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A note on terminology …

Before we get into this, I want to at least attempt to address some of the awkward imperfections that arise when talking and writing about race. The words we use to talk about ideas of race and ethnicity are important, meaningful and often deeply personal, which means it is damn near impossible to objectively decide on terminology that is going to feel right for everybody. This is especially the case when talking about those of mixed ethnicity. Similarly, these terms shouldn’t be conflated. Race refers to the socially ascribed categories distinguished by specific physical traits such as skin colour, whereas ethnicity is a broader term that also includes cultural characteristics such as language, ancestry, traditions and beliefs. I use both terms at different points throughout the book, but they don’t mean the same thing.

As a society, at the time during which I am writing this book, we haven’t yet landed on a universally agreed way to talk about race, or to describe mixed ethnicity, and this may never happen. Language is something that is constantly shifting and evolving and is often fixed to the time in which you are living. ‘Coloured’, for example, was widely accepted terminology for my grandparents’ generation. It’s quite likely, then, that when I’m a grandma, the terminology I have used in this book will feel wildly outdated.

However, this is more than a disclaimer for my future self, a get-out-of-jail card to save an older version of me some possible embarrassment. The words I choose to use in this book matter today – now. There are strong and divergent opinions within this generation about which words should be used when discussing mixed heritage, and which words are not appropriate, and it therefore wouldn’t feel right wading into this discussion without a brief explanation of the thought process behind my choice of language.

As you will have guessed from these first few paragraphs, and the title of the book, I’m cool with the use of the term ‘mixed’. It’s how I describe myself – in my eyes I’m a Black, mixed woman – and it is the terminology I am most comfortable using about myself and others with multiple ethnic heritage. It also seems to be the most popular terminology among the different people I interviewed for this book, although I am aware that many of those people are of the same generation as me, which likely has an impact on our collective preference.

I’ll briefly lay out why I stuck with ‘mixed’ over some of the other possible descriptors that I considered. First, biracial: this term is too limited for what I am exploring in this book, as some people who are mixed have more than two different ethnicities in their heritage. Next, multiracial: this covers the different possible groups, but I want to avoid language that overtly uses ‘race’ as part of the description. Dual heritage again has limits in focusing on duality. Multiheritage: this is definitely a viable alternative option, but my unfamiliarity with the term and the fact that it isn’t commonly used in the UK discouraged me.

So, I’m going with ‘mixed’. I’m consciously avoiding using the term ‘mixed race’, and this is a new thing for me. I described myself as ‘mixed race’ for most of my life. Even as recently as a year or two ago, I wouldn’t have seen a problem with the term, which proves again how we are constantly shifting and adapting our opinions and understandings of language, and the connotations of certain words. Now, I find ‘mixed race’ a more problematic descriptor because I think it reinforces the idea of race as something essential or biological. Using ‘mixed’ on its own is my very small way of attempting to limit and disrupt our reliance on archaic ideas about race.

Everything I write in this book is underpinned by the concept that race is a social construct, rather than a biological fact. This theory, now widely recognised, is that there is no biological basis to our racial categories and that the things we use to create these different groups – from physical and aesthetic markers, to cultural customs and norms – are entirely social. That isn’t to say that race isn’t real; the implications of these racial categories are hugely important and impact everything from our relationships to our prospects for professional success, and even our life expectancy and how safe we feel in the world. Instead, this book is based on the belief that all of the implications of race are profoundly real, but there is no biological basis to the ways we divide and categorise ourselves in terms of race.

So I personally avoid using the term ‘mixed race’ as much as possible, but when it comes to the people I interviewed during my research for this book, I prefer them to use whichever terminology they are most comfortable with because I believe self-identification is important and gives people the freedom to speak about their own experiences with more conviction and authenticity.

It’s a good thing that language changes and evolves over time, that mixed people are no longer referred to as ‘half-castes’ or ‘mulattos’ (at least not in polite company, anyway), and in ten years’ time – or sooner – we may decide that ‘mixed’ no longer works. It’s a good thing that we are constantly questioning and rigorously examining the words we use, changing our minds, admitting when we were wrong, interrogating our inner biases. That’s how attitudes are changed, and how important conversations are started.

Language is not just about words. The words we choose to use convey meanings, and those meanings can inform the way people think. When those words are being used to describe minoritised groups of people, the meanings they convey need to be thought about. Careless use of language can be incredibly damaging, and the effects can reverberate through entire generations.

