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P r e FaC e

–—–

FroM Biracial To MulTiracial To Mixed- race  

To criTical Mixed- race sTudies

Intheautumnof1992,IarrivedattheoldestdormonBrown
University’scampus,astately,crumblingedificecompletewith
ivy-coveredwallsandcinder-blocklinedroomsthatrebelled
againstmyefforts to tackupmy leftiepoliticalposters and
batik-printtapestry.Iwasanervouskidoutfittedinmeticu-
louslyrippedjeans,tanBirkenstocks,andalingeringfearthat
anadmissionsofficerwasgoingtopopoutatanymomentand
announcethattherehadbeenabigmistake:I,thedaughter
ofasecretaryandamechanic,reallywasnotallowedintothis
hallowedIvyLeague institution.Classandrace,andmyex-
haustingeffortstoavoidtalkingaboutboth,structuredmylife.
Whileclassremainedamore-easilysubmergibleentityinneo-
bohemian,grunge-accentedProvidenceoftheearly1990s,the
changingsignsandsignalsofraceglowedandblinkedlikemy
ownpersonalfluorescentsign.Iworriedthatmyraciallyam-
biguousbutclearlynonwhitelooksmademehypervisible,and
beforegoingtocollegeIbobbedandweavedtheubiquitous
“whatareyou?”questions,tosavemyselffromhavingtoreveal
whatIshruggedoffasmyracestory.
 Myefforts toremainraceneutralweresupportedbymy
utterlackoflanguagetobegintochipawayattheraceques-
tion.BeforecollegeIhadneveruttered“multiracial.”“Mixed”
wasthetermweusedinsidemysuburbanVirginiahouseand
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“biracial”seemedpopularwithoutsidersreferringtome.Butevenwithin
theconfinesofmyimmediatefamily,thosetermswerenotmyown:they
weremonoraciallyapplieddescriptorsthatdidnotquitematchupwith
my interior racialized self. At Brown I found myself embraced by the
vibrantcommunityofstudentsofcolorandgiventhelanguagetounder-
standthatmyuniqueracializationwasnotallthatspecial,arevelation
thatwasacompleteandtotalrelief.Isoonlearnedofthetermmultiracial
asan“us”term,oneappliedbymixed-racepeopleintheprocessofself-
identification.Tomeitquicklymeantcommunity;itmeantnothavingto
definemyselffurther;itmeanthavingasafespacetocollectivelyarticu-
latemyfrustrationwiththeoutsideworld’sconfusionaboutmypheno-
type.Asafirst-semesterfirst-yearconfrontedwiththenew-to-meterm
“multiracial,”Iembraceditimmediately.Atseventeen,Icouldnothave
imaginedthatthatwordwouldentermydaily,evenhourly,vocabulary
overthenextfouryearsatcollege.IntheUnitedStatesduringthetwenty-
firstcentury,racializedlabelsarejustasmultiple,contentious,andslip-
pery as they were during the twentieth century, but for me, that new
word,“multiracial,”andthatalone,feltjustperfect.JustasStuartHallbe-
cameblackinJamaicaofthe1960swiththeadventofBlackNationalism
intheUnitedStates,IbecamemultiracialinNewEnglandofthe1990s
withtheadventofthemultiracialstudentmovementonmyliberalcollege
campus.1Iwasprivatelymixedforthefirstseventeenyearsofmylifeuntil
Ipublicallycameoutasmultiracial.
 MyinitiationintotheworldofmultiracialitycameaboutattheThird
WorldCenter(twC)whosemonikerboreits1960sactivistroots.There
IlearnedoftheBrownOrganizationofMultiracialandBiracialStudents
(BomBs),agroupthatsomestudentleadershadstartedtwoyearsearlier.
WhenBrown’sparadigm-shiftingminoritystudentorientation,theThird
WorldTransitionProgram(twtP),askedparticipantstobreakoutinto
racialaffinitygroupsessions,anumberofmultiracialfirst-yearshadfelt
split about where to go. So they created their own multiracial affinity
group,whicheventuallybecameBomBs.WhenIwasfirstintroducedto
thegroupIrememberimmediatelylovingtheimplieddestructioninthe
group’sname,whichwassocountertotheotherblandlymulticultural
studentgroupnamesIwouldcometobefamiliarwith,suchas,“prism”or
“mosaic.”Asmycomingintoamultiracialconsciousnessdidnothingless
thanexplodemyearlierattemptsatracialneutrality,BomBsresonated
withmymixed-racialepistemology.
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 Wemodeledourorganizationaftertheuniversity’sexistingracialsup-
portandadvocacystudentgroups,suchastheOrganizationofUnitedAfri-
canPeoples(ouaP),theAsianAmericanStudentsAssociation(aasa),and
theLatin-AmericanStudentsOrganization(Laso),whichmodeledthem-
selvesaftertraditionalcivilrightsgroups.BomBsmeetingstookplacein
thewarmembraceofthetwC,incommunitywithotherstudents-of-color
groups.Inordertopopulateourmeetingsinthoseearlypre-emaildays,
BomBsmembersroundeduprecruitsbyofficialmeans,includingpost-
ingfliersforthegrouparoundthecampuscafeteriasandunofficiallyby
slylyapproachingtheraciallyambiguousdormmatedownthehall.InSep-
temberof1991,ayearbeforeIarrivedatBrown,BomBsputoutitsfirst
flier:2

BoMBs!

