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To three very special women:


My mum, who made sacrifices so I wouldn’t have to.


My best friend, Aysha, who’s always
 been there for me – even when I was super weird.


Alison, the first person to call me a writer and mean it.


   

INTRODUCTION


Clapback: [noun/verb] Responding to a (often ignorant) notion with a withering comeback; with the aim of shutting it down.


Hello. My name is Elijah and thanks for buying my book. If you are simply reading this in the bookshop and considering buying it, you should totally do it – all the cool kids are reading it and you don’t wanna be left out. 


I have a confession: I’ve always wanted to be a writer, but I never expected my first book to be about race. In truth, when I first started fantasising about getting published, I was writing a story about a boy who ran away from home to be the President of Panama – I was ten.


Even though I’m black, writing about race simply wasn’t a priority for me, because, well … I’m privileged as fuck. Sure, I’m black – but I’m a man, which makes life significantly easier for me. I am well educated and middle class: I work for one of the largest, most profitable companies in the world, for God’s sake. And I had an upbringing that valued education, so I never had to work in order to pay for my schooling. So even though I have suffered discrimination in my life, my personal experiences really weren’t going to inspire a cultural and racial revelation. 


In addition to that, pretty much any study you read today will tell you that this is the best time to be alive. There are fewer wars, significantly higher life expectancy rates, and we have the eighth wonder of the modern world that is Netflix. This also rings true statistically for civil rights; in the past few years alone, black people have seen strong movements such as Black Lives Matter, increased representation in movies such as Black Panther and Girls Trip, and a black president of the most powerful country in the world. 


However, for black people and minorities in general, progress always seems to be a case of ‘one step forward, two steps back’. Because for every Black Lives Matter movement, there’s an All Lives Matter or Blue Lives Matter movement. For every movie with a predominant minority cast, a white person gets cast in a high-profile role meant for a person of colour (Scarlett Johansson’s role in Ghost in a Shell, for example), and immediately after America elected its first black president, they elected a president who referred to white nationalists as ‘very fine people’. 


This lack of consistent progress in racial awareness has caused an inevitable social and cultural divide between the majority (by and large white, wealthy and men) and the unrepresented minority (often people of colour, less well-off, and women) – and momentum is most definitely on the side of the majority; particularly those who are prejudiced against the minority. It’s bad enough that institutionally, people of colour have always been at a disadvantage, but we are starting to see the majority become more vocal in their rhetoric, and often this is used to justify their prejudice or racism.


This negative rhetoric about people of colour is especially painful for me as a black man, because black people have always had to fight back against harmful stereotypes such as: our community is fraught and synonymous with poverty and crime (see ‘black on black crime’), that we are less British than our white neighbours (see the Windrush scandal), or that we are less qualified for the same opportunities that are afforded to white people in our education or professional lives (see … well, any professional or educational institution). 


Make no mistake, these prejudicial statements or stereotypes are not simply casual knee-slapping jokes, they help perpetuate a system used to discriminate, prevent progress, and inflict hurt. By and large, stereotypes are not created by the communities they are about, rather they are an outsider’s view of how that community is perceived, in the mistaken belief that we can know things about people based on what we know about their group. 


For example, there is the stereotype that black people are naturally gifted runners, but black people don’t go around expecting themselves to excel at sprinting. In the same way that there is a stereotype that Germans are efficient; but no German manager would ever give negative feedback to an employee, by saying: ‘Now come on, Helmut, you have to do better. We are German; we’re supposed to be efficient.’


My personal motivation for starting to document my research into stereotypes started when a mate of mine asked me about the Black Lives Matter movement on a night out. ‘I get that black lives do matter, but shouldn’t it be “All Lives Matter”? Doesn’t #BLM elevate black lives above all others?’ Now, this person was a mate and one I considered as ‘woke’, so it occurred to me that he had never experienced a negative interaction with the police, like I and most black people have. 


I was way too drunk at this point, so I put it as simply as I could: ‘Well, mate, imagine if someone you loved had terminal cancer and you threw a rally trying to raise money for them. And I interrupted that rally because I had irritable bowel syndrome and started yelling, “All Diseases Matter!” How would you feel about that?’ 


A similar retort to this question was given by the US comedian Michael Che in his comedy special, Michael Che Matters, where he said, ‘Imagine if I turned up at a 9/11 remembrance ceremony with a T-shirt that said, “All Buildings Matter”.’ I know these seem like ludicrous examples; of course, no one is going to turn up at a cancer rally with a T-shirt saying ‘All Diseases Matter’; but therein lies the turning point of the argument. If you appreciate how ludicrous and hurtful it is that one would do that, then it brings you closer to understanding how black people feel at the ‘All Lives Matter’ movement. 


Being able to articulate an argument about race and stereotypes in the right context – either with the right metaphors or with an appropriate historical context – is key if we are aiming to change hearts and minds and create advocates for racial awareness. For instance, we’ll have a far easier time getting someone to stop making offensive jokes about black people’s perceived love for chicken, when we can explain that the origin of that stereotype was a movie that glorifies the . . . . . . sorry, no spoilers, you’ve got to read the whole book! 


And so, the need for this book. I want us to be empowered to respond to negative stereotypes about the black community with authority, with facts, and with established research – and most importantly, shut them down once and for all. In short, I want to give you … a clapback. I want to arm you with knowledge – credible knowledge – to discuss, argue, and advocate for the black community. Now this’ll be no mean feat: it’s not easy to change the mind of someone who believes in negative stereotypes, or believes them to be only jokes, particularly one who has had a privileged life and sees the progressive movement towards equality as nothing more than political correctness. 


This is because these people have been ingrained in this stereotype since birth and have learnt to accept what they have seen, heard, been taught, or wrongly understood to be true. This is so very important to understand, because we are never going to change hearts and minds by simply saying something is racist; we must explain why it’s racist and the circumstances by which it became so. 


