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‘A masterclass in storytelling. 
It is absolutely unforgettable’ 

Roxane Gay

‘Majestic. I absolutely adored it. It’s soaked 
into my skin. It’s one of my favourite 

novels of my whole life’
Russell T. Davies

‘Bernardine Evaristo is one of those writers 
who should be read by everyone, everywhere’  

Elif Shafak

‘Bernardine Evaristo’s books are always 
exciting, always subversive, a reminder of the 
boundless possibilities of literature and the 

great worth in reaching for them. Her 
body of work is incredible’

Diana Evans

Bernardine Evaristo is the award-winning author 
of eight books of fi ction, including Girl, Woman, 
Other, for which she won the Booker Prize in 
2019 – becoming the fi rst black woman to do so.

In 2020 she won Fiction Book of the Year and 
Author of the Year at the British Book Awards, 
and the Indie Book Award for fi ction. In June 
2020 she became the fi rst woman of colour and 
the fi rst black British writer to reach number one 
in the UK paperback fi ction charts. Her work can 
now be read in multiple languages across the globe. 

As Professor of Creative Writing at Brunel 
University London, she is one of fewer than 
thirty black female professors in the UK. She 
is also lifetime Vice President of the Royal 
Society of Literature, an Honorary Fellow of St 
Anne’s College, University of Oxford, and an 
International Honorary Fellow of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

She founded the Brunel International African 
Poetry Prize and � e Complete Works poetry 
mentoring scheme; and co-founded Spread the 
Word and Britain’s fi rst black women’s theatre 
company, � eatre of Black Women. In 2021 she 
launched the Black Britain: Writing Back series 
with Penguin Books to celebrate rediscovered 
black British authors from across the last century. 

She was born in London, where she still lives.
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In 2019, Bernardine Evaristo 
became the fi rst black woman to win 
the Booker Prize since its inception 
fi fty years earlier – a revolutionary 
landmark for Britain. Her journey 
was a long one, but she made it, 
and she made history.

Manifesto is her intimate and fearless account of 
how she did it. From a childhood steeped in racism 
from neighbours, priests and even some white 
members of her own family, to discovering the 
arts through her local youth theatre; from stuffi  ng 
her belongings into bin bags, always on the move 
between temporary homes, to exploring many 
romantic partners both toxic and loving, male 
and female, and eventually fi nding her soulmate; 
from setting up Britain’s fi rst theatre company for 
black women in the eighties, to growing into the 
trailblazing writer, theatre-maker, teacher, mentor 
and activist we see today – Bernardine charts her 
rebellion against the mainstream and her life-
long commitment to community and creativity. 
And, through the prism of her extraordinary 
experiences, she off ers vital insights into the nature 
of race, class, feminism, sexuality and ageing in 
modern Britain. 

Bernardine Evaristo’s life story is a manifesto for 
courage, integrity, optimism, resourcefulness and 
tenacity. It’s a manifesto for anyone who has ever 
stood on the margins, and anyone who wants to 
make their mark on history. It’s a manifesto for 
being unstoppable.
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For Simon Prosser, my editor and publisher since 1999, who has never 
accepted less than my very best, who stuck by me when it didn’t make 
financial sense, who never asked me to tone it down or become more 

conventional with my writing and who always provided a home for my 
risky books. My Booker win was also his. Gratitude.
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‘I never saved anything for the swim back.’

From the film Gattaca by Andrew Niccol
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Introduction

When I won the Booker Prize in 2019 for my novel Girl, Woman, 
Other, I became an ‘overnight success’ –  ​after forty years working 
professionally in the arts. My career hadn’t been without its achieve-
ments and recognition, but I wasn’t widely known. The novel became 
a #1 bestseller sold in many foreign languages and received the kind 
of attention I had long desired for my work. In countless interviews, I 
found myself discussing my route to reaching this high point after so 
long. I said I felt unstoppable, because it struck me that I had been just 
this, ever since I left my family home at eighteen to make my own way 
in the world.

I reflected that my creativity could be traced back to my early 
years, cultural background and the influences that have shaped my 
life. Most people in the arts have role ​models  –  ​writers, artists, ​
creatives – ​who have inspired them, but what are the other elements 
that lay the foundations for our creativity and steer the direction of 
our careers? This book is my answer to this question for myself, 
offering insights into my heritage and childhood, my lifestyle and 
relationships, the origins and nature of my creativity, and my per-
sonal development strategies and activism.

For those who have only encountered my writing at this newly 
elevated point of arrival, this book reveals what it took to keep 
going and growing; and for those who have been struggling for a 
long time, who might recognize their stories in mine, I hope you 
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find it inspirational as you travel along your own paths towards 
achieving your ambitions.

