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Introduction


‘Mixed race? What’s all this mixed-race nonsense? If you’re not white, you’re black.’ Thus asserted a legendary black British broadcaster to Sunder Katwala, a mixed-race Briton I interviewed for this book, during a conversation they had on identity a few years ago. The pronouncement appears even starker if you consider Sunder is of Indian-Irish heritage with no black roots of which he is aware. So goes the binary way of thinking about identity that continues to shape attitudes towards mixed-race people, even though most would couch it far more diplomatically today. Ideas that have become truly influential no longer need to be articulated that explicitly or emphatically, their power lies in appearing so obvious they barely require saying. They are simply silently assumed.


The notion of a stand-alone mixed-race identity that is not in effect an offshoot of one of the more familiar identities such as ‘black’, ‘white’ or ‘Asian’ is not something Britain and the world generally takes seriously as of yet. It is why Meghan Markle self-identifying as biracial sparked confusion and debate in Britain as to what exactly that meant and whether or not it was appropriate for her to do so. It is why, if Barack Obama had asked to be called the ‘first biracial president of America’, the world would have frowned in confusion, some even in hostility. What exactly is he trying to say here? ‘First black president’ we get, but ‘first biracial president’? What’s that all about? America’s newly elected vice-president, Kamala Harris, has presented a unique challenge to identity declarers as she is an even lesser understood kind of mixed race, one with no white parent in the background. The default has been to mostly label her a ‘black woman’.


Symptomatically, in the cases of both Obama and Markle, it is monoracial people who have dominated the public debates about what their identities are or should be. As the son of a Nigerian father and Polish mother, I found it somewhat odd watching discussions about Markle’s identity on British TV in which everyone on the panel was monoracial, either black or white, with no mixed-race voices. That’s like an all-white panel discussing what blackness means or vice versa.


As annoying as they can be, I understand these attitudes. In the career of humanity, we have always divided ourselves into in-groups and out-groups. The only things that change with time are the labels and the logic of division. We used to have Romans and Aztecs, now we have Italians and Mexicans. We used to divide into kingdoms and religions, now we divide into nations and races.


We also divide into classes, ethnic groups, ideological tribes and countless other in-groups and out-groups we’ve invented. Perhaps this century will bring new types of human divisions we can’t even imagine today. But for now, social construct or not, race is a popular basis for human divisions. What matters is what people believe matters. But in the logic of race, mixed-race people are problematic because we muddy the picture of what would otherwise be a neatly-divisible world. One where it is very clear who the We are and who the They are. No ifs, no buts. None of this mixed-race nonsense.


However, there are now too many of us to continue be ignored as a stand-alone demographic force. Currently the fastest-growing minority group, there are already up to two million mixed-race Britons today, according to some estimates. Meanwhile, demographic projections in political scientist Professor Eric Kaufmann’s book, Whiteshift, suggest that if current rates of interracial marriage continue, and there is little reason to think they won’t, Britain will be 30 per cent mixed race by the end of this century, with that figure rising to nearly 75 per cent by 2150. We quite literally are the future.


Paradoxically, however, the greatest-ever interracial mixing is happening in a world that is becoming more racially polarised. While America has historically been divided by race and Britain by class, there is now a discernible trend in this country towards an American-style culture of race as the most significant, or at very least, most emotive, dividing line in society. The fact a terrible event that happened in faraway Minneapolis last year – the killing of George Floyd – sparked Black Lives Matter protests and heated debates about race here in Britain was but one recent manifestation of this trend, which is especially visible among younger ethnic minorities.


A 2020 survey by Hope not Hate asked Britain’s minorities how they defined themselves: while 64 per cent of respondents aged over 65 described themselves simply as British with 15 per cent opting for Hyphenated British (e.g. Black British, Asian British), in the 16–24 age group, the number defining as British drops to 36 per cent while those identifying as Hyphenated British doubles to 30 per cent. An overwhelming 82 per cent of respondents described their racial/ethnic identity as ‘important to who I am’ and 2 in 3 believe we do not discuss race and racism enough in Britain.


As someone who now calls this country home, I suggest going forward that our energies will be best spent not on trying to render racial identities irrelevant, but on trying to figure out how we can navigate our identities and divisions in a manner offering the greatest opportunity possible for the individual to thrive. We must never forget that stuck in the middle of all these group conflicts is the individual trying to survive. Grand narratives and big-picture theories are sometimes needed to make sense of complex human realities, but for the individual, the small picture is the big picture. I am thus most interested in how individuals are dealing with the racial divisions of our times.


For self-interested reasons, the divisions I am most concerned with are those affecting mixed-race people like myself. Where do I and other mixed-race folk in Britain today fit in with all the ongoing polarisation around us? Considering the rate at which our numbers are growing, we are increasingly going to be a factor muddying Britain’s racial waters. Do we get to choose our in-groups, are they chosen for us or can we play for various teams, so to speak? In real life, identity is not just about who you identify with, it is also about who identifies with you.


In the twentieth century, blackness was clearly defined by the one-drop rule, expressed in the ‘if you’re not white, you’re black’ claim. The child of a white father and half-white/half-black mother was seen as black even if they might have felt white. Does the one-drop rule still apply in today’s Britain? If so, what is the twenty-first-century logic behind this? If the child of a black and white parent feels a closer affinity to their white identity, should such a person be derided for ‘trying to be white’? Alternatively, if such a child feels black, do they still face questions about how authentically black or not they are?


An important point worth emphasising here is that, as the example of Kamala Harris shows us, ‘mixed race’ is not just about mixed black and white even though that is the single most common mix. Roughly half of Britain’s mixed-race population is nevertheless of a different configuration. So how does it work if you were born to a white English father and Pakistani mother or vice versa? Can you count on being accepted by any of those communities? What about if you have a white English father and Chinese mother? How are you seen by English and Chinese people?


What about the offspring of a Jamaican-Indian or Pakistani-Lebanese couple in Britain? How does that work today? And what about those who have parents with multiple racial identities, how do they navigate things? Also, considering the fact 75 per cent of mixed-race Britons have a white parent, does that mean the ‘white side’ of mixed-race Britons will acquire increasing significance to their self-identification as their numbers multiply and they intermarry with the white population?


Should racial identity go the way of sexual identity, now chiefly based on self-identification? Is it the parent who is more dominant in the mixed-race child’s upbringing that determines which race or culture he or she will identify with or does the society they are brought up in play a bigger role?