For instance, it’s easy to explain police brutality and support the Black Lives Matter movement. But very rarely are we equipped to explain the history of police brutality against black people, the problem of systematic racism in law enforcement, and the injustices against the black community at large. But (particularly in this nationalistic climate) we no longer have the luxury of not getting this right. 


We can’t afford to counter racist and stereotypical prejudices with flimsy arguments. No longer can we simply be satisfied with the retort of, ‘You can’t say that, because it’s racist.’ And no longer can we sit idly by when the narrative of ‘we’re all too PC today’ becomes prevalent. So, it’s becoming increasingly important to present the other side of the narrative, and have this discussion based on facts. 


Another reason why I never envisioned writing about race is because it’s exhausting. It’s tiring to always have to push back against the notion that we are lesser; to constantly have to justify our existence, our entitlement to basic civil rights, and the need for equality. 


As the American novelist, Toni Morrison, said: ‘The function, the very serious function of racism is distraction. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being. Somebody says you have no language and you spend twenty years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped properly, so you have scientists working on the fact that it is … There will always be one more thing.’ 


And yet, we must. We, the disenfranchised, must bear the burden of teacher, not only because it is our truth to tell, but because mainstream sources such as the media, publishing, and the current education system … don’t. I spent several history classes learning about the Second World War and the atrocities the Nazis committed, but not a word about the crimes of the British Empire. I was taught that the concentration camps in Auschwitz were an example of one of the most heinous things human beings have done to another, but nothing of the Mau Mau concentration camps run by the British Empire in Kenya – a good five years after the liberation of the Auschwitz camps. 


So, it’s not surprising that fifty-nine per cent of British respondents to a YouGov Survey believe that the British Empire is more something to be proud of rather than ashamed of, and that thirty-four per cent of British people say they would like it if Britain still had an empire. Because to them, the Empire was a force for good; spreading Western values and Christianity to the savage natives. Whereas we know the truth; it was brutal imperialism to establish power for the British and was based on nothing other than racial superiority. 


It will come as no surprise that a lot of these stereotypes have their origins in slavery. In reviewing this book, a lot of people have said, ‘Are you not angry? You need to be angrier,’ but this book is not about blame, or ‘oh, aren’t white people terrible for all the stereotypes and slavery’ – as a matter of fact, I also address stereotypes that black people have about each other (see displeasure at interracial dating). 


To quote the late James Baldwin, ‘I’m not interested in anybody’s guilt. Guilt is a luxury that we can no longer afford. I know you didn’t do it, and I didn’t do it either, but I am responsible for it because I am a man and a citizen of this country and you are responsible for it, for the very same reason. Anyone who is trying to be conscious must begin to dismiss the vocabulary which we’ve used so long to cover it up, to lie about the way things are.’ 


So this book is firstly about laying bare the origins of stereotypes, because once a stereotype becomes mainstream, we forget how and why it was formed in the first place; and secondly, about removing the covers from the narratives that have been used to discriminate against black people for so long. But it is also about empowerment; for the black community, it is about knowing our truth and being able to defend that truth intelligently. For allies in other communities, it is about helping you be a better mouthpiece for us, and specifically for those allies who are white, it is about helping us reach across the lines to people we can’t.


Clapping back on negative narratives cannot be the sole responsibility of minorities, or people of colour; it lies on the shoulders of all allies and those who want to stand up for the rights of the underrepresented, but don’t feel knowledgeable enough to challenge and dispel the stereotypes perpetuated by people who look and sound like them. This is a huge challenge for allies – to be in solidarity with people of colour, but to physically and historically represent those that are so often against us. 


I feel this same challenge as a man who is a feminist. I remain staunch in my fight for gender equality, but I know that every day, I benefit from being a man and from institutions that still favour men. I will never know what it’s like to be a woman, and so I try to educate myself in the challenges that women face, and how I can adequately push back on negative stereotypes and rhetoric in order to further the cause. The same must also be done by our allies in the white majority and we should help them to get there. This is why I have included personal stories in this book (much to my family’s dismay) – to help allies outside of the black community understand how stereotypes can be harmful. 


For black people, systematic racism and prejudice have been our reality since the day we were born, so it’s familiar territory, but we can’t forget our allies who have not had the same experiences as we have. We must help them speak truth to power and defend us – despite not having the first-hand knowledge that we have. It’s just as important for our allies to speak with authority and credibility as it is for us – if nothing other than to empower them to talk about black prejudice without resorting to the dreaded statement, ‘I’m not racist, most of my friends are black.’


I really hope you love this book and get as much from it as I did in writing it. We are at a tipping point in our society; there’s a fulcrum that is constantly moving – on one side, the rise of nationalism and at the other, increasingly progressive movements towards civil rights and equality. We simply can’t afford to let nationalism win. There is too much at stake and we have fought too damn hard to slide back now. 


So let The Clapback be your guide, your ammunition, your drive to have more intelligent and informed conversations about race and culture. Let’s show the flaws in stereotypical beliefs. Let’s demonstrate why our culture is not what they believe it to be. Let’s show them a vibrant, progressive culture that has thrived and continues to do so, even under the most oppressive of circumstances.
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IDENTITY


EXCUSE ME, WHERE ARE YOU FROM … ORIGINALLY?


Stereotype/negative narrative: The notion that we can’t be British, that we have to reveal our ethnicity to strangers, and the accompanying assumptions when we reveal that ethnicity.




Pop quiz:


How long have there been black people in Britain?


Since the beginning of time


Third century AD


Since the 1600s




For anyone who isn’t white, we have a question that leaves us perplexed as to how to answer. It’s 3 a.m., you’ve been dancing (well, flailing wildly) at the club, had a few tequila shots and your post-clubbing kebab, got into an argument with a stranger over whether football will ever come home within our lifetime, thrown up your post-clubbing kebab, and now you’re catching an overly priced taxi to your overly priced flat. Suddenly, after asking how your night went, the taxi driver drops the most innocuous and yet tricky question of all time. The ‘where are you from?’ question. 


