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I never had to ride in the back of a bus. Inever had to sit in a separate waiting
room, eat at a separate counter, drink from a separate water fountain. I was fortunale
enough to have all of the privileges and advantages of any White Anglo American,
because of the life and experiences that my Dad provided for me in a diplomatic service
outside of the United States. His single goal for his kids was that they not experience the
same life he led as an African American in segregated America. When my family arrived
to live in the States permanently just after the height of the Civil Rights Movement, I was

still sheltered by a haze of international travel and fiercely protective parents.

About 10 years ago, when I was in Atlania on business, I visited the King Center,
the living memorial and resource center dedicated to civil rights leader, Dr. Martin
Lurher King, Jr. The King Center offers an exhibition on the history of the Civil Rights
Movement and details Dr. King’s life journey. Ishould say that I visited the King Center
twice during that trip. The first time, I was so overwhelmed by the exhibition content that
I excused myself from my peer group and retwrned on a later date so that I could have the
emotional space I needed to comprehend all that was being presented in the exhibition.
Up until that point in my life, 1 didn’t quite “get” being Black in America. Dad never
spoke of it, and my life didn 't reflect anything close o a typical American “Black
experience.” If the Jim Crow laws are still displayed at the Center in the same way as I
remember them, the full breath of the laws are etched on tall, glass panels and lit from all
angles. Laws that were meant to segregate, humiliate, dehumanize, and terrorize are
“glorified” in these tall, glassy, monolithic, immovable structures. This is one of the first

sights that confiront you upon entering the Center. Iremember standing frozen in front of
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these panels for what seemed like a half an hour or more. I began at the top and read
through all of the panels, becoming more and more dazed as I read. Iwas stunned and
stung by the words that demonstrated some of the worse degradation that a society could
inflict upon its members. [ continued through the exhibition feeling raw and exposed
Jrom the photographs, historic accounts, and personal reflections. Isat for a long time
putting myself in the minds of the African Americans who came before me. Ileft crushed,
humbled, tormented, emotionally drained, physically shaken, but grateful for what I had
learned and for the connections that I had made to my own ethnic identity. More
importantly, 1 finally understood fully what drove my father to provide a life for us

outside of the United States.

Loving vs. Virginia

The freedom to marry across the color lines became possible on June 12, 1967,
when the U.S. Supreme Court, in the case of Loving vs. Virginia, struck down a Virginia
State law that prohibited interracial marriage. The decision in this landmark case gave all
U.S. citizens the freedom to choose and legally marry their life partners. Historically, the
laws governing the institution of marriage were created by state, not Federal government,
and as we have learned, many of the segregation laws were created for socio-economic
reasons and to benefit the dominant White culture of America. Most anti-miscegenation
laws were written to deny the rights of those of African or slave descent in marrying
White Americans, because “free White” fathers legally produced “free children,”
regardless of skin color. Note that there were no laws that prevented non-White citizens

from intermarrying. The fear of producing “free Black” offspring drove many states,
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especially Southern states, to draft and implement anti-miscegenation laws with

punishments of heavy fines and jail time.

Prior to Loving vs. Virginia, interracial marriage was illegal in 17 states, including

the State of Virginia. As stated by Judge Bazile of Caroline County, Virginia in 19635:

Almighty God created the races, white, black, yellow, Malay, and red and placed
them on separate continents, and but for the interference with his arrangement
there would be no cause for such marriages. The fact that he separated the races
shows that he did not intend the races to mix. (Loving Day, 2004, Courtroom

History, Loving v. Virginia)

As residents of Virginia, Richard and Mildred Loving, White and Black
Americans respectively, were unable to legally marry in their state in 1958, so they drove
to Washington, D.C. to wed and then returned to Virginia to resume their lives.

