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The term and notion of biracra! confirms a perception of 'races" resting as 1t does on 
the acceptance of the existence In some form of two distinct somethings· 1 races I that 
give rise to a combination At the same time. paradoxically. 11 also adds confusion to the 
apparent certamtv of race existence - what meaning can "race· have 1f 1t Is so easily 
undermined through the creation of a totally new racial group or of a person who 
straddles races ? Can we then have an mtinite number of races· through the mfimtely 
various cornbinations of uruon that are possible? 

In America biracial challenges the one drop of blood rule that for so long turned the 
offspring of a dilution of the hegemornc notion white into black". and not into brracial 
O' mto Coloured· as was the case In South Africa In the strange world of r ace thmkrnq 
and of racism and · race or racist power one drop could not. ever. turn black into 
white· This rule came to be accepted and then supported by black Arnencans as well 
for a number of reasons 

In academic research and writing the area of race rruxrnq seems to ti,, gc11J11J1q Ir1 
popularity As Parker and Song note Of course racial mixture Is r10th1nq n=w ,t t1;is 
been the history of the world What stands out as novel are the forms of pul1tiral 
contestatror gathering around the topic of rmxed race 12001 11 f'aul Sp1darcJ I:irIr) I I 
refers to the boom In biracial biography Charmaine VJ1jeyes1nqhe r2001 12c11 m,1,-.s 
that Multiracial idennty Is the newest chapter In the evolving field of racial 1dent1ty 
development The heightened interest In the =xpenence of Multirc1ci;1I per>ple Is fuelled 
by changing social dernoqraplucs an mcreasviq number of M11lt1rac1zil peoplr" who 
rdentrty with their racial aricestnes c1nr1 the emerg .. nce of groups advor.atmq thP. r1qhts 
of Multiracial people Interest Ir1 tl11s aspect of social life was also ill11str;1tprJ hy thP 
appearance of a second edittor: In 2002 of Harbar a T1u;ird and An11 PhrHe111x c; Black, 
white or mixed race? Race and racism in the lives of young people of mixed 
parentage first published In 1993 111 South Africa too several contnbut.ons 111 the f,,-.lrJ 
rif rn11,c;rj 'ilCe rdentrty 1ncl11rJ,; ,Hl ,-.,:J1ted ,;ollect10n by 711rntr1 Fr :1srrn1s 1 )l)IJ I I ,ll',J ;in 
article by .Jane Battersby (2()(J'l) 



'Br-racialism' hvbndity' · cross-racial mulatto· coloured c111d so 011 aIe terms that 
in different contexts s1g111fy an unnatural · rrnxing of blood - Ill other words. moving 
beyond what is usually socially acceptable The mvesnqatrons that are reported on ,n 
books on this topic are of cases that need to be examined because of the disturbance 11 
implies to the certainty of "race" categories ripples on the smooth surface of the pond of 
race thinking Of course. earlier. studies of the same social phenomenon set out to 
prove the horrors that arose from such rruxrnq the taint and the supposed mental and 
physical deficiencies that were to be the inevitable destiny of such people the tragerJIes 
that befell thern 1 

As Z11111tn Eras11111s comments on mixture· · There Is no such thing as the Blac~ race 
Blackness. whueness and colouredness exist but they are cultural. nistonca: and 
political identitres lo talk about 'race mixture nusceqenanon 'mterracral sex and 
mixed descent Is to use terms and habits of thought inhented from the ver-1 race 
science that was used to Justify oppression brutality and the marqrnahsaucn of bastard 
people (Erasmus (ed) 2001 Fdito: s note) 

