TONY BAKER, JR.,

a Brooklyn College phys ed
major, can throw, kick, and
dribble a ball while doing
whirligigs around your head.
He’s confident on the field
and court, and he's also
grounded in who he is. He
identifies as black, but knows
his Korean eyes signal his
ancestry. Yet he doesn’t
question this difference,
he just embraces it.
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= People of mixed race occupy aunique positionin ™ |
' theU S. Their experience of both advantage and challenge ™ 1 |

may reshape how all Americans perceiverace. |
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Graphic designer ALEXIS
MANSON, half black and
half Ngabe (an indigenous
group in Panama), first
realized she was unusual
at age 9 when a boy drew a
picture of her, showing a box
with freckles as her head.
She ran home and told her
mom, who replied: “Well,
| you do look different.” ?
She’s stopped explaining
who she is, glad to /
leave that behind her. 8
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e multiracial experience,accordingtomanywhoiden- ~ Pl¢ other people have in discerning:
their identity. In a recent Pew survey,

such, isbeing asked, “What are you?” There’snever onein five multiracial adults reported
asy answer. Even when the question is posed out of ~ feelingpressure toclaim just a single
A ; g race, whilenearly oneinfoursaid other
ographicinterest rather than leering curiosity, you’re  people are sometimes confused about
ally forced to pick a single race from alist or to check . Whattheyare” By not fitting neatly
into one category, however, research- 3
xmarked “other.” 1Long before she grew uptobethe erssay the growing number of multi- 3
hess of Sussex, Meghan Markle wrestled withthe ques- ~ racial Americans may help the rest of
the population develop the flexibility
ona 7th- grade school form. “You had to check one of  tosee peopleasmorethanjustademo-
CHARE 1 & abil 1 : : . graphic—and to move away from race

pees toindicate your ethnicity: white, black, Hispanic, = 5°F = % 2o .
sian,” Markle wrote in a 2015 essay. “There I was (my ﬁ

rhair, my freckled face, my pale skin, my mixedrace) = Hidden Figures

ing down at these boxes, not wanting to mess up but IN 2005, HEIDI DURROW was ; i
struggling to find a publisher for her (o
swingwhattodo. You could only chooseone,butthat ~ novel about a girl who, like her, had a Danish mom and an L
be to choose one parent over the other—and one half African-American dad. Atthe time, no one seemed to think - |
elf over the other. My teacher told me to check the there was much of an audience for the biracial coming-of-
Caucasian. ‘Because that’s how you look, Meghan. ” age tale. Three years later, when Barack Obama was cam-
=mother ofall demographicsurveys, the U.S. census, paigning for president and the word biracial seemed to be
zllowing Americans toreport more than onerace only everywhere, theliterary landscape shifted. Durrow’s book,
0. Since then, however, the number of people ticking The Girl Who Fell From the Sky, came outin2010 and quickly
eboxes hasrisen dramatically. became a bestseller.

. | ES
struggling to develop a clear sense of
E O F THE M OST VEXING PA RTS identity—and some trace it to the trou- , "

day, mixed-race mar- How did an immense
are at a high, and the multiracial readership man-
:r of multiracial Ameri- agetoflyunder the publishing

growing three times MU LT I R AC ] ALS world’s radar? The same way

as the population as a ¥ it’sremained largely invisible
according to the Pew face th.e h.lghest l‘ate Of since America was founded:

ch Center. Although e Multiracial people simply
acial people account for EXduSIOn Ofany goup’ weren’t talking about being

estimated 7 percent of They’re never black enough' multiracial. “There’s a long,

cans today, their num- forgotten history of mixed-

=expected to soar to 20 Wh.ite enough, ASia.n enough, race people having achieved