However, a 1924 Virginia law made it illegal to purposely leave the state to marry and
return to cohabitate with one’s spouse. On July 13, 1958, the Lovings were arrested in
their home, five weeks after their return from Washington, were charged and convicted of
breaking Virginia’s anti-miscegenation laws, and received a one-year jail sentence from
Judge Bazile. The judge was willing to waive the sentence only if the Lovings agreed to
leave the state and not return to Virginia for 25 years. The Lovings moved to
Waghington, D.C. where they began their legal fight to live as man and wife in the State

of Virginia.
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The Lovings’ arrest and sentencing fell at the brink of the Civil Rights Movement,
and it took another nine years before the Loving case was heard before the U.S. Supreme
Court. By that time, the Supreme Court had already put in place the Civil Rights Acts of
1964 and 1965. So in 1967, it was the Lovings’ turn to demand equal justice with their
case in the hands of attorneys from the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), On the
day of the trial, Richard Loving said to his attorneys, “Tell the court that I love my wife,
and it is just not fair that I can’t live with her in Virginia” (Alonso, 2000, p. 45). Ina
unantmous decision, the Supreme Court overturned the Lovings® 1958 conviction on the
grounds that the Virginia law violated the couple’s right to equal justice under the U.S.

Constitution’s 14" Amendment. Chief Justice Warren Burger, in his opinion, wrote,

Marriage is one of the ‘basic civil rights of man,” fundamental to our very
existence and survival. . . . To deny this fundamental freedom on go
unsupportable a basis as the racial classifications embodied in these statutes . . . is
surely to deprive all the State’s citizens of liberty without due process of law, . . .
Under our Constitution, the freedom to marry, or not marry, a person of another
race resides with the individual and cannot be infringed by the State. (Multiracial

Activist, 2006, Loving v. Virginia, Section 2, § 2)

The Court ruled unconstitutional Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act of 1924, thereby
ending restrictions to interracial marriage in the United States. All 17 states upholding
marriage restrictions were ordered to strike these laws from their books. Alabama was

the last state to carry out this order, and did so in 2000.
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When my parents exchanged vows in 1949, interracial marriage in the United
States was illegal in 29 of the 48 states (Loving Day, 2004). Of course, there were few
laws preventing non-Whites from marrying.
) Also, since Hawai'i was not yel a state, state
anti-miscegenation laws could not be enforced.
Somehow though, Mom and Dad weren't

phased by the potential difficulties and

D and Moma onier) maecod on Jome 17, 1949 backlash that might occur if they married,
When they met after World War II, Mom was a student at the University of Hawai'i and
Dad was conducting post-graduate research at the university. Theirs was an interesting
pairing—the friendly, always-curious, elementary school teacher with the close-knit
Chinese American family and the reserved, African American saciologist from the mid-
West with bitter memories of segregation. With the utter disapproval of her family, Mom
married, left Hawai'i with the clothes on her back, and never looked back. Dad had been
accepted into a doctoral program ai the Sorbonne (University of Paris, France), so they
left for the U.S. mainland and were Paris-bound. What drew them together? For her, it
was his intelligence, his interest in traveling to other parts of the world, and his scope of
life experience. She would say, “He was so worldly. He knew so many things.” Though
I couldn’t say for sure, I imagine that Dad was drawn to Mom s unpretentious nature,

her openness, her love of education, and her spirit of adventure. Their life together

spanned nearly 50 years, and Mom has had no regrets.
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“Didn’t you come across ANY discrimination? ” I asked Mom one time. “Didn’t
you get stared at? Didn’t anyone ever say anything to you and Dad?” Mom frowned,
“No. Idon’t recall anything.” I couldn’t imagine that in 1949, on a trip from Hawai'i to
California to Nebraska to Chicago to D.C. and then to New York, no one batited an eye at
an African American man and a Chinese American woman together—married no less.
Apparently, as Mom explained, whenever they were in the U.S., they siayed in “the
North” and kept to themselves a lot. They would eat in Chinese restaurants or on the
“Black side” of town where racial mixing was
more tolerated. They also knew that they would
always receive fair and equal treatment in any

Federal building, so they would often eat in the

cafeterias found in those Federal offices.

Dad’s sister {left) ;md pairent:-s- {right):‘
Apparently, they knew how to steer clear of Monm, and infant Karen — Omaha, 1954

situations that would put them under scrutiny. They were probably always vigilant,

unassuming, and wary.

As we were growing up, foo, they were on guard and cautious. Toting two
biracial children across the world and introducing them into countless different societies
and environments couldn’t have been easy. I imagine that our safety firom emotional and

physical trauma was just as important as our international education.