You might as well have asked me how to defuse a thermonuclear device. What does that question even mean: Where was I born? Where did I grow up? Where do I live now? Where are my parents from? What ethnicity do I identify with? Where did I spend the most years of my life? 


In the end, it’s not as simple as choosing House Stark in a Game of Thrones Buzzfeed quiz. Especially when your answer is ‘London’ and the taxi driver decides to further complicate the question:


Overly nosy and enthusiastic taxi driver: ‘No, where are you from originally?’


Drunk and extremely tired me: ‘What do you mean originally? Mate, I grew up in South London. Oh, you mean, where were my parents from before they came here? Oh right. Nigeria.’


Taxi driver who, worryingly, has now turned around to look at me instead of concentrating on the road: ‘Nigeria, eh? That’s the country with all the oil, right? Yeah, my brother’s uncle’s mother’s cousin’s nephew went there once, and he said that it’s a great place. It’s pretty corrupt though, right? And full of Boko Haram, yeah?’


Me: ‘. . . . . .’ Eyes rolled firmly back in my head (although to be fair, that’s probably because of the tequila shots). 


Of course, the ‘where are you from … originally’ question is an innocent one; in fact, it’s what makes being in a taxi more interesting. You’re stuck with a stranger in the early hours of the morning, and so it’s the taxi driver’s attempt to kill the silence, get to know his passenger, and possibly get a tip instead of spending the rest of the journey pretending the other person doesn’t exist. And you may be thinking: well, he means no offence and you know what he’s getting at, so why don’t you just give him the answer he’s looking for, so you can get back to concentrating on not throwing up in the back of the taxi? 


But, it’s not as simple as that.


I’m black. One hundred per cent. By that, I mean I have a black mother and a black father – both are Nigerian. Pretty clear cut, right? But I was born in England and I have a British passport not a Nigerian one, which makes me British. So, am I Nigerian or am I British or am I both? I’ve lived most of my life in England, so does that make me English? I lived in Ireland for a couple of years, so what impact does that have – does that make me (gasp) European? 


In truth, the answer to this question is never definitive because given job opportunities abroad, freedom of travel, and interracial marriages, we are very rarely just one thing. We’re all a lovely pick ‘n’ mix of different cultures, nationalities and colours. I remember the first time I found out that the birth name of the actor, Charlie Sheen, is Carlos Irwin Estévez, which explains why his brother is called Emilio Estevez. His grandparents were Irish and Spanish. But he is an American citizen and doesn’t look as if he has a drop of Hispanic in him. So, which of these nationalities should he identify with? Some? All? Or can he simply choose one and stick with it? 


For people of colour, the defensiveness to the question of ‘where are you from’ comes from the underlying assumptions or stereotypes after we reveal our ethnicity. We are unique individuals, but when asked this, it’s as if someone is trying to fit us into a delineated box of clichés and assumptions they have about people from that area or country. Everyone wants to ask me about oil or Boko Haram, or 419 advance-fee email scams, as soon as I reveal my ethnicity, which is incredibly condescending. 


Nigeria is one of the most culturally diverse countries in Africa, with over five hundred ethnic groups; it has a healthy GDP of $405.1 billion, and is believed to be one of few economies set to become among the biggest in the world – and yet, all I get asked about is an antiquated method used to defraud luddites online. What’s worse is that it often evolves from condescending to downright insulting. 


For example, I once had a census analyst in Ireland compliment me on how good my English is, despite explaining to him that English is my first language. Another example: at a 2018 event in France called La Nuit des Idées (The Night of Ideas), the Nigerian award-winning author, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, was asked during an interview if there were any bookshops in Nigeria. 


When Adichie responded that it reflected poorly on France that the journalist would ask her that, her response was: ‘We speak very little about Nigeria in France, certainly not enough, and when we do it’s about Boko Haram and the problems of violence and security.’ Understandably, that was incredibly insulting and frustrating. It is not up to people of Nigerian heritage to educate others about Nigeria: pick up a book, for Christ’s sake.1


While the question of where I’m from is frustrating, my main resistance to being asked this question comes from the fact that it is such a personal one – and from a stranger no less! What’s next: is he going to ask me if I’m circumcised? Or if my parents are divorced? Often, people are so eager to confirm their assumptions about where I’m from that this question comes even before asking what my name is. 


BLACK PEOPLE ARE CONSTANTLY HAVING TO PROVE THEY ARE BRITISH 


Have you ever filled in a census form? Infuriating, isn’t it? The premise of the question ‘where are you from’ is fundamentally flawed in a census, because it is not so cut and dried to identify with the ethnic group options offered in the said form – unless you identify as White British, then you have it easy. You see, the whole point of providing ethnic information to the government is to provide data; and data is useless unless it’s accurate. But in the current classification of ethnicity in the UK census forms, there is such a broad range of sub-categories for ethnicities that it skews the accuracy. 


For instance, you can be White British, White Irish or ‘other’. You can be Black African, Black Caribbean or ‘other’. In the ‘other’ ethnic group category, you can be either Arab or well … basically another ‘other’. What if you’re of Guyanan or Sri Lankan heritage and don’t feel like being classified as an ‘other’? I decided to go straight to the source with my existential crisis and rang up the Office of National Statistics.


Me: ‘Hi there, I have a question about the census form.’ 


Nice white lady from the ONS:2 ‘Of course, dear, how can I help?’3


Me: ‘Well, it just doesn’t seem like there are a lot of options in the form. It can be kind of confusing and a little bit insulting. Like what if I’m Sri Lankan, do I just tick “Other Asian” and be lumped in with the rest of the brown people in Asia?’


Nice white lady from the ONS: ‘Well, you could be Japanese. Japan is in Asia and I don’t think the Japanese are brown, dear.’ 


Me: ‘Erm … sure, OK. But what if I’m Sri Lankan?’