by 2050. ° great things, but they had
is population growth Latlno enough° to choose one race over the
bonds to an uptick in other. They weren’tidentified
th about multiracials, as multiracial,” Durrow says.
2fit focused on the benefits of being more than one “Obamamade a difference because he talked about it openly
dies show that multiracial people tend to be per- and in the mainstream. ”
asmoreattractive than theirmonoracial peers, among When Durrow’s father was growing up in the ’40s and
divantages. And even some of the challenges of being ’50s, race relations were such that he felt the best bet for an
zcial—like having to navigate racial identities situ- African-American man was to get out of the country alto-
—might make multiracial people more adaptable, gether. He joined the Air Force and requested a post in Ger-
=, and open-minded than those who tick a single box, many. There he met Durrow’s mother, awhite Dane who was
ogists and sociologists say. working on the base asa nanny. When they married, in 1965,
course, there are also challenges that don’t come  they did soin Denmark. Interracial marriage was still illegal

silver lining. Discrimination, for one, is still per- in much of the U.S.
For another, many mixed-race people describe Durrow grew up with a nebulous understanding of her
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own identity. During her childhood, her father never told
her he was black; she knew his skin was brown and his facial
features were different from her mother’s, but that didn’t
carry a specific meaning for her. Neither he nor her mother
talked aboutrace. It wasn’t until Durrow was 11, and her fam-
ilymoved tothe U.S., that the significance of racein America
became clear to her. “When people asked ‘What are you?’ I
wanted to say, ‘I’'m American, because that’s what we said
overseas,” sherecalls. “But what they wanted to know was:
‘Are you black or are you white?’”

Unlike at the diverse Air Force base in Europe, race
seemed to be the most salient part of identity in the U.S. “In
Portland, I suddenly realized that the color of your skin has
somethingtodowithwhoyouare,” shesays. “The color of my
eyes and the color of my skin were a bigger deal than the fact
thatIread alot of booksand Iwas good at spelling.”

And since the rules seemed to dictate that you could be
only onerace, Durrow chose the one other people were most
likely to pick for her: black. “It was unsettling because I felt
asifIwas erasing a big part of my identity, being Danish, but
people thought I should say I was black, so I did. But I was
trying to figure out what that meant.”

She knew that a few other kids in her class were mixed,
and while she felt connected to them, she respected their
silence on the subject. There were, she came torealize, com-
pellingreasonstoidentifyasblackand onlyblack. Thelegacy
of America’s “one-droprule”—theideathatanyone with any
black ancestry was considered black—lingered. So, too, did
thetrope of the “tragic mulatto,” damaged and doomed tofit
into neither world.

Being black, however, also meant being surrounded
by a strong, supportive community. The discrimination
and disenfranchisement that had driven Durrow’s father
out of the U.S. had brought other African Americans closer
together in the struggle for justice and equality. “There’s
always been solidarity among blacks to advance our rights
for ourselves,” Durrow says. “You have to think of this in
terms of a racial identity that means something to a collec-
tive, toa community.”

Today, Durrow still considers herself entirely African
American. But she also thinks of herself as entirely Dan-
ish. Calling herself a 50-50 mix, she says, would imply that
her identity is split down the middle. “I’m not interested in
mixed-race identity in terms of percentages,” she explains.
“Idon’t feel like a lesser Dane or a lesser African American. I
don’t want to feel like I’'m a person made of pieces.”

She’salwayslonged for asense of community with other
multiracial people who share her feeling of being multiple
wholes. When she sees other mixed-race families in public,
she often gives them a knowing nod, but mostly gets blank
staresinreturn. “I definitely feel a kinship with other mixed-
race people, but Iunderstand when people don’t,” she says.
“Iwonder if that’s rooted in the fact that they didn’t know
they were allowed to be more than one.” It’s true that the
majority of Americans with a mixed racial background—61
percent, according to a 2015 Pew survey—don’t identify as
multiracial at all. Half of those report identifying as the race
they most closely resemble.