As a sociologist, Dad had the opportunity to live his dream of global travel

through his many jobs with the Federal government. He helped to set up the first census
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bureau of Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, and worked in several U.S. Economic offices
in Vietnam and West Africa. Mom often taught
English at home or at the local international
schools. Our family vacations took us to global

destinations like Paris, Frankfurt, Hong Kong,

F Bangkok, and Beirut to name a few cities.
Home in Monrovia, Liberia, 1952

1 believe the ultimate intent of our traveling centered on the fact that Dad wanted
to prevent us from becoming the Americans with whom he encountered growing up in a
segregated U.S. society. He saw that education was key to rising above discrimination
and racial intolerance and that some of the best education was attained through
encountering places, people, and societies that were different than one’s own. In part,
I'm sure that he wanted to escape the U.S., but he was also a smart and purpose-driven

individual who saw great value to growing up and being educated outside of the States.

When Mom and Dad were living in B
Paris, Mom wrote a regular column for the
Honolulu Advertiser. There are 24 articles

in all, which Dad photocopied and bound for

me many years ago. How interesting to read Mom and Dad in Parla. 1949-50
them again. One comment seemed to sum up a Lee family theme. In her very last column

before returning to the U.S., in an article dated August 1, 1950, Mom writes,
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Traveling and, even more so, living in a foreign country is an education in itself—
knowledge which cannot be obtained from a book. It is a job to learn to think in
another language, to adjust to other customs, to tear one’s self away from lifelong
habits. Everything that I did all my life in Honolulu I have had to change during

the past year. (Lee, 1950)

When Dad passed away in 1995, Mom reflected, “You know, I've had such an
interesting life. I've seen so many parts of the world; I don’t regret any of it.” This
could be true for my sister and me, as Dad provided a remarkable and memorable
childhood for us to remember. However, I always wished that I had known Dad a little
bit better than I did Iwished that he could have opened up and had been more
approachable. Quiet by nature, his silence, focus and
reserve often loomed large in an otherwise chatty, female
household. His seriousness and my exuberance often
clashed, even though in reality we had many inferests in
common. His demand for perfection and stellar behavior
was relentless. I suspect that he demanded the same

perfection of his kids that he demanded of himself in a

world of harsh social realities. He was closed off to y

wai'i, 1945-49
many interactions. And yet, he opened the doors in a different way, perhaps saying,
don’t look at me, don't look at my bitterness, enjoy the rich diversity of art, music, and

literature, appreciate the diversity that we experience every day, look at what the world
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has to offer beyond your hometown and accept people—all different kinds of people—for

who and what they are.
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“Are you sure you’re not Spanish?”
Chapter Two

“You’re Spanish, right? " Ilooked up from my plate. “Uh, no, I'm not Spanish,”
I said casually, as I passed a salad across a dining table. Iwas af a dinner party in
Hartford, CT, when another guest sitting across from me decided that I was Latina like
herself. “Of course, you're Spanish,” she insisted. Ismiled. “Nope. No one Spanish in
my family. Sorry.” Iresented the assumption, but I let it go. “No way! You've got to be
Spanish!” she insisted. “No, really,” I said, growing tense, “No one in my family is of
Hispanic or Latin descent. I'm not Latina.” Ms. Dinner Guest looked shocked, but she
demured. I smiled — fake, this time. Dinner continued. About five minutes later, “Are
you SURE you're not Spanish?” [ was practically speechless. 1 just shook my head, no.
We both looked at each other long and hard, as though each of us were trying to correct
the other’s thoughts through some inter-planetary, science fiction, mind-willing exercise.
She soon backed off, finally deciding (I guess) that she was not sifting across from one of

her own.

It wasn’t the first or the last time that I was mistaken for Latina. People naturally
assume, they go with what they know, with what’s familiar. In a culturally-rich nation
such as ours, it seems fair that some people would think that I'm Spanish or Puerto
Rican. I'm also thought of as Jamaican, Dominican, Brazilian, or Cuban. On the West
Coast, people misiake me for Hawai'ian, Fijian, Malaysian, Filipino, or Mexican. Some,

but not all, assume that I'm Black.
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Accounting for my identity and re-explaining my ethnicities is exhausting. I
wonder if people realize how draining it is to repeatedly justify who I am; it can be
debilitating and demoralizing to have to explain yourself over and over again in order to
satisfy the inevitable “What ave you?” Why even ask the question? It'd be great if
people didn’t make assumptions about who you were before they met you. How

wonderful it would be to be accepted on sight, no questions asked.