‘Mixed’ isn’t the ideal solution to my terminology problem. Some argue that the word itself reinforces the idea of some kind of racial ‘purity’ in which different ‘pure’ categories can be combined like ice-cream flavours. I understand this criticism, and I don’t really have a counter-argument other than to say that, despite this problem, this is the term that works best for me right now, and to acknowledge the fact that it won’t work for everybody. Like I said, it’s imperfect.

Come back to me in ten years and I might have a better answer. Or at the very least, I will have a different one.


Introduction

Where are you really from?

I will never fail to be shocked by how brazen people are when they ask me where I’m from – where I’m really from. The audacity is wild. Before they ask my name, or how I am, they want to know where my parents were born, how I identify; they want to know why they can’t fit me into one of the neat categories they have in their head.

It’s not the curiosity that I take issue with; I don’t mind people asking questions and wanting to know more about me, it’s the fact that it is so often the first thing people want to know. It’s also the intention behind the question. When some people ask; ‘Where are you from from?’ they are asking from a place of common understanding, of looking for a connection. But for others, the question comes from a place of inherent discomfort. My face falls outside of the distinct tick-boxes that they recognise and understand, and they need me to immediately explain why.

If you’re mixed, you’ve probably experienced this – the pressure to explain why you don’t fit, why you look the way you do, why your family looks like it does. But we don’t owe anyone an explanation, and certainly not strangers or people we barely know. We don’t owe them any attempt to soothe their discomfort at not being able to place us. When they ask me where I’m from, I want to ask them why it matters, and what they really mean with that question. This question usually masks another question, something more unpleasant and dehumanising: ‘What are you?’

What’s strange about the frequency of this line of questioning is the fact that we are not exactly novel. There are loads of us. The number of Brits who identify as having a mixed background almost doubled between the census of 2001 and 2011, to about 1.2m – slightly more than two per cent of the overall population. Experts say this figure is likely to be an underestimate, as not all children of mixed relationships will have ticked one of the mixed categories; there may be a significant number who chose to tick the box they most closely identify with – Black or Asian – rather than ‘mixed’. This trend of growth is also likely to have continued since the last census, so this percentage could be much higher by now.

Despite this rapidly growing population, what I learned over the course of my research for this book is that being mixed can so often be about searching. Searching for others like you. Searching for a solid sense of belonging. It can be isolating to be the only one in your family who looks like you do, the only one in your group of friends who experiences life through this specific lens of in-betweenness. When people are constantly demanding that you explain yourself, asking you to map out your genealogy within minutes of meeting you, it only reinforces this sense of otherness.

When I was born, there was no official way for my parents to record my ethnicity accurately on the census. There was no category for ‘mixed’ until 2001; before that the only options were: ‘Black-Other’ and ‘Any other ethnic group’. My parents can’t remember which box they ticked on my behalf. An entire mixed generation grew up watching the world define and categorise our identity in real-time.

Tick-boxes and restrictive labels are certainly not the be-all and end-all, and I didn’t spend the first decade of my life with any awareness of my official lack of categorisation, or any great longing for a tick-box all of my own. But the fact that even during the three decades of my relatively short lifetime, I have already seen a significant evolution in the way the mixed population is perceived and recognised in society, shows how far we still have to go. We are still so early in our journey of understanding mixedness and placing it within wider discussions about ethnicity. It’s vital that we find better, more inclusive ways to communicate these ideas. Maybe then people will stop demanding we tell them where we’re ‘really from’ with such regularity, or at least without the assumption that they are entitled to an explanation from us.

For me, belonging has always been about so much more than a simple definition of my ethnicity; an easy equation that combines my parents’ heritage to tell me where I fit. Belonging is something you feel, under your skin, as you move through the world. It is fluid and utterly dependent on context – where you are, when you are, who you’re with, who’s perceiving you. It’s something that is so big, so vital, so abstract, that it can’t be flattened or contained in tick-box form.

If you’re reading this, I can assume that your motives are more inquisitive than hostile, so you can have my answer to the ‘where are you really from?’ question, in brief. My mother, Kim, is white British. She grew up in Staffordshire with her parents and two younger siblings. She met my father, they had me and my sister, then moved to Manchester to raise us. Mum did the day-to-day parenting on her own after they divorced when I was seven, and my sister and I are both incredibly close to her. I owe her everything. My dad’s parents are Jamaican, but he was born in London after they came over in the late 1950s as part of the Windrush Generation. My dad, Tony, was brought up in the care system in Portsmouth. His foster mother was a white woman called Audrey and he loved her. He lived with Audrey from the age of six months and stayed there until he joined the RAF at 16. His biological parents were on the peripheries of his life, but they never brought him home to live with them. Dad is my inspiration, the reason I do what I do. He became ill very suddenly and died on 1 August 2020, shattering my heart.