Nice white lady from the ONS: ‘Are you Sri Lankan?’ 


Me: ‘No! That’s not the point.’ 


Nice white lady from the ONS: ‘So … you’re not Japanese or Sri Lankan?’


Me: ‘No, I’m English. Actually, British. Well, also Nigerian. I guess I’m both. I’m black. It’s all rather complicated.’


Nice white lady from the ONS: ‘Ah, I see. Well, where are you from … originally?’ 


Me: ‘Arghhhhh!!’ 


While this might seem like a perfectly innocuous interaction with the lovely ONS lady, it’s actually very important to know what your ethnic and citizen status is. For example, in 2017, the Home Office tried to deport Cynsha Best, a thirty-one-year-old woman born in Hammersmith, who had lived in London all her life. Her grandparents are British, her dad is British, all four of her siblings are British and her two sons are British. 


However, she was summoned to the Home Office, detained for seven hours, and told that not only was she not a British citizen, but she had no right to stay in the country and would have to leave. This was because of a ridiculous immigration exemption from 1983, which states that even if you are born in the UK, you are not automatically British if your parents are not British at the time of your birth. So Cynsha faced deportation from her home in England to Barbados, a country she knows nothing about. 


What makes this story even more ironic is that this was a situation born of colonialism – Cynsha’s grandparents moved to the UK from Barbados in 1956. And because at that time Barbados was still a colony of the UK, it meant that they were considered as British citizens. And this is a similar story to thousands of British families in the UK today, emigrating from Africa and the Caribbean to the UK under a resettlement scheme, ensuring that their descendants are British citizens. 


Most of these people are known as the ‘Windrush generation’ after the ship, the Empire Windrush, which brought many Caribbean people to Britain in 1948 – more on them in Chapter Eleven. But the very idea that the Home Office thought it appropriate to deport a resident, born in the UK, is indicative of the false idea that a British citizen has to fit a specific race, language, culture or heritage – and why this stereotype is harmful. 


It killed me to read about this, because the black immigrants who allowed us to become citizens by birth gave everything to this country. They fought and died in our wars, helped rebuild the country afterwards, and endured unbelievable discrimination – and for their children and descendants to not even be allowed to enjoy the benefits from the fruits of their labour is wrong by all accounts. Anyone who can’t see that is simply blind to our nation’s history and the contribution of black immigrants.


THE PROBLEM OF BEING IDENTIFIED BY RACE


Race is often one of the main qualifiers used to identify where you are from, in other words, there will be an underlying assumption that you are British if you are white and have a British accent, but you will still get asked where you are from if you are black and have a British accent. 


But what is this thing called race anyway? Most academics don’t believe race to be anything other than a social and political construct. The historian, Barbara J. Fields, explained in her presentation on PBS, Race: The Power of an Illusion, that race was simply a way of distinguishing people, in order to justify treating some people better than others. For example, during the transatlantic slave trade, if ‘white people’ were a separate category of human, i.e. better, then it became a lot easier to defend enslaving people who were not white. 


We saw something similar during the Nazi regime; for Hitler to justify ostracising and enslaving Jews, he had to argue that the Aryan race was superior. We can see evidence of this in the propaganda of the time, with the Nazis distributing posters showing Aryans as effectively ‘supermen’, and Jews and Gypsies as frail and weak. The hilarious irony is that there were relatively so few physiological differences between Germans and white Jews that one of the children used in Nazi propaganda posts as the ‘perfect Aryan’ child – Hessy Taft – was later discovered to be Jewish!
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Another problem with identifying individuals by one race or ethnicity is that race is not a permanent concept – it’s ever-changing. For example, Mexicans were considered ‘white’ until a census in 1930 deemed them to be Hispanic. And while we are at it, the term ‘Latino’ would be more accurate in describing Mexicans, given that it is used to refer to anyone of Latin-American origin or ancestry – Mexico being already populated by indigenous people before the arrival of and colonisation by the Spanish – while ‘Hispanic’ is a narrower term that refers only to people whose ancestors came from Spain. 


In fact, it was only in the year 2000 when the American government decided that Americans could be more than one race and added other options to their census forms. In truth, most of the Europeans that immigrated to America in the early 1900s, such as the Greeks and the Irish, weren’t considered as white at that time due to their low-income status and poor education. The American author, James Silk Buckingham, referred to the Irish as: ‘drunken, dirty, indolent, and riotous, so as to be the objects of dislike and fear to all in whose neighbourhood they congregate in large numbers.’ And it wasn’t until the Irish assimilated into the American mainstream, with jobs in the police force and fire department,4 that they were considered white. 


Also, during apartheid in South Africa, Chinese people living there were considered black, because of their low income and social status – even though they clearly were not black. So, a huge problem that the government of any country faces is that it is hard for citizens to consistently identify as of one race or ethnicity. The ongoing political and cultural disputes in Russia and Ukraine, or Taiwan and China – countries which grew out of each other – is testament to how geography, heritage, and looks are no indication as to which ethnicity someone can identify with. 


Even as far back as the 1800s, the issue of race or ‘where you are from’ was not easily defined. In the American legal case of Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, one of the major rulings that established the Jim Crow laws enforcing racial segregation in the Southern USA, even the Supreme Court didn’t want to wade into the difficult waters of who could identify as black. 


Homer Plessy, a thirty-year-old shoemaker in New Orleans, had bought a first-class ticket on the East Louisiana local train in the ‘whites only’ car. When questioned if he was ‘coloured’, he replied in the affirmative and was asked to leave for the ‘coloured car’. What was particularly interesting in this case was the fact that he didn’t even look like he was black – in fact, he was only one-eighth black.5 In the resulting Supreme Court ruling, the Associate Justice, Henry Billings Brown, explained that it was just too damned hard to come up with a universally acceptable definition of who was black, noting: ‘There is a difference of opinion in the different States, some holding that any visible admixture of black blood stamps the person as belonging to the coloured race … others that it depends upon the preponderance of blood; and still others that the predominance of white blood must only be in the proportion of three-fourths.’6 


Disregarding the circumstances of the case, there is certainly logic to that train of thought – most people classify themselves as other than their physical attributes would suggest. We see how this would have become a problem for law enforcement during the Jim Crow era, as looking black was essentially the only criteria for being segregated. 