It is high time we developed a new understanding of mixed-race identity better suited to our century. This book is an effort in that direction. As someone who has researched identity academically, I’ve come to the conclusion that while academic theories can tell us a lot about how identities are socially constructed, they are woeful at explaining how identities are felt.


Thus, in order to write this book, I spoke to mixed-race Britons of various ages and racial configurations from different regions of Britain to hear their stories about what it’s really like navigating a mixed-race identity in the 21st-century. The oldest person I spoke to was 73, the youngest 6. I asked only one thing of each of them – that they speak frankly about their experiences no matter what. The only thing worse than not discussing an important issue like race is discussing it disingenuously. I spoke to regular people, not public figures, people with no grand narratives to push, no personal images to burnish, no ideological agendas to pursue. People who would simply say it like it is. The overwhelming majority spoke under their real names, but a handful preferred to speak under an assumed name if I wanted them to be that honest.


This book contains the stories and comments I felt were the most revealing about the mixed-race experience. Even though the stories emerged in conversations, they are presented in the first person. I wanted people to voice their own experiences rather than me doing it for them through the filter of my subjective interpretations. It is only outside their stories that I comment on the issues they raise and share some of my own personal experiences as a mixed-race person who has lived in Nigeria, Poland and now Britain. My aspiration is to broaden and (hopefully) deepen the discussion on race in Britain from an unapologetically mixed-race perspective. I think this perspective is a much-needed one in the wider discussion on race, identity and the future of twenty-first century societies in general.


Identity gives us a vantage point from which to observe the world. Being mixed race gives you at least two potential vantage points, or more in the case of those who are multiracial. I think these various vantage points from which we get to see the world can provide valuable observations to the overall discussion on race and identity in twenty-first century Britain.


The book is divided into three parts. The first part contains stories from Britons of mixed black and white heritage who constitute roughly half of Britain’s mixed-race population, according to the last census. The second part tells the stories of the second-largest category of mixed-race Britons, namely those classified as ‘mixed white and Asian’. The third part reveals the experiences of the category of mixed-race people we know and hear the least about, the so-called ‘mixed other’.


I will always be grateful to the people who agreed to share their stories with me even when doing so took them to uncomfortable places, places of vulnerability, something none of us find easy. Without them, none of this would be possible. I stand on their shoulders. While our experiences have been individual, what we have learnt from them is not. Because there are others like us out there who are facing or will face similar situations to those we faced. Our search for identity, like everyone else’s, is a search for a story about our life that makes sense to us. Something that explains why we feel the way we feel and where we fit in this world. An identity is a story. It is a story we tell the world about who we are, and a story the world tells us about who we are. These are our stories.









Part 1


Between black and white









Chapter 1


Why me?


Roughly half of Britain’s mixed-race population is of mixed black and white heritage. There is no relationship quite like the relationship between black and white. The history of slavery, colonialism and racism, combined with a persistently huge power imbalance in the present, make for a very specific psychological dynamic.


To be born to black and white parents is to have to navigate this difficult dynamic; to be thrust in between two worlds that often fear and mistrust each other; that often see themselves as vastly different from each other; that sometimes even openly resent each other. In this no-man’s-land is a child trying to figure out who they are and where they fit in. Trying to make sense of it all.


I can think of no society where being the offspring of a black and white couple comes with no particular tensions and complications. Growing up in Nigeria, I experienced these complications in an African setting. But how does it work in Britain? How have mixed-race Britons navigated this rocky terrain between black and white in the past, and how are they doing it today? I started my questions in Southampton where I spoke to Rita. Rita was born in 1946.


I was a war baby. My father was an African-American soldier stationed in England during the Second World War. He met my English mother at a dance in Eastleigh, which is in Hampshire, sometime in 1944, and they started a relationship. They were together until my dad left England less than a year after the war ended. He had a fiancée waiting for him in America. I don’t know at which point of their relationship my mum found out about this. I was born the month after he left. My mum decided to keep me, which was not always the case with brown war babies at the time. In fact, it was rarely the case.


We lived in my grandma’s house in Eastleigh, the town where I spent most of my life. My mum worked so it was my nan who really raised me. My mum never wanted to talk about my father. Even when he’d send me sweets from America, she’d say they were from my uncle. It was only much later I found out they were from my father. I think she just wanted to forget about him.


Growing up, two things distinguished me from all the other kids around me. The first was that I didn’t have a dad like everyone else did. The second was of course my skin colour. I got a lot of abuse. The other kids would call me ‘nigger’, ‘blackie’, ‘monkey’, things like that. I tried to ignore them. I usually walked with my head down, trying not to attract any attention.


When I’d be passing a group of kids who’d called me names before, I’d say a silent prayer, ‘God, please don’t let them see me or if they see me, please don’t let them say anything today.’ I literally held my breath anytime I passed a group of boys. It was always boys who’d call me names and always when they were in groups. They made me feel scared. They made me feel like a nobody. They made me want to be invisible.


Even though my mum was white, back then there was nothing like being ‘mixed race’. I never even heard the term until much later in my life. To everyone in 1950s Eastleigh I was black, so that was how I saw myself, as a black girl.


My mum eventually got married to a Polish man who became my stepfather. It started when I was eight, the sexual abuse. The first time he touched me, I told my nan about it. She said the worst thing you can ever say to a child being abused. ‘You mustn’t let him do that to you again,’ she told me. That made me think it was my fault, that I was somehow making him do what he was doing. The fact he would always give me money after touching me only made the whole thing more confusing and made me feel even dirtier.


I often wondered whether he was doing it because I was a black girl. Maybe that was why he didn’t like me? For a long time, I believed it was because of this. Because if not that, then why was this happening to me? But there was a girl my age nearby whose mum had also married a Polish man after the war. We were in the play-ground one day and out of the blue it just popped into my head to ask her if her Polish stepdad touched her. She said he did.


I remember feeling a sense of relief. At least I wasn’t the only one it was happening to. And it wasn’t just something that happened to black girls like me. When I think about it now, my reaction was crazy because terrible things were happening to that girl as well and you wouldn’t wish that on anybody, but that was how I felt back then. I started thinking perhaps this was simply something Polish men did to their stepdaughters.


I didn’t tell my mum about what was going on. We were never close. She never showed me any affection. I don’t remember her ever telling me she loved me or even hugging me. Not once. She had three children with my Polish stepfather, so I have two brothers and a sister. She would tell them she loved them, but never me. Again, I wondered whether this was because I was black. Sometimes I wondered why’d she even kept me at all. My nan showed me much more affection than my mum did. The worst thing was that my mum knew what my stepfather was doing to me. I sensed this for a long time but found out for sure when I was fifteen.


