared history of aggressive colonisation on the back of generations of slavery. It’s not controversial to argue that, in the history of our planet, Africa has been a true victim: of economic plundering during the Scramble, of ideological abuse in its perception as uncivilised and primitive, and of patronage of the most patronising kind, exemplified by the twentieth-century obsession with healing an Africa that is seen as incapable of fixing itself. But Africa is not a huddle of rags in the corner. It is the cradle of all humanity, with potential that has been realised in a range of contexts. This is what Nkrumah’s call for pan-African unity was all about; an attempt not only to promote African independence but also to redress a terminal imbalance in Africa’s global status.


‘They took our lands, our lives, our
resources and our dignity.’



A black person being referred to as ‘African’ might be as weird as an English person being referred to as ‘European’, but Africa is often treated as one big, black, homogenous lump. So when I get called African there’s a part of me that nods and a part of me that shakes my head. The nodding part is the African nationalist in me. The shaking head part is the part that has grown up seeing Africa depicted as a collection of failed economies, crippled by corruption, famine, drought and civil war. These unhelpful African stereotypes persist into the twenty-first century, hence the excitement surrounding Wakanda: are we finally getting tired of seeing Africa being treated as an unknowable, dangerous and pitiful ‘dark continent’?


‘They took our lands, our lives, our resources and our dignity. Without exception, they left us nothing but our resentment, and later, our determination to be free …’



Positive Afrocentricity is nothing new. If you were paying any attention to black cultural trends of the 1990s, which I was, you would have noticed a distinct Afrocentricity in the hip-hop of the time. Kente hats, Africa silhouette pendants, red, gold and green, wax print fabrics … all signifiers of African culture designed to promote black identity. It’s a trend that didn’t pass me by in my little corner of south London, particularly when I voluntarily started wearing traditional Ghanaian batakari smocks with trainers, a baseball cap and, if I’m brave enough to admit it, bright green jeans with Malcolm X emblazoned on the right thigh. Fast-forward twenty years and there’s a similarly revolutionary feeling to the emergence of a multimillion-dollar superhero movie franchise with Africa at its core. Let’s not underplay this: in 2018, the coolest superhero out was African, accent and all, and he just happened to have the same name as a revolutionary organisation that sought black empowerment and social justice. In this, Black Panther (or more specifically its perma-scowled antagonist Killmonger) is an echo of a very particular type of black anger, an anger that has seared the black experience through the fight for civil rights, by any means necessary, through black power and right up until that simple fact turned provocation: Black Lives Matter.


‘They took our lands, our lives, our resources and our dignity. Without exception, they left us nothing but our resentment, and later, our determination to be free and rise once more to the level of men and women who walk with their heads held high.’6



[image: image]

There’s a sense of nobility here that gives African an automatic gravitas; the kind of thing that should be said with dimmed lights in hushed tones. Africa … A slow lift of the chin and squint of the eyes. Africa … Rising from your seat while tribal drums beat ancestral rhythms. Africa …

[image: image]  African American

This book, like my record collection, adolescence and perhaps entire sense of black identity itself, is suffering from a lurching and sometimes disorientating transatlantic pendulum swing. Which is a poetic way of saying that my personal understanding of modern blackness is as swayed by black American culture as it is black British.

I can’t apologise for this. I was born in 1982 – a black boy in Britain, with two first-generation immigrant parents. I grew up in a world where the lines between Afro-American culture, black culture and pop culture in general were indistinct. Black cultural exports had already been arriving on UK shores for decades before I turned up, creating conditions for US-centricity that absolutely defined a generation’s understanding of what it means to be black. I’m not just talking about a song here or a film there. African-American cultural norms were being fed to us with unrelenting consistency, so much so that black America became a cornerstone of my identity as a black Briton. It’s no accident, and little surprise, that so much of this book alludes to black American pop culture. You might remember my reference to Coming to America a few pages ago. That wasn’t an accident. When terrestrial television started broadcasting black interest sitcoms such as The Cosby Show, A Different World and The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, they became powerful beacons of a black experience that was foreign, yes, but intimately relatable at the same time. It didn’t matter that I was surrounded by council housing in grey south London with African parents telling me to ‘study my books’; I learned life lessons from Uncle Phil that I carry with me to this day.