Let’s use former President Barack Obama as an example. He is of mixed race; his mother is a white American and his father, black from Kenya. So even though he is half white and half black, he is considered black. This could certainly be because of his complexion, as research from the Pew Center on social and demographic trends, Multiracial in America, shows that overall, biracial adults who are of white-and-black mixed race, have more in common and feel more accepted by black people than they do white. By contrast, biracial adults who are white and Asian tend to have stronger ties to whites than they do to Asians. But by virtue of his heritage, Obama has as much right to be considered white as he does black. 


So, is complexion the true determining factor of where one is from; or is it heritage? Many Brazilians applying to go to university would argue in favour of heritage. In 2016, the Brazilian federal government implemented a scheme ensuring that federal institutions have a quota of places for black, mixed-race and Amerindian students. As such, they have seen an uptake in applications from students who have white complexions, but black heritage, in order to secure their place at the universities. 


However, this remains subjective, as the administrative lawyer, Luiz Paulo Viveiros de Castro notes in a 2016 article in O DIA magazine: ‘A person can self-declare whatever they want … but it has to be a matter of common sense, because all Brazilians could be considered black’ – due to their African and Amerindian heritage. We have even seen instances of white people trying to take advantage of opportunities created for the advancement of black people and other minorities. 


In 2018, Ralph Taylor, who presents as white and had always believed himself to be white, applied to be recognised as a minority business owner after taking a home DNA ancestry test and found out he was ninety-per-cent Caucasian, six-per-cent indigenous American and four-per-cent sub-Saharan African. Because Washington State had an initiative to help minority business owners to secure lucrative business contracts, he felt his four per cent entitled him to benefit. After his application was (rightfully) denied, he decided to sue the state of Washington. 


What people like Taylor don’t seem to understand is that black and minority businesses need a helping hand because of the systemic discrimination they’ve faced based on what they look and sound like, as well as ‘where they are from, originally’ and not because of their non-visible DNA. The sheer nerve of Taylor looking to benefit from something set aside for minorities tells you a lot about the idea of white privilege.7 


For members of the black community, this whole concept of distinguishing and accepting people based on where they are from ‘originally’ (i.e. born or their ethnicity) as opposed to where they identify, can have a severe negative social impact. Again, let’s use President Obama as an example – one of the most high-profile African-Americans in recent times. 


Even though he has released his birth certificate to the press, proving that he was born in Hawaii, not to mention the fact that the US Constitution calls for a president to be a natural born citizen; in 2015, when he was still in office, eighty per cent of Americans still believed Obama was born outside of the United States. A further twenty-nine per cent of Americans thought he was Muslim, including forty-three per cent of Republicans. 


If this is the scrutiny that the president of the most powerful nation in the world (with his army of PR teams, advisors and political strategists) faces, imagine how terrible this must be for a blue-collar, African-American worker from Brooklyn. 


This fundamental assumption of genuine citizens being perceived to be from another country was one of the bases of support during Donald Trump’s presidential campaign. Analysis of data from the 2016 American National Election Study showed that, ‘Those who express more resentment toward African Americans, those who think the word “violent” describes Muslims well, and those who believe President Obama is a Muslim, have much more positive attitudes of Trump.’ 


This misconception around accuracy of religion or ethnicity (particularly when it comes to politics) is not always due to malicious intent; it’s simply a case of inherent bias – what people want to be true often influences what they believe to be true.


Another problem with categorising people into those ‘not from here’ is that it is often inflated – we hugely overestimate the number of minorities; one report showed that Americans thought thirty-three per cent of their population is black, when it is just over twelve per cent. 


Unfortunately, this misrepresentation of who constitutes a minority or nowadays, a Muslim, is not only an American misunderstanding; a survey from Buzzfeed News online and Ipsos Mori revealed that British respondents thought the Muslim population of the UK was more than three times bigger than it really is, estimating it at fifteen per cent, when it’s actually under five per cent. So, they thought that one in seven Brits identify as Muslim, whereas in reality, it’s one in twenty. In fact, the average estimate for the Muslim population was almost twice the UK’s entire ethnic minority population of eight per cent (according to the 2011 UK census). 


As the survey revealed, this is not only a UK or American problem either. The research was replicated in other countries in Europe and the trend was consistent; most European respondents routinely thought the Muslim population was at least ten percentage points higher than it really was, even in countries where Muslims make up less than one per cent of the population. 


BLACK VS. AFRICAN AMERICAN


Surely, colour or long-forgotten ancestry cannot be the only denominators of what makes you black? But let us consider the adjective – black. How descriptive is it? What about the term ‘African American’ (made popular in the 1980s to give Americans of African descent an equivalent of German American, Italian American, and so on), which is used synonymously with the term ‘black’, referring to a generalisation of black people in America? 


But what if you are American, but of Caribbean heritage? Then surely being referred to as African American could be considered as offensive as calling a Scottish person Welsh. Perhaps that’s why in the UK census form, you are offered the choice of being ‘Black African’ or ‘Black Caribbean’; but what if you want to identify as ‘Black British’, as so many first-generation (first person of a minority group born outside of their country of heritage or ethnicity) black people in England do? 


The Bloomberg style guide (as its name implies) offers some guidance here, noting: ‘We say that someone is black rather than African American. Ethnic descriptions used in hyphenation with “American” are best reserved for immigrants or first-generation Americans.’ But it’s not always as simple as using whichever term you prefer; there are connotations to each term. For instance, a study in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology found that ‘black’ people are viewed more negatively than ‘African Americans’, because of a perceived difference in socioeconomic status and competence. 