I was going for a job interview at the railway station and I was with her and my stepdad. He was having a go at me and suddenly I lost it and yelled back at him. I said I knew he was having a go because I hadn’t been letting him touch me of late. I looked at my mum when I was saying this. But she didn’t react. She just told me to hurry up, not to be late for my interview, pretending she hadn’t heard what I’d said. That’s when I knew she knew but didn’t care enough about me to do anything about it.


After this incident, situations from earlier years started making sense to me. There were times she’d be going to the laundrette or grocery shopping and I’d beg her to let me go with her because I knew my stepfather would want to touch me once we were alone. But she never let me go with her. She’d take my siblings but tell me, ‘No, you stay at home.’ Now I understood it was because she wanted to give my stepdad the opportunity to do what he willed with me. I felt very alone. I’d go for walks near the river all by myself and sit down in the grass, playing with a stick, wondering why all this was happening to me. Back then, there was nobody you could speak to about this kind of thing, no counsellors or whatnot. I had friends but I couldn’t speak to my friends about this.


School was my only escape. I don’t think any other kids liked school as much as I did. The teachers treated me like everyone else. They never picked on me or spoke to me meanly because I was black. I don’t remember the other kids ever calling me racial names at school either. Maybe it’s because I went to an all-girls school. Like I said, the racial abuse always came from boys. School was my favourite place to be. I was away from my stepfather and I wasn’t getting called ‘nigger’ and ‘blackie’ all the time. I loved playing on the netball team. I was quite good at the sport and being on that team was the first time I’d ever felt a part of any group. Unfortunately, I had to leave school at fourteen as my mum and stepdad expected me to earn my keep. From then on, I worked in factories, bakeries, for the railway line, that sort of thing.


There were a handful of coloured boys around when I was growing up, but I’d never date any of them. I know this may sound weird, but the truth is all I wanted was to blend in and not be noticed. I knew that if I went out with a coloured boy and we were walking down the street we’d stand out because there’d be two of us who were black. Then people would probably start calling us names or taunting us. They’d see my colour more. But if I were walking down the street with a white boy, we’d draw less attention. That was how I figured it in my head. And as it happened, I don’t recall ever getting any racial abuse or taunts from anyone when with my white boyfriends, so that just affirmed me in my choice. I tried to hide my colour by only dating white boys. I would never have even considered marrying a black man.


It sounds crazy, no? I know I shouldn’t think like that, but blackness has always felt like a stigma to me, and that feeling is still there, to be honest. Being called a nigger when I was little, all the negativity associated with being black, those things stay with you. I don’t think you can ever really get them out of your system. You can pretend you have because you want to look strong and act as if you don’t care. But deep down, it’s there, always at the back of your mind. You don’t think about it all the time, but you know you’re black and there are times you feel ashamed of that.


There was another girl in Eastleigh who was also coloured, mixed like me. We’ve been friends since childhood. If you met her, you’d think she is a very confident person. When we were kids, she used to jump round the playground making monkey noises, just to prove she didn’t care about the other kids calling her a monkey. But I knew she did. She was always all bravado on the outside, but as her close friend I knew how insecure she really was about being black.


I’m a bit too old to start hiding my insecurities now. When I was a young girl, I straightened my hair because I wanted to look the way the white girls looked. I always wished I could swish my hair the way they could. I really envied them that. I still straighten my hair. Sometimes my hairdresser will say, ‘Maybe something different today, Rita? Maybe some curls?’ I always say, ‘No, just keep it straight.’ Always straight because then I’m like a white person. I know this sounds silly, but it’s the truth.


Growing up in 1950s England, there was no one who looked like me on TV. In general, there were no black people on TV then. It wasn’t until the late 1960s when I was in my late twenties that I started seeing a few black actors on TV. Sidney Poitier was the first black movie star, of course. Denzel came along much later. It meant a lot to me to see the likes of Poitier on TV in the 1960s. For the first time, I saw black people being presented as normal human beings, doing the same kind of things white people did. They looked accepted. That made me feel better about myself. Though clearly not better enough.


I ended up in an abusive marriage with a husband who used to hit me. Once he even punched me in the stomach when I was pregnant. I took it for many years before finally divorcing him. We had three children. At the time I was raising them, I remember there was a lot going on with the civil rights movement in America. I was very proud of people like Martin Luther King for standing up against what was going on. But I was a young mother working jobs, raising kids, just living my life. I wasn’t thinking about politics. Sometimes, I feel bad about that. I feel like I never did anything to change the situation of people like me. But that’s how it was, I just focused on living my life.


I am close to my daughters, but I have a very complicated relationship with my son. One incident with him I’ll never forget. He was around sixteen. One day I saw him in town in Eastleigh with his mates and stopped to tell him something I wanted him to do at home. When he got back that day, he said to me, ‘Mum, next time you see me in public, please don’t speak to me.’ That felt awful. This was my son saying that to me. ‘Why not? Are you ashamed of me?’ I asked him. He said nothing, but he obviously was. My son looks white, you see. My daughters are visibly mixed. But my son looks white. When he was growing up, until people saw me and knew I was his mother, they’d think he was white. And I guess that’s what he wanted people to think.


Our relationship has always been strained. I recently saw him at a family funeral, and he greeted me, ‘Hello, mother.’ That’s how he always refers to me – ‘mother’ – not ‘mum’ or ‘mummy’, just ‘mother’. He hasn’t yet introduced me to his son, my grandson, even though he’s two years old now. I think he’s a bit ashamed of me up till today. It’s a terrible feeling to know that, but like they say, as long as they’re happy and healthy, it’s fine. At least I have a great relationship with my daughters. As for my white siblings, I’ve always got on very well with one of my brothers; he’s always been sweet and affectionate with me, always been there for me. But I have never been close to my sister and other brother. When we were adults, I told my sister her dad had molested me. She told me to my face she didn’t believe me. ‘He never touched me,’ she said.


I’ve talked a lot about how self-conscious I’ve always been of my skin colour. But of course, sometimes you forget the colour thing and just live your life. Until someone says something or gives you a look. Then it all comes back. In my case, even though I’ve had years of counselling to get me where I am today psychologically, my experiences with my stepdad only made things worse regarding my feelings about being black. It’s interesting the way the colour thing works, though. After my marriage broke up, I once dated a guy who, in the middle of an argument we were having, referred to my daughter as a ‘little black nigger’. I dumped him immediately. But I later heard he married a black nurse. That’s funny, isn’t it?


