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STAY IN YOUR LANE?

T wenty years ago, when I wrote a biography of the black nationalist 

leader Marcus Garvey, I was invited to answer questions about it on 

a BBC Radio phone-in. The first caller didn’t have a question: ‘I resent …’ 

his voice trembled with anger, ‘I resent the fact that the publisher got a 

white man to write a book about Marcus Garvey.’

‘What makes you think I’m white?’ I asked.

The caller paused. ‘Well, you don’t sound black!’

I hadn’t knowingly attempted to pass for white in the way I spoke. 

And why was the caller so angry, anyway? Why would it have mattered 

if the author of a book on a significant black subject had been white?

Perhaps it’s because colonial histories are littered with white men 

who took away everything from black people. And now a white man (or 

at least one who sounded white) had robbed black readers of the black-

est of black heroes. 

Stay in your lane? is inspired by Peter Fryer, whose book, Staying 

Power (1984), is one of the most important texts on the black presence in 

Britain, even though it was written by a white Marxist historian. Fryer 

was aware of his colour preceding him in how critics might judge his 

book. Pre-empting the likely criticisms in his preface to Staying Power, 

Fryer writes that he’ll attempt to ‘think black’, i.e. to try to put himself in 

the shoes of a black writer when he writes. 

Is such a thing possible? WritersMosaic decided to test this hypoth-

esis by commissioning writers Will Harris, Maggie Gee, Naomi Foyle, 

Hannah Lowe, Magnus McDowall, Taíno Mendez, Chitra Ramaswamy 

and Amy Abdelnoor to interrogate the received wisdom of staying in 

their lane by asking them how they attempt to think beyond the param-

eters of their cultural identity, or to address why they might find it prob-

lematic. In doing so, they reflect on the limits of empathy and the risks 

and rewards of straying from your lane. 

Colin Grant
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T he phrase ‘think black’ first surfaced 

for me while reading Staying Power: 

The History of Black People in Britain, 

written more than 40 years ago by Peter 

Fryer. The book remains the seminal 

work on the history of black British lives. 

Peter Fryer, a white English communist, 

was aware that some black people might 

object to him telling the story, but he 

promised in the preface to ‘make the 

effort to “think black” – i.e. to grasp 

imaginatively as well as intellectually the 

essence of the black historical experience.’ 

Nonetheless, when Staying Power was 

published in 1984, Fryer was the target of 

hateful abuse. The historian Paul Gilroy 

viewed the criticism as being ‘dished out 

by resentful, lazy and hostile community 

spokespeople who told [Fryer] that he had 

no right to undertake the work because 

this particular history of suffering was 

their own special property’.

Casting back over his early life, 

the roots of Fryer’s engagement with 

oppressed and marginalised people is 

evident. In 1945, aged 18, Fryer joined the 

Communist Party. By 21 he was working 

as a journalist for the official newspaper 

of the Communist Party of Great Britain, 

the Morning Star (formerly the Daily 

Worker). That year he travelled out to 

Tilbury Docks, east of London, to cover the 

disembarkation of HMT Empire Windrush 

bearing, as he put it, ‘500 pairs of willing 

hands from Jamaica’. He got those details 

wrong: there were, in fact, more than 800 

people on that ship and many were from 

other Caribbean islands. But Fryer later 

excelled as a groundbreaking historian. 

Reporting on the 1956 Hungarian uprising 

against Soviet domination, he broke with 

the Communist Party. 

Fryer was reportedly a tough but 

tender man with an early love of jazz, 

and it was his enthusiasm for this 

aspect of black culture that led him to 

think more broadly about the relatively 

unwritten story of black people in 

Britain. Ambalavaner Sivanandan, the 

former director of the Institute of Race 

Relations, had argued in 1982 – before the 

publication of Staying Power – that ‘traces 

of black life have been removed from the 

British past to ensure that blacks are not 

part of the British future’. Fryer agreed.

Staying Power came at a period 

of division in the UK. As well as state-

sponsored police harassment of black 

youths, there was immense hostility 

towards the black population, especially in 
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The prescience  
of Staying Power:  
in praise of Peter Fryer
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the voyeuristic work of a tourist with a 

typewriter, but that of someone deeply 

invested in the subject, who yearns to 

reach beyond what they know.  

The dilemma over the portrayal of 

black life by white writers has its roots in 

the power dynamics of the transatlantic 

slave trade. Slave narratives mark the first 

serious attempts by black people to write 

about their own lives. Early on, a number 

of these testimonies were dictated to well-

meaning white abolitionists who were 

determined to act as conduits for a largely 

white reading public, bringing to its 

attention a so-called ‘black message inside 

a white envelope’. 

Slave narratives, memoirs and 

testimonies offer compelling individual 

stories of black lives, but it is the role of the 

historian to pull these strands together, to 

create a coherent picture. What happens, 

then, when no black historians step up to 

do the job? Peter Fryer is what happens. 

Fryer stepped into a vacuum and made 

an effort to write about the complexity of 

black British life at a time when notable 

black intellectuals, such as the cultural 

theorist Stuart Hall, steered clear of race, 

choosing instead to focus on class. 

the aftermath of the Brixton riots in 1981.

Fryer was galvanised to change the 

narrative; the riots were an unsurprising 

fireball of anger resulting not just from 

heavy-handed policing but from decades 

of injustice and oppression. Without any 

financial backing or a university post, 

Fryer embarked on an epic research 

project that became Staying Power, a 

500-page survey of more than a thousand 

years of black life in Britain. 

The cultural life of black migrants 

and their descendants had never figured 

in the work of conservative historians. 

But neither did they appear to fit into 

the model of the working class conceived 

by radical historians on the British left 

such as E.P. Thompson in The Making 

of the English Working Class (1963). In 

writing a history with black people at its 

centre, Fryer challenged the belief that 

the working class was a homogenous and 

indigenous group. 

Peter Fryer grew up as a citizen of 

an imperial power that had dominated 

black lives in many parts of the world. He 

understood that his writing would ‘entail 

a painful rethinking of basic assumptions’ 

about black people. Staying Power is not 

Fryer stepped into a vacuum 
and made an e�ort to write 
about the complexity of  
black British life.
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In 2009, casting his mind back to 

that period, Hall attempted to explain 

the oversight: ‘In relation to black culture 

and the life of ordinary black people, I 

really didn’t know what it was about in 

any depth and I couldn’t get to it. I was 

a middle-class brown schoolboy with 

middle-class parents, I couldn’t reach it. 

I could sort of imagine it and relate to it 

by empathy, but I couldn’t be of it.’ Hall is 

contending here, then, that colour does 

not privilege understanding. 

