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How do students at Brown U. with on black 

parent and one white parent identify racially?

•What factors influence how they identify?

•What are their experiences and opinions about 

race?



Methods and Sample

• Snowball sample  41 participants 

• 18-23 year-olds

• 26 females, 15 males

• 6 freshmen, 13 sophomores, 18 juniors, 14 

seniors

• 31 black dad/white mom, 10 black mom/white 

dad

• 71% self-reported middle class or higher

• Average interview time: 23 minutes

• Mixed methods

• Quantitative and qualitative 



3 Commonly Imagined “Challenges”

1. Unable to achieve one, coherent identity
• Indecisive, torn between two worlds 

2. “Inauthentic” members of monoracial 
groups

1. Cause “momentary crisis of racial 
meaning”

• (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 62)



Challenging the “Incoherent 

Identity”

• Being mixed, biracial, or multiracial is being whole 
while still recognizing the different parts:

“I don't think you can be half this or half 
that…It’s like you take a bunch of paint, you 
put any color on it and you swirl it all together, 
that’s not half white half blue, or half white 
half green, it’s not half white half red, it’s so 
mixed it is a different shade of whatever 
that thing is… why can’t you just be 
everything you are?”

-Ethan, 19, Sophomore



Negotiating the “Inauthentic”

• 88% of students who were leaders in race-specific 
clubs articulated different racial identities depending 
on the context 

• Diversity within blackness: 

“I went a couple times to my high school’s Black 
Student Union …  Although I personally 
identified as black I didn’t feel the black I was 
identifying with was the same as the black that 
other people were identifying with.” “

-Olivia, 21, Senior



Confronting the “Momentary Crisis”

• Preempting the crisis:

“I find that more often than not when people 
ask what I am they’re not asking about the 
white.  They know that that’s there so I 
usually just say I’m half African American.  
Hardly ever do people ask what’s the other 
half?  They usually assume that there’s white 
and something else. ”

-Jenny,18, Freshman 



Confronting the “Momentary Crisis”

• Extending the moment of crisis

“When someone sees me on the street I mean I 

could identify as being Asian and no one is 

going to necessarily see that I’m Asian.  So 

honestly, as far as racial identity goes I like to 

say ambiguously dark because I mean that’s 

honestly how people first internalize me when 

they meet me.” 

-Max, 19, Sophomore



There still are challenges…

“just because I don’t look like it, I 
shouldn’t be stripped of the fact that I’m 
African-American”

-Grace, 21, Senior 

“I would be afraid of my friends’ parents 
not liking me when they found out I was 
black because I sound white on the 
phone”

-Miranda, 21, Junior 



The Power of Ambiguity 

• Racially vague terms withhold information 

• What does being “a race” mean?

• What power do these categories even have?

• Why do we use them?

• Agency in articulating multiple racial 
identities 

• Deep understanding, awareness, and maturity 