l.ink the notion of race" and race 1111xIng with that of 'identity and It becomes a fertile 
field for research and theonsrnq tor socioloqists and. especially It seems for 
psychologists Six of the ten contributions to the book edited by Vvijeyesmqhe ancJ 
Jackson (2001 I are devoted to the development of racial «Ientrty amongst speciftc 
races· or amongst · multiracial people one 011 core processes of racial 1dent1ty 
development and two on counselling In these snuatrons and on conflict resolution The 
book abounds with theories and studies of racialised identrty cevetopmentrs: RID 
( racial 1dent1ty development I. WI D ( white 1dent1ty development: BID I black 1dentit .' 
development, Each new study introduces variations on the stage models that nav­ 
been proposed fur halt a century 111 each reflecting a predrspositron to find what lias 
already been proposed - even 1! the results subsequently fail to confirm It certaI"'i 
raises the question whether this field deserves such special attention as It closes 11s to 
the possib.htv that race rdennty 1111ght not exist at all. or In ways that certainlv do not 
lend themselves to the stage theones that seem to abound or to ttle common sense of 
what such 1dent1f1cat1011 siqmf.es l he research seems often to be based 01-, tlk 
perception ti 1at race identrtv has a master status· In the formation of the 1dent1ty of 
mdrvrdua!s 111 South Afr1c;1 more than 40 years ago Hamish Drckte-Clark found tha: 1t 
was much more .ippropnate and ac:cIn ate to arque tor a marginal s.tuanon rather than 
a · m,mJ1nal por sonahtv wt1en 1est:illcl11ng the location and rdentitrcanons of colou.eu 
people ( 1 CJoC, 

111,_; term IJ1 1alldl1s111 was not rJ11-, th;it I l1ad come across 1J11t1I about four yedrs ,H1 
wlw11 I was ;is~<·il trJ s1w,1,IvIs,, a do1tr11;1I tlws1s on the topic 1I11s lauma 111 m·1 ,,,,. 
1IIti,I.;st w;1s p11,I ,.!lily IJ,-•, .iw,,_., of .-cll 11,;1 1 .uI1u,I11s har1 bec-n to r 0111>• t,-. cir ,p~ ,,,ti, t!I, 
1,,lat1onsl11p llf r 11 ,. ti) , I.is,, 111 Srn1tl1 /dr,, ,1 Itl1..- I1,Jw lIa1c1ly t·,tsl 11:,··:t" n,-,I 1.1•_,· 
class debate 1 ,llld 11101'-' wce11tly the persistence of p11t1l1c ar:cq1taI1ce uf r .v,· 
categories [ly th,· tII11e I was ;1sked to review a book by Kerry Ann f~ockquH1101,· c1r1d 
David l B11111s111c1 Beyond black: biracial identity in America 1::,,10;, ,: '" 
w1tl1111 a new 111kll,•rt11;1l I11t-,I,•st r.011f11111,,d ;is 1111prnta11t 111 exaI11In,r1•1 Ic1, t11I1 ~,n,: 
Cjiddudlt: t,,;iciw1q tl11r111ql1 lhllFJ IHH11irla1y cIoc;c,I11q tr1 IaIsc: r111P'.'t1011s 



1/JhilP tough going at times because of the usefully transparent description of research 
methodology and of the detail In analysis. this study proved to be an mterestrnq read 
especially because of the complexity the authors were compelled to introduce through 
their fmdinqs The central question asked by Rockquernore and Brunsma 1s 'who 1s 
black?" This 1s the title of their first chapter while they conclude with a chapter headed 
'Who 1s black today? The answer q1ven to why this Is the central question returns rne tri 
Parker and Songs comment quoted above. in which they draw attention to the [more 
recent] forms of potuicn! contestntton gathering around the topic of mixod race 
(emphasis added) Biracial". rather than 'race' 1t appears 1s more often a politically 
contested concept 

Rockquemore and Brunsma introduce their study by referring to such political 
contestation through the 2000 Census in the USA that allowed, for the first time two 
race/ethnic identifications to be ticked by the same person (also see Nobles 2000) This 
dilution or quesnorunq of what would previously have been a relatively unproblematic 
acceptance of membership to a black' or 'African-American" social category or group 
(because of the one drop rule"). wcJs contested by those who self identify as black 
111 other words by an already-exrstmq African American race" The "one drop rule , 01 
hypodescent by which Americans created a systematized and legally codined answer 
to the question 1/'Jho Is black? mandates that a mixed-race child shall be relegated to 
the racial qroup of the lower status parent" 1111 other words "black") (Rockquemore an(j 
Brunsma 2002 3) 