The reality is that most people aren’t even clear as to when to refer to people as ‘black’ or not. For instance, I was at my New Zealand friend’s engagement party and his father had said to him, ‘I really like your African-American friend,’ even though he knew for a fact that I was British. He just didn’t know how to describe me, because while it’s perfectly okay to describe someone as ‘black’ in the UK, it seemed to be culturally unacceptable in New Zealand. For clarity, I once asked my mother if I was black, or Black-British. She just kissed her teeth and said: ‘You are Nigerian!’8 


There is understandably some reticence from white people in referring to black people as black. After all, the denotation of colour was invented by white people to distinguish between the two races. But rest assured, I don’t know of any black person in the UK that is offended by being referred to as black; while it might not have been a distinction that we gave ourselves, we take pride in the fact that we are black – always. Although it is hilarious to watch people trip over themselves trying to describe you to someone else without saying the word black:


A: ‘You should meet my friend, Elijah.’


B: ‘Of course. Which one’s Elijah?’


A: (points to our group of friends): ‘The tall guy.’ 


B: ‘They’re all tall.’


A: ‘He’s wearing glasses.’


B: ‘At least three of them are wearing glasses.’


A: ‘Oh, come on, don’t make me say it. The … not-white one.’


Me: ‘Hey guys, it’s a Vampire Weekend concert, I’m the only black person here. You can just say the black guy.’


For the record, it is perfectly ok to call someone who is black, black. We don’t find it offensive, if anything, it is a label of pride. But, if colour is not a determinant of whether you are black or not, then what? The acclaimed actor, Denzel Washington, would suggest it is culture. Denzel directed the 2016 movie, Fences, about a black family trying to get by in 1950s Pittsburgh – which was an adaptation of the Pulitzer Prize-winning play of the same name by August Wilson. In 1990, Wilson penned an essay making it clear that he’d only allow a black director to bring the play to life on the big screen. 


In a press interview about the movie with Sirius XM radio, Denzel comments on Wilson’s essay, noting: ‘It’s not [about] colour, it’s culture. Steven Spielberg did Schindler’s List. Martin Scorsese did Goodfellas, right? Steven Spielberg could direct Goodfellas. Martin Scorsese probably could have done a good job with Schindler’s List. But there are cultural differences. I know, you know, we all know what it is when a hot comb hits your head on a Sunday morning, what it smells like. That’s a cultural difference, not just colour difference.’ 


And as he made the reference to the ‘hot comb’, all the black cast members laughed – because that was something they could relate to as members of the black community: black parents using a hot comb to tame the unruly Afro hair that we are blessed and equally cursed with. 


Another cultural anecdote that’s common within the black community is ‘the nod’. It would not have escaped your notice that when two black people who don’t know each other meet, bump into, or simply pass by each other, they give a subtle nod. This means a lot of different things to a lot of different people within the black community – mere politeness, a recognition of someone who looks like you, or simply an acknowledgement that we as a people still exist, so far from our ancestral home. But at its essence, it doesn’t matter. There’s no rhyme or reason to it. It’s something that we all do, because it’s something we’ve always done as a community.


OK, SO WHO’S ACTUALLY FROM HERE … ORIGINALLY?


Because of its history, England is one of the most ethnically ambiguous countries. So, how many people within England can claim to be one-hundred-per-cent English, i.e. Anglo-Saxon? In fact, very few. Technically, to be a true native of Great Britain, you’d need to be Irish and Scottish (from the Celts), Italian (from the Romans), Belgian (from the Belgae), French (from the Gauls and the Normans) and German (from the Suebis). 


As a Londoner, what I find most interesting about this issue is the fact that London is one of the cities where it is most ridiculous to ask ‘where are you from?’ due its dense ethnic population – and this diversity goes back thousands of years. Even as far back as AD 50, London had a diverse population. Examination by the Museum of London of four skeletons found from that period showed that only one of them was born in Britain; the others came from North Africa and possibly Eastern Europe. Additionally, in historian David Olusoga’s renowned TV series, Black and British: A Forgotten History, he reveals that black people have been in England (via the Cumbrian village of Burgh by Sands) since the third century AD, when a unit of North-African Roman soldiers were garrisoned in a fort there. 


Interestingly, black people were also present in Tudor times – even prevalent in the royal courts of Henry VII, Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, and James I. The most compelling argument for ‘here’ being a legitimate response to ‘where are you from originally’ comes from recent research from scientists at the Natural History Museum, who proved that the earliest Brits were black-skinned, with dark curly hair!9 This was based on the genetic sequencing and facial reconstruction techniques on the DNA of the ‘Cheddar Man’, the oldest complete skeleton ever found in the UK. So, scientific and anthropological research supports the notion that black people can claim to be from here … originally.


The concept of needing to know someone’s identity, or to a more simplified extent, where they are from, is not a recent thing. As far back as Biblical times, a lot of emphasis was placed on whether you were a Jew or Gentile, and if you were a Jew, which of the twelve tribes of Israel you were from. In those times, even simple pronunciation of words was enough to distinguish where you came from. 


In a war between two tribes, the Ephraimites and Gileadites, the latter used a simple ‘where are you from?’ method to identify their Ephraimite enemies. They asked them to pronounce the word ‘Shibboleth’, but because of the accent of the region, the Ephraimites could not pronounce the ‘Sh’ sound, so instead they said ‘Sibboleth’. They were then easily identified and killed – according to the book of Judges in the Bible, 42,000 Ephraimites were caught and killed by this method. The fact that the two tribes were so alike that the only way to tell one from the other was the pronunciation of one word, should probably have tipped them off that they shouldn’t be fighting in the first place, but hey, they played by different rules back then. 