‘Thinking black’ cannot take anyone 

the whole way to the experience of 

‘being black’. There is no singular black 

experience. And to interpret the past a 

great imaginative leap is necessary, no 

matter what your colour. Peter Fryer 

supplied a vision of history that was 

underpinned with compassion and 

extraordinarily deep research, even 

as he acknowledged the limitations of 

his perspective. ‘All who venture into 

this field,’ he wrote, ‘must sooner or 

later ponder the West African saying: 

“Knowledge is like the baobab tree; one 

person’s arms cannot encompass it”.’ But 

Fryer’s reach was broad, and in writing 

his book, this white man broke bread with 

black readers. 

I sympathise with the notion that 

black people should be the authors of their 

own stories because for too long have 

others spoken for us. But Fryer composed 

a vivid, passionate and intelligent book 

that every black writer I know, myself 

included, would have been enormously 

proud to have produced. I am team Fryer. 
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A few years ago, on a late August bank holiday weekend, I stumbled  

  down Talbot Road in Notting Hill. Carnival in full swing, rum and 

lager mingling happily in my system. I turned my head to shout some-

thing back to my friends and narrowly missed bumping into a woman 

walking across me. She looked at me with disgust. ‘Fucking white boys’, 

she said, and moved on.

Perhaps because I grew up in North Kensington, because I have 

worked Carnival and woken up to it every year, I had always assumed 

that I was different from the interlopers in Caleb Azumah Nelson’s Open 

Water: looking down at the crowds from a house party with ‘rooftop 

vibes’ and ‘speaking a mimicry of broken English’. 

The woman’s words stayed with me because, rather than ignoring me 

or somehow knowing me for a local, she saw me as I must have appeared: 

a white boy clumsily barrelling through a celebration of the culture whose 

flag she had draped across her back. A celebration born from the pain and 

abuses inflicted in Notting Hill by people who look like me.

Would ‘thinking black’ have made me less offensive in that moment? 

Once I had entered her space, I think probably not. No amount of thought-

fulness or good intentions can control the way people first perceive us: 

our skin, our clothes, hair, eyes, voice. Thinking through a lens of a differ-

ent colour can’t change how we are first perceived, but it might help us 

avoid clumsily stumbling into others in the first place.

That shift happens in the deliberate attempt to see the world 

through someone else’s eyes, no matter how different it might look.

Reading is an exceptional way to understand perspectives beyond 

our own. To read fiction by Black British writers is to exercise ‘thinking 

black’. To focalise oneself through the mind, narratives, experiences of 

another is to empathise with them. Conversely, to blinker ourselves to 

art only composed by people who look like us, or who share our gender, 

class, locale or sexuality, would be intellectual self-harm. 

It should naturally follow that, in the same way our reading isn’t 

pigeonholed into identity, our writing shouldn’t be either. The result of 

white writers ignoring their Black counterparts’ books in public forums 

and vice versa is surely the marginalisation of voices, experiences, 

MAGNUS MCDOWALL

Reading for carnival 
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expression. The refusal to allow a writer to be more than the sum of their 

identity. 

There is an abdication of responsibility inherent in ‘staying in your 

lane’. To write and live blind to perspectives beyond your own is to write 

and live thoughtlessly. It silences the voices of those who don’t fit the 

culturally dominant identity category. It creates people without empa-

thy for each other, unable to understand, sympathise with or find joy in 

each others’ lives. 

I am not Black or Pentecostal or queer, but I thoroughly enjoyed the 

queer Black British poet Keith Jarrett’s latest collection, Hide Me Under 

the Blood and I Shall Be Satisfied. I reviewed it for WritersMosaic. It beats 

with church stories, holds a magnifying glass to the language of class 

through the Oneness tradition, uses rebelliously camp voices to tell sto-

ries in the legacy of Empire. 

There are many other, better writers with a closer biographical 

‘match’ to these touchstones than me. Would a queer, Pentecostal, Black 

British writer have written a better review? Very possibly. Some images 

might have had a more immediate emotional resonance with this writer. 

There might be nuances that flew over my head. 

I now, however, have a far greater understanding of the Pentecostal 

church in Britain than I did before reading the collection. In the contem-

plative process of review, Jarrett’s speakers and flights of fancy crystal-

lised in my head and my heart. Because I 

was allowed to take the time to step out 

of my ‘lane’, those perspectives and expe-

riences are not only more knowable but 

so obviously loved, where before I could 

not have known them at all.

And is that not the point of all this? 

The writing, the painting, the filming. The 

making, the dancing. To amplify love, 

understanding, catharsis.

Jarrett wrote on his Instagram story 

after reposting my review that ‘it’s almost 

overwhelming, after taking a few years to 

write this one […]  and then feeling some-

one “gets” what you were trying to do’. We 

can’t inhabit another’s body or mind or 

To write and 
live blind to 

perspectives 
beyond your 

own is to 
write and live 
thoughtlessly.
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memories, but through reading intentionally we can at least approach an 

understanding of perspectives beyond the mirror of our own identities.

There is, of course, a limitation to the possibility of my ‘thinking 

black’ in more creative writing. Fiction famously cannot work unless it 

tells ‘the truth’. I am not so arrogant as to think that I could reach that 

threshold writing about the Black British experience through a fiction-

alised Black perspective. We have countless other writers with a far 

more intimate knowledge of that truth than me.

It is true that a fiction writer must imagine characters who are not 

themselves. It may be that ‘thinking black’ then becomes a useful exer-

cise, but that intentionality must first cause the writer to stop and ask: 

why me? why this? why now? It may still be that their project is useful, 

that perspective necessary, the execution sensitive. But it will neverthe-

less be limited.

I will be at the next Notting Hill Carnival, drinking rum and lager with 

the same friends. I will try to be more aware of my surroundings. Maybe, 

like my privilege as a local, that will turn out to be another self-flattering 

story I tell myself about my identity. I will be less clumsy and more inten-

tional. If that is a form of ‘thinking black’ then that is what I will be doing. 

My part in the collective joy will be as enthusiastic as ever. 

After all, what else is there? What else but loving our neighbours, 

bass through the body, trying to keep step with the party.
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N obody likes to be told what to do. 

The fin-de-siècle French civil servant 

and novelist J.-K. Huysmans made a name 

for himself when he broke away from 

Émile Zola’s Naturalist school, which 

dominated French literature in the 1870s, 

and instigated a literary response to the 

Symbolist paintings of Odilon Redon and 

Gustave Moreau with his 1884 novel À 

Rebours (Against Nature), probably the 

most important novel I’ve ever read.