BrownOrganizationofMulti-andBiracialStudents

Thisisanorganizationespeciallydesignedforanyandallpersonswho
haveeverfeltleftoutormarginalizedbymembersofgroupstowhich
theypartlyorwhollybelong.Ourorganizationisintendedasasupport
groupforbi/multiracialormulticulturalpeoplewhohaveinthepast
beenforcedto“choose”betweenthedifferentracesandculturesthat
arepartsoftheiridentities.
 Inthepast,wehavebeenignoredandtreatedasthoughwewere
invisible, solely because we have always been defined in terms of
other people. no more. The reason why our people have been
ignoredthroughouthistoryisbecausetherehasneverbeenanysort
ofpoliticalbaseorforumfromwhichtomakeourvoicesheardand
toraisesociety’sawarenessofourexistence.Presently,organizations
likeourshavebeenspringingupatcollegecampusesnationwiDe.
Why? Because our numbers are growing. With the absence of anti-
miscegenationlawssince1967,andtheconsequencesthereof,there
aremoreoFusthaneverBeFore.EventheU.S.governmenthas
beenforcedtositupandtakenoticeofus,astheyarebeingpressured
toincludeusasaseparatecategoryontheyear2000censusforms.
 Whydowesay“ourpeople”?Because,likemembersofotherrecog-
nizedracialgroupsinthiscountry,ourpeopleDohaveacommonex-
periencefromwhichtodrawunityandsolidarity.Notonlydowefeel
thesameracismfromthewhitemajorityasdoourotherThirdWorld
brothersandsisters,butwegetitfromthemaswell.Werefusetositby
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andbeignoredanylonger.Wearetheinvisibleminoritywithinami-
nority,butthisisabouttoChange.
 weexist.wearehereamongyou.
 weareaPoLitiCaLPressureCookeraBouttoexPLoDe.
 joinus.

1storganizationaLmeeting:
sunDay,sePtemBer22,7:00Pm
1stFLooroFthetwC.
seeyouthere.

The“we,” the“us,” the“our,” theall capswere intoxicating tome,and
tomycohort,anewlyformedgroupofmultiracialsubjects.Bothideal-
ismandbuddingmilitancywereapparent.WhenIshowedtheflierfrom
September1991toBomBsmembersin2009,theytoldmethatitsdra-
matic“old-school”stylesoundedmarkedlydifferentfromtheirownless
politicizedrhetoric.Wewereafirst-generationmovementand,assuch,
wewereemphaticaboutdefiningourselveswitheachotherandagainst
“whole”race,ormonoraciallyidentifiedpeople.Weusedwhatwaseven
thenold-fashionedlanguageofoppositionalitytostakeaclaimofvictim
status.Webelievedourmultiracial identificationwasnew,radical,and
incendiary.Later I learnedthatvariousmultiracialpeopleshad indeed
collaborated,andcolluded,inotherplacesandtimes.Forexample,elite
mixed-racepeople,deemedvariously“black,”“mulatto,”or“colored”by
whitesociety,helpedcementAfricanAmericancolorandclassdistinc-
tionsbycreatinga“beige-ocracy,”tousethewordofthefoundingmulti-
racialstudieshistorianPaulSpickard.3
 Butthistypeofaprivilegedlegacywasnotapparenttous,thoseborn
intheearly1970storace-traitorparentsjustahandfulofyearsafterthe
Loving v. Virginia decision decriminalized interracial marriage in 1967.
BomBs’sfirstnewsletterbearsevidenceofthisparticularhistoryandour
sensethatwewerepioneers:

Ifamultiracialorganizationgetsofftheground,ithasthepotential
tobeverypowerful.Weknowthattherearealotofusoutthere,but
theproblemhasalwaysbeenthatwehaveneveridentifiedourselves
asaseparategroup.Wehavealwaysbeeneitherinlimboorforcedto
choosesides.Hasn’titalwaysbeenhardforyou,multiracialfriend,to
defineyourownidentitybecauseothersfeltobligatedtochooseitfor
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you?Nomore.Thisorganizationisimportantbecauseitwillallowus
tohaveaseparatespaceformultiracials,wherewecandefineourselves
intermsofourselves,andnotintermsofothergroups.Whatweneed
arecommittedpeoplewillingtosticktogetherandcarveanichefor
ourselvesatthisuniversitysothatourvoicescanbeheard.Previous
attemptsatstartingandmaintainingsimilarorganizationsinthepast
havefailed,butonlybecauseoflackofsupportorcommitment.Butwe
knowthatyou’realloutthere(we’veseenyou).Don’tjustwishusluck.
Comejoin,bond—unite!

