Race as a Social Construct: The Dissolution of a Biological Myth and A Political Solution

-- Tim Ludolph --


This paper is a scholarly attempt to explain and defend why race as it is structured today is a social construct, not one grounded in biology as is popularly believed, and to propose a solution for politicians to implement to help hasten this radical change in how society views the world.

The obstacles in defending this position are threefold: the common misconceptions of the general public, the visual and historical reinforcement that have entrenched them, and the strong sense of identity people now have with them. All strongly affect the unconscious, automatic way in which people think of race today and will need to be dealt with to implement my solution.

Some keys to overcoming these obstacles lie in the publicizing and acceptance of scientific facts found in the Human Genome Project and other genetic research, in understanding the paradox between visual “truth” and scientific truth that people experience, and in examining how strongly people identify with our contemporary racial labels.

Exploring the roots of these ideas will shed light on their weaknesses and allow me to prescribe a means for action that will start tearing at the structure of this way of thinking and place us on the path towards total change.

By speaking from the world of the academic and basing my arguments on the theories found in the books of Malik and Manzo, among others, I hope to show why the notion of race as a biological distinction is outdated and offer a strategy to politicians on how to achieve a radical change of society’s collective mindset.

Race and Biology

If you asked the average American – actually, if you asked the average person, American or otherwise – if there were more biological differences between a black man from Nairobi and a white man from Scotland, or between two white men from Scotland, most would opt rather assuredly for the former. They would base this assertion on the fact that the two men from the former scenario look nothing alike – their hair types are probably different, as are the colors of their eyes and the bone structure of their faces, not to mention the fact that one’s skin color is far lighter than the other’s. 

And they’re right – on the surface, these two men probably look leagues apart when held in comparison to the two white men. But underneath these superficial differences lies a completely different reality, one that stands in stark contrast to the picture painted on the surface.

At this level science has proven that the amount of genetic variation among the three men is miniscule. In fact, the realities of these new discoveries show that there are probably more biological differences between the two men from Scotland than there are between the man from Nairobi and either man from Scotland. Results from gene-based research across the globe, namely the Human Genome Project, has shown that of all physical variation among humans, 94% occurs within today’s alleged racial groups (think census-based divisions – black, white, Hispanic, Asian, etc.) and not between them. (The remaining 6% accounts for this type of variation.)
 Some tallies range even higher, saying that humans everywhere share 99.8% of their genes in common, the remaining .2% accounting for all differences.

This means that from our earlier examples, for all the differences present in their genetic makeups, the man from Nairobi and either man from Scotland account for only 6% of them, whereas the two men from Scotland own the remaining 94% of them. This is drastically different than what many expect.

And the overwhelming genetic similarities aren’t merely amongst humans, but transcend into the animal kingdom as well. Genetic research has shown that the overall makeup of humans and chimpanzees, our closest animal relative, is approximately 99% identical.
 Even between such disparate creatures as the fruit fly and the worm humans have close to 10% of the same genetic sequence – a small number, to be sure, but far more than most people would probably predict.

The fact is that observable differences among humans have little to no genetic basis. This doesn’t mean there are no differences, just that what discrepancies there are have no effect on visible genetic traits. Anthropologists argue these differences are distributed geographically in what are called clines, not via races. Clines show that the frequency of a trait varies continuously over a particular geographic region.
 This means both visible differences among things like skin color and height and invisible ones such as genetic sequences and blood type are stratified geographically. 

For the former, visible traits, research has shown three waves of skin color dispersal with the pigmentation gradually getting lighter the further you get from the equator: one band from Africa to Europe, one from the islands to southeast Asia, and one from southern India to the north.

For the latter, invisible traits, researchers at USC conducted a study tracing repetitions of code in areas of the DNA sequence that do not affect visible traits. Using a computer algorithm, they charted repetitions from over a thousand people from 52 distinct populations and found that these “microsatellite markers” – the repetitions of junk DNA – could be clustered into five geographic regions: Africa, the regions of Europe, the Middle East and central/southern Asia consolidated into one, then east Asia, Oceania and the Americas.