Sometimes when I’m out about town and someone looks at me, I start getting weird thoughts in my head. It could be just a look of curiosity, but I start asking myself, ‘Why are they looking at me? Is it because I’m black?’ A few years back, one of my daughters was in a relationship which seemed to be going very well. The man she was dating was an upper-class white English guy. After being with him for a few months, she introduced him to me. A few days later he texted her saying he didn’t think the relationship would work out.


I remember wondering to myself, ‘Was it because he had met me? Was it because he saw I was black?’ I’m sure my daughter must have told him about me, but perhaps it hadn’t hit home till he actually saw me. Then again, perhaps his breaking-up with my daughter had nothing whatsoever to do with me. My point is that I still get these kinds of thoughts in my head.


At moments like that, I feel very self-conscious and well, honestly speaking, ashamed of being black again. I wish I could shake that feeling. But I just can’t. I still can’t take compliments. People will often say, ‘Hey Rita, you look beautiful today.’ I say, ‘Aww thanks!’ But truth is, I never believe those compliments. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see a beautiful person. I’ve never been able to think of myself as beautiful. It’s all about what you’ve got in your head. I realise that, but I am seventy-three now, so I think it’s a bit too late to change how I think about myself.


I do feel the situation of black and brown people in Britain has improved very much since when I grew up. I live in Southampton now and there are many more black and brown people here than there used to be. I still feel most connected to Eastleigh where I spent most of my life, though. It’s interesting how we can feel so connected to the place of our childhood even if most of our childhood memories are bad. I find today’s discussion about how it is being mixed race very interesting. But like I said, I’ve always thought of myself as black because that is how I was seen. Apart from black, I also feel British because I’ve lived my whole life in Britain. But it didn’t really hit me I was British until I went to America after locating my biological father. I was sixty at the time.


Americans would ask me the time just to hear me speak because they liked my accent. That made me feel good and made me feel British. Meeting my biological father and his American family was also a wonderful experience. When my dad would walk with me and hold my hand, it was wonderful. It was like I’d lived next door to him all my life. His wife was so nice to me. His brother, my uncle Carl, instantly loved me to bits, as I did him. I’d never felt so loved. I felt wanted for the first time in my life when I was with them. It felt like proper family.


They told me stories about how my grandparents had been among the first freed slaves to buy land in Mississippi. That land is still in the family. It felt amazing to think I had ancestors who did amazing things. I didn’t tell them anything about the abuse. My dad was in his eighties when I found him, so there was no point in bringing all that up, it would have upset him too much. Unfortunately, I only met my father once as he died not long after my trip. The counselling I’ve been through to help me make sense of my experiences, especially the sexual abuse, has helped me a lot. What matters is that I survived it all. But if I could go back and do it all over again, I’d definitely tell myself, ‘Rita, don’t let them get you thinking you’re not good enough. Don’t let them rule your life.’


On my train-ride back from seeing Rita, I couldn’t get out of my head the picture of a young brown girl, sitting by a river near her home, poking a stick in the grass and wondering why all this was happening to her. I imagined how excruciatingly alone that girl must have felt in those moments. No one to protect her. A mother she couldn’t rely on and a biological father far away in America. That Rita remains standing after all the sexual, racial and physical abuse she endured, and managed to raise three children in the process, is something of a miracle to me.


She survived, but her experiences left scars. The crude racism she was subjected to growing up in Eastleigh left her with the racial complex she spoke so frankly about. There was no navigating between black and white in Rita’s case. Even though she grew up in an all-white home in an all-white town, having no contact with anything resembling black culture, she was never allowed to think of herself as anything but ‘black’.


I felt grateful for her honesty about the shame she still occasionally feels about her skin colour. It is easier to admit having had a racial complex in the past than to admit having one in the present. Because that lets the world know you remain vulnerable. And there are few things we fear more than appearing vulnerable. I think the main reason Rita felt safe enough to let me see her vulnerability is because I am mixed race too. Many people of black heritage do not feel safe enough to appear vulnerable in front of white people, especially not in the context of racial insecurities.


The truth here is that, in the context of race, Rita’s story offers us no triumphant punch-your-fist-in-the-air moment of overcoming. Despite her amazing resilience in surviving the many evils life brought her way, her story is also one of white racism achieving its objectives. Succeeding in making her feel ‘less than’. It is important we are honest about our complexes, racial or otherwise. While we may feel very vulnerable revealing them to others, hiding them behind a brave face only gives the world an opportunity to do nothing about the conditions that produced them in the first place. This guarantees they will be reproduced in others after us.


I know those white boys who used to call Rita ‘nigger’ and ‘monkey’ in 1950s Eastleigh. The ones who made her hold her breath whenever she would walk past them, praying they wouldn’t notice her. I met them on the streets of Warsaw, where I moved after finishing secondary school in Lagos in the mid-1990s. Like Rita, I too held my breath anytime I walked past them. I too would say a silent prayer hoping they wouldn’t notice me that day or perhaps I’d just be lucky enough they wouldn’t be in the mood to call me nigger or monkey or tell me to ‘fuck off back to Africa’.


Those boys, and it is always boys, have the same agenda everywhere; to intimidate you into willingly accepting their right to be above you. On the basis of their white skin colour. Luckily for me, unlike Rita, I met those boys after a childhood spent in Nigeria, one that had given very different ideas about my place in this world.


While I did feel humiliated when those Polish boys yelled abuse at me and authentically dreaded those moments, I was a bit too full of myself ever to feel ‘less than’ them. I’m not saying I was the most confident teenager in the world – I wasn’t – but I had been brought up in a society that nurses its own superiority complex. One not based on any notions of racial superiority, but on the idea of Nigerian exceptionalism, best expressed in the popular national claim Nigeria is ‘the giant of Africa’.


Nigerians firmly believe they are a special people, endowed with a unique intelligence, resilience and creativity that predestines them for greatness. This is the gospel I was raised in, and I was a firm believer. So the idea my blackness, which I equated to my Nigerianness, somehow made me worse than those Polish kids was never one I could truly take seriously. If anything, quite the opposite. My Nigerianness shielded me from those boys’ attempts to assert their superiority over me in my own head. But that still leaves the question of why.


Why did those boys in 1950s Eastleigh and 1990s Warsaw feel the need to say the things they said to Rita and me? ‘Racism’ is just the beginning of the answer. The deeper question is what emotional need racism satisfies in humans to make it so attractive to so many people in the first place?