My understanding of belonging begins with them. Not their ethnicity, or how they look, or the fact that I am intrinsically different to both of them, though my face is an undeniable blend of the two of theirs. It’s more the feeling I get when I’m with them, when I think about them – the feeling of home; and my sister, Becky, too, who is the younger, louder, more brilliant version of myself. Our little unit is the only tick-box I need to feel part of something.

Where do I belong? I am sitting on Dad’s shoulders watching a sea of writhing bodies dressed in feathers and sequins, neon crop tops and body paint, Afros bouncing and intricate braids whipping, beads of sweat like dew drops on dark skin, and I feel the bass climbing up through the pavement, snaking through Dad’s body and into my own. He has one hand locked on my ankle; the other is gripping Becky’s hand tightly as we cascade with the crowd from the top of the hill, just outside the tube station, into the mass of rippling colour and sound below.

Dad loved taking us to Carnival when we were little. We had been to Manchester Carnival a few times, but this was the first time we had been to Notting Hill, and I had never seen anything like it. I dug my fingers into Dad’s head as we swayed down the hill, the air shrill with whistles that cut through something deeper and heavier, which clattered my heart against my ribs.

It was hot in the way you only get down south, in a way that I had only experienced before when on holiday. It was the thick, treacly closeness of late summer in the mid-nineties, not the washout, almost autumnal August bank holiday weekends we tend to get now. Dad set me down and I tied my sweatshirt around my waist, freeing my arms, feeling the sun’s heat press against my skin. Underneath I was wearing a bright blue crop top from Tammy Girl that made me feel powerful. Becky and I ate chicken charred from the grill with dense dumplings, Dad ate something spicier and drank something sweet and red that we weren’t allowed to try. He pointed out the different flags that people were waving or wearing, and I tried to make a mental note of every Jamaican flag I saw: our flag.

We settled in front of a sound system with lots of families who looked like us, lots of dads like our dad. Enough space around us to move, to breathe. I didn’t know the music, but I could close my eyes and feel it in my body like a second heartbeat, dictating a new rhythm for my blood. Dad started dancing and Becky and I sprang into action beside him, at his ankles, swaying and wiggling, laughing hysterically. Later, we danced behind a float as it crawled forward. They were playing hip hop, tunes we played at home, and Becky and I knew what to do, how to move. I looked up at Dad and he had lost himself in the music, eyes closed, head nodding, both hands in the air. He opened his eyes and smiled at me and I felt impossibly grown up dancing next to him. I grabbed Becky’s tiny hand in mine, and we jumped on the spot until we were exhausted. Later, Dad scooped us up and waded back towards the tube station, to Euston, to home. It isn’t possible to feel as though you don’t belong when you have memories like this one.

For me, belonging is a multitude of feelings. It is the warmth and security that I feel when I am with the people in my life who love me, who know me, who accept me. I belong with both sides of my family; I belong to different communities and regions; I belong with my friends, with my boyfriend. Belonging is not solely attached to ethnicity, and for mixed people, a sense of belonging can be found – or created – in unexpected places.

There is no one singular story of mixedness, no one tidily explained experience that can convey the multiplicities of how we feel, how we see ourselves. The stories of my life as a Black mixed woman in Britain – from my first carnival, to my first box braids, from being called ‘mongrel’ by a Black man, to being called ‘nigger’ by a white man – are just a drop in the vast complexities of mixedness, the unique, varied, incomparable experiences that make us who we are.

I can only speak of being mixed in the way that I am mixed, in the specific time and place that I exist. To get a fuller, more nuanced picture of multiraciality in modern Britain, we have to open up the conversation. We have to hear from people with alternative backgrounds, different perspectives, the voices that are frequently forgotten, people who reflect the many different narratives that exist within mixedness. This is the only way to move beyond the concept that ‘mixed’ is a homogenous group, that we all experience the world in the same way, when the reality is that this couldn’t be further from the truth.