These two authors present a brief but useful summary of the hrstory of the "one drop 
rule 111 therr first chapter They note that the · rule" can be traced to the slave holding 
South. where the attitude was that black blood would tamt the purity of the white race 
(2002 51 This did not stand 1n the way of sexual relations between master and slave 
Though the benefits of producing more slaves were clear. which meant that these off 
spring were classified black (1n effect 'slave l the lighter-skinned children were 
sometimes taken into homes where they were given special privileges" compared to 
the plantation working slaves 

Rockquemore and Brunsrna point out that even those who argued for the alte1 ,1tIon of 
categories for the 2000 Census did not reject the notion of 'race· but basically askecj 
for another racial category to reflect the reality of a qrowrnq number of biracial children 
~- ailing to recoqruze this emerging group with a separate racial cateqorv advocates 
argued was an inaccurate reflection of demographic reality' (2002 107) S11111larly tlw 
opponents of the change and hence. by nnphcation supporters of the "one drop rule 
argued that a biracial person Is. 111 effect a member of the black race Thero co11ld hP­ 
several arguments for the latter positron ~ a strictly political one. where 1111111br-,rs an­ 
important 1n terms of political clout 111 a society that employs race · cateqonos 111 the 
allocation of resources. another cou Id be based on keeping the number of ·races· down 
to a rrurumurn for only then can race continue to have any value 

It Is worth noting that the Census option of choosing two categories was a r.ompronuse­ 
reached by the Office of Management and Budget (controlling the US CP-ns11s) hetwee11 
total opposinon to change and those who wished for a 'biracial' blor:k rin a c;t:1t11c; if,v,.I 
with o1her races· Rockquemore and Brunsma locate the monvatron for thP11 study In 
part In the lobbying around this issue both before the 2()()0 Census arirJ as 1s ,,xp,,rt,,,j 
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In the future The11 hope Is that the f1nd1ngs reported In this book will rir ·~11 1,p tt•t· 
debate about a multn acial cateqorv 111 the 2010 census to a more dynaru«. 111ult1f;vc,1e-rl 
understanding of what buacial «Ientuv rnr-ans to members of this populauon , 2(Jil2 ·'" 
In Britain the option of rnrxed was inserted when respondents Wl·re asked to 111<1,, att­ 
their ethruc origin 1Parker and SonCJ 2001 1) In South Africa of course the C,e:1s ,~ 
quesuonnarre sticks to the "tour I race I spokes· of the population whee: wnl: coloi.: ,,c: 
playing a role smutar to the· m.xed · opt1011 but with less flu1d1ty allowed 

Attached to the acceptance of races· Is the rdea that people I or at least those l,v,ng 111 
raciahseo societres i need a 'racial identitv which In some socreties couid be what 
Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002 841 call a "master status In such cases ra·.·~ 
functions as orqarusmq or articulat.nq pnncrple of other identrnes I and of social life' - 
gender, class, culture. and even (sometimes especially) polrtrcal identrtrcatron are ail 
racralised rn different ways If a racial rdentrty was not a requirement or expected then 
the existence of brracial people would not be worth comment as a category separate 
from others such as 'bab.es 01 teenagers or boys or Muslims In an al:ead1 
racralised world. biracial children are thought to be placed 111 the srtuatron where thc:1 
have to choose between two races In self-defrruuon or find succour 111 a new qroup 
called bu aciai or rrnxed race· Rockquemore and Brunsma unexpectedly found a fa1:l1 
large group of young self 1dent1fy111CJ buac.ai people In other words those cnoosu ,i d 
ne1v "race catr-qorv These mdrviduals no longer perform the 1uggl111g act that 
straddling the color l1m" m the U111ted States would seem to necessitate 101 biack·,v11:tc­ 
bu acrals i2002 1151 1 he aL1tl101 s found acceptance of b11 acralrsm to occi.r evt:1: wtk', 
such mdrvrduals understand themselves 111 one way. yet fall to have that class1f1•.a'.1·p 
accepted by others· 12002 1161 They touno that a validated border identrty of biracial 
was expenenceo by 20% of then total respondents while 38' were not validateo 11 
therr sell 1cJf,11t1!1r dtI011 I 2002 44 I 