So here it ​is –  ​Manifesto: On Never Giving Up  : a memoir and a 
meditation on my life.
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ān (Old English)

e∙ ni (Yoruba)

a haon (Irish)

ein (German)

um (Portuguese)

heritage, childhood, family, origins
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As a race, the human one, we all carry our histories of ancestry within 
us, and I am curious as to how mine helped determine the person and 
writer I became. I know that I come from generations of people who 
migrated from one country to another in order to make a better life 
for themselves, people who married across the artificial constructions 
of borders and the manmade barriers of culture and race.

My English mother met my Nigerian father at a Commonwealth 
dance in central London in 1954. She was studying to be a teacher at 
a Catholic ​teacher-​training college run by nuns in Kensington; he 
was training to be a welder. They married and had eight children in 
ten years. Growing up, I was labelled ‘half-​caste ’, the term for ​bi-​
racial people at that time. Like all these ​categories – ​Negro, coloured, 
black, ​mixed-​race, ​bi-​racial, of ​colour –  ​they function as accepted 
descriptors until they are replaced. We now understand that race 
doesn’t actually ​exist – ​it is not a biological ​fact – ​and humans share 
all but 1 per cent of our DNA. Our differences are not scientific but 
due to other factors such as the environment. But race is a lived 
experience, therefore it is enormously consequential. Understanding 
the fiction of race doesn’t mean that we can dispense with the categor
ies, not yet.

The concept of ‘black British’ was considered a contradiction in 
terms during my childhood. Brits didn’t recognize people of colour 
as fellow citizens, and they in turn often aligned themselves with 
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their countries of origin. I never had a choice but to consider myself 
British. This was the country of my birth, my life, even if it was 
made clear to me that I didn’t really belong because I wasn’t white. 
Yet Nigeria was a faraway concept, a country where my father had 
originated, about which I knew nothing.

I know a lot more about my mother’s side of the family than 
I do my father’s. Not so long ago I discovered that my roots in 
Britain stretch back over three hundred years to 1703. It would 
have been helpful to know this as a child because I would have had 
a stronger sense of belonging, and it would have provided me with 
ammunition against those who told me, and every other person of 
colour of the time, to go back to where we came from.

It’s not that one has to have British roots to belong here, and the 
notion that you only belong if you do should always be challenged. 
The rights of citizenship are not restricted to birth rights, and the 
water has always been muddied by those who were considered ‘sub-
jects’ of the British Empire, but who were not anointed with 
‘citizenship’.

I know that DNA testing is controversial, as different services 
produce varying results based on their research pools, but I nonethe-
less find it fascinating. My Ancestry DNA test, which goes back 
eight generations, reveals an ethnicity estimate that describes my 
roots thus: ‘Nigeria: 38 per cent; Togo: 12 per cent; England, ​north-​
western Europe: 25  per cent; Scotland: 14  per cent; Ireland: 7 per 
cent; Norway: 4  per cent’. (The two countries I can’t tie in with 
known ancestors are Scotland and Norway.)

Yet, while I am equally black and white in terms of ancestry, when 
people look at me, they see my father through me, and not my 
mother. The fact that I cannot claim a white identity, should I so wish 
(not that I do), is intrinsically irrational, and serves only to demon-
strate the point that the idea of race is absurd.
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I was born in 1959 in Eltham and raised in Woolwich, both in south 
London. As someone who was female, working class and a person of 
colour, limitations had been determined for me before I even opened 
my mouth to cry at the shock of being thrust out of my mother’s cosy 
amniotic womb, where I had spent nine months in dreamily sensate 
harmony with my creator. My future was not   propitious –  I was des-
tined to be regarded as a   sub-  person: submissive, inferior, marginal,  
 negligible –  a bona fi de subaltern.

At the time of my birth there were only fourteen women members 
of the British Parliament compared to 630 men, which meant that 
97  per cent of those who controlled the country were male. Our 
society was therefore patriarchal. This is not an opinion, but a fact. 
Women’s voices and specifi c concerns around motherhood, mar-
riage, employment and sexual and reproductive freedom were rarely 
heard at policy level, nor were there many women in positions of 
prominence, leadership or power anywhere else in the nation. Today, 
around a third of British MPs are women.

A year after my birth the Pill aff orded women the freedom to have 
more control over what they did with their bodies, but it was another 
sixteen years before, in 1975, the Equal Pay and Sex Discrimination 
Acts made it illegal to discriminate against women.

It’s safe to surmise that I inherited a history of women’s secondary 
status in society. My mother, born in 1933, had been raised in the 
tradition of women of the time to be subservient to the husband she 
would one day marry, to accommodate his needs before hers. She 
was indeed obedient to the social mores that required her to defer to 
my father’s authority, until Second Wave Feminism in the seventies 
began to challenge and shift societal attitudes, whereupon she started 
to assert herself, taking inspiration from her four teenage daughters 
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who were coming of age in more liberating times. She fi nally gained 
independence from my father after   thirty-  three years of marriage.