I have felt relief from curious eyes only a couple of times in my life. In the mid-
1990s, I attended a conference held by Multiracial Americans of Southern California
(MASC). There, among other multiracial attendees, I didn’t have to explain myself—not
once. In an afternoon break-out session, 1 sat in a circle of 30-35 multiracial people. A4s
we introduced ourselves and identified our ethnicities, 1 felt a giddy drop in anxiety
knowing that no one in the room would raise an eyebrow, question, or even look twice
when calling out my ethnic mix. There was a sense of camaraderie in the room that 1
have felt nowhere else, except for perhaps on a bus in Hawai’i, which is another place
that brings relief from questions and stares. With a large hapa population, no one in

Hawai’i needs to stare at another hapa.

The Faces of Today and Tomorrow

Forty years have passed since Loving vs. Virginia, and hundreds of thousands of
interracial marriages have taken place in America since its legalization. According to a
2001 study by Washington, D.C.’s Population Resource Center, in the years that followed

Loving vs. Virginia, the number of interracial couples increased from 300,000 in 1970 to
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1.4 million in 1998—an increase of nearly 500%. The study also indicated that the
increase in interracial marriages led to a surge in the number of interracial babies. In
1977, for instance, 60,000 babies (less then 2% of births) were born to parents of
different races. By 1997, this number rose to 159,000 (5% of births) (2004, Population

Resource Center, § 11).

America clearly went through a “multiracial baby boom™ after the Civil Rights
era. Once interracial couples were “legitimized” in the eyes of the law, these unions
provided first-generation biracial and multiracial children in significant numbers. The
first multiracial baby boomers today are well into their 30s and producing another
generation of ethnically-mixed Americans. So, how do multiracial Americans make
sense of the world, and how does the world view them? In a country united (and
sometimes divided) by ethnic differences, how does the biracial/multiracial individual

handle the complex issues of race, ethnicity, and identity?

But wait, this all sounds familiar. Wasn't I asked the
same question about biracial identity about 20 years ago—right
around the same time as “Are you sure you 're not Spanish?”
In the 1980s, “my biracial story” appeared in a
“Cosmopolitan” magazine article entitled, “The World of the

Multiracial Woman,” a story that briefly highlighted the lives

Cosmo giri,19805

of four or five biracial women. It was quite a serendipitous event that had nothing

whatsoever to do with my inclination to talk about race and identity. Iwound up in the
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article because of a passing conversation the writer had with a friend and colleague. The
writer needed a subject, and [ worked upstairs. That was it. With one conversation, I

wound up on the newsstands of America for a month.

Appearing in “Cosmo” was quite glamorous, I must admit. However, the article,
in which I was miserably quoted out of context, was particularly embarrassing to me; I
winced each time the magazine’s cover peeked from the corner newsstands in Marnhattan
where I was working at the time. My comments were achingly naive for an interview that
I had perceived as fairly intelligent and insightful. Lessons learned for a young 20-
something-year-old? Never babble to a reporter unless you expect to see every one of
your afterthoughts in print. Nonetheless, the experience provided much food for thought,
since 1 had never discussed my ethnicity/race with anyone at length, let alone with the
mass media. When the issue came out, I remember feeling conspicuous among the other
Jeatured “tan” women, all of whom had a much better reason than I to be plastered
across a national magazine. They were famous for heaven’s sake; I was an office
manager, a regular Jane Doe. Without knowing beforehand, I appeared among the
children and grandchildren of major ethnic and mixed-race entertainment icons—Harry
Belafonte, Eartha Kitt, and Lena Horne. [was honored and mortified at the same time. I

was the only “civilian” amidst glamour and fame.