When my debut novel Rainbow 

Milk was about to be published, it was 

decided that the marketing needed to 

invoke James Baldwin, which resulted 

in an expectation that I would be this 

generation’s answer to him, to tell us who 

we are and to become the black, sexless 

voice of reason. I had read him, and we do 

have a lot in common: both black and gay, 

raised in religious households in which we 

made our godliness our own, only to reject 

it late in our teens and embrace a life of 

de-indoctrination, risk and discovery. 

Even our love lives are similar; both of us 

are attracted to men who are emotionally 

but not physically available to us.

The burden of being the voice of black 

America pitched Baldwin into potentially 

uncomfortable situations, such as having 

to infiltrate, at the behest of mainstream 

magazines, the Nation of Islam and the 

Black Power Movement, the bleeding 

edges of a community that was coming 

to view homosexuality as anti-black. It 

cannot be ignored that at the back of his 

mind was the fear that in leaving the US 

in his mid-twenties and never living there 

permanently again, he had absconded 

from the duty he had created for himself: 

to lead and guide the youth through the 

necessarily painful transition towards 

racial equality. Later in his career, he 

looked to ingratiate himself with them 

by being the father he thought that they 

wanted him to be.

Baldwin has become my father, 

someone who, the more he is pushed onto 

me, makes me want to go ahead and do 

the opposite, think the opposite. Although 

almost everything he said will be of value 

to somebody, and I will always encourage 

others to read him, I have become almost 

allergic to his preacherly, didactic, often 

repetitive voice. He is impressive, of 

course, and his archive of shareable 

soundbites is endless, but I cannot read 

him anymore. I have become resentful of 

him, as if he really was my father and I’ve 

knowingly decided to try to replicate his 

path. I have to do to Baldwin, and to my 

own father, what Baldwin did to his, and 

to Richard Wright: to destroy, in order to 

create. My father, a retired truck driver, is 

a Christian fundamentalist; I, therefore, 

am a non-driving agnostic.

Original work comes out of a rejection 

of norms and embracing unexpected 

TAÍNO MENDEZ

Beyond Baldwin
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to say that my tastes are eclectic, but I 

understand it through the contexts of 

history and pop culture, centred around 

what the Welsh call hiraeth – a longing to 

be returned to a place we never were. 

Radio 1 was always on in my 

childhood home, especially in the 

mornings and as we completed cleaning 

duties at weekends, and to this day I still 

listen to ‘80s alternative pop as I cook 

and clean, turning domestic drudgery 

into narrative. The acts each had their 

own personalities, politics and aesthetics, 

valued songcraft and yet could now 

afford the technologies that only a decade 

before had been reserved for privileged 

major-label innovators. Being able to 

program the music, they were now able 

to concentrate on image. When I dare to 

play some of these songs for others, they 

hear them anew through an unexpected 

source. It gives these listeners a window 

into my true inner life. 

I am curious about hauntology, a 

term coined by Mark Fisher to describe 

the feeling of loss we experience over a 

juxtapositions. Solange, as early as 2011, 

stepped out from the shadow of her 

superstar sister Beyoncé by admitting that 

she was a ‘huge fan’ of ambient electronic 

acts like Kraftwerk – whose modus 

operandi was to make music that was 

the sound of modern industrial Germany, 

with the unexpected result of carving a 

forward path for most future black and 

electronic musical forms. Solange has 

written of experiencing racism from 

fellow punters while attending one 

of Kraftwerk’s concerts; her presence 

apparently disrupted their expectations of 

a purely Teutonic experience. 

I have never been commissioned to 

write about music, clothes or football, 

which are probably the three most 

important things in my life. I have taken 

it upon myself to explore football in the 

form of a novel, currently titled Play Alone 

(after an obscure single by the French 

‘80s post-punk band Asylum Party). 

I appreciate that music and fashion 

criticism are each highly coded. When 

it comes to music, it sounds clichéd 

They did not wait for 
politicians to tell them how 
to live together; they found 
common ground, and changed 
the face of Britain. 
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future we were promised but that never 

materialised; this is the sort of concept 

that does not rely upon, but also holds 

space for, identity. The post-punk era 

remains fascinating to me. The traditional 

rock codes punk subverted were married 

to the basslines and rhythms of dub, 

illuminated by the artificiality of analogue 

synths, to create a new sound that was 

both darkly reflective and tentatively 

hopeful.

In four centuries of black and white 

people coexisting in the US, that nation 

has not produced a musical form that 

takes from both heritages to create 

something new that involves both. In 

the UK, within 30 years of Windrush, we 

created 2 Tone, a marriage of punk and 

dub that brought together black and white 

musicians under the same band names: 

The Specials, The Selecter, The Beat, 

UB40, A Certain Ratio (the latter two were 

not 2 Tone but the sentiment remains). At 

punk gigs, there would be an assembly of 

soundsystem acolytes; at soundsystems, 

the punks would congregate. Eventually 

the tribes saw that they dressed similarly, 

liked the same music and supported the 

same football teams; they were equally 

disillusioned with mainstream politics, 

and therefore, they could work together. 

Doing so, they visibly created a new sense 

of what it meant to be British. They did 

not wait for the politicians of the day to 

tell them how to live together; they found 

common ground, and changed the face of 

Britain. 

You might be comfortable staying 

in your lane, but where is the spark? 

Sometimes you have to check your 

mirrors, indicate, put your foot down and 

overtake.



1313

A s a White autistic middle-class woman, I respect the rationale 

    behind the injunction to ‘stay in your lane’. The phrase conjures for 

me the essence of capitalism: a racetrack full of people sprinting or stag-

gering toward eco-catastrophe in a blatantly rigged contest. For while 

some lanes are studded with prizes, others are potholed, end at brick 

walls, lead off cliffs, to prison or to gates through which a few ‘chosen 

ones’ run on to highly scrutinised, even fatal success. As the media 

lynching of Professor Jason Arday has yet again tragically proved, all too 

often those in the over-resourced centre lanes – mainly White profes-

sionals, politicians and activists, but also some of the Global Majority 

– protect their positions and the whole stadium from radical grassroots 

demands. Aware of my own relative privilege in this toxic competition, I 

hear ‘stay in your lane’ positively as an instruction to respect the right of 

working-class, LGBTQI+, Black, Brown and differently disabled people 

to lead their own complex liberation struggles. 

As a writer, educator and editor, I understand this slogan in a nar-

rower and problematic sense: a command to stick to writing from one’s 

own lived experience. To start with, though, lived experience is porous, 

open to others. In my case, I grew up witnessing the painful effects of 

racism on my adopted Brown sister. Later, my dying mother told me 

how much she had loved the ayah who cared for her as a child in India – 

where my great-great-grandfather was a Scottish missionary. While I felt 

for my mother, who considered her ayah a lost family member, empathy 

for my sister deepens my anger at the terrible power imbalances inher-

ent in this maternal colonial legacy. But though White privilege cannot 

be peeled off, my Quaker parents rejected the cruel dogmas of empire, 

instilling in me lifelong values of justice and equality. And as an autis-

tic, single, older, partially employed woman, I feel the sting of injustice 

too: facing marginalisation and economic precarity strengthens my 

sense of solidarity with people from more disadvantaged communities. 