Readingthesewordssomanyyearslater,Icanseehowthisraciallypro-
vocative organization spoke so eloquently to kids like me, the multi-
raciallyawkwardsoulwadingthroughlateadolescenceintheearly1990s.
Onephrasethatparticularlyjumpsouttomeis“we’veseenyou.”Iwon-
dernow:Isitanobservation?Alure?Athreat?Awinkfromoneinsider
toanother?Thewritersassumedthatweracialoutsiderssharedmulti-
racialpainandexclusionandtheconcomitantdesiretobecomevisible,a
desiretobecomeraciallylegible,named,andclaimed.Toexchangestatus
as“them”for“us.”Theirrhetoricassertedthatgroupidentityalonewould
createaspaceforoursupportandresistance.
 Thesetwodocumentsfromthe1991–92schoolyearrepresentthevery
beginningofBomBs.TheywerethefoundingdocumentsthatIporedover
asafirst-year.Ijoinedandbeganattendingweeklymeetings,laterplan-
ningthosemeetingsandleadingtheorganizationforward.Asmultiracial
studentactivists,wewerestruckbythesensethatweweredoingsome-
thingnewanddifferentintheveryoldworldofrace.InBomBsIfounda
communityoffellowself-describedracialoutsiders.Regularstendedtobe
peoplelikemylate-teenageself,whoseself-identitywasboundupinthose
threelittlewords,notaromantic“Iloveyou,”butanincredulous“what
areyou?”ThroughconversationsatBomBsIunderstoodthatIdidn’thave
toanswerthatquestionthewaytheaskerintended.ThatIcouldturnthe
questionaroundonmyinterrogator:whydoyouwanttoknow?ThatI
couldidentifyinanunsatisfyinglynebulousway.AlthoughIneverper-
sonallydescribedmyselfas“human”or“American”assomeofmyfellow
BomBsmembersdefiantlydid,Igaveannoyinglynebulousanswerssuch
as“womanofcolor”thatallowedmetoprovideapoliticizedresponseand
yetavoidlayingbaremypersonalhistory.Irelishedbeingabletoresist
“whatareyou?,”whichtomewasakintoavoidingopeningaveintothe



Preface
—
xiv

genealogythatmightlogicallyexplainmyoddlyracializedlooks.Nestled
withintheprotectivecocoonofthetwC,BomBsallowedmethespaceto
resistracializationbyperformingamultiracialidentity.
 ResistandperformIdid!MultiracialismsimplyobsessedmeatBrown.
Iread,discussed,wroteabout,andchallengedeverythingandanything
havingtodowithmixed-raciality.Inmysophomoreyear,Ibecameone
ofthesecondsetsofco-chairsofBomBs.Ihostedforumssuchas“Hair
Issues,”adeliberation forwomenofcoloron therelationshipbetween
gender, racial authenticity, and hair. Not to be outdone by traditional
studentracegroups,webeganMultiracialHeritageWeek.Webrought
mixed-racespeakers,professionallymultiracialfolks,suchasthejournal-
istLisaJones,theauthorandthedaughteroftheAfricanAmericanwriter
andactivistAmiriBarka(LeroiJones),andthewhite,JewishwriterHettie
Jones;academics,suchasthephilosopherNaomiZack;andcomedians,
suchasAmyHill.Intriguedbythevastnumberofmixed-racewomenat
Brownwhodidnotnecessarilyidentifywiththetermmultiracialoreven
eachother,IworkedwithSachiCunningham,myfriendandoneofthe
foundersofBomBs,tocreateMixed Girls,adocumentarythatexamined
mixed-racewomen’sperceptionsofandreactionstotheirownmultiracial-
ity.4Ibecametheundergraduateteachingassistantforananthropology
coursecalled“GrowingUpEthnicandMulticultural”andco-designedthe
curriculumforaGroupIndependentStudyProject,“Multiracialityinthe
UnitedStates,”whereweexaminedthe“multiracialmovement’s”found-
ingtextsfromthelate1980stoearly1990s.
 WhileintheearlydaysofBomBswetookourpoliticalcuesfromcivil