Music was even more potent, providing a soundtrack, tone, dress code and rule book for young black cool. Hip-hop, New Jack Swing and R&B continued the work started by soul, disco and funk, inviting black Brits to party alongside our stateside cousins. For black people coming of age in pre-millennium Britain, America was a cool older sibling to look up to, or live vicariously through. You found yourself instinctively mimicking its behaviour. I call it ‘the Candy Effect’. It’s an amazing thing: that if the first few notes of the song ‘Candy’ by Cameo were to suddenly drift out of these pages and filter through the air, I’m certain that most, if not all, black readers would immediately drop the book, spring to their feet and get into formation for the Electric Slide. I don’t know when this tradition started, who popularised it, or why it’s become a staple feature of black gatherings, but it’s just one example of how pervasive Afro-American culture has been for black identity on these shores – and a pretty good metaphor for how we all move to the same rhythm.

I can’t get around it. Through our TV screens, hi-fi speakers, magazines, books and analogue radios, a whole generation of British-born black youth learned what it was to be African American. Way before I fully realised what was happening, I was getting clued up on various aspects of black American culture – the dances, the outfits, the histories, heroes and heroines we took as our own. It was an education. Black America showed me a glittering version of what it meant to be black in a white, Western context. It felt aspirational, swaggering with success and swollen with confidence in a way that black Britain simply wasn’t. We didn’t have the gloss, or the sheen, or, come to think of it, the numbers.

As of the 2001 census, African Americans represent almost 13 per cent of the US population; a far bigger minority than the 3 per cent black population represented in the UK. It stands to reason that the impact of black America would be so large as to resonate internationally, in keeping with America’s huge global presence – it’s the principal site of ‘first world’ blackness. Keeping things in perspective though, it has everything to do with slavery, the defining Afro-American narrative that gives black Americans a special prominence in US history, tracing the growth of a people fighting for liberation within the frame of white, Western dominance. Black History Month is often criticised for being a tokenistic nod at black heritage that is crudely weighted towards the civil rights movement, which is true, but that experience is a shining beacon of the black struggle. As such, black American emancipation has always felt like black emancipation overall.

Case in point, 4 November 2008, when Barack Obama won the presidential election race to become the 44th president of the United States. It felt like a victory for so many people, for so many reasons, not least the world’s black populace. For a man of colour to be in the seat of power, elected on merit and excellence, representing liberal values and a future we all so desperately want to believe in … it was phenomenal. The slogan ‘Yes We Can’ took on far greater resonance than flimsy sloganeering. It became a statement of intent, a reminder that black people can prosper against the odds; a manifesto for the black American dream that we can all believe in.

But African and American don’t sit comfortably together. From my transatlantic vantage point, squinting at black America from the other side of screens and speakers, I can see the turmoil that rages within the African-American psyche, somewhere between ‘we love this country’ and ‘fuck this place’. After a few days of reading round and trying to find that perfect academic quote to express this tension, I can do no better than reference the American comedian Chris Rock (who will turn up again in the ‘Nigger’ section), who once said that being black in America is like having an uncle who paid your way through college – but molested you. Back to Black Panther for a second, which, I think, is essentially a treatise on the relationship between Africa and America. The film’s central antagonist is Killmonger, a displaced half-Wakandan who spends a lifetime killing his way back to his ancestral home. Played by a scowling, light-skinned, very American-looking Michael B. Jordan, Killmonger cuts a tragic figure, lost between an America that marginalises him and an Africa he never really knew. His anger is all pervasive, fuelling not only his bloodlust but his mission to liberate all black people. Without a nation to call home, he identifies only with blackness, seeking global black empowerment by any means necessary.

Generation X: ‘By any means necessary.’