Obviously, even just entering a supermarket, my lived experience differs 

hugely from that of Black and Brown people. But my ‘lane’ encompasses 

my upbringing, neurodivergence and political activism, which inevita-

bly inform characters and themes in my writing.

NAOMI FOYLE

Scu�ng the lines
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Having said that, literature cannot be reduced to personal experi-

ence. I reject facile arguments that literature is inherently universal, 

that of course creative writers can imagine other lives and any attempt 

to criticise this process is censorship. Privilege generates blind spots: 

unconscious bias can be incredibly hurtful to others and identifying 

it in oneself is not easy. But at the same time, great literature demon-

strates the Blakean truth that ‘the imagination is not a state: it is the 

human existence itself’. A Toni Morrison novel or an Abeer Ameer 

poem about the Israeli genocide in Gaza leaves me feeling expanded 

– my heart with grief, fury and compassion, and my mind with awe at 

the ability of a writer to so profoundly transport the reader into times 

or places historically or geographically distant from her own life. For 

Morrison, invention was a credo. Famously, she instructed students 

not to write ‘what you know’, because ‘you don’t know anything […] 

Imagine it, create it.’ 
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Of course, Morrison and Ameer are Global Majority writers imagin-

ing Black and Brown lives: can White writers ever do so as powerfully? 

Maybe not, but I think more should, with humility and respect, dare to 

try. Through lived experience, research and imagination, White writers 

including Jean Rhys, Angela Carter, Philip Pullman, Ursula K. Le Guin, 

Barbara Kingsolver, Edna O’Brien, Carolyn Forché, Jonathan Wonham 

and Helen Moore have, in my view, produced valuable work that variously 

confronts racialised trauma, celebrates human diversity and examines 

White privilege. As a lecturer, I teach my students that through widening 

our reading and reaching out socially and professionally to other people, 

we can stray or at least ‘sway’ from our lanes – by leaning into marginal-

ised lives and listening hard, learning to write richer, more socially rele-

vant fiction and poetry. Hopefully, by embracing a wider humanity in our 

work, writers of all backgrounds can help create common ground at this 

increasingly polarised and perilous time on Earth.

‘Stay in your lane’ 
conjures a blatantly 
rigged contest: 
while some lanes 
are studded with 
prizes, others are 
potholed, end at 
brick walls, lead 
o� cli�s or to 
prison.
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My approach has been to celebrate diversity and challenge racism 

in speculative literature, poetry of witness and collaborative projects. 

My campaigning for Palestinian liberation, for example, has taken me 

to Jerusalem and the West Bank and fed my poetry and fiction. Muslim 

and Jewish activists encouraged me to ‘leap from my lane’ into The Gaia 

Chronicles, an eco-science fantasy quartet about an uprising of disabled 

refugees in a post-apocalyptic parallel West Asia. Post-show discussions 

of a 2022 theatre adaptation confirmed my belief that speculative litera-

ture can be an imaginative shared space: I was profoundly moved to hear 

diverse audience members empathising with the characters in their fic-

tional setting.

In this work, I do fear making mistakes; indeed, my ignorance of his-

tory, geography and terminology is constantly being revealed. But with-

out risk and without dialogue there can be no progress. As a writer, and 

as an editor for presses and journals including Critical Muslim, I con-

sult with Global Majority colleagues, heed national debates initiated by 

marginalised critics and am grateful to WritersMosaic, Ledbury Poetry 

Critics, Spread the Word and other organisations for their ongoing work 

to decolonise the publishing industry.

My own work has scuffed the lines between lanes and blessed me with 

a thriving, diverse community. My next poetry pamphlet is a fundraiser for 

the Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group, whom I met this summer through 

Refugee Tales – a community of activists, writers and experts by experi-

ence who walk to end Britain’s cruel practice of detaining migrants, and 

tell their stories in anthologies published by Comma Press. I too believe 

that together we can change our sociopolitical ‘transport infrastruc-

ture’ and its destinations from competitive tracks to interwinding paths 

and truly shared spaces; from individual success to collective wellbe-

ing. Capitalism threatens all life on Earth: only ever ‘staying in my lane’ 

would just perpetuate the contest. Straying, swaying and scuffing sug-

gest another way is possible: a radical way of empathy, imagination and 

mutual transformation.
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1. Reading
The first street I lived on was not a lane, 

but a cul-de-sac. Those neat English 

places with the square lawns and stifling 

atmospheres where you enter the exact 

same way as you leave. Impossible to lose 

yourself in such a place – you would think. 

Though it was new, like many aspects of 

the dangerously nostalgic Thatcherite 

era in which I grew up it possessed an 

old name: Tudor Gardens. Which may 

conjure up gouty kings charging across 

ornamental gardens while their most 

faithful advisors plot against them behind 

the rose bushes, but was in fact a typical 

suburban street of semi-detached houses 

laid out in the leafy outskirts of southwest 

London. Volvos in the driveways and 

BMXs thrown down on the lawn, spokes 

still turning. Kids cosplaying He-Man at 

the garages. Jellies setting in the fridges. 

The famine in Ethiopia on the BBC Six 

O’Clock News. 

If I were to stay in my lane, would this 

be the one?

The first characters I fell in love 

with were Snoopy, Fraggles, Garfield, Mr 

Spoon, Zippy, George, Bungle and Basil 

Brush. Blue Peter was twice-weekly 

nourishment – we were the generation 

who asked Father Christmas for double-

sided sticky tape. My parents seemed 

to spend most of the decade in front of 

The Jewel in the Crown, often laughing 

in a way they did not laugh elsewhere, 

sometimes not at all. As for books, I 

never walked past a wardrobe without 

wondering if Narnia might be behind it, 

just past the mothballs and fur coats. The 

first peach I encountered was the giant 

one James and his band of garden bugs 

set sail on. I identified with Anne of Green 

Gables and Flat Stanley, despite having 

neither red hair nor a body half an inch 

thick. Dickens, Austen, the Brontës and 

Salinger…. I munched my way through 

each one like the hungry caterpillar, in 

whose insatiability I also saw myself, 

though in retrospect it was in me that the 

holes were made.

