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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.
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