f~ockquerncm, d11cJ 8runsrna explore the various choices brracial people rnake dC'JL,t 
therr racial 1df:11t1ty and propose an explanatory model of the social factors precJ1ct11HJ 
why these 1nd1v1rl• 1als make clrastrca!ly c!lfferent c/101ces about who they are 12002 I ii 
emphasis added I Chapter two prese11ts a11 overview of previous rt:sea1 ,.11 
111ethodoloq1t•s ;ir•d methods 111 this field of enquiry and also describes th,·11 c:--,•,n 
cons1st1nq of 1111, ·, · phases 111 sL11rn11c1ry phase 011e consisted of 14 111 der1tl1 1111< ·1 vI,0\'1,, 
at a US Mrrlw,:•,t ,1n1v"1sIty wtrn 11 p1ov1cled the rlatil 011 wlrn 11 a survey wc1;; des;:qr:,-1 
for phase tw,; 1111rh·rtakc•11 cit two tertiary educational I11st1tut1ons 111 Ilk l)et, u1t 
rnetropol1ti111 ,lit· 1 l'hast: two p1uv1ded 17i usable returns out 1,f 4 5 <> 1111tu! 
c1pproc1ches I '11.1·,,: :, r,on~;rstul of fu1tl1t>r 1ntPrvIewI11q on :.1 purposive basis of sr1111,: Ill 
the ri:spond, ·nh 1,: tile: SlJI vvy I lie hasrs fur 11:rlus1011 ·11;is self 1de11t1f1r:at1cm as tlit: ,·hU 
of u,sp,·ct1v,·lv \',1111,: ,rnd ·1,I.11.k parent'., 

Tllf: rt·'.,t·;l!(.l1t·r· lp/,r'.1;1, 111:,j !lit· t1Ji111 t!111;tJ'Jll ,l <...,1y·rlitH,l1 lf11,·f,Jr t:r;r1,:--,~ f, 1r~1.-···:. ,~ 

pcriplt: Ki1<)W tlli!i<j', ll'y tli,,11 lllt,:llllli!Jc- 11H·.111I11(j'.. dlt' , lt·dl•·d ti11, LJ(il1 
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1dent1ty , which 1s either white or black. a Protean identity ·, where the indrviduals are 
black and white. with shifts depending on the context: and a "transcendent tdentity". 
where the mdividuals rejected the notion of 'race" The "transcendent" group which 
accounted for nearly 13'% of the total sample, had a "non-racial self understanding" The 
challenge this posed to the authors own entrapment in race thinking is illustrated by the 
following example One of the authors notes on an interview 'Throughout our mtervrew, 
I stayed locked 1n a social world that is perceived through the lens of race. and Rob [the 
.nlerviewee] consistently and repeatedly questioned my fixation" (200249 50) Tl11S 
last-mentioned group 1s an example of individuals with · non-racial self understanumq of 
a racialised world 

Chapter four analyses the reasons why such markedly different choices are 111c1de by 
siqnificant proportions of those who participated in the study. Two important points 
emerge early in the discussion The first is that "racial identity researchers assume 
without question that choice simply does not exist' (which, in effect, closes off sections 
of social reality that are potentially there) and. second. choice is certainly not unlirrnted 
- · real structural constraints" continue to exist even within a situation where possibly 
unacknowledged choice is possible (2002 55) The choices that individuals make are 
influenced by 'appearance", but 'skin colour did not predict identity choice (2002 56- 
57) social networks' but as "identity 1s an ongoing interactional process, the racial 
composition of an actor's social networks provides only a broad description for 
understanding racial identity choices" (2002 58) 'socialization factors childhood and 
adult socialization . and 'familial context', where socio economic status [class] of an 
individual's family is especially important to racial identity formation' (2002 60) The 
authors conclude this chapter as follows first, they note that while the factors 
(mentioned above) explained the choices "those factors work differently 1n each of the 
four racial identity models presented , second their findings support our reliance on 
interacticnal validation as the key mechanism underlying identity construction and 
maintenance It is the validation process that unifies the respondents Wl1nt 
rilfferent1ates them 1s from whom nm/ for what they seek vnlicinticn? (2002 /1 74 
emphases added) 