I think what the kind of racism Rita and I experienced offers people emotionally is an opportunity to experience a sense of power over others. Those boys felt they had the power to humiliate us, and they enjoyed that feeling. Cruelty is the most explicit exhibition of power over another human being. Unambiguous proof you can. Hurling those abuses at us must have made those boys feel strong and dominant, feelings humans crave because they make it appear impossible we will die.


Racism is often discussed today as if it is a phenomenon unique in human behaviour. But far from it, racism is just one of the countless ideologies humans have developed to dominate other humans. Racism is not the result of prejudice, but of the capacity to dominate. The prejudice exists to justify the domination. Those boys wanted to let me and Rita know they had the capacity to dominate us. Many religions have ended up ultimately feeding this human need for domination, as have economic systems, systems built on the idea of some people possessing ‘royal blood’, (whatever that is), or ethnocentric ideas that say we may be the same skin colour, but I am better than you because I’m from ethnic group X and you’re from group Y.


The most pressing question I see is not why racism exists but whether we are capable as humans of weaning ourselves off our addiction to these feelings of power and domination? Because if not, we will continue inventing all sorts of new ideologies in our search for that high. Racism will simply be replaced by something else.









Chapter 2


No thing


MMy next chat was with Eugene, who has lived in Liverpool all his life, though he has travelled widely. His father, too, was an American soldier, stationed in Britain following the Second World War. But Eugene was born in 1955, almost a decade after Rita.


My father was African-American while my mother was of German-Scottish ancestry but born and raised in Liverpool. My father was stationed in Liverpool following the Second World War. He met my mum there, they dated and eventually got married. In 1958, when I was three years old, my dad was redeployed to Japan and left us behind. Interracial marriages were illegal under US law at the time, so he couldn’t take us with him.


My mum raised foster children, so I grew up with siblings of Egyptian, English, Greek, Indian, Irish, Jamaican, Malaysian, Nigerian, Welsh and Yemeni descent. Our household was a proper melting pot. My mum studied the cultures and religions of all the nations represented in her children. She learnt how to cook dishes from all the countries so everyone could feel at home in our house. Multiculturalism was a normal everyday thing for us. The problem was once we stepped out of the house, there was a whole different world out there, one that did not see all this as something normal.


I was popularly referred to as ‘Gene the nigga’ by the white kids in my neighbourhood. They didn’t think they were being racist. This was simply how people spoke back then. I myself was well aware it was racist. Whenever you single somebody out as the other in a group, it is always an attempt to establish a hierarchy, one in which you automatically assume a superior position to that person and show everyone else you can do that.


However, the main identity marker in 1960s Liverpool was not race but religion. This was largely due to the influence of the Irish in the city. I grew up in Everton and, outside my multicultural home, the neighbourhood was virtually all Irish. Liverpool is the most Irish of English cities. Some 1.5 million Irish moved here during the potato famine of the mid-1800s, bringing with them their religious divides. All the families in our area identified as either Orange Lodge or Catholic. We were Orange Lodge, so we weren’t allowed to play with the Catholic kids and vice versa. The Catholic areas had pavements painted white, orange and green like the Irish flag. The Protestant areas were painted red, white and blue like in Northern Ireland. I was Gene the nigga in little Belfast.


Liverpool’s black communities bought into the religious divide. Most were on the Protestant side and had their own Orange Lodges, dominated by people who had come from West African coastal states like Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra Leone before the Second World War. These people identified as Protestant Liverpool black. They’d fly the Union Jack and all that.


But there were hardly any black people in the area where I lived. There was a Chinese guy opposite our house, though, who was very much into the whole Motown thing. He had an Afro, looked like Smokey Robinson and kind of identified black. This was not so unusual in those days. Back then, anyone who wasn’t white was black. And ‘white’ meant white. I remember once visiting a friend in Aberdeen. When his neighbourhood buddies saw me, they said, ‘Oh, we have a black guy here too. He’s called Sammy.’ So we all went looking for Sammy. Turned out Sammy was Spanish. But the Scottish boys considered him black too!


When I say religion was the main identity marker in 1960s Liverpool, that doesn’t mean my skin colour wasn’t used against me. I went to a grammar school where I was the only black kid in class. Being a grammar school, Latin was an important subject. The Latin word for ‘black’ is ‘niger’. I still remember when I was around eleven how my teacher would always pick me to recite all the grammatical forms of ‘black’ in Latin. I’d have to sit there and go niger, nigra, nigrum, nigrarum, nigrorum, nigras, etc. The whole class would be roaring with laughter, my teacher along with them. I had to develop a thick skin because that was just the way it was back then.


By my teenage years, I’d made friends with some of the other mixed-race boys around Liverpool whose fathers had been black American soldiers, too. Like me, they were virtually all being raised by their white mums. We tended to stick together, united by our shared situation. Those who liked to call themselves ‘Liverpool black’, the descendants of West Africans who’d come before the war, turned up their noses at us mixed kids as well as at the Windrush generation arriving from the West Indies then. They thought they were better than us mixed-race kids and called us ‘half-breeds’. They thought they were better than the Jamaicans because they’d been in Liverpool for longer. They felt Liverpool was ‘their’ city while the Windrush folk were outsiders. Go figure.


It was my mum who kept me sane during those years. Despite having so many children to take care of, she would always listen carefully to whatever bad experiences I’d had and speak with me about them for a long time. She couldn’t really help me much with the discrimination I was facing from black people in Liverpool, but she gave me books to read by black thinkers on race in general. She taught me about Malcolm X and the civil rights movement. She helped me understand what was going on at the time in terms of race. She got married to a Cuban man when I was five, so I did have a father-figure growing up. He was a kind man. But it was my mum who was my rock.


When I was seventeen, we moved to Toxteth, a rough inner-city area of Liverpool. In this neighbourhood, there were all sorts of people: blacks, Chinese, Irish, Welsh, Yemenis, Somalis, people from the Caribbean and probably the largest mixed-race community in England at the time. You needed allies to survive in Toxteth, on your own you were done for. My group of friends consisted of black kids, some mixed-race kids and a couple of Yemeni kids. In the neighbourhood, we had to fend off our own predators, mostly black bullies and gangsters. But leaving the neighbourhood was also dangerous. By the 1970s, race had become a big deal in Liverpool. There were skinheads all over the place. If you ventured outside your zone at the wrong moment, you’d get jumped and beaten senseless or worse. You had to watch your back all the time.