Regardless of whether the difference is visible or not, then, research has found these traits and differences to be scattered geographically, not amongst one of the typological categories of humans we have today.

Race’s Visual Persistence

 So there are differences among us – differences that are indeed biological – but they are not to the degree that is commonly believed or responsible for the currently prevalent mindset and structuring of race, i.e. that people who look the most similar are biologically the most similar, and vice versa, and can be categorized as such.

If information like this is readily available and not some classified national secret, then why do people still believe there are drastic and fundamental biological differences that are the bases for today’s racial divisions? 

The main reason is the fact that humans have a tendency to believe what they see over what they’re told to believe, no matter how ridiculous or illogical it may seem. Think of how radical a notion it was and how stiffly it was protested to proclaim that the Earth was not flat. Or that the Earth was spinning and not stationary. Or that the Earth traveled around the sun and wasn’t the center of the universe. 

The men who made these declarations were patently dismissed or criticized by almost everyone at the time, their proclamations taking years, if not centuries to take hold. Christopher Columbus, for example, was made famous for his proving that the world was round in 1492, but Eratosthenes, the Greek philosopher, had theorized and proven quite accurately that the world was round almost 1700 years earlier in 250BC.
 

So why does it take so long for these things to be accepted? Because these theories ask people to disregard what their senses tell them and put their faith in something they can’t see or even necessarily understand, things that science was laying bare and avowing as proof. Science uses something abstract to debunk something that is reinforced through the senses.

From looking around their towns and villages, people couldn’t see that the Earth was round – it certainly looked rather flat, mountains and valleys not withstanding. They couldn’t feel the Earth spinning – they didn’t meet any resistance walking one direction as opposed to another.  And the sun certainly looked like it was revolving around us – it rose on one side of the sky in the morning and left it on another at night.  

Science had proven all of these seemingly obvious visual truths to be false, yet it took time for the public to modify their beliefs and adopt the proclamations of science as fact. 

Nowadays it seems preposterous to think about these situations any other way. If someone today were to tell you that the Earth was indeed flat, you’d laugh them out of the building. Conversely, if you told them that they probably have more in common genetically with someone who looks nothing like them than with someone who looks rather similar, you’d probably be the one getting laughed off the premises.

That’s because the hurdle being cleared today is identical to the one that caused problems centuries ago. What is being asked is for people to disregard what their senses tell them and believe something they cannot see, and that requires a drastic sea change in how a majority of the world’s population thinks. 

The facts may show that genetically we’re all essentially similar and that what biological differences we do have are consolidated geographically, not within each nation in its respective racial categories, but that’s not what the eyes easily see. Thus the scientific findings of today are meeting resistance, either being diminished in their importance or dismissed outright. This reveals an interesting fact -- regardless of your views towards science, the verdict is still the same: when it comes to contemporary definitions of race, what you are seeing is not reality. As Ian F. Haney Lopez explains in his book:

“The courts, like many scientists, firmly believed in the naturalness of race. Given this belief, the failure of science to quantify racial differences was not only frustrating, it was also suspicious. Science failed to prove what was to the courts eminently obvious, the existence of natural racial differences.” 

And therefore there is resistance, both from those who disregard science and those who wholeheartedly buy into its clinical logic. Both are having difficulties reconciling their visual truth with scientific truth. A change in this way of thinking will take time. 

Race’s Historical and Identity-based Persistence

The constant visual reinforcement of these outdated notions isn’t the only reason a change in public opinion is so slow in coming, rather it’s also due to the strength of identity people have with these categories. Essentially it’s a question of numbers -- both in terms of the number of people who think like this and in the number of years these misconceptions have been in place and been reinforced, both of which are substantial. 