It’salsotrue thatracialidentity can change. The majority
of multiracial people polled by Pew said their identity had

The Multiethnic Elite

People of Mixed Race Are Well Represented at the Top of Many Fields
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1) Ann Curry: Japanese/Caucasian 2) Barack Obama: Kenyan/Caucasian 3) Bruno Mars: Puerto Rican/Ashkenazi Jewish/
Filipino/Spanish 4) Derek Jeter: African American/Caucasian 5) Dwayne Johnson: Samoan/African Canadian/Caucasian

6) Kamala Harris: Indian/Jamaican 7) Kimora Lee Simmons: African American/Japanese 8) Keanu Reeves: Chinese-
Hawaiian/Caucasian 9) Maya Rudolph: African American/Ashkenazi Jewish 10) Meghan Markle: African American/Caucasian
11) Naomi Campbell: Chinese/Jamaican 12) Naomi Osaka: Japanese/Haitian 13) Norah Jones: Indian/Caucasian

14) Ryan Lochte: Cuban/Caucasian 15) Thandie Newton: Zimbabwean/Caucasian 16) Soledad O'Brien: Cuban/Caucasian

17) Tiger Woods: Thai/Chinese/Caucasian/African American/Native American 18) Tracee Ellis Ross: Ashkenazi Jewish/African
American 19) Trevor Noah: Xhosa/Caucasian
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evolved over the years: Abouta third had gone from thinking
of themselves as multiple races to just one, while a similar
number had moved in the opposite direction, from a single
race to more than one.

The New Face of Flexibility

BECAUSE SHE CRAVED an opportunity to connect with
other multiracial Americans, Durrow created one: the Mixed
Remixed Festival. In 2014, the comedians Keegan-Michael
Key and Jordan Peele, both of whom have a black father and
awhite mother, were named the festival’s storytellers of the
year. Like Durrow’s book, their Emmy-winning show, Key
& Peele, had found an immense audience. They credit the
show’s network, Comedy Central, for recognizing them as
biracial—not just black—and giving them a platform to tell
thatstory. “The only thing they ever gotannoyingabout was,
‘More biracial stuff” It was never, ‘Make it blacker, ” Key said
when the pair accepted their award.

“Comedy is something one relates to, and in discuss-
ing the mixed experience, we found a comedy that doesn’t
speak just to mixed people but to everybody,” Peele said.

spent time in In )

felt like an outsider, ar
imposter. “I almost got

a Bengali tattoo.” But

as someone who'didn’t
grow up eatipg curry,
nothing felt right to him.
Now, his “wigke! friends
have changed all that and
he's feeling prétty good.
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“It’s about being in an in-between place and being more
complex than you are given credit for.” Asmultiracial people
become more visible and more vocal in mainstream Ameri-
ca,researchersare paying more attention. And they’re find-
ing that being mixed-race carries many advantages along
with its challenges.

This complexity is itself both an advantage and a dis-
advantage, says Sarah Gaither, a social psychologist at Duke
University. Beingamix of races canlead to discrimination of
a different kind than single-race minorities face, since mul-
tiracial people often endure stereotyping and rejection from
multipleracial groups. “My research, and the work of others,
argues that there are benefits and costs at the same time,”
Gaither says. “Multiracials face the highest rate of exclusion
of any group. They’re never black enough, white enough,
Asian enough, Latino enough.”