Through my father, a Nigerian immigrant who had sailed into the 
Motherland on the ‘Good Ship Empire ’ in 1949, I inherited a skin 
colour that defi ned how I was perceived in the country into which I 
was born, that is, as a foreigner, outsider, alien. At the time of my 
birth it was also still legal to discriminate against people based on the 
colour of their skin, and it would be many years before the Race 
Relations Acts enshrined the full scope of   anti-  racist doctrine into 
British law, from its fi rst iteration in 1965 when racism in public 
became illegal, through to 1976, when the law fi nally became more 
comprehensive.

When my father arrived in this country, another myth   abounded –  
the inferiority of Africans as savages, which had been circulating 
since the beginning of the imperial project and the transatlantic slave 
trade. He came from a territory that had been subject to colonial 
encroachment and conquest for nearly a century. The British Empire 
tried to perpetuate the myth that it was civilizing barbarous cultures, 
when in reality it was a hugely profi table capitalistic venture.

While the   post-  war Windrush Caribbean era of arrival has been 
well documented and explored, the equivalent African narratives 
have not. There were, however, many similarities. The moment my 
father arrived in Britain as a young man, he was brutally stripped of 
his   self-  image as an individual and had to assume an imposed  
 identity –  as the visual embodiment of centuries of negative misrep-
resentation. Britain was recruiting people from the colonies to fi ll the 
gaps due to casualties in the Second World War. My father had duly 
travelled from his homeland, where he was just another human 
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being, and instead of being welcomed as a Son of Empire, he encoun-
tered the unfettered racism of yesteryear.

I was also born into the lower levels of Britain’s class hierarchy, a 
class system that influenced quality of life and opportunities that 
persists through to today, albeit in a country considerably more 
socially mobile. Nana, my maternal grandmother, was a dressmaker. 
My mother’s father, Leslie, was a milkman, or milk roundsman, as it 
was then called. His family had previously owned a dairy. Their one 
and only child, my mother, attended a convent grammar school. 
Once my mother had gone through ​teacher-​training college and 
become a schoolteacher, one of the few professions available for 
educated women in the early Fifties, she was on the way to becoming 
middle class. However, she was rapidly demoted to the bottom of 
society through her marriage to an African. In a sense, my mother 
became black by marital and, once her children were born, biological 
association; an ‘honorary black’, if you like.

My mother always says that when she met my father she fell in 
love with his personality and didn’t notice his colour. She loved him 
and her children, and we were her life. That’s all that was important 
to her, not the racist nonsense of outsiders who thought some people 
were less human than others.

My father’s heritage was Nigerian and African Brazilian. A twin, 
his sister died giving birth to her first child before he left for England. 
He also had three much older ​half-​siblings: two sisters, whom I know 
nothing about, and an older ​half-​brother who arrived in Britain in 
1927, settled in Liverpool, married an Irishwoman (whose family cut 
her off for ever as a result) and had three daughters.

My father, born in the French Cameroons, was raised in Lagos, 
then the capital city of Nigeria. His father, Gregorio Bankole 
Evaristo, was one of the returnees to West Africa from Brazil after 
slavery ended there at the very late date of 1888. Whether he himself 
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had been enslaved is, I think, unlikely. In Nigeria, Gregorio had been 
a customs officer, which I imagine carried some status with it, and 
also the owner of a house in the Brazilian Quarter of Lagos. When I 
visited it in the early nineties, the owners hastily showed me the 
deed of sale from my grandmother, Zenobia, in case I was there to 
claim ​it – ​fifty years later.

Apparently Gregorio met Zenobia, his second wife, in a convent. 
Clearly, she wasn’t being educated there, as she was illiterate. I have 
in my possession an official document with her thumbprint as her 
signature, which I find moving to look ​at – ​the physical evidence of 
her unique set of ridges and lines. As we never visited Nigeria and 
she didn’t visit England, we never met. To this day I know very little 
about her or my grandfather, who died before my father was born. 
My father was unable to describe his mother beyond saying that she 
was very nice.

I have always treasured the one photograph of my grandmother 
in our family possession. Photographed in the twenties, I think, she 
is dressed up, perhaps for her wedding. She looks plump, sweet, 
lovely, dignified but demure. (By contrast, I have never looked 
demure. God forbid.) Quite recently, a photo was given to me of my 
grandmother towards the end of her life and I was astonished by the 
transformation. Her gaunt, haunted, tragic face in old age smashed 
the idealized image of her that I’d carried with me for decades. 
Zenobia had lost her husband some forty years earlier, my father’s 
twin sister had died, and my father had migrated to England without 
telling her in case she tried to stop him, nor did he write when he 
arrived, or in fact at all. Perhaps he was ashamed of the way he ’d left. 
When he married my mother, she took on the responsibility of com-
municating with her ​mother-​in-​law, who used a scribe to reply. 
Unfortunately, her letters revealed nothing about who she was or 
how she lived her life.
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