War is one of the situations where it matters most where you’re from. However, in the throes of war, emotions run high and it’s very easy to forget the distinction between one region and another; and this misunderstanding can often lead to discrimination of citizens not fighting in the war. After the towers fell on September 11 and the war commenced in Afghanistan, there was distinct animosity toward people from the Middle-Eastern regions – at demonstrations in the United States against Muslims entering and living in the country, you could see some picket signs and sandwich boards from protesters with the phrases ‘dirty Arabs’ and ‘fucking Arabs’. 


Unsurprising behaviour, given the death toll in the 9/11 attack, but something very important was missed in those protests: people from Afghanistan aren’t Arabs. They’re Afghans. In fact, many people in Afghanistan don’t even speak Arabic. Their official languages are Dari, Poshto, and Uzbek. Thinking people from Afghanistan speak Arabic, because it’s a predominantly Islamic country, is like thinking everyone in Ireland speaks Latin because it’s a predominantly Catholic country.


DO WE EVEN KNOW WHERE WE ARE FROM?


Shocking revelations can occur when we cling too tightly to our identity in connection with race and ethnicity, and we discover something different. One instance of note was in 2012, when a Hungarian far-right politician with strong ties to anti-Semitism discovered that he was actually Jewish. Csanad Szegedi was the deputy leader of a radical nationalist Jobbik party in Hungary, who blamed Jewish people for what he perceived as the ills of Hungarian society. In fact, Szegedi co-founded the Hungarian Guard – a paramilitary formation that marched in uniform through Roma neighbourhoods. 


Upon realising his heritage, he has now become a devout Orthodox Jew, and has visited Israel, and the concentration camp at Auschwitz which his own grandmother survived. This shows the dynamic and fluid nature of what we consider as ‘where we are from’, or even ‘who we are’. 


The reality is that we are very rarely the entirety of what we think we are anyway. According to a research paper, The Genetic Ancestry of African Americans, Latinos, and European Americans across the United States, around six million Americans who describe themselves as white, have some African ancestry going back no further than seven generations. By contrast, the research also shows that the average self-described African-American has about twenty-four-per-cent European ancestry, indicating that descriptors like ‘black’ and ‘white’ mean a lot less from a biological or hereditary standpoint than they do from a cultural one. 


Consider the case of Lacey Schwartz, who upon acceptance to Georgetown University was enrolled in the black student association, despite identifying as white. Schwartz had grown up in a Jewish household in Woodstock, New York, and had assumed her light dark skin was from her Sicilian grandfather, and had thus always identified as being white. It was only after confronting her mother, it was revealed that Schwartz’s biological father was a black man. She has since made a documentary on her journey, titled Little White Lie, to reconcile her newly discovered identity and understand why this was kept a secret in the first place. 


An extension of this point is that no one chooses to be a particular race. You are born into the family you have, and there isn’t anything you can do to change that. Sure, Hitler hated blacks and Jews and considered the Aryan race to be superior, but he himself had no more control over being white than he had over controlling the weather. This decision is mostly down to the parents, in other words, if you’re white and you choose to have a baby with a white person, your offspring will be white. 


However, this is not one-hundred-per-cent guaranteed – the children of Alyson and Errol Kelly are a great example in proving that skin colour is not an effective differentiator of race or ethnic origin. In 1993, the couple had twin boys, but with a difference – one of them was white and the other was black! And that wasn’t the only difference between the twins. In an interview, the twins revealed that one of them is gay and the other is straight, one is academic and the other can’t stand school, one is gregarious and the other is the shy, retiring type. 


The point here is that genetics is one giant throw of the dice, which is nigh impossible to predict. Our advancement in human genetics continues to challenge the notion of having a definitive answer to race or indeed, where one is from, because it is open to manipulation. 


For instance, in 2002, a deaf, lesbian couple, Candace A. McCullough and Sharon M. Duchesneau, set out to have a deaf child by intentionally looking for a deaf sperm donor. To them being deaf is as part of their genetic make-up as being white or women or gay. The fact that the technology exists, which could result in a child’s appearance being fundamentally different from its parents and that of their ethnicity, throws a wrench in using skin colour or physical traits to determine where you are from. 


A CASE OF THE BIZARRE


But can we choose what race to belong to? The infamous story of Rachel Dolezal seems to suggest so. Dolezal was an American civil rights activist and former president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in Washington, who identified as black. This was until June of 2015, when her parents voiced confusion as to why their daughter was posing as black, as they were both white. In fact, Rachel’s parents told media outlets that their heritage is Czech, Swedish, and German – possibly some Native American. 


Rachel also allegedly claimed that her sons were black, going as far as posting pictures of her with two black kids on social media. It later transpired that they were her adopted brothers. Finally, Rachel admitted that she was born white, but ‘identified as black’. Since then, she’s changed her name to Nkechi Diallo – to better represent her belief in being black. Naturally, this has received a lot of negative criticism, particularly among the black community, who have described this as cultural appropriation. 


Taking a much larger view, it obviously shouldn’t matter which race she identifies with; there is no question whatsoever around the positive work she has done with the NAACP, and if we are to take the position that race is simply a social construct, should this matter? The flip side of that position is that Rachel herself made race an issue to take advantage of. 


As referenced by her father in an interview: ‘She’s a very talented woman doing work she believes in. Why can’t she do that as a Caucasian woman, which she clearly is?’ And this is where a lot of that criticism from the black community comes from – the ability for Rachel Dolezal to pick and choose her ethnicity, according to how the situation suits her. 


For instance, since the controversy, she has written a book, In Full Colour: Finding My Place in a Black and White World, but has chosen to publish it under her birth name instead of her ‘black name’. Given the fact that publishing is not well known for the success of diverse or black and minority ethnic authors, it leads me to believe she is fully aware that she is white and the accompanying advantages of being white. 


What Rachel clearly doesn’t understand is that being black isn’t something you can dress up in and use to your advantage, and then discard when it becomes difficult. Being black is not a choice; it’s a birthright. Blackness to her is something she can dress up in and then remove as she pleases, like a garment.