For nowhere in my surroundings 

– or for the purposes of this essay, on 

my lane – did I see myself. And though 

I was as hungry for representation as 

the caterpillar was for his ice cream 

cone and pickle, when I did eventually 

find what I was looking for, it was in the 

words of African-American writers – Toni 

Morrison, Maya Angelou, Alice Walker and 

Zora Neale Hurston. Not the stern Indian 

writers on my parents’ shelves, whose 

great sprawling tomes reminded me of the 

mother country I didn’t understand that 

in turn didn’t understand me, and of the 

good daughter of India I would never be.

None of us lives on a single lane – 

even if you’ve had only one address your 

CHITRA RAMASWAMY

Cul-de-sacs of the mind 
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2. Writing
When I started writing my first book 

I hadn’t thought much about any of 

this. I was pregnant after all, and not 

thinking much about anything beyond 

folic acid, sleepsuits and what muslins 

were actually for. After the baby came, 

things got serious on and off the page. 

I took voluntary redundancy from my 

staff job as a journalist, and instead of 

sleeping when the baby slept, I wrote. I 

knew exactly what I wanted this book 

to be – a collection of nine essays about 

the nine months of pregnancy and birth, 

intimate, strange, lyrical and rippled 

with references from books, films and 

art. Sylvia Plath, Louise Bourgeois, Frida 

Kahlo, Anna Karenina, Joyce’s Ulysses, 

Morrison’s Beloved and Gone with the 

Wind. These were the lanes down which I 

ran, a newborn on my muslined shoulder 

entire life, and I’ve had many. Especially if 

you happened to grow up in a time when 

your own kind – whatever that means! – 

was either stereotyped, misrepresented 

or not there at all. Staying on your lane 

requires stasis – that would be the staying 

bit – but the world changes as surely as 

the neighbours. We can each of us list our 

passions and influences, lanes on which 

we’ve lived, avenues of enquiry that have 

been travelled and the cul-de-sacs in our 

minds that have formed. Even then we 

cannot be wholly summed up. The best 

books know this.

Stay in your lane! Whenever I hear 

the phrase it’s in the tone of a demand 

made by an anxious mother. Watch out! 

Be careful! And I always want to bat 

back – with the Wrigley’s gum-chewing 

insolence of the gobby kid who grew up in 

1980s London – which one?   
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and determination in my eye. 

I wrote the first three essays and got 

an agent, who sent them to editors at the 

publishing houses of my dreams. Faber, 

Granta, Canongate … one by one they 

rejected my book. It wasn’t quite right 

for them. It wasn’t what they expected. 

They’d never read anything like it. It was 

too literary. They weren’t sure where 

on the bookshelves it would sit. They 

couldn’t see it appealing to anyone except 

pregnant women. Or my favourite – it was 

too niche. This said of birth; an experience 

so universal it’s happened to literally 

everyone! 

All this I now understand as code 

for: stay in your lane. The problem was 

that I wasn’t writing an ‘Indian’ book. 

Which was both intentional, and also a 

reflection of the type of Indian I was (in 

short, an untypical one). It mattered to me 

enormously to write that book from my 

own perspective – as a bisexual British 

Indian daughter of immigrants – without 

ever once explicitly referring to it. I saw 

the way straight white male writers wrote 

with zero explanation, that there were no 

lanes for them in which to stay, that the 

whole world was theirs for the taking, and 

made the conscious decision to seize some 

of that freedom for myself.

The truth is, staying in my lane 

would be dishonest for me. It would 

involve scrubbing out that childhood on 

a white suburban cul-de-sac called Tudor 

Gardens, and all the lanes that followed. 

And the life, for that matter. My partner 

is a white working-class Scottish woman. 

Our children are mixed race. We live in an 

area of terraced houses called – wait for 

it – ‘the colonies’. I love men and women, 

James Baldwin and Virginia Woolf, George 

Orwell and Arundhati Roy, Scotland and 

England, India and Britain. Above all, 

when I sit down to write every day, it is the 

road to freedom I walk. Even if you grew 

up on a cul-de-sac, there is always more 

than one way in and out.

Straight white male writers
wrote with zero explanation;
there were no lanes for

them. [...] I made the conscious
decision to seize some of that

freedom for myself.
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I was asked to write about whether (at all) I conjure ‘thinking black’ 

in my writing, and if it presents any issues; and also, to reflect on the 

inverse, the challenge of ‘thinking white’. But that inverse feels like it 

should be the starting point, because in fact it’s no challenge at all to 

‘think white’. The voice of whiteness is all-pervasive, internalised to the 

extent that I don’t know if it’s possible not to ‘think white’.

Here’s an example of white thinking. I was running a writing work-

shop for the East and Southeast Asian community; not everyone there 

was from that community, which was great. It was a free workshop, 

open to the public. We played games and talked about animals, test-

ing our voices and misspelling words, making self-portraits, discussing 

food, housing, exile.

One of the (white) people in attendance was high up in the (East 

Asian) organisation hosting us. As one of the poets talked about her 

upbringing in Malaysia, being raised on a coconut plantation, the vio-

lence of the British forces, the ethnic cleansing of the Chinese and Indian 

populations, this white person decided to intervene. She asked if the 

poet had meant to say ‘Caucasian’ rather than ‘English’ in her poem. The 

poet was confused. The white person turned the conversation towards 

herself; she said that she felt aware of the need to acknowledge her 

‘Caucasian privilege’. 

When I say ‘white thinking’, I mean this: a kind of racialised thinking 

that is self-deceptive, cloaking its presence. It brings the ‘I’ of whiteness 

to the forefront of conversation, but anxiously. Perhaps there’s some 

embarrassment about promoting the ‘I’ so nakedly – about saying ‘look 

at me!’ – which can result in defensiveness (an apology, an acknowledg-

ment of privilege) or aggressiveness (‘why should I apologise?’), when 

the reality is that voices and bodies are always converging, commin-

gling, overlapping. 

Putting aside this person’s brazen instinct towards self-centring,  

I was also chilled by her use of the word ‘Caucasian’. 

In the 18th century, Johann Blumenbach, a student of the Swedish 

taxonomist Carl Linnaeus, became one of the first scientists of ‘race’. He 

was an advocate of monogenism, which held that Homo sapiens (to use 

WILL HARRIS

Thinking white



2121

STAY IN YOUR LANE?

Linnaeus’s new term) originated in the Caucasus region and that the 

other races ‘degenerated’ from this ideal form due to environmental fac-

tors like diet and climate. Blumenbach divided humans into five distinct 

‘racial’ groupings. He didn’t believe any one was inferior to another, but 

he did think all would revert to the ‘Caucasian’ norm in the appropriate 

conditions.