It’s surprising, then, that more people in this group say
being multiracial has been an advantage rather than a dis-
advantage—19 percent vs. 4 percent, according to a Pew sur-
vey. And Gaither’s research found that those who identify as
multiracial, instead of just onerace, report higher self-esteem,
greater well-being, and increased social engagement.
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bneadvantage of’ embracing mixedness, shesays, is the
alflexibility that multiracia] peopledevelop when, from
gage, they learn to switch seamlessly between their
identities. Ina 2015 study, she found that multiracial
ledemonstrated greater creative problem-solving skills
monoracials—butonlyafter they’dbeen primed to think
their multiple identities beforehand.
ese benefits aren’t limited to mixed-race people,
£1. People of one race also have multiple social identi-
nd when reminded of this factin Gaither’s study, they,
erformed better on creativity tests. “We said, ‘You’re
°nt, an athlete, a friend’ When youremind them that
elong tomultiple groups, they dobetter on these tasks,”
£Ys. “It’s just that our default approachin society is to
ofapersonasone singleidentity.” What gives multira-
opleacreative edgemay simplybe that they have more
enavigating between multiple identities,
eing around multiracial people can boost creativity
zile thinking for monoracials, too, according to re-
Rby University of Hawaii psychologist Kristin Pauker.
#11S are compartmentalizers by nature, and labeling
s by social category is part of how we make sense of
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our interactions, she says.

Race is one such category. Humans have historically
relied on it to decide whether to categorize someone as “in-
group” or “out-group.” Racially ambiguous faces, however,
foil this essentialist approach. And that’sagood thing, Pauk-
er’sresearch shows,

She found thatjust beingexposed toamore diverse pop-
ulation—asoften happens, say, when students move from the
continental U.S. to Hawaii for college—leads to a reduction
in race essentialism. It also softens the sharp edges of the

in-group and out-group divide, leading to more egalitarian
attitudes and an openness to people who might otherwise
have been considered part of the out-group.

The students whose views evolved the most, however,
werethosewho’dgone beyondjust beingexposedto diversity
and had built diverse acquaintance networks as well. “We’re
notnecessarily talking about their close friends—but people
they’vestarted to gettoknow;” she says. What does that show
us? “To change racial attitudes, it’snot onlybeinginadiverse
environment and soaking things up that makes the differ-

ence: You have to formulate relationships with out-group
members.”
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The Averageness Advantage

THE COGNITIVE BENEFITS of being biracial may stem
from navigating multiple identities, but some researchers ar-
guethatmultiracial people enjoyinnate benefitsas well-most
notably, and perhaps controversially, the tendency to be per-
ceived asbetterlookingonaverage than theirmonoracial peers.

In a 2005 study, Japanese and white Australians found
the faces ofhalf-Japanese, half-white people the most attrac-
tive, compared with those of either their own race or other
single races. White college students in the U.K., meanwhile,
were shown more than 1,200 Facebook photos of black,
white, and mixed-race faces in a 2009 study and rated the
mixed-race faces the most attractive. Only 40 percent of the
images used in the study were of mixed-race faces, but they
represented nearly three-quarters of those that made it into
the top 5 percent by attractiveness rating.

More recently, a 2018 study by psychologists Elena Ste-
panova at the University of
Southern Mississippi and Mi-
chael Strube at Washington
University in St. Louis found
that a group of white, black,
Asian, and Latino college stu-
dents rated mixed-race faces
the most attractive, followed
by single-race black faces.

Stepanova wanted to
know which of two prevailing
theories could better explain
this finding: the “average-
ness” hypothesis, which holds
that humans preferacompos-
ite of all faces to any specific
face, orthe “hybrid vigor” theory, that parents from different
genetic backgrounds produce healthier—and possibly more
attractive—children.

In the study, Stepanova adjusted the features and skin
tonesof computer-generated facesto createarange ofblends,
and found that the highest attractiveness ratings went to
those that were closest to a 50-50 blend of white and black.
These faces had “almost perfectly equal Afrocentricand Eu-
rocentric physiognomy,” she says, along with amedium skin
tone. Both darker- and lighter-than-average complexions
were seen as less attractive.

Theseresults seem to support the theory that we prefer
average faces because they correspond most closely to the
prototype we carry in our minds: the aggregated memory of
what a face should look like. That would help explain why
we favor a 50-50 mix of features and skin tones—especially
since that doesn’t always correspond toa 50-50 mix of genes,
Stepanova says. “The genes that are actually expressed can
vary,” she says.