rights and racial nationalist groups, we took our naming and identity
cuesfromauthorsintheemergingmultiracialmovement,manyofwhom
identifiedasmixed-race,andallofwhomdistancedthemselvesfrompast
workpathologizinginterracialrelationshipsandmultiracialpeople.Inthe
early 1990s, we read the historians Paul Spickard’s Mixed Blood (1989)
andF.JamesDavis’sWho Is Black?(1991),thepsychologistMariaRoot’s
anthologyRacially Mixed People in America (1992),andthephilosopher
NaomiZack’sRace and Mixed Race(1994).Themostinfluentialofthese
scholars to themultiracialmovementwasRoot,whohasarguedvehe-
mentlythatmixed-racepeoplehaveanearlyconstitutionalrighttoself-
identifyandevendeservetheirownbillofrights.5Withanewbodyof
workinmultiracialstudiescamethechoiceofterminologynotfrequently
incirculationbefore:“multiracial,”andthen,followingasimilarmove-
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mentofscholarshipintheUnitedKingdom,“mixed-race.”Asafirst-and
second-yearcollegestudent,Ifoundthesebooksthrillingbecausethey
defended,named,andhistoricizedmyownexistence.
 Mixed-race was the object of my personal, political, and academic
study—afull-blownpreoccupation.IlearnedasmuchasIcouldaboutthe
history,literature,andracializationofmixed-racefolks.ThroughBomBs,
myhavenofthetwC,twtP,allofthevariousprogramssupportingstu-
dentsof color, andmycoursework inAmericancivilization, thenAfro
American(nowAfricana)studies,semiotics,literaturehistory,andsoci-
ology.Ialsolearnedaboutlargerquestionsofrace,class,gender,sexuality,
and,mostimportantly,power.Ilearnedthatracializedchoice,akeyvalue
ofthemultiracialmovement,wasnotanoptionformost,whileracial-
izedconscription,whichwespecialmixiesfoughtagainst,was.Ilearned
aboutstructuralracismandhowtoexplorethelivedrealitiesofrace,from
differentialratesofhomeownership,healthcare,andhighschoolgradua-
tionrates,amongothermeasures.Consequently,Isoonfoundthatques-
tionsofpowerwerelargelyabsentfromearlymultiracialmovementlit-
erature.Ifoundmyselfquestioning:whathappenedafterwecreatedour
ownterms?Outsideoffulfillingone’sownself-identitydesiresorsating
thecuriositiesofonlookers,whatdoesatermthatprovidesan“accurate”
accountof“whatmixes?”or“whatpercentages?”reveal?Whathappens
afterthemissingstoryistold,ortheincorrectstoryisrighted?Whathap-
pensafterwejointhetable?Andmostimportantly,werewereinforcing
theracialorderratherthanblowingitup?
 ThesebuddingquestionsconvergedinmysenioryearatBrownwhen
Iwroteathesisontherepresentationsofacross-sectionofmixed-race
womeninmagazineadvertisements,astudythatdrewonthemultiracial,
interdisciplinary track I had been pursuing. I identified two dialectics
ofrepresentation,“crossover/spice”and“beauty/beast”andarguedthat
theseadvertisementsoverwhelminglysoughttocategorizeandexoticize
mixed-racewomen,demonstratingdiscomfortwithmiscegenationand
multiracialsthemselves.Eventhoughmystudy,inretrospect,wasoverly
ambitious, methodologically questionable, and incoherently written in
places(inmyattempttosoundsimilartothetheoryIfoughttocompre-
hend),researchingandwritinginanewscholarlyareawassoexcitingthat
IrealizedthatIwantedtomakeacareeroutofmyquestioning.Iwanted
tobeanacademicwhostudiedmultiraciality.
 OverthecourseofmyfouryearsatBrownI learnedthatthe“what