I’m not suggesting that this white woman in an arts organisation 

was purposely invoking the spectre of segregationist race thinking by 

her use of ‘Caucasian’. But intentionally or otherwise, she expressed the 

same desire behind so many pseudoscientific theories: a need for clear 

lines, for well-defined characteristics; a way to separate humans, and, in 

doing so, to keep them apart. 

The conversation moved on. Someone had written a poem about 

beef tomato rice and we talked about that. But that tiny interaction 

stayed. It brought me back to the research I’d done for a book-length 

essay called Mixed-Race Superman, which came out a few years before. It 

had involved reading into the sometimes funny, often disturbing history 

of race science – something you might call an exercise in ‘white think-

ing’. I hadn’t been able to include much of this research in the end, but it 

was instructive. 

It made me think how strange it is that we sweep bad science under 

the carpet. Why not teach those debunked theories alongside the ones 

still supported by the available evidence? Both emerge from the same 

milieu of research and debate; both are tinged by the ideologies of their 

time. Had it been taught like this at school, science would have made 

sense not just as a set of developing theories and formulas but as a story 

that is constantly being revised and edited.

It might have also helped counter the bad science still floating 

around the playground, absorbed into casual insults. At school, I was 

sometimes called a ‘mong’. I didn’t know about Dr John Langdon Down, 

a superintendent at a mental hospital in Surrey who, in 1866, had used 

a version of this term in a paper arguing that disease in parents could 

result in degeneracy in their children. According to prevailing scientific 

wisdom, a foetus in the womb would ‘recapitulate’ the entire evolution-

ary cycle – from shellfish to fish, salamander to turtle, chicken to rabbit 

– before taking on its final human form. The last developmental stage 

involved working through the various human ‘types’ – Malay, Negro, 

American, Mongolian, Caucasian. For around a century, what is now 
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known as Down syndrome (or trisomy 21) was referred to as Mongolism. 

Even if I wasn’t being called a ‘mong’, the same assumptions were at 

work: East Asians looked alike, had less intelligent features and aspired 

to the Caucasian ideal. It’s worth noting how the treatment of those mar-

ginalised by race and class has often been continuous with the awful 

treatment of people with learning disabilities – intellect is undermined, 

and you are either pitied or shunned so long as you are kept at a distance. 

Mixed-Race Superman was not an argument in favour of a mixed-

race superman to come. The opposite; it was about how those with 

multiple heritages are forced to deconstruct the mangled logic behind 

racialised thinking – the weird assumptions, generalisations and stere-

otypes which ultimately serve those in power. A mixed experience of the 

world runs against the belief in racial purity and superior specimens. It 

involves asking a question that still troubles me: if we dispense with gen-

eralisations and fixed categories, how do we define ourselves? In other 

words, how do we define ourselves to ourselves?

Going over my notes, I found a quotation I’d typed out from Virginia 

Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. It’s something Mrs Ramsay thinks after put-

ting her children to bed, when she at last has a moment to herself: ‘To 

be silent; to be alone [... One] shrunk, with a sense of solemnity, to being 

oneself, a wedge-shaped core of darkness, something invisible to others. 

[...] This core of darkness could go anywhere, for no one saw it. They 

could not stop it, she thought, exulting.’

Our shared responsibility has to extend beyond a bland respect 

for difference; it has to take in what we cannot see, which is secret and 

exultant. Which means seeing beyond ‘black’ and ‘white’, of course; but 

it also means keeping alive that invisible ‘wedge-shaped core of dark-

ness’ within all of us.
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world. When a nation’s history books are 

full of the glories of empire, alternative 

narratives are silenced swiftly. 

‘If I could just bring you here for 

a week or a day,’ I replied, ‘you would 

understand.’ 

Embers smouldered in the pit of 

my stomach. We have a word for this in 

Arabic: qahr – the slow-burning pain of 

deep injustice. Two decades later, Ever 

Land is my way of bringing readers who 

may never visit in person to this much 

maligned diamond-shaped piece of land 

whose truth is plain to see – if only people 

would open their eyes to look.

Was I worried – and if so, should I 

have been – about a potential backlash 

against my choosing to write a Jewish 

voice? 

Early readers’ reviews of the novel 

attest that Dinah is a whole, well-

rounded, empathic character on a 

journey of growth and awakening in 

this modern, broken world. While I may 

not be Jewish, I have confidence in my 

character.

I am less concerned, however, by 

possible umbrage than by the question 

itself. Surely as creative writers, we 

imagine? Writers are invariably voracious 

readers and studies show that immersive 

reading of fiction fosters empathy: there 

I can hear it: the backlash as my novel 

Ever Land reaches readers. 

Why? Because I have had the 

temerity to write from the perspectives 

of two young women, neither of whom 

occupies what can be definitively 

categorised as ‘my lane’. 

Palestinian Safa, killed in 1967, is 

unable to pass on fully until she discovers 

what happened to the sole surviving 

member of her family. Safa and I share 

heritage in the Bilad al-Sham. Dinah is a 

Jewish north Londoner who relocates to 

a gated community in Israel at the turn of 

the twenty-first century.

Since publication, I’ve been asked 

whether I have the right to write a Jewish 

girl. But this surely misses the point. 

Stories come to me like the pieces of 

a jigsaw, fragmented and oblique, drawn 

together by a clarifying keystone piece. 

For Ever Land, this was an email 

I sent to friends while I was living in 

Ramallah in 2001. Writing about the 

occupation, I appealed to acquaintances 

to look beyond the headlines presented 

in mainstream media. One responded: 

‘There are two sides to every story; you’re 

becoming very entrenched in one of them.’ 

This encapsulated the attitudes too 

often seen in those used to privilege in the 

racial hierarchy of the so-called developed 

AMY ABDELNOOR

On finding kinship  
in di�erence
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is biological evidence that literature 

‘simulates conscious experience’ and 

psychological research showing it 

improves ‘our understanding of ourselves, 

the world and others’.

It stands to reason that empathetic 

writers have an ability to translate that 

into writing, fostering empathy in readers 

to create a virtuous circle of the possibility 

of nurturing understanding of each other 

through the written word.

Early on, Dinah surfaced in my 

mind’s eye, discombobulated, blinking 

into sunlight reflecting off the pristine 

walls of her new house. She was watched, 

unbeknownst to her, by a spirit-soul, 

an ageless girl trapped in the limbo of 

the In-Between. I immersed myself in 

creating believable characters: the deep 

research invariably underpinning good 

writing. This was as true for Dinah, and 

those who come into her life – including 

a young Israeli soldier with whom she 

thinks she is falling in love – as it was for 

Safa, albeit that the latter arrived to me 

almost fully formed, a response, almost, to 

the absorption of Palestine from my own 

experiences living and working in refugee 

camps and in occupied Palestine.