The “official” race categories used by the government on virtually every form citizens have to fill out – from those for taxes to Social Security to driver’s licenses to the census – have been around since 1977 and include five classifications: white, black American Indian/Eskimo, Asian/pacific Islander, and Hispanic.
 These were supposed to represent the majority of citizens in this country, and until the census in 2000, people had to pick one of these classifications to fully represent their racial background. (The 2000 census allowed people to pick as many of these classifications as they wanted to better represent their background.)

And while the government has only used these labels formally for just over 25 years, they have been used informally for far longer. For example, the Oxford English Dictionary has evidence dating back to 1400 of the use of the term “black” to refer to people of African descent,
 while Tom W. Smith in his research has traced the origins and transitions of the labels “colored” to “Negro” to “black” back to the mid-nineteenth century.
 The other labels have similar, if not as lengthy, histories. 

Over the course of the last century, then, people have developed a strong sense of identity with these terms, wholly arbitrary labels or not. As Raymond A. Zilinskas and Peter J. Balint say in their article, “The classifications that are the most arbitrary, and the least natural, seem to be the ones that matter most to us.”

Which explains why people have had an incredibly difficult time letting go of them. As a community activist said in Carol Mukhopadhyay’s and Rosemary C. Henze’s article, “Why should I give up being a race? I like being a race.”
 

And while this person obviously cannot represent everyone with this opinion, a sizeable portion of society does indeed have a strong sense of identity with their racial or ethnic categorization and is reluctant to give it up. There is an implied sense of history, tradition, and togetherness there that many find comforting, a unity that has spawned countless ethnic pride classes, parades, and awareness movements.

Donald R. Kinder and Nicholas Winter put it well -- “Race is a mere convention…but it is a stubborn convention: written into law, entrenched in social experience, and entangled in deep and complicated ways in politics.”

These labels have become ingrained in our culture, which as the famous anthropologist Franz Boas says is an unconscious tradition; a heritage and habit that lets the past shape the present, one that is learned by imitation, not instruction.
 Fellow anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss argues that culture governs race; that the essence of human beings lies in their inequalities.
 Thus these labels, due to their inclusion in our culture through constant replication and reinforcement, seem natural. We classify along these lines without thinking about it. It has become unconscious, a habit – part of our culture.

Regardless of whether we agree with the classifications or their basis for being, the fact that they exist and have done so for so long has created a group identification with the labels. What may have been borne out of an “us versus them” mentality by the ruling elite and created a state structure that was drastically unfair to the “them,” that subjugation or discrimination has created a fellowship among the oppressed – you probably only need to look to other members of your category for a sympathetic ear when railing against the oppressors. So be it economic, social or legal inequities that groups in this country have faced, that shared experience of repression creates a common unity, not necessarily in terms of defining the degree of injustice or devising methods of solving it, but around the core injustice itself.

White and Kinder prove this point brilliantly in their study on the racial divide between whites and blacks over their opinions on national policy when they showed the effects of identity on the racial divide:

“The racial divide is primarily a story of political principles and social identity. Blacks express solidarity with their racial group, [while] racial resentments are common among whites. Our analysis implies that if differences of principle and identity could be eliminated, the racial divide would drastically diminish.”

Thus, if the label identity was removed, only the difference in opinion would remain, and that’s a difference no one should seek to repress – it’s one of the founding principles of our country and of our democracy.

Race as a Social Construct

So if there are no biological bases that support the currently implemented racial categories, where does the concept of race come from? I agree with anthropologists who believe how we classify is not based solely on or determined by nature, but rather is a construction of our social minds that we impose on nature to help us organize things.