Then there was the police. Once, me and my mate Keith got stopped by the police for no good reason. We were both around eighteen. In no time, eight policemen had appeared. They beat the shit out of us and then charged us with causing grievous bodily harm. Funny thing was, a couple days later, a white mate of mine was talking to his uncle who was a policeman. This uncle was boasting about how he and his police buddies had put keys in their gloves and battered two black guys recently. My mate said, ‘So you was the one that done it. That was me mate you beat up. He was from around here, you know.’


Imagine his uncle, a policeman, boasting about beating up two eighteen-year-old kids. That was how it was. For some reason, the white policemen seemed to particularly dislike us mixed-race boys. ‘You dirty fucker, at least we could make the niggers work. You’z half-caste didn’t used to do nothing. You’z lot think you’re something special,’ they’d say to me.


When I was twenty-four, I left Liverpool for college in Wrexham, northern Wales. There I delved into sociology, psychology and politics as part of my Youth and Community studies. I read Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals and Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. By now, I’d started playing music for a living and was a drummer in a band called Keh Tuh, named after the mountain. We played a punkier roots-rock-reggae type of two-tone. I was a Malcolm brother with dreadlocks. One love and black radicalism rolled into one. Music was a beautiful escape for me. Music was pure.


Both Wrexham and Cardiff where I went on placement were generally fine. At the time, Bluetown in Cardiff, also known as Tiger Bay, was home to the only other mixed-race community anywhere near as large as the one back in Toxteth. I felt quite at home there and in Cardiff generally. The city was more integrated than Liverpool at the time. Black people in Cardiff seemed happy to be Welsh. The city was full of rugby-playing Rastas. In general, it was quite good being a Rasta in Wales back then. There were loads of hippies, and the hippies loved us Rastas, so that was cool.


There were many African students in my Wrexham college, mostly Nigerians, but also from some other African countries. The only trouble we had was with some white ex-policemen who’d returned to college to play rugby. One day, me mate, a Rasta, Jamaican parents but born in Birmingham, he comes up to me and tells me some of these rugby players put up a poster in the student union hall, saying ‘Niggers out, British education for the British.’


‘But they don’t mean us,’ me mate says, ‘they mean the Nigerians.’


‘Fuck that,’ I said, and we gathered some brothers and went over to where these guys were. I put my reggae music loud on the boombox and told them we’d bash their heads in if they didn’t take the poster down. They eventually did and apologised. That’s how we had to deal with these things back then. We either stood up for ourselves or we got bullied. But I generally enjoyed Wales. You’d wake up in the morning surrounded by beautiful hills. It was great.


In 1981, I made my first long-dreamed-of trip to Africa. It was a pilgrimage seeking my ancestral black roots. I chose Morocco for the practical reason it was the easiest and cheapest place to get to at the time. The trip was a transformative experience which eventually led to me becoming a Muslim. My skin colour is the shade of most Moroccans so for the first time in my life, everyone assumed I was a native and I was the one who had to tell them I wasn’t. I felt what it was like to be in the majority. To be the norm. One day, I saw a woman begging for money on the streets. I gave her something and moved on. But for some reason, as I was walking away, my heart filled up with a strong feeling I needed to go get some more money and give it to that woman. So I did.


Afterwards, this guy comes up to me and says, ‘You’re a good Muslim, brother.’ ‘I’m not a Muslim, I’m a Rasta,’ I said. He asked me why I gave the woman money twice. I said I’d never seen a sister looking so destitute before. ‘This is the sign of a Muslim,’ he said. That really moved me.


Another time, after a conversation we had, my friend’s dad said to me, ‘There are people who are Muslims who don’t know they are Muslims.’ I knew he was referring to me. What I felt in Morocco was people judging me on my character, not on appearance. Over there, everyone was brown like me, so no one was interested in how I looked. They were interested in who I was. It’s in places like that you realise you’re not really like the English, that you’re more like these Moroccans because you identify with them and they identify with you.


I went through an identity crisis for much of my life. I’m in my mid-sixties now, and if there’s one thing I regret, it’s that I wasted so many years trying to be accepted by various groups that can reject you if you’re mixed race. Black people would tell me I wasn’t black enough, so I spent years trying to be the black man, trying to be Malcolm X. Today, I realise that even my embrace of Islam was part of a search for belonging in some kind of wider group. So I went out of my way to try to show other Muslims how Muslim I was.


It was not until my mid-fifties that I realised what really matters in life is developing your own individual personality. People sacrifice their individuality to groups too easily. They stop being themselves and start being a stereotype, being the kind of person the group says they should be. The bravest thing to be is an individual. Many people pretend to be individuals, but they’re not really. They’re just doing what a particular group expects them to do in order to be accepted. Bruce Lee used to say being an artiste means being totally yourself. But to do that, you have to be totally honest with yourself as well. My search for group acceptance lasted most of my life, which is way too long. But that’s how life is. You spend most of it searching for the wrong things, and by the time you realise what’s truly important, you’re about to die.


I don’t like dealing with race issues any more. It’s a lot of bullshit. A lot of fucking bullshit white people put on us that we’ve been carrying all these years. The way people were categorised during slavery was crazy. You had mulattos, quadroons, octoroons; if you were even down to a sixty-fourth black, you couldn’t own land or marry a white woman and you could be bought and sold. But while slavery is gone, the identity problems it left continue. Like the question about who can be considered ‘black’.


In today’s Britain, there are some very light-skinned people who identify as black. But I often hear people who’ve recently come here from Africa, for instance, say things like, ‘Why is that person calling himself black? He’s not black. We wouldn’t call him black in Africa.’ This kind of talk gets me angry. I’m thinking, ‘Don’t you come here and tell me what black is because you have no idea. If you don’t know diaspora history, just shut the fuck up because you’re just adding more confusion through your lack of understanding.’


Apart from this confusion being part of the legacy of slavery, one of my saddest observations over the years is that people from Africa, especially West Africa, tend to be very tribalist in their thinking. You’ll see Nigerians prejudiced against other Nigerians because they’re from different ethnic groups. Sometimes, I’ll be sitting around a table at a gathering with people from a West African nation and they’ll start speaking to those from their ethnic group in their language, knowing perfectly well the rest of us at the table don’t understand it. They are basically excluding us, saying if you don’t speak our language you stay out of the conversation. That’s worse othering than the kind you get from the British these days.