Preface
—
xvi

areyou?”question that soplaguedmeand that I initially identifiedas
solelythelotofmultiracialfolkslikeme,wasactuallythelotofallpeople
whodidnotappeartobelong,whetherthroughrace,gender,sexuality,
orabilitystatus.Thisideahaspercolatedmoreovertheyears,ashasthe
notionofcross-identity,orperhapsmorespecificallytousethewordsof
StuartHall,“cross-identificationconnections.”6I’vebeentravelingfrom
thequestions“whoismixed-race?”to“whatdoesmixed-racemean?”to
“howdopeopleusemixed-race?”to“whyisitimportanttoname,under-
stand,andunpackmixedrace?”Thesequestionsledtothetopicthatbe-
cameacentralconcernofthisbook:theattemptedsilencinganddemean-
ingoftheblacknessinmixed-raceblackness,aperniciousdynamicthat
didnotappeartopolluteallrepresentationsofthenonwhiteaspectsof
multiracialAsianAmericans,Latinos,andAmericanIndians.
 InmyfinalyearasanundergraduateIbecamedisillusionedwiththe
utopian promises of multiracial studies and activism. They seemed so
focused solely on naming and claiming a multiracial identity, and that
wasnolongerenoughforme.Thingsjustseemedmorecomplicatedthan
that.Onemomentofrevelationcametomewhilechattingwithawhite
womanwhoattendedaBomBspublicevent:Iwasalarmedtohearthat
shecametolearnhowtoobtainanonblackidentityforhermixed-race
AfricanAmericanpreschool-ageddaughter.Iwasevenmorealarmedlater
tolearnthatshewasnotalone;thepoliticalscientistKimWilliamsin-
vestigatedmothersjustlikethisonthenationwidescale.Williamsfound
that the leaders and participants of multiracial advocacy groups were
overwhelminglywhitewomenmarriedtoblackmen.Themostfamous
ofthesewomenisSusanGraham,founderofProjectraCe(ReclassifyAll
ChildrenEqually),wholedthefightforthemultiracialcategoryonthe
census,andevenhadheryoungsontestifybeforeCongress,sothathedid
nothavetoidentifyasblack.7
 Graham and other well-known spokespeople in the multiracial mo-
mentidentifiedmultiracialnessastheonlypossibleformofracialidenti-
fication,whichsimultaneouslypathologizedblackness,apparentlyunre-
pentantly.Fromthistypeofmultiracialactivism,andnotfromthetype
ofminority-basedcommunityarticulatedbyBomBs,sprangtheso-called
1990s-eramultiracialagenda,withthefirstitembeingtheestablishment
ofanewcensuscategory.Argumentsforcolorblindnessandagainstrace-
basedmeasuressuchasaffirmativeaction,whichbegantobedismantled
acrossthecountryimmediatelyafterIgraduatedfromcollege,accompa-
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niedthisembraceof“themultiracialcause.”8Forexample,inthemid-to-
late1990s,NewtGingrich,theformerRepublicanSpeakeroftheHouse,
alignedhimselfwithaso-calledmultiracialcause,andsupportedsuch
measuresastheadditionofa“multiracial”categoryonthe2000U.S.Cen-
sus,whichwas,muchtothechagrinofmultiracialactivists,defeatedin
lieuofa“markoneormore”option.Becauseofthesestrangecollabora-
tionsIbeganquestioningthepoliticians’,themedia’s,andevenmyown
embrace of multiracialism. Was love of mixed-race people really love,
orwasitadisguisedhatredofmonoracialAfricanAmericans,aformof
codedantiblackracism?
 Theantiblackracisminthemultiracialmovementfromthe1990sdid
notfitwithmymultiracialcollegeactivism,andyetitstuckwithme.It
unsettledmetounderstandhowpoliticiansandthemediamanipulated
multiracialismintoanalignmentof“mypeople”withthepoliticsofthe
FarRight.Understandingthesplitdividingnationalmultiracialadvocacy
groupsfromcollege-basedactivistshelpedmeseewhysomeofmyclosest
friendsaroundthecountry,whoweremixedblackandwhiteandwho
grewupwithcloseties toAfricanAmericancommunities,didn’twant
anythingtodowiththismultiracialthing.Whyweren’ttheirstoriesapart
oftheburgeoningnarrativeofmixed-race?Otherquestionsloomedfor
me:Inourcelebrationsofmixed-race,wereweexcludingordismissing
theexperiences,histories,andracializationsofotherminoritizedcom-
munities?Howcouldmultiracialismworktodismantleandnotfortifythe
privilegesofwhiteness?Howcouldwearticulateouragendainawaythat
mightforgecross-racialcoalitions,insteadofseparations?
 After I left college I began to answer many of my questions on the
utilityofmixed-racethroughthewritingsoftheessayistLisaJonesinher
bookBulletproof Diva(1994).IhadreadJones’sessaysinitiallyinhercol-
umnintheVillage Voice,andIthoughtaboutthemtimeandagainasIde-
velopedmyownmultiracialresearchagenda.Jonescapturedthe“what
areyou?”question—thevarietyofwaysinwhichmixed-racepeopleare
oftenquestionedbecauseoftheir“raciallyambiguouslooks”—betterthan
anyonehadmanagedtodo:

Whoareyou,whatareyou,whereareyou from,no,whereareyou
reallyfrom,whereareyourparentsfrom,areyourgrandparentsAmeri-
cans?Areyoufromhere,what’syourbackground,what’syournation-
ality,wheredoyoulive?Areyoublack,areyouwhite,doyouspeak
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Spanish?Areyoureallywhite,areyoureallyblack?AreyouPuerto
Rican,areyouhalfandhalf,areyoubiracial,multiracial,interracial,
transracial,raciallyunknown,raceneutral,colorless,colorblind,down
withtheratraceandthehumanrace?Whoareyou?Whereareyou
comingfrom?Whoareyourpeople?