A 2005 study led by psychologist Craig Roberts at Scot-
land’s University of Stirling, however, supports the hybrid
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THE FACTS

rated most
attractivewere
closesttoa50-50blend
of white and black.

vigor hypothesis—that genetic diversity makes people more
attractive by virtue of their “apparent healthiness.” The study
didn’tfocus on multiracial people per se, but on people who’d
inherited a different gene variant from each parent in a sec-
tion of DNA that plays a key role in regulating the immune
system—as opposed to two copies of the same variant. Men
who were heterozygous, with two different versions of these
genes, proved tobe more attractive towomen than those who
were homozygous. And while being heterozygous doesn’t
necessarily mean you’re multiracial, having parents of dif-
ferent races makes you much more likely to fall into this cat-
egory, Roberts says.

Whether these good-looking heterozygotesare actually
healthier or just appear so is debatable. Studies have shown
that heterozygotes are indeed more resistant to infectious
diseases, including Hepatitis Band HIV, and have alower risk
of developing the skin disease psoriasis—significant because
healthy skin playsaclearrolein attractiveness. But other re-
searchershavebeenunableto
find a correlation between at-
tractivenessandactual health,
which may be a testament to
the power of modern medi-
cine—especially vaccinations
and antibiotics—in helping the
less heterozygous among us
overcomeany geneticsuscep-
tibility toillness, Roberts says.

Researchvs.
Real World

SOMERESEARCHERS have
extrapolated even further, sug-
gesting that, along with possible good looks and good health,
multiracial people might be genetically gifted in other ways.
Cardiff University psychologist Michael B. Lewis, who
led the 2009 U.K. study on attractiveness, argues that the
genetic diversity that comes with being mixed race may in
factlead to improved performance in a number of areas. As
evidence, he points to the seemingly high representation of
multiracial peoplein the top tiers of professions that require
skill, such as Tiger Woodsin golf, Halle Berry in acting, Lewis
Hamilton in Formula 1racing, and Barack Obama in politics.
Other researchers argue that this conclusion is an over-
reach. They counter that genetics doesn’t make multiracial
people better at golf—or even necessarily better looking.
Some studies have found no difference in perceived attrac-
tiveness between mixed-race and single-race faces; others
have confirmed that a preference for mixed-race facesexists,
buthave concluded it has more to do with prevailing cultural
standards than any genetic predisposition to beauty.
A2012studyby Jennifer Patrice Sims, asociologistat the

ADIFFERENT MIX continued on page 90
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ADIFFERENT MIX continued from page 67

University of Alabama in Huntsville, found that in general,
mixed-race people were perceived as more attractive than
people of one race—but not all racial mixes, as would be the
caseifthe cause was geneticdiversity alone. (In herresearch,
mixed black-Native Americans and black-Asians were rated
the most attractive of all.) The hybrid vigor theory, Sims ar-
gues, is based on the false presumption of biologically dis-
tinctraces. She pointsinstead to evidence that attractiveness
isasocial construct, heavily dependent on timeand place. In
the U.S. right now, she says, the biracial beauty stereotypeis
adominant narrative.

“Whereas in the past, particularly for women, the ste-
reotypical northern European phenotype of blonde hair, blue
eyes, and pale skin was considered the most attractive (think
Marilyn Monroe) contemporary beauty standards now value
‘tan’ skin and wavy-curly hairalso (think Beyoncé),” she says.

But saying biracial people are inherently beautiful isn’t
a harmless compliment—it can contribute to exotification
and objectification. For many biracial people, these reports
of heightened attractiveness are an unwelcome distraction,
obscuring and delegitimizing the true challenges they face.
“Even though studies say we’re seen as more beautiful, my
lived experience negates that,” says Ben O’Keefe, a political
consultantwhohasablack fatherand a white mother. “We’re
tryingto frameitasifwe’vebecomeamoreacceptingsociety,
butwe haven’t. There are still many people who wouldn’tbe
comfortable dating outside their race.”