Echoes of Malcolm X in the mission of Killmonger are immediate, the drug-dealing pimp who rejected his ‘white slavemaster’ surname before becoming a Muslim minister and black activist. Born into deprivation and extreme racial inequality, Malcolm X can be seen as a product of ideological tensions between black and white America, ultimately unable to find reconciliation between the two, and seeking a context for his black identity within the Nation of Islam. I’ve always wondered about the popularity of Malcolm X. Whether it’s his ice-cold outlaw status or steely revolutionary resolve. Or the enlightened criminal narrative that gives such edge to his mythology. His angry, unforgiving brand of black activism has spoken to successive generations; a revolutionary spirit that encapsulates the anger and dissonance at the heart of black protest and a sharp counterpoint to the non-violent resistance represented by Martin Luther King.

When I was about twelve, maybe thirteen, about thirty years after Malcolm X was assassinated, there was a little micro-trend of Malcolm X-branded clothing that swept through the market stalls of south London. Baseball caps, T-shirts, bandanas, even jeans, with huge Xs emblazoned all over everything. I’ve already mentioned my little bandwagon jump – a pair of bright green, wide-legged, forty-inch-waist jeans with an orange X plastered over the right thigh. It was a revolution in my wardrobe, in parallel to the black radicalism that had a real moment in the mid-’90s. A conscious streak glowed bright in black pop culture, filtering through to black kids like me all over the world. Before hip-hop went gangster it had become decidedly politicised, historically aware, sometimes Afrocentric, frequently bohemian, experimental and cerebral. I watched my sisters adopt the affectations of Queen Latifah, Erykah Badu and Lauryn Hill. I listened to the psychedelia of OutKast and De La Soul and jazzy sample work of A Tribe Called Quest, pulling me into a black American consciousness. At the other end of the spectrum I had Public Enemy instructing me to Fight the Power! while the swaggering N.W.A., those theatrical niggas with attitude, told me to Fuck the Police. It was thrilling, a new positioning of blackness that told me that black lives mattered long before #blacklivesmatter.

When I wore my X jeans, I felt cool. But more than that, I felt black. I felt like I was in solidarity with historical protest that was (like my jeans) much bigger than I was. I know I was being sold a political stance but those jeans, and the matching hat I forgot to tell you about, really did connect a second-generation Ghanaian British Londoner with a deep, black American narrative.

[image: image]  Mixed race

Writing this book is like returning to a lit firework. Some of these chapters require a sharp intake of breath just to get through them. I don’t know about you but my nerves are shattered. You see words like ‘nigger’, ‘coon’, ‘wog’ and ‘darkie’ and you freeze up in anticipation of the big kaboom. Then you turn the page on ‘mixed race’ and it’s sigh of relief time. Something mild, something easy. A respite from all the spiky abrasions and explosive taboos. But I’m a bomb diffuser in training and I’ve just realised that ‘mixed race’ is an IED in disguise. ‘Mixed race’, innocuous as it may seem, is an explosion waiting to happen.

The faulty firework metaphor is a good opener for this section because, as it stands, the label ‘mixed race’ might not work properly. It’s unspecific. At best, it’s vague, offering a ‘how long is a piece of string’ shrug to the intricate question of racial identity. What exactly is the mix? And how do you go about working it out? Exactly. ‘Mixed race’ might seem to be a fair description of someone containing in their genetic make-up more than one racial element, but the reality is that it is subjective to a fault and full of dangerous assumptions. It lies to us, pretending that racial mixes can be easily specified, categorised and sorted when in reality, deconstructing a racial mix is like unbaking a cake back to its raw ingredients: theoretically understandable but practically impossible.

Introducing the first big problem of the mixed race concept: its suggestion that there is something we might call an ‘unmixed race’. It implicitly upholds ideals of racial purity that reinforce deeply problematic racial hierarchies. This book is concerned with the black experience, and in the black community, mixed race tends to refer to black and white mixed. Note, we are not even talking countries here – just basic colour of skin stuff. One white parent, one black parent, one mixed-up kid. I’m currently living this scenario out in real life.