From my reading of Jewish 

philosophers such as Hannah Arendt, 

who resisted Zionism, and encounters 

with people in occupied Palestine such 

as Jeff Halper of the Israeli Committee 

Against House Demolitions and the 

women of Machsom Watch, I was never 

in doubt that a character like Dinah 

could exist. Alongside wide reading of 

Palestinian fiction and non-fiction, I 

returned to classics by Amos Oz, and 

Linda Grant’s When I Lived in Modern 

Times, and found new work such as Shani 

Boianjiu’s novel The People of Forever 

are Not Afraid – a discombobulating 

and disturbing exploration of the 

psychological effects of compulsory 

military service on teenage girls. 

A trip to occupied Palestine and time 

spent in Tel Aviv and West Jerusalem 

in summer 2023 was instructive in my 

understanding of the make-up of Israeli 

society, from encounters with everyone 

from beach-goers to employees at Yad 

Vashem and women who had recently 

relocated to Israel from north London.

The final novel, as the cliché goes, is 

but the tip of the iceberg, existing only 

because of all the research you do not see.

How should I respond then to those 

who may claim that I have strayed, 

reprehensibly, from my lane in writing 

Dinah, Lavi and Eban?

‘If I could just bring you here 
for a week or a day, you would 
understand.’ 
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The writer’s lane is the universal lane 

of humanity. We also straddle adjacent 

lanes, both familiar and unfamiliar, 

grappling with the questions that concern 

us all: how to live, love and survive in this 

beautiful but harsh world.

Those questions have never felt more 

pertinent. Dinah’s relationship with the 

girl she is told is her enemy is one which 

should give us all pause, questioning our 

role in the brutal modernity of the twenty-

first century. By immersing readers in 

the lives of both Safa and of Dinah, I 

counter the imposition of lanes based on 

difference and assert the humanity which 

saves us: our ability to empathise with 

each other as kin. 

Dinah is Jewish, from north London, 

and a newcomer to Israel. But she’s also 

a teenager, trying to acclimatise to this 

strange new environment, an older sister 

grieving for her dad and rejecting her 

stepfather, a daughter disentangling 

from her mother. Dinah feels love and 

frustration, anger and annoyance, 

tenderness and longing; she is challenged 

by what she sees but oscillates between 

injustice and selfishness. She is as unique, 

individual and particular as you and I 

are, and she also shares the emotions 

and challenges of the universal human 

experience. Like all convincing characters, 

we respond to her because she is multi-

faceted, as we all are. We respond 

to universality even as we recognise 

difference.
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W riters are ungovernable creatures. For me, writing began as a 

way of expressing what I couldn’t say out loud. Coming from an 

over-controlled household where saying the wrong thing might cause an 

explosion, writing felt like a matter of survival.

Why did I write The White Family in 1995, a novel about British 

racism, mostly white against black but also referencing black against 

white, and internal divisions among people of colour? Most of the char-

acters were seen from inside, although I am a white writer. It didn’t go 

well, to put it mildly. I was in the middle of a two-book contract, but my 

mainstream publisher rejected the book and then 16 publishers followed 

suit. Some of the rejection letters were classic: ‘a very dark book’. At least 

one publisher kindly explained that as the UK was now ‘post-racist’, the 

book was out of date. Really?

Seven years later, that ‘post-racist’ nonsense was no longer tenable. 

The Macpherson Report (1999), which examined the murder of Stephen 

Lawrence, confirmed UK police were ‘structurally racist’. An independ-

ent publisher, Saqi Books, published The White Family (2002), there were 

rave reviews and it was shortlisted for the Women’s (then Orange) Prize 

and the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award. 

Since then, I’ve written My Cleaner (2005) and My Driver (2009), two 

novels told through alternating voices, one white, one black, a satire on 

the colonial relationship between Britain and Uganda. The key decision 

was putting both characters in the first person. At first I felt a bit hesi-

tant and wrote Ugandan Mary Tendo in the third person, white Vanessa 

in the first, but it didn’t work: the power was unequal. I just had to be 

both people. (NB, first I filled a dozen notebooks with research, based on 

two long trips to Uganda and talking to Ugandans in the UK.) 

I had better go back to the beginning, childhood. I wrote diaries and 

poems in my bedroom, but the brevity of poetry felt constricting and so 

did the poem’s single perspective – I often saw multiple sides of things. 

Aged 19, I broke out into a novel. 

Novelists creating characters are bursting out of the cage of self-

hood. We become other, erase the lines. The characters who come to us 

don’t obey rules. They are people we deeply desire to be, to know about, 

MAGGIE GEE

A matter of survival
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and from the inside. Soon they begin to write themselves. The more dif-

ferent they are from us, the more liberating the process. Scientifically 

and philosophically, you might argue that skin colour and culture ‘don’t 

matter’ as much as deeper human differences. But because of colonial 

and economic history, our society has linked race and culture to unequal 

power and privilege. They stem from a story of horror and pain, and lead 

to a forest of rules and taboos in whose shadow we cower, forever appre-

hensive, nervous about ‘getting it wrong’, or of the new crime, cultural 

appropriation.

I was in my 40s when Birkbeck College published as a pamphlet my 

text for their annual William Matthews Lecture, ‘How May I Speak in My 

Own Voice: Language and the Forbidden’ (1996). I chose the subject: a 

list of the taboos and silences I knew I was writing against. Among them 

were class, race and gender. (Thirty years later, I notice that ‘May I’ in the 

title: now I do not ask permission.)

Frightened for the first few decades of my life, I decided not to con-

tinue like that. I was around 15 when I learned all families were not 

like mine. At first you just think, ‘This is the way things are’ – a shout-

ing father, a frightened mother, although there was always love in the 

house. Occasionally there was more than shouting; occasionally Dad hit 

my mother and the sound of scuffles was not unusual; once he knocked 

my glasses off and my elder brother tried to defend me. Once, when I was 

a teenager, he couldn’t stop hitting me – out of fear, I see now, that I was 

becoming sexual. 
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When I learned this behaviour wasn’t universal, I felt more unhappy 

and alone – until I discovered James Baldwin. It helped more than I could 

ever say to read about a similar family. I was not alone in the universe.

In terms of racial and cultural lanes, Baldwin’s world was so dif-

ferent from mine: black American working class versus white lower 

middle-class bungalow-land. In terms of our deep humanity, though, 

everything he wrote applied to me, spoke to me and deeply helped me. 

Reading him, he was with me and in me. Maybe I could escape, like him. 