When I complain about this kind of behaviour to my African friends, they tell me that’s the way it is over there; it’s all about hierarchies and ethnic identities, about which group you belong to. I guess this is how the human species functions much of the time. I’ve travelled around the world a bit, from America to the Middle East. When you visit many places, you start to see repetitive patterns of behaviour.


Truth is, we will always identify with the people we feel are closest to us, who are most like us. It’s easier for me to speak to a mixed-race person about being mixed race because I know that person will get what I am saying. But even though we will always identify with certain types of people more than with others, we shouldn’t treat that as an excuse or reason to separate ourselves from those we identify with less. We have to overcome those differences and accept them as part of our human existence.


When we were growing up, we used to think all of us with similar skin colour needed to be living together, hanging out with each other. I know now that is nonsense. What you need is to be with like-minded intelligent people. People you can learn from and grow with. Hopefully, that group will be mixed enough so there’s all kinds of people from different backgrounds, black, white, whatever. You don’t want to be hanging out in all-black groups because like any group of one kind of people, they tend to develop an insular nature. The consequence of that is groupthink.


I do feel a certain paradox, though. On the one hand, I feel I’ve transcended cultural identity politics. But on the other hand, it was cultural identity that moulded me. It was immersing myself in the traditions of the African diaspora, black spirituality, black music, black dance and black poetry that led me to my current state of mental awareness. If I had followed the Orange Protestant tradition of my childhood neighbourhood, I would not be who I am today. I’d just be a guy who hates Catholics. It was the black thing in me that led me to be someone I’m happy to be today. There is also no doubt that the uniting black cultural identity the diaspora developed aided in our liberation from slavery and segregation.


However, I see now that other cultures have their own paths and their own truths. I became a Muslim in my search for identity. But while all religions have a mishmash of outward manifestations encouraging tribal-like conflicts, at the core of them all is the same message of love and compassion. Love is the cohesive force that binds humanity together. It took me a long time to truly internalise this. As recently as six or seven years ago, I still had a lot of anger and hate in my heart towards white society. But I am free of that now and feeling free feels great.


What I tell young people of colour today is to make full use of the opportunities they have that were absent in my day. Get out of where you were born. Travel. Learn about other places and other cultures. Don’t get caught up in a ghetto mentality. When we were growing up, only the upper classes could travel. The rest of us couldn’t afford it, including the white working classes. Today, almost everyone can travel. It’s crazy not to take advantage of that.


On my third birthday, my father sent me a birthday card. After that, I didn’t see or hear from him for forty years. Then, about twenty years ago, a Liverpool woman with a similar story to mine told me she’d traced her dad through a lady from Birmingham. I went to see this lady. Two years later, she sent me two possible addresses for my father in America. I knew immediately which one was his because his middle name was the same as my first name. Turned out my dad lived in Texas.


I got in touch with him and, after some phone conversations, finally went to see him. He welcomed me like the prodigal son. He’d been a chaplain in the air force and was very religious, so for him a key thing was to introduce me to his church members. And so here I am at this church elders’ meeting in Texas. We’re all sitting there in suits and ties and everyone is introducing themselves. ‘Hi, I’m Darren Johnson from Indiana, I believe in Jesus Christ as my Lord and Saviour.’ And me, of course, I’m a Muslim, so when it gets to my turn, I introduce myself with my Muslim name Muhammad Kamil and say I believe Jesus was a prophet and so was Mohammed. And then my dad tells them in his southern drawl, ‘This is my son from England, he’s a Muslim.’ But it’s all good, they hug me and kiss me and welcome me into their church.


During the sermon, the pastor talks about perseverance and says there’s a young man in the audience who travelled thousands of miles to meet his daddy after forty years. And I stand up and speak to the church briefly. They all show me a lot of love. It was beautiful. I felt accepted. In my dad’s town, I experienced something I’d never experienced before. People would stop me on the street and say, ‘Hey, you must be little Eugene, I see your dad in you, I’m your cousin.’ That felt great.


Things are much better today in Liverpool in terms of race, but I can’t say racism has disappeared from the city’s institutions. In July 2019, the Lord Mayor of Liverpool was forced to resign after it emerged he’d shared a WhatsApp video comparing a black person to a monkey. Derek Hatton, a famous local politician in the 1980s, once said, ‘When the bottom fell out the slave trade, everyone scarpered down south. Only the blacks and Irish were left behind in Liverpool.’ At its heart, scouse culture is a blend of black and Irish. Yet Liverpool remains in denial of the contribution of its black citizens in shaping the city’s culture, a bit like Spain and its denial of Moor influence there.


The regular folk of Liverpool are cool, mostly friendly people. It’s the ones at the top who are the problem, the ones running the city. They’re just a bunch of rednecks. But my focus now is to be what Sufi Muslims describe as ‘La Shay’, meaning ‘No Thing’. Nothing other than I am. Don’t put anything after those words because when you do you are reducing yourself to a label.


We were both in stitches when Eugene told me the story of Sammy, the Spanish kid in Aberdeen who the Scottish boys said was their ‘black’ friend. Sometimes you have to see the comical side of this race madness. Under what sort of cuckoo logic does a Spanish guy become black?


I instinctively hugged Eugene tight after he saw me off to the station. I’d done the same with Rita. During our conversations, I’d felt an instant connection with both of them and I like to think they felt the same way with me. I think in both cases the mere fact I was mixed black and white was enough for them to feel sure I would understand. That I knew ‘what it was like’ even though I’d grown up on a different continent and in a different era. Sensing they had that feeling around me felt beautiful. It was the joy of mutual identification. That feeling when you see yourself in others and know they see themselves in you too.


I think Eugene was absolutely spot on when he said, ‘we will always identify with certain types of people more than with others’, but the point is not to treat that ‘as an excuse or reason to separate ourselves from those we identify with less’. The problem is not in feeling a particular pull towards a particular kind of human being, but in being incapable of identifying or empathising with other kinds of human beings as well.


I don’t feel I have the right to be offended if someone doesn’t instinctively identify with me. Eugene rightly pointed out there is a difference between who Africans consider ‘black’ and who is considered black here in Britain. In Nigeria, people don’t look at me and see a black person.


The Nigerian who hasn’t had much contact with people of different races looks at me and sees an oyinbo (white person). I was, and still am, often referred to as an oyinbo in Nigeria. The Nigerian with a keener eye for racial subtleties looks at me and sees a mixed-race person, someone who is definitely not white, but not someone they would describe as ‘black’ either. Not someone they would instinctively feel is ‘one of us’.