The 1980s was a time when ethnically-mixed people began to take ownership of
their identities and to shun labels and biracial stereotypes. I, however, didn’t yet have

the verbal tools to describe myself with any kind of sophistication. I hadn’t been fully
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exposed to the scope of issues having to do with society, race, ethnicity, or identity.
These subjects were not the focus of "my world.” Also, my biracial experience was not
typical of the average American and thus, could not be “simplified” or “pre-packaged”
Jor “Cosmo.” For good or ill, I still existed in the same cocoon of idealism built and

sustained by my parents. I may not have been aware of race, but I was also not

crippled by it.

Although experiences in my undergrad years made me much more aware of my
biracial identity—I was reminded of it and asked about it all of the time—I didn’t feel
particularly “ethnic” in my years just afier college. Iwas definitely less familiar with my
Black side, mostly because Dad never strongly expressed his “roots.” Mom embraced
her ethnicity with gusto and with an openness
that welcomed discovery. Ididn’t realize at the
time how “foreign” the African American

community was to me, but at the same time, 1

didn’t harbor any negative feelings about being

African American. Race was just not in my Teri and me, 1979-80
College roommates and still friends.

every day vocabulary. My choice of friends was based on similar interests and activities

and had nothing to do with race or ethnicity. My peers treated me as equals, and my

place in my predominantly White community and social life was based on trust and

mutual respect, not racial identification.
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My racial categories were introduced to me in college, where my dorm-mates
SJormed assumptions about me based primarily on my looks. I “passed” for many
ethnicities; Latina, Black, or “mixed” were the most common assumptions. Oddly,
ethnicity didn’t factor into my experiences as a painting major or as a violinist. Western
art and classical music, White-dominated art forms, were familiar to me, and I was used
fo being accepled for my artistic abilities regardless of race. All that I was accustomed
to—liberal, cross-cultural acceptance—had to be fortified to tackle the perceptions of a

larger world,

However, race/ethnicity was a significant issue in my college social network,
Whether or not I identified as Black, Chinese, or "Other,” when I hit campus nightlife for
the first time, I was immediately pegged as a Black “sistah” by African Americans and
instantly became fair game as a Bfaclc single woman on campus. Wow! What an
immediate color assignment. Talk about the “one drop rule.” I was surprised to learn
that racial identity could be “placed” upon you, regardless of your internal world, and
that racial identity, for some, played a huge role in social networks. I couldn’t
understand why race/ethnicity was so much of an issue—why specific ethnic “types” felt
the need to acknowledge and/or associate with the same “types.” Once during rock-and-
roll night, an event that drew a predominantly White crowd to the college pub, the only
Black guy in the room pushed across a packed floor to have a conversation with me.
Instead of feeling flattered, Iwas annoyed and horrified, ignorantly unaware and
unsympathetic of his possible racial discomfort at the venue that night. All I knew was

that someone had just struck up a conversation with me based on my ethnicity, or so it
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appeared. What was that about? Sadly, I sensed a lack of connection with the Black
community that presumably should have been there. The thought of pursuing an
association or relationship based on race/ethnicity was beyond my comprehension;
making a “connection” to any one ethnic community did not drive my social life. My
racial/ethnic identity floated and adapted, never really attaching itself to any one group.
If anything, my connection leaned toward White social groups, not non-dominant ethnic
or mixed-race social networks. At this time, too, I became a little self~conscious about
my looks, not knowing if attention was being drawn to me because of my appearance or
because of my ethnicity, which always kept people guessing. In reality, I was shielded (or
Jreed) from racial issues by a childhood filled with many diverse cultural experiences and

by a focus of study that attracted liberal thought and the acceptance of individualism.

T'was (and still am) a full blend of two ethnicities, wholly both Chinese American
and African American (whether 1 feel comfortable in either skin is a different story). I'm
not just one thing, None of us are. I'm a multifaceted, complex human being—both
interesting and interested. I enjoy both sand and city, both symphony and samba, both
Shakespeare and Shirley Temple. [ tried to sum it up in Cosmo with a very innocent
statement that turned out to be more dippy than pithy, “I'm not Black, I'm not Chinese,
I'm just me.” This testimonial was sung back to me by dozens of friends who
“discovered” me in dentist offices, libraries, and corner markets. When the laughter and
teasing died down and the next issue of Cosmo was on the stands, what I wished I had

said more plainly was—never mind the labels, what do we have in common?
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Multiracial Identity