Shehelpedmeunderstandthatthe“whatareyou?”questionandallits
permutationsmarkmixed-racepeopleaseitherpathologicalorextraordi-
nary,theobject-like“what”orexoticanddesirous“who.”
 Atanotherlevel,Iwouldencounterpopularrepresentationsofmulti-
racialpeople inmemoirs,novels,televisionshows,andfilmsthatwere
equallydimaboutwhoandwhatmultiracialpeoplemightbe.Likemost
people,Iinstinctivelyreadtextsagainstlivedexperiences,andinthecase
ofmultiracialAfricanAmericans,therepresentationsdonotreflectthe
truecomplexityoflives.Foryears,fromteachinghighschoolEnglishin
MiamitostudyingethnicstudiesingraduateschoolinSanDiegototeach-
ing difference and communication courses in Seattle, I have struggled
toacceptthelimitationsofrepresentationsofmultiracialAfricanAmeri-
cans.Ihavewantedtofindresistantcounternarrativesthatechoedthe
rich diversity of experiences and racialized identifications that multi-
racialpeoplehave,fromidentifyingwithonemonoracialidentity,totwo
ormoremonoracialidentities,toaracenotinhisorherownbackground,
to“multiracial”asacategory,toalloftheabove.ButwhatI’vecomeback
tooverandoverforthecaseofmixed-raceblacknessisthefailureofthe
representativelandscapetomeettheexperientialone.
 TheexperientiallandscapeiswhathasinspiredTranscending Blackness.
Myreadingsinthisbookwouldn’tbepossiblewithoutalloftheexperi-
encesIhaveenjoyedwithavibrantcommunityoforganicandtrained
intellectualsandactivists.BecausethisprojectbeganwithBomBs,Imust
beginbythankingthepeoplewhopoweredBomBs,especiallySachiCun-
ningham, Mike Hurt, Dean Karen McLaurin, and Jason Sperber, and
whopoweredmethroughBomBs,includingPraveenFernandes,Jeffery
Mingo,HeatherReid,andJimWallace.MyBomBscritiquewascrying
outforaframe,andattheUniversityofCalifornia,SanDiego,myprofes-
sorsJaneRhodes,DaphneBrooks,YenEspiritu,NicoleKing,RossFrank,
andGeorgeLipsitzopenedupnewworldsofethnicandculturalstudies
toframemyideas.CheriseSmith,SaritaCannonandLisaZeWinters—
membersof theEastBaydissertation-writinggroup—beautifullymod-
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eledethical,positivescholarshipandprovidedthesupportnecessaryfor
metofinishmydissertation—andtheyalongwithAllison,Mike,Alonzo,
andAvaMarieSmithkeepmelongingforOakland.AttheUniversityof
Washington,wireD(WomenInvestigatingRace,Ethnicity,andDiffer-
ence)hasbolsteredmethroughmanyalong,grayday,andIwanttothank
allthemembersofourcollectiveformakingSeattleanintellectuallyand
personallyproductivespace;mywireDwritinggroup,LeiLaniNishime,
HabibaIbrahim,andTyinaSteptoeforvalidatingandpushingmywork;
andLuisFragaforhissupportofwireD.Mystudents,includingManou-
chekaCeleste,MadhaviMurty,ElizabethCortez,AnjaliVats,KateBell,
Kris Mroczek, Jennifer McClearen, Tabitha Bronsma, Jamie Moshin,
VanessaAu,MoniqueLacoste,CamilleElmore-Trummer,DesireéBoyd,
MicheléPrince,JuanaReid,andtheBarbadoscrew,helpedthisworkto
comealive intheclassroom.MycolleaguesCrispinThurlow,Christine
Harold,LeahCeccarelli,ValerieManusov,JerryBaldasty,DavidDomke,
MichelleHabell-Pallan,SonnetRetman,AngelaGinorio,JudyHoward,
AndreaGriggs,andLeaVaughnwarmlywelcomedmeintotheuwfold.A
specialthanksforthepedisandpeptalkswithmySeattlesisters,Janine
Jones, Alexes Harris, and Joy Williamson-Lott; raucous laughter with
WadiyaUdell;coffeeshopworkdateswithJenNeighbors;andfamilyfun
with the Kalbach-Udells, LaBordes, Fabers, Joneses, Bonney-Retmans,
Espanias,andWu-Floyds.Avarietyoffellowshipsprovidedmewiththe
timeandspacetothink,includingtheAmericanAssociationofUniver-
sityWomen,theUniversityofCaliforniaPresident’sFellowship,theFord
Foundation,andtheWoodrowWilsonCareerEnhancementFellowship.
Whenmyfaithinthisprojectwaned,theadvice,support,andcritiqueof
DaphneBrooks,MattJacobson,LauraHelper-Ferris,KenWissoker,and
mytwoanonymousreviewersrocketedmethroughmyrevisions.Thank
youtoShosannaWeinbergerforallowingherincredibleimagetograce
thecoverofthebook.IwillbeforevergratefultotheUniversityofWash-
ington’sWhiteleyCenterforprovidingmewiththemostbeautifulspace
intheworldtothinkandwrite.MuchlovetomyfamiliestheLandwehrs,
Captains, D’Souzas, Whites, and Scanlans. My utmost appreciation to
thepeoplewhoencouragedmetoasktoomanyquestions:myparents,
RichardandIreneLandwehr,andGrandpi,JesseMeeks.
 Mostofall,IthankJames,TJ,andNaimaJosephforendlesslyembrac-
ingtheirspaceypartnerandmama.Welivethisbookeveryday.Questions,
comments,compliments,complaints,andjokesaboutmultiracialityare
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anintegralpartofoureverydaylives.Iamamultiracialwoman,partnered
withamultiracial man, and togetherwehave twomultigenerationally
mixed-racechildren.Ourchildrenare racializedquitedifferently from
eachother:ourcaramel-complexionedsonisreadas“minority”(although
raciallyambiguoustomany),whileourringleted,olive-skinneddaughter
isread,forthemostpart,aswhite.WhenIregisteredmysonforkinder-
garten intheSeattlepublicschoolsystem, theolderAfricanAmerican
woman who took my registration forms (none of which, surprisingly,
askedforrace)lookedatmeandattherequiredpictureofhimthatIpre-
sentedalongwithhisbirthcertificateandentered“black” forourboy.
Ourgirlhasbeenracializedbythesystemaswell:aftershebecameillat
herpreschool,aparamedicfillingouthisroutinepaperworknotedher
as“white.”Butwhatwouldhavehappenedifeitheroftheseeventshad
occurredafterabeach-heavyJulyinSanDiegoinsteadofahouse-heavy
FebruaryinSeattle?Our“race”switcheswiththeseasonsandwithgeog-
raphy.We,asafamily,worktonormalizeandconcretizeourdiscussions
ofraceandmixed-racethathavemadetheirwayintoeverypagehere.This
bookisdedicatedtothem,myownrace-conscious,race-shifting,racially
pluralfamily,whoaremyinspiration,support,andfavoritedistraction.
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represenTaTions in The new MillenniuM