There is a wealth of information available discussing the myriad ways race has been created by various parties over time – as a function of culture, time, or space, as the result of a mono- or polygenist lineage, etc. – that are based on the findings mentioned earlier and on historical transitions in philosophies – from the Enlightenment to the Romantic-era to the Positivists and the Social Darwinists. In the interest of time I will not address the history or explanations of these constructs here, but hope the earlier examination of recent findings and of the entrenchment of our misconceptions proves sufficiently that race, as it is constructed today, is a rather arbitrary entity and not based on credible biological differences. Its particular form is not important for the purposes of this paper.

So how do we change public opinion and engender a societal epiphany? Harking back to the earlier discussion on why these misconceptions are so ingrained in our collective minds, the path ahead will not be easy.

A Proposed Solution


Based on the earlier analysis of the three main problems – public misconceptions, the stubbornness of visual reinforcements, and people’s identification with the entrenched labels – and the repeated appearance of one source of reinforcement for the flawed collective mindset, the official government labels, I propose a rather simple solution. It is admittedly a small change on paper, but due to the almost limitless ancillary effects it has on our society, it will be hard enough to remove. I feel it is better to start small and affect some measure of change rather than shooting for the moon and having little chance of success. It will take time, be difficult to measure, and be met with resistance, all facts I appreciate and understand.


My proposal, then, is to either broaden or eliminate the official race labels the government uses – the ones that ostensibly seek to lump all 292,204,027 Americans into some combination of 5 distinct racial categories.
 The labels neither have an appropriate biological basis, nor a cultural or ethnic one, and actually help perpetuate the belief that there are distinct subspecies of humans on the planet. No category effectively incorporates all members of an ethnicity, nor does it allow for individual overlap. 

They are far too subjective and vague – even if you allow people to select multiple categories (which with the 2000 Census expanded from 5 to 63 possible selections,
) how do you weight them and effectively measure the proportions? How do you tell a person who is 80% black and 20% Hispanic from a person who is 80% Hispanic and 20% black if they both checked the same boxes? Do you implement percentage boxes to compensate? And do we only recognize percentages in increments of five or ten? What if someone is 2% Pakistani – does that portion of his heritage get dropped?

Hopefully you can see that administering this type of system would be prohibitively complicated and still no more effective in accurately representing the different backgrounds of citizens. Even adding a “multiracial” category as was being lobbied for before the 2000 Census is misleading and pointless because every person on the planet has a mixed background – there are no “pure” races thanks to centuries of intermarriage and breeding.

That is why it is probably best to eliminate the labels altogether, a change that will be met with resistance not only by the government (who will probably claim the need for monitoring critical populations to effectively serve them), but by citizens as well. The eradication of these labels would be removing a primary way people think about themselves and identify with the world around them. 

It sounds trivial, but peoples’ need for singularity cannot be underestimated and the way they define that uniqueness comes from comparison. People evaluate themselves against others in areas such as being better looking, thinner, stronger, having more hair, dressing better, or even being whiter than someone around them. These are little comparisons people make everyday that on their own are completely innocuous. They’re merely observations of differences in the surrounding environment -- it’s society that helps us place value on them.

Identifying people like this is a quick and dirty way to classify someone, certainly one of the benefits to statisticians and data collectors, but one that could also be completely inaccurate. A parallel is classifying people based on their hair color – outwardly the person may look like a blonde, but the hair could be died and underneath they are, in actuality, a natural brunette.  So you’ve just placed them in an entirely incorrect category, one with a host of implied values and assumptions, based solely on visual characteristics. 

Categorizing by race is the same thing – it’s an easy trap to fall into because we do look so different from one another, but once you step back you have to realize it’s purely a cosmetic assessment – and a rather vague one at that – and that it tells you nothing of the person’s makeup, past, or capability.

So by removing this category of classification, people will be forced to classify by some other means, thus removing the value society can place on these existing labels – you cannot value something that does not exist. Once the value that is tied to these labels is gone, individuals will be able to disassociate themselves with the static label while still remaining tied to the dynamic culture and community they interact with. This, coupled with the increased awareness and acceptance of the recent scientific findings, will help people either see the world in a new