Me: black

My wife: white

My kids: grey mixed race



That’s the cartoon version of the story. In reality, my white wife is a combination of English and Western European, specifically Scandinavian, with God knows what else thrown in along the way. Meanwhile, both my parents grew up in the same patch of universe in rural Ghana, West Africa, but if you look at my mum’s hair and fairer-than-cocoa skin, it’s obvious that she’s got a bit of something in her going back to whenever. So ‘black’ and ‘white’ start to look inadequate, while ‘mixed race’ buckles under the pressure of even the slightest interrogation.

I’m no scientist, but five seconds of thought tells me that everyone on the planet must be some kind of mixed race. As a species, we’ve simply moved about too much for too long for any other conclusion to be viable. Go back far enough in your genetic photo album and there will be some unfamiliar faces smiling back at you.

Field research.

Method:

My wife bought me a DNA tester kit for my birthday. Which means that I can finally put to the test the theories of identity that much of my life has been centred on. Once I’ve spat in the tube, put it in the post and waited four to six weeks, a website will tell me the precise-ish details of my genetic make-up.

Hypothesis:

I’ve never really questioned being anything other than Ghanaian, what with my two very Ghanaian parents. But as intimated above, my mum’s fair complexion suggests something non-African in the mix.

Results:

Ivory Coast/Ghana 55%

Benin/Togo 44%

Mali 1%

As my big sister said when I shared these results with her on WhatsApp: No surprises there then:)

The real impact of these results is that my parents’ decision to set up camp in these Great British Isles marks a huge departure from the West African nucleus that our ancestry has thrived in to date. I didn’t quite appreciate that my being born in the UK represents a giant leap away from home, on a generational level.

[image: image]

Blackness and whiteness are not simple matters of pigment. They are deeply embedded ideological constructs that reach far into our shared social identities, as real and as influential as gravity, acting as such on our perceptions of self and other. Ideologically, black and white are incompatible, sitting uncomfortably at opposite ends of a very, very imbalanced see-saw. Enter racism, the second big problem of the mixed race concept. I doubt anyone reading baulked at my little vignette of a multiracial family above, but in the grand scheme of things black and white racial mixing is a relatively recent phenomenon. It goes back to the transatlantic slave trade, those three centuries plus in which Africans were systematically traded as human livestock in an abhorrent international economy, echoing throughout the twentieth century, through the millennium and right up to this very sentence. It was during the transatlantic slave trade that we saw the very forcible mixing of races via the rape of black slaves, introducing African genes into the European pool. It’s no surprise that so many terms (often derogatory) for mixed black and white people can be traced back to this era: ‘mulatto’ (deriving from the Spanish for ‘mule’ – half donkey, half horse), half-caste and mongrel.

A worrying truth is that mixed race history is tied, in part, to violence and racialised oppression. Very different to the way my wife and I met (at a ‘hat’ themed party), grew a relationship together (180 miles apart), built a home together (out of IKEA and love) and ultimately conceived two mixed race babies of our own (in aforementioned home). This might be why, as a modern race label, it feels so liberal: that it seems to accept the mixing of races in a post-slavery context. But the shadows of slavery are long and dark. Whiteness still sits atop the racial pyramid while blackness remains subjugated. We’ve arrived at awareness, yes, but have we reached equality? Until white and black are free of the power imbalances stemming from our species’ very recent dalliances in racist human exploitation, the answer has to be no.

So to the third big problem of the mixed race concept: that it exists in a very white gaze. In this white gaze, my mixed race sons are still ‘other’, still ‘not white’, the title ‘mixed race’ simply seeking to define the specifics of this otherness. They might be perceived as black but they are not black. And they aren’t white either. They are both and neither, existing somewhere in that negative space, the invisible gap between binaries. Pop culture offers an insight into contemporary attitudes to mixed raceness:


Just as black and white, when mixed, make grey, in many ways that’s what it did to my self-identity: it created a murky area of who I was, a haze around how people connected with me. I was grey. And who wants to be this indifferent colour, devoid of depth and stuck in the middle?7
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