In chapter five they tackle the supposed centrality of the "color complex , or the 
accepted link between appearance and identity a link indrcatinq connections that 
appear straightforward However, they write that a 'moment's thought provides r:lea1 
evidence that this assumed close link trinity of color-race-identity (a relationstup leqc1lly 
and culturally codified through the one-drop rule) 1s fallible, is not determin1st1c. ;rnd 1s 
unreliable and unstable as 1t changes over time' (2002 75) They note that r,1ce (;is ;1 
concept) 1s constructed and fundamentally fallible, racial cateqorization 1s full of pitfalls 
and racial identity is a phenomenon as nebulous as the previous two· (2002 76/ The 
Happy Srndane case 1n South Afnca serves as a tragic reminder of the appositeness of 
this warning and yet we continue with the practices of 'race cateqorisation with h.u dlv 
a question raised, and certainly no open debate taking place on the contmuauon ot 
extensive race classification 

\//hat the South African reader could also take from the d1scuss1011 011 aµJH:ill ,rnr:e ;-rnd 
classification is the comment by Pockquemore and Brunsrna on · appearance c11irl 
border «lentity It must be recognized immediately that this type of 1dent1f1cat1rm has 
only recently become available to 1mJ1v1duals and still exists only 111 sPlectPrl r:011tr~xis 
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w1th111 Arnencan society' (2002921 While such a category has been av.ulable 111 '.::ioutl1 
Africa for many decades. there Is c1 more general pornt that Is mduectly made V/l1at it 
indicates is that 1esearchers have a respons.brlity not only to describe what Is onvrouslv 
there. but also to explore the changes. the new forms of rdenufrcat.on and of conuuunu; 
that are being created 111 any society. and importantly 111 the transitronal one 111 wluch we 
live What does a new generation of young people. exposed to a very different world 
context from that within which apartheid South Africa existed free from the legally 
defined forms of race classiftcatron make of the choices that confront them? How do 
they respond to contrnumq and pervasive race classiticatton by an older generation who 
have been shaped by their experiences before 1994 carrying the common sense of a 
largely rejected social world namely that of apartheid? 

I started this article by 110t1ng that the notion of 'biracral · ambivalently both ccnturns aro 
undermines the notion of 'race Rockquemore and Brunsma conclude their book \'Mil 
two sub sections 111 the final chapter headed respectively Who will be blac~. 
tomorrow?' and Whu will be black 111 2010? Here they note such arnb.vatence 
"Clearly, when we consider the polrtrcs underlying the debate over the potential aoo.uon 
of a multiracral category, we see the various interest groups whose support for a 
multrracial category and oppositron to rt ultimately reitv the fallacy of I acral 
cateqonzation 12002 112) But the category also undermines the certainty ot race 
th1nk1ng because the logic of racial classification implies the existence of mutually 
exclusive. bioloqically identifiable groups, (2002 1121 

The ambivalence and the existence of "races as a social delusion , therefore requires 
an elaborate set of rules and regulations to mamtarn (2002 113) Here lies the direct 
relevance of this study for South African researchers sensitive to the delusion ancl the 
manner 111 wluch the bioloqrcally unreal becomes socially real 111 the context of dauv 
rnteractrons a11d msntutional structure 12002 1131 The dunensions of cerusion ot 
· mamtenance dlld also of the effects of the delusion have to be studied but 111 such 
a 111a1111er that the processes involved 111 research 111 themselves do 110! serve to trx 
"race The ctulle11ge rs to act aqamst race rn the manner proposed Ly Paul Gr11,y1 

(2001 ). and 111 ways appropriate to local contexts. while rernarrunq committed also to 
address111g the gross rnequalmes t of matenal existence and human values; based 011 

that broloqn.al unreality Rockquemore and Br1111sma note 111 conclusion to this thought 
provoking study that although movement has taken place we contrnue to stand st1!I 
as pnsoners ot th,, 111a11 made concept of race and the group mequuies 11 has created 
Thus we ren1a111 captives of cruel delusron we are as yet unable to escape 
ackrwwlcdsirrHJ triat 0111 society 1e111aI11s u111eacly for such a move , 2002 1181 Tr-,,_. 
challenge fm 11:,, Is to ope11 a cleb,ik rn1 how to make 1t ready how to I111agI11e that sucr,1I 
wrnld without r c1111ps 
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