Ihaveneverbeenathomeinmybody.Notinitscolor,notinitssize

orshape.Notinitsstrange,uniqueconglomerationoforganicforms

andwavylines....There’sanawkwardnesstomybody,alackofgrace,

asiftheracialmix,thetwosidescomingtogetherinmybodyhaveyet

toreconcile.

—rebecca walker, Black, White, and Jewish

Forayoungmanofmixedrace,withoutfirmanchorinanycommunity,

withoutevenafather’ssteadyinghand,theessentialAmericanideal—

thatourdestiniesarenotwrittenbeforeweareborn,thatinAmerica

wecantravelasfarasourenergyandtalentswilltakeus—hasdefined

mylife.WithamotherfromKansasandafatherfromKenya,Iknow

thatstorieslikeminecanhappenonlyintheUnitedStatesofAmerica.

—Barack obama, “what is patriotism?”

Representations of multiracial Americans, especially those
withablackparentandawhiteparent, appeareverywhere
inthetwenty-first-centuryUnitedStates,fromthememoirs
ofcelebritychildren to the reality showsof supermodels to
thespeechesofpresidentialcandidates.Somerepresentations
equate mixed-race with pain: the multiracial individual is
miredintheconfusionandproblemsimaginedtobeinherent
intheracialmixtureofblackandwhite.Theseimages,such
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as theonesRebeccaWalkerconjures inhermemoir, featurea twenty-
first-centurytwistontheoldstereotypeofthe“tragicmulatto,”aphrase
coinedbythepoetandliteraryscholarSterlingBrownin1933toconnote
thecharacterwhorepresentstheproblemofracemixing,andwhoisin-
evitablyruinedbecausesheorheisaperson“withoutarace.”1Otherrep-
resentationsequatemultiracialitywithprogress:themixed-raceperson
functionsasabridgebetweenestrangedcommunities,ahealing facili-
tatorofanimaginedracialutopia,eventheembodimentofthatutopia.
Theseimages,suchastheoneBarackObama’steamcultivatedduringhis
firstpresidential electioncampaign, featurea special, sometimesmes-
sianicmixed-racecharacterwhohasmovedbeyondtheassumedconfines
ofhisorherAfricanAmericanheritage,andwhoseveryexistencepor-
tendsracialliberation.Inbothpositiveandnegativemodes,despitetheir
manydifferences,blacknessoperatesasmetaphorictether.Further,black-
nessispresentedasaninternal,secretattributeofthemultiracialindi-
vidual,somethingtobestruggledwithorrepressedinprivate.
 Thisbookexaminesthelegacyoftheproblem-specialdichotomy.Black-
nessremainspathologicalinbothtypologicaliterations.Intheformerit
istherootcauseforthemultiracialAfricanAmericanwoman’semotion-
allyandsexuallyunbalancedbehavior;inthelatterthemultiracialAfri-
canAmericansubject’smetaphoricalsloughingoffofblacknessistheroot
causeofhersuccess.Multiracialnationalistadvocacyfora“multiracial”
categoryonthe2000U.S.Censususedthisdualtrope:multiracialsneed
self-identification because they are troubled by confusing choices and
areaspecialpeople.ThetextsIexamineinTranscending Blacknesslargely
advance the idea that mixed-race identity formation, characteristically
markedbystruggle,takesplaceinisolation;suchindividualandpersonal
experiencesarethoughttobeantitheticaltoalargergrouporcommunity
sentiment.2Ingeneral,monoracialcharactersinthetextsthatIanalyze
donotquestionthepermeabilityofracialborders.
 Withoutquestion,racistlawsareattherootofthemandatethatmulti-
racialAfricanAmericansidentifyasblack:theone-droprule,moretech-
nicallycalledhypodescent,dictatedthatanyonewithanydegreeofblack
“blood”wasconsideredblack,andbiologicallybasedchattelslaveryand
JimCrowracismintheUnitedStateshelpedconfirmthatblacknesswas
inferior.Nevertheless,oneunintentionalresultofracistlawandactionhas
beenthegrowthandstrengthofmultiracialAfricanAmericansthrough
membershipinblackcommunities;inthewordsofValerieSmith,“these
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‘rules’wereinternalizedbyAfricanAmericanswhoconvertedthemfrom
meresignifiersofshametomarkersofpride.”3Representationsofblack-
nessassomethingtobetranscendedflyinthefaceofthehistoricembrace
ofmultiracialAfricanAmericansinAfricanAmericancommunities.Such
flatrepresentationsofmixed-raceAfricanAmericansbeliethecomplexity
ofreal-lifeexperiencesofsuchsubjects,wholivesimultaneouslyasblack
andmixed-race, inamessymultiplicity that is rarelycontained inany
racializednomenclature.
 Racializedexpression,includingnomenclature,isnotaforegonecon-
clusionbutaformofrepresentation,whichStuartHalldescribesas“an