Erik Erikson, Jean Piaget, Sigmund Freud, and Lev Vygotsky, among many other
scholars, have provided well-respected theories of human development and identity
formation [see Chapters 3 and 4]. Humans are complex beings whose growth to maturity
is a process of physical, emotional, and psychological changes, and whose identity
development includes factors such as personality traits, family, education, class, and
social networks. To form one’s racial/ethnic identity, however, an individual must also
adopt the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of an ethnic group and develop an affinity,
loyalty, and feclings of attachment to membership within that group (Hall & Turner,
2001). This becomes a challenge for multiracial and multiethnic individuals, whose

“affinity, loyalty, and attachment™ encompass mote than one race/ethnicity.

Identity formation for biracial/multiracial people follows similar patterns for
monoracial identify formation. However, ethnically-mixed youth must incorporate
several other dynamics into their development, including the racial identity of their
parents and family attitudes about racial/ethnic differences, their physical characteristics,
the cultural knowledge of their own and other ethnicities, social/peer influence, their age,
their geographic location, and their acceptance/non-acceptance by and of other ethnic

groups (Hall & Turner, 2001).

Understandably, for ethnically-mixed people, establishing identity, self-
understanding and the assignment of race and/or ethnicity are complicated issues.

Biracials/multiracials may select one, all, or none of their groups with which to identify,
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or they may live their lives between two or more worlds, moving with chameleon-like
easc and adaptability between groups. They are sometimes ostracized and stigmatized by
society or on the contrary, exoticized and made into a curiosity. In the “old” days, most
ethnically-mixed people were misunderstood and often seen as degenerate or physically
and mentally inferior beings. Growing up as a biracial or multiracial person comes with
added challenges, including unwanted stares from strangers, a barrage of personal
questions (“What are you?” “Where are you from?” “Where were you born?”*) and
immediate assumptions based on appearance rather than personal knowledge. James
McBride, a biracial and author of The Color of Water, describes his experience as a

young man

Being mixed feels like that tingly feeling you have in your nose when you have to
sneeze—you’re hanging on there waiting for it to happen, but it never does. You
feel completely misunderstood by the rest of the world, which is probably how
any sixteen-year-old feels, except that if you’re brown-skinned like me, the

feeling lasts for the rest of your life. (McBride, 1998, p. 184)

According to Kerry Ann Rockquemore and David L. Brunsma, who define
identity as “a validated self-understanding that places and defines the individual,”
racial/ethnic identity is “the direct result of mutual identification through social
interaction” (2002, p. 40). Rockquemore and Brunsma posit that identity is confirmed
when one’s internal world (i.e. how you see yourself) is recognized and validated by

social networks. What they suggest is that “an individual cannot have a realized identity
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without others who validate that identity” (2002, p. 41). For the millions of ethnically-
mixed individuals in America, however, that could mean constant battles of definitions
and validations and a heavy reliance on societal judgments. In Pear]l Gaskins’ book,
What Are you?: Voices of Mixed-Raced Young People, Chester Evans, a Japanese
Chinese European American confirms, “It’s not a problem within myself, it’s a problem

with how people look at me” (Gaskins, 1999, p. 74).

Labeling people by appearance is a common occurrence and has been a very
simplified way to classify people from all walks of life. ' We know, however, that this
crude method of categorization has its roots in societies that support hierarchal,
dominant/non-dominant social structures. Clinical psychologist, Dr. Maria Root, who
has written extensively on multiracial issues, suggests that these categorizations provide
only a linear view of humanity and that we should look at “multidimensional models” of
society. The multidimensional model allows “an individual to have simultaneous
membership and multiple, fluid identities with different groups” (Root, 1992, p. 6). This
model would potentially ease the burden that multiracial people face in trying to project

the “ideal” image or identity for validation.

In describing how Black/White biracial individuals understand themselves,
Rockquemore and Brunsma offer four descriptive categories of identity, which in many
ways illustrate the “fluid identities” suggested by Root and a number of other scholars in
the field (Daniel, 1996; Root, 1996; Spiegel 2000; Thornton, 1992). The first example is

the biracial individual who chooses to equally identify with both of his or her ethnic
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