O’Keefe’sfather wasn’t present when he was growing up.
Apart from hisbrotherand sister, he was surrounded by white
people. His mother raised him to embrace the principle of
“colorblindness.” Sincerace doesn’t matter, sheargued, why
acknowledgeitatall? O’Keefe thought of himself, essentially,
as white. When people asked what he was, he said Italian,
which s true. He’s Italian, Irish, and African American.

But other people’s perceptions didn’t match his self-
image. A store clerk once followed him from aisle to aisle
and accused him of shoplifting. While walking one nightin
his upper-class, predominantly white Florida community,
O’Keefe was stopped by police who pulled their guns on him
because residents had reported a “suspicious” black teen.
When Trayvon Martin was killed nearby under similar cir-
cumstances, it triggered an awakening in O’Keefe: “Ihad al-
ways felt more white, but the world didn’t see me that way.”

The Path Forward

AS MUCH AS O’Keefe wishes that milestones such as
Obama’s presidency signaled the dawn of a post-racial
America, heencounters dailyreminders that racism endures.
Oneboy he dated in high school didn’t want to bring O’Keefe
home tomeethis parents. “Oh, they don’t know you’re gay?”
O’Keefe asked. “No, they do,” the boy responded. “They’d
just freak outif they knew I was dating a black guy.”
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O’Keefe has encountered discrimination in the black
community as well, where others have told him, “You’re not
really black.”

“They see me with light skin and a white family, and that
hasgiven meadvantages—Irecognize that. Theirexperience,
being seen asnothing butblack, influences that perception.”
While heunderstandsthereasoning, it still hurts. “It’s saying,
‘You’re not black enough to be a real black man, but you’re
black enough tobe held up at gunpoint by police,’ ” he says.

These days, he doesn’t get asked, “What are you?” as
much as he once did, which could be a sign of progress—or
simply a byproduct of moving in more “woke” circles as an
adult, he says. But when he does get asked, he identifies as
black. “I’m a black man who is multiracial, but it doesn’t di-
minish my identity as ablack man.”

Hismother, too, hasabandoned her color-blind approach
after coming to see it as unrealistic—and ultimately unhelp-
ful. “We’ve had some really hard conversations about race,”
O’Keefe says. “She’s embraced that it matters and we need
to talk about it, and we can’t fix problems if we pretend they
don’t exist.”

The pathtoward amore egalitarian Americawillbe paved
with hard conversations about race, says Gaither, who is
multiracial herself. Her research shows thatjustbeingaround
biracial people makes white people less likely to endorse a
color-blind ideology—and that color blindness, although
well-intentioned, is ultimately harmful torace relations.

In a series of studies published in 2018, Gaither found
that the more contact white people had with biracial people,
the less they considered themselves color-blind, and the
more comfortable they were discussing issues around race
that they would otherwise haveavoided. Thissuggests thata
growing multiracial population will help shiftracial attitudes.
Butit doesn’t mean the transition will be easy.

“Ifyou’reina primarily white environment and multira-
cial populations are growing, you may find that threatening
and look for ways toreaffirm your placein the hierarchy,” says
the University of Hawaii’s Pauker. “As minority populations
grow, that’s going to be a hard adjustment on both sides.”

Whilethere’sno population threshold that, oncereached,
will signal the end of racism in America, being around more
multiracial people can at least nudge monoracials to start
thinking and talking more about what race really means.

“We are not the solution to race relations, but we cause
people to rethink what race may or may not mean to them,
whichIhopewilllead to more open and honest discussions,”
says Gaither. “The good newsis that our attitudesand identi-
tiesare malleable. Exposing people to those who are different
is the best way to promote inclusion—and the side effect is
that we can benefit cognitively as well. If we start acknowl-
edging that we all have multipleidentities, we canallbe more
flexible and creative.” ®

JENNIFER LATSON is a science writer and author of the book
The Boy Who Loved Too Much.
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