essentialpartoftheprocessbywhichmeaningisproducedandexchanged
betweenmembersofaculture.”4Representationsarevehiclesthatdrive
controllingandalternativeimagesofrace,gender,class,andsexuality,the
socialforcesthatgovernoursociety.Popularculturalrepresentationsare
fertileareasofstudybecausetheyallowustoanalyzethemythsofourcul-
ture,orasHallputsit,“popularculture...iswherewediscoverandplay
withtheidentificationsofourselves,whereweareimagined,wherewe
arerepresented.”5Inotherwords,popularrepresentations,whereiden-
tityisimaginedasbothasiteofsocialdominationandagency,transform
seemingfictionsofracializationandsexualizationintosomethingclose
toreality.EvelynnHammondsarguesthatvisualrepresentation,inpar-
ticular,isafundamentalscholarlysitebecause“intheU.S.racehasalways
beendependentuponthevisual.”6
 Butsuchrepresentationsdonotsimplycreatemeaninginaone-way
process.AsHallandtheOpenUniversityscholarsillustrateintheirfa-
mouscircuitofculture,becauseoftheinterplayofaudiencesandtexts,
culturereflects,critiques,andcreateschangingideologies.7Justascul-
ture isperpetuallymutating, soareracialmeanings.MichaelOmiand
HowardWinantexplainthatraceisnotanessence,but“anunstableand
‘decentered’complexofsocialmeaningsconstantlybeingtransformedby
politicalstruggle,”aprocessthatworkstoapplyracialmeanings,which
theydeemracialization.8Becausebothcultureingeneralandracialrep-
resentationsmorespecificallyaredynamic,itmightseemthatshiftsin
culture keep up with quick transformations in racialization. Racializa-
tion works by means of cultural representations, and representations
actualizeracialization;putanotherway,livedexperiencesofraceinform
representational ones, and representational race informs experience.9
Changesincultureandracializationdonot,however,immediatelytrans-
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latetochangesinmateriallifeinsuchareasasstateandpublicpolicies.10
Andmostrepresentationsofmixed-raceAfricanAmericansdonotreveal
thereciprocalcomplexityproducedthroughthisexchange.Thescriptof
multiracialblacknessisstuckinacircuitofcontrolling,anti-blackimages.
 Inthis“mulattomillennium,”11tousetheauthorDanzySenna’sphrase,
imagesofmultiracialblacknesslargelydonotilluminatethebenefitsof
identifyingasblack.InsteadofshowingAmericansembracingblackness
inmessy,hybridized,multiracialforms,theunspokendictateincontem-
poraryrepresentationsofmultiracialAmericans is thatblacknessmust
berisenabove,surpassed,ortrulytranscended.Inordertoavoidbeing
the“newmillenniummulatta”whoisalwaysdivided,alone,anduncom-
fortable,asexemplifiedinthefirstepigraph,popularimagessuggestthat
onemustbecomethe“exceptionalmultiracial”whoistheunifying,post-
racial,U.S.ideal,asexemplifiedinthesecondepigraph.Tobemorespe-
cificaboutthetermsofthisbinary,ontheonehand,multiracialblackness
is disdained for its imagined primordially raced nature, with its tragic-
mulatta lineage.Ontheotherhand,multiracialblackness isdesired for
itsimaginedtranscendentquality,whereitisahistoricallydivorcedfrom
racismandsexismintheUnitedStateswithitstroublinghistoryofchattel
slavery,JimCrowracism,andentrenchedmisogyny.Becausethepopular
conceptionthatracemeansblack,theendofracemustmeantheendof
blackness.Whiteness,imagedaspure,invisible,andpromise-laden,re-
mainsprizedasthesaviorformultiracialAfricanAmericanfiguresfrom
blackness,presentedassullied,hypervisible,andtragedyfilled.
 The new millennium-mulatta image is not supplanting the excep-
tionalmultiracialbutisfunctioningintandemwithit,withbothmodes
operating simultaneously in a dialectic. As dialectical stereotypes, the
two images are, in the words of Yuko Kawai, “ambivalent as they con-
tain contradictory messages simultaneously.”12 The condemnation of
blacknessiseitherimplicit,whereblacknessisstigmatizedthroughthe
presentationof tragic-mulatta inevitability,orexplicit,wherethrowing
offtheyokeofblacknessmeansarrivingatasafelypost-racialstate.The
strugglewithblacktranscendenceoccursthroughnotonlyracializedbut
genderedandsexualizedperformances.Genderisnotafloatingadditive
characteristicintherepresentationsIexamine;itisanessentialintersec-
tionalcategorythatstructuresandrestructuresrace,aswellasotherim-
bricatedcategories,suchasclassandsexuality.13IntherepresentationsI
examine,gendered identityhelpsracialized identitybecomeoperative,