Having said that, it does sound absurd that something as insignificant as our skin colour can make such a huge difference in our lives. I am black because of a pigment called melanin. That isn’t to say that all black people have melanin and white people don’t. Melanin is present in all humans. It’s in our hair, our eyes, ears, and even our brains. Black people just have more of it and for good reason. 


It’s been scientifically proven that life began in Africa, but around 100,000 years ago, people started to migrate out and occupy the rest of the world. Those that remained in Africa evolved to have dark skin for protection against the harsh ultraviolet radiation from the sun, and those that migrated to the northern latitudes evolved pale skin, the better to produce vitamin D from softer sunlight. 


It’s funny isn’t it; the fact that the colour of our skin, which determines so much about us and how we are treated, boils down to nothing more than simply being a consequence of ultraviolet light. Human DNA does not differ across nationalities, population or race. So, as a black man of African descent, I am essentially composed of the same stuff as a white, European man. And that is the stuff of the stars … literally. 


It’s been proven by astronomers at the Sloan Digital Sky Survey in New Mexico, who used the APOGEE (Apache Point Observatory Galactic Evolution Experiment) spectrograph to show the abundance of ‘CHNOPS’ elements (carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen, phosphorous, and sulphur aka the building blocks of life on earth) across the galaxy.


So, regardless of good manners, we must always challenge the basis of that question, ‘Where are you really from?’ If only for the fact that the question is a false binary, because it insinuates that the answer can’t be ‘here’. Black people have as much right to be British as any other race – if not by virtue of us being born here, then certainly for our contributions to this country. And really, we have the absolute right to get offended if someone questions our identity. We are so much more complicated than the simple question of ‘where are you from?’ 


To truly answer that question, one should have a level of intimacy and friendship that is beyond polite conversation. And if it is simply polite conversation that you are after, what does it matter if someone who looks like they are of Asian or African heritage says they are from Camden, instead of China or Kenya? Or fuck it, do we just say exactly what the driver expects to hear – even if it’s only so you can pass out in peace in the back seat of your Uber. 


Answer to pop quiz: Black people have reportedly been in England since the third century AD, when a unit of North-African Roman soldiers were garrisoned in a fort in Burgh by Sands.
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SPORT


BUT … BLACK GUYS CAN’T SWIM


Stereotype/negative narrative: Black people can’t swim, but are good at certain sports such as running, thereby funnelling us into specific sports and denying us opportunities in others.


Pop quiz:


In what year’s Olympics did a black person first win a medal for swimming?


Rio 2016


Atlanta 1996


Montreal 1976


14-year-old me to my aunt, with whom I was living at the time: ‘It’s winter, so we’re going to start playing water polo instead of rugby for sports at school. I need you to sign this permission slip saying I know how to swim.’ 


My aunt: ‘What’s water polo?’ 


14-year-old me: ‘It’s essentially handball in a swimming pool.’


My aunt: ‘Hmmm, that sounds dangerous. Can you even swim?’


14-year-old me: ‘Of course I can swim. I go to the leisure centre every Saturday.’


My aunt: ‘I thought you were at the library every Saturday?’ 


14-year-old me: ‘Yes … well I go to the library after the leisure centre.’1


My aunt: ‘Are you sure you know how to swim?’


14-year-old me [exasperated]: ‘Yes, I know how to swim! I wouldn’t want to play a sport with “water” in the name if I didn’t know how to swim.’ 


My aunt [claps me round the head]: ‘Don’t sass me, boy! If I sign this piece of paper and you end up drowning, do you know how much trouble I’ll be in? I’ve never been in trouble in this country and I’m not going to start now, just because you’ve got it into your moo-moo head that you can swim. And then when you drown, I’m going to have to pay for your funeral because it was my fault.2 No way, boy! No water polo for you. You can sit and read your book while everyone else is swimming.’





At the time, I couldn’t for the life of me understand why my aunt had this aversion to me swimming. At first, I put it down to Nigerians not wanting their name or signature on any official form or document.3 But it wasn’t until I was cruelly informed by my classmates (after taunting me and calling me gay for reading, instead of stripping down to my trunks and playing in the pool with a group of other half-naked boys)4 that it was just as well, because black people can’t swim anyway.


When it comes to sport, there are two main stereotypes that most people believe about black people: that we are better at running than other races, and terrible at swimming. At first sight, this is a hard one to challenge, given there is such a small number of black swimmers and a relatively high number of black people dominating sprinting and long-distance running. However, once you investigate this notion without the lens of stereotyping, you can start to see how ridiculous it is. And not only ridiculous, but harmful. Perpetuating the stereotype that black people are only good at certain sports is something that has been readily adopted into the cultural zeitgeist, thereby isolating us to those sports and limiting our opportunities in other areas.


WILD THEORIES HAVE PERPETUATED THESE STEREOTYPES


For the purposes of being objective, let’s look at swimming statistics from the past couple of years – because they certainly seem to suggest that (most) black people can’t swim. A 2010 study by the University of Memphis and US Swimming, America’s governing body of competitive swimming, found that around seventy per cent of black children couldn’t swim – compared to forty per cent of white and fifty-eight per cent of Hispanic children who couldn’t swim. 


If you look at the statistics around drowning as well, they paint a similar picture. Research from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention on drowning revealed that at every age, black children are the victims of drowning far more than white children. Among young people age five to nineteen, black children drown in pools at a rate 5.5 times that of white children. When all age groups are combined, the ratio is 3.2 to one. 


It is not only the statistics, over the years, there have been wild theories and speculations that there is something about the physiology of black people that prevent us from being good swimmers. And a lot of these theories rely on the history of slavery as an example. For instance, it has been hypothesised by experts such as Agnes Davis, president and CEO of the minority-owned swimming company called ‘swim swim swim I SAY’, that slavery had an impact on black people’s attitudes and consequently, fear of the water. 
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