They may often come to see me that way, after a conversation, after my Nigerian accent has told them I grew up there, after they discover we have many shared experiences, after they discover my pidgin English is tiptop. The Nigerian can often come to see me as his ‘brother’, which is the Nigerian way of saying we are one. But it will take some interaction, it won’t be instinctive. And I get that. When you are mixed race, you are contrasted with the majority population of whatever society you are in. My skin colour and features make me look like a white(ish) other to many Nigerians. For some, maybe even too much of an other for them to be able ever to truly see me as one of them. Not because they want me to feel bad or rejected, but because, like Eugene said, ‘we all identify with certain kinds of people more than with others’. You cannot demand people identify with you just because you want them to or just because you identify with them. It doesn’t really work that way. I don’t blame any Nigerian for looking at me and not exactly seeing themselves reflected in the mirror.


Of course, not identifying with someone is one thing, hurling racist abuse at them quite another. Eugene’s experiences navigating black and white in Liverpool show how mixed people of his generation faced malicious othering and discrimination from both sides of the racial divide. The white kids called him ‘Gene the nigga’ while the ‘Liverpool blacks’ called him a ‘half-breed’.


While there is usually no shortage of people willing to discuss the prejudices of white Britain past and present, and rightly so, there does, however, seem to be a shortage of those willing to discuss in any depth the prejudices of black or brown Britons. But the truth is that white people do not have a monopoly on racial prejudice and discriminatory thinking. No skin colour can render you immune from the temptation to make others feel less than or to make them feel outsiders.


In the competition for who has done the most racist things to the most people in history, white people have no equals. But that does not mean black prejudices should be shrugged off as inconsequential, with arguments about black people having no power so their prejudices having no consequences. They certainly had consequences for Eugene, and for countless other Eugenes in twentieth-century Britain called ‘half-breeds’ and other demeaning names by both black and white people. Yet because of a desire to focus solely on what is perceived as the more important big picture of racism from the white majority, only half the pain of people such as Eugene has ever truly been acknowledged. We seem to forget that from the point of view of the individual, the small picture is the big picture.


Skin-colour wise, Eugene seems to have felt most at home in Morocco where, for the first time in his life, he ‘felt like the majority’. Most Moroccans are brown-skinned so this time he didn’t contrast at all with the majority population the way he does in Britain and Europe or would in any black African country. As he rightly pointed out, when you look like everyone else no one is interested in how you look. Things beyond our control, such as exact skin shade, play a huge role in determining where mixed-race people can blend in as one of many or where we stand out as someone decisively other-looking.


Eugene’s response to his life experiences has been to embrace an individualism that is strongly averse to groupthink and not bound by any particular group affiliations. I think his advice to mixed-race people today to avoid his mistake of spending a lifetime chasing group acceptance is important. We are born as individuals and we die as individuals. We may as well live as individuals. This, of course, is not as easy to do as to write. ‘The bravest thing to be is an individual,’ said Eugene. Indeed. We are all so keen for a sense of belonging to a larger community that asserting our individuality is a challenge in any circumstance, mixed race or not. ‘The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe,’ the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche observed.


This struggle is especially difficult if the tribe knows you are particularly keen for its approval, as we mixed-race people can often be in our complicated quest for community, belonging and identity. It is also particularly difficult to be an individual when you are mixed race because you can often feel caught between two or more worlds, each tugging strongly in the direction of their own ways of doing and seeing things.


Like Eugene, we float between various cultural universes – in his case white, black and Muslim among others – searching for that safe space where we feel comfortable and accepted. If we do find such a space around a particular group, it can seem a small sacrifice to close our eyes to this or that group wisdom with which we may strongly disagree. But a sense of belonging, like all pleasurable experiences, can be addictive. It may not be long before our belonging fix lulls us into the insular ‘groupthink’ Eugene warns about.


While Eugene has adopted a more individualist approach to identity in recent years, he does however acknowledge it was a collective black cultural identity that helped mould him into the individual he is happy to be today. ‘It was immersing myself in the traditions of the African diaspora, black spirituality, black music, black dance and black poetry that led me to my current state of mental awareness,’ he said.


Arguing for a more individualist approach to identity should not be based on simplistic caricaturist depictions of collectives as inherently stifling producers of groupthink and nothing more. They can often be that, but there is also a great beauty and wisdom in the collective fusion of individualities that make up a community. And it is ultimately only in community that we can learn from others. ‘A person is a person through other persons. I am human because I belong, I participate and I share,’ is how Desmond Tutu, the legendary anti-apartheid activist cleric, summed up the southern African Ubuntu philosophy that drives his thinking.


It is usually in community that we experience our humanity most profoundly and it is certainly only in community that we can learn from others. Most importantly, it is only in community that we can ultimately survive as individuals, a lesson the terrible but eye-opening experience of Covid-19 has relentlessly driven home. I think what is important is for us to maintain an individual core that does not wither under the stern gaze of group opinion, but always retains that essence of who we know we truly want to be.


Eugene complained about West Africans acting ‘tribalistic’ here in Britain. On the one hand, I completely agree with him that carrying on a conversation with a select few in a language you know half the table won’t understand is an unpleasant form of othering. Language is powerful because it can include as well as exclude, evoke commonality or draw boundaries. In Eugene’s experience with some West Africans, the latter was the case. While he rightly pointed out slavery had caused an ‘identity confusion’ among black people, it is also worth remembering that it is only because of slavery that ‘black people’ exist in the first place. Slavery created blackness.


The Africans transported to America, Britain and other parts of the western hemisphere as slaves arrived as members of diverse collectives who spoke different languages, believed in different things, had different customs and considered themselves very different from each other. Slavery turned them all into ‘black people’. Since race organised everyday life in these societies, their blackness overwhelmed all the diverse identities the enslaved Africans had brought with them. Cultural genocide by redefinition.


Blackness has really only ever existed where there have been many white people, and black unity where there has been systematic white oppression. This is why Africa has been a massively polarised continent ever since the uniting enemy – European colonialists – left thousands of previously autonomous communities forced together into a few dozen ‘nation-states’. I think some black and mixed-black Britons such as Eugene often have rather unrealistic expectations of the Africans who come here, believing that they see themselves simply as ‘black people’ and feel a sense of camaraderie with anyone who identifies as black here in Britain. It doesn’t really work that way. People who come here from Africa come with their own distinct ethnic identities, languages and cultures, and don’t see themselves as simply ‘black people’. It is only in the eyes of others that they are seen that way.
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