I wonder about something else. It’s no justification for terror in the 

family, but explains how artists might benefit from it. Perhaps some-

thing inside me was permanently broken by my constant fear of enrag-

ing my father, my longing to protect my mother. I did not dare to be 

myself, as a child might in a freer family. I was always reacting, antic-

ipating, trying to interpret others’ behaviour. No fixed lines defined my 

ego. I think that was true throughout my twenties. Increasingly I noticed 

and deplored in myself my plasticity in social and sexual situations. 

Then two things happened: a love relationship with someone who 

absolutely let me be, and the publication of my first novel. Instead 

of seeing myself as a people pleaser, I found I had what Keats called 

‘Negative Capability’ – I could become other people in my writing, maybe 

especially people who suffered, but also people who were freer than me.

How free is anyone, all the same? I am finishing my seventeenth 

book and have spent more hours peering at screens and scattering the 

ants of edits on paper than walking, dancing or looking at clouds, my 

definition of absolute freedom. But at least within the work, I have been 

free. I haven’t written to please publishers or agents.

Rules and taboos! They are the constraints that energise writers 

to overturn them. I rejoice when black writers write white characters 

– it proves we can imagine each other. I, in my turn, have tried to ‘write 

black’. It’s a form of love, crossing lanes and lines. There are risks, there 

have been penalties, but I hope that love will win, in the end.

‘Novelists creating characters 
are bursting out of the 
cage of selfhood.’
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Not another poem 
about my father

positive appraisal (by and large) of these 

books and of his story. I have been asked 

to talk about him – on radio, on stages at 

festivals, in university lecture theatres 

– more times than I can remember. Only 

recently has it occurred to me that when 

I speak of him publicly, I myself become 

a spectacle, as a white-passing woman 

with an Essex accent. Is my face being 

inspected for ‘a touch of the tar brush’, as 

my dad used to say? He used this phrase 

often, to remind me that however I looked, 

I wasn’t white. The term seemed to amuse 

him. He was outwardly irreverent in his 

attitude to race and racism, though I 

T his poem was published in my poetry 

collection, The Kids (2021), a book in 

which I deliberately tried not to write 

about my father, having written four 

previous books (a memoir and three 

poetry collections) that featured his life, 

either centrally or tangentially. My dad 

was Afro-Chinese, a post-war migrant 

from Jamaica to Britain, an apparently 

‘legendary’ card-sharp in London’s 

East End, and a man who carried the 

traumas of colonialism and migration 

deep inside him. His life has been a rich 

seam for writing, but I can only say this 

retrospectively, having experienced the 

The River
Not another poem about my father,

as though he’s been forever running through me,

rising, churning, like the Yallahs River

where he was born. That river flooded yearly

so no one could cross. What have I learnt after

all these years of loss? At poetry readings 

I perform him, hope for sighs or laughter.

I paint him at casino tables, cooking

Chinese suppers, lying in the spare room, dying.

I want applause, but see the real man standing

in the door. There’s something he wants to say.

And nothing’s been forgiven. Then I hear

the water rushing down the corridor.

He’s swimming hard – but it carries him away.
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suspect that he was hurt by the racialised 

language that must have been directed at 

him throughout his life.

The poem ‘The River’ attempts to 

narrate something of the quandary I feel 

in writing and talking about my dad – of 

‘performing’ him for others, of wanting 

reactions. I have worried about exoticising 

or exploiting him as a character both in 

my poems and my prose. Where is the real 

man, and how might he have represented 

himself had he had the chance to speak 

publicly of his experience? Would he have 

chosen to speak at all? The ending of the 

poem reflects my half-felt sentiment that 

writing is often futile – that as much as 

I have brought my father into the public 

consciousness, I have also erased him.

But writing and publishing changed 

my relationship to myself. After Chick 

(2013), my first poetry collection (named 

after one of my father’s gambling 

monikers), I had ‘outed’ myself as 

something other than white and English. 

This felt like a relief, and still does. It 

brought me into closer connection 

with the Caribbean and Black British 

community and with other writers of 

mixed heritage. It enabled me to travel 

to Jamaica and to find connection and a 

sense of belonging there. I was 22 when 

my father died, and I could never have 

anticipated becoming a writer, or the 

manifold ways in which writing has 

helped me settle into what had hitherto 

been an unsettled identity. Nor could I 

have predicted the ways in which it has 

helped me ease my grief about him, and 

something of the guilt I’ve felt about my 

life being so radically different from his.

For most of my earlier writing life, 

I felt a degree of pressure to reproduce 

the tales of my Afro-Chinese heritage, 

even after I felt I had exhausted them. I 

worried my work would not be so well 

received without it. Like many writers 

from minoritised backgrounds, I was 

aware that certain stories are more 

legible, more easily consumable. If there 

was an appetite for the ‘unusual’ stories of 

the Chinese-Caribbean, the subterranean 

worlds of gambling, and of my own 

‘passing’, shouldn’t I feed it? That pressure 

was combined with a strong desire to 
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wrote the book, illustrating how writing is 

always a process of enquiry. 

I’m not sure that I will ever step out 

of the broader lane for which I think I’m 

known – writing about family. I make small 

forays into other subjects, especially for 

commissions, but my pen always finds its 

way back to the cast of characters who 

came before me, who occupy a central 

part of my imagination. These days, I 

am more interested in whiteness and 

Britishness – the other half of my heritage 

– and the effects of colonialism on my 

maternal relatives, some of whom were 

radical free thinkers, anti-imperialists, and 

conscientious objectors. Others, like my 

Nan, held views shaped by empire about 

the superiority of the British. All of their 

lives were deeply shaped by the British 

class system. But my writing about family 

is as much about my interest in attachment 

– the whys and hows of love, the damage 

done when these bonds go wrong, and 

how those patterns can be understood and 

untangled. This ‘lane’ then, is self-imposed.

continue to write about the emotional 

legacies of the British Empire.

The Kids – my collection of poems 

about my experiences as a sixth-form 

teacher – did this work and allowed 

me to step away from my father’s life; 

to step out of that quite narrow lane. 

My next book (to be published in 2027) 

centres on the life of my father’s sister, 

Nelsa Lowe, and moves away from the 

story of migrant men’s survival to the 

story of a woman who stayed behind and 

endured. It was not possible to tell her 

story, which is partly about her work as 

a folk healer, without writing about the 

climate catastrophe, a subject which is as 

old as the colonial extractivism that laid 

its foundations. The Caribbean suffered 

catastrophic deforestation, its natural 

resources monetised and exported over 

centuries, while indigenous and African 

systems of medicinal knowledge were 

pillaged for profit. Even the local names 

of plants were silenced or omitted by 

colonial botanists who incorporated the 

plants into European systems of naming. 

I built my knowledge of this subject as I 

Where is the real man, and 
how might he have represented 
himself had he had the chance 

to speak publicly of his 
experience?
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