The mainstream conversation around mixedness is stilted, repetitive and often problematic. We are repeatedly presented as lost souls, caught between two worlds, adrift in a sea of rejection, not enough of one thing, not enough of another. We’re told that to be mixed is to be confused, muddled, unsure of who we are. On the other side of that spectrum, we’re treated as a trend. Our physical features are Instagrammable, covetable, plastered on billboards and adverts. White women openly share their desire for mixed babies, as though skin tone, curl pattern and eye colour are things they will be able to choose like cinema pick ’n’ mix.

When we are given a voice, rather than simply dissected for our ‘desirable’ parts, the analysis rarely goes beyond questions of identity and belonging. While these are important and valuable conversations to have, they are not enough in isolation. We need context for these discussions to have real meaning. We need to make sure we’re not skirting over the awkward, more difficult parts.

Too often, the trickier elements of the conversation are carefully stepped around or ignored altogether. How do we navigate the privileges that come with being mixed, the proximity to whiteness that opens so many doors? How do we recognise the internalised racism or anti-Blackness that can be upheld by mixed individuals and mixed families? What part do we play in the perpetuation of colourism? How do we reconcile our privilege with the mistrust, disapproval and microaggressions that we also have to bear? How do we ensure that conversations about mixedness aren’t centred around whiteness, that those who are mixed without white heritage are not sidelined or excluded? Does advocating for a mixed identity equate to a rejection of your minority heritage?

These are the tough questions, the uncomfortable questions. But to have any real grasp on the complexity of what it means to be mixed in modern Britain, we need to confront them.

This is so much deeper than black and white. This is about the infinite shades in between, the different elements that blend and entwine to a point where they are impossible to separate. To talk about mixedness in any meaningful way requires us to move beyond binary thinking about race – that you have to be one thing or another. The mixed population is not one thing or the other, we are neither and both, and we want the freedom to exist in these spaces without scrutiny or suspicion.

I’m writing this book not as an academic, a sociologist or a race theorist. I’m a journalist, a writer, a storyteller, and this book will bring you my story of personal exploration, the memories and moments that make up my experience of being mixed in modern Britain. But my perspective is nowhere near enough to comprehensively represent what it means to be mixed today, so I will also bring other people’s stories to life. Stories from people from different walks of life, from different parts of the country, with different perspectives. They are stories of hope and loss, joy and understanding, and while everyone I’ve spoken to has a unique story to tell, at the heart of all of them is a thread of common connection, a relatable wave trickling through each narrative that will make you nod your head in recognition, whether you’re mixed yourself, or you have mixed family members, friends or colleagues.

We hear Anna’s story, her struggles with passing as white, her deep connection with her Japanese heritage, and the guilt she feels when she sees her mother experiencing overt racism. Luke explains how he has grappled with his identity over the years, how he eventually became comfortable with the ‘mixed’ label after initially pushing back against it. Bilal outlines the microaggressions he faced at Cambridge – from his first interaction with a white student who assumed he was selling drugs – and shares how he has felt excluded from the mixed narrative because he doesn’t have a white parent. Joseph talks of growing up in the 1970s, the overt racism and violence he had to live with, and his solo pilgrimage to find his estranged father in a remote Nigerian village.

During more than a year of research, interviews, and deeper than deep conversations, it has become abundantly clear that there are some commonalities in the mixed experience that transcend the differences between us. These are the feelings, the specific lived moments, the complicated contradictions, which people shared with me, again and again, regardless of their specific mix of ethnicities. Through an exploration of these common themes, the areas of our lives in which our racial identity seems to affect us the most, I take a look at how our perspectives unite us, and how our individual experiences of mixedness are unique for each one of us.

In many ways, this is a book about belonging. It is about finding a place where you fit, where the people around you have an inherent understanding of how you see the world and how you see yourself. It is about finding that nod of acknowledgement, that half smile of recognition that says, ‘You’re the same as me.’ At the same time, it is so much more than that.

It’s vital that throughout these discussions we keep in mind the reality that ‘race’ is a social construct, and what we are analysing are the real effects these constructs continue to have on the lives of minoritised, racialised and mixed individuals. This book is about reimagining how we talk about multiraciality, dissecting how we perceive and understand mixedness, and ultimately reframing the discussion into something more nuanced, more considered, and more reflective of the lived experiences of the mixed population in Britain today. Our stories are at the heart of that. We find strength in the narratives that tie us together, but there is also a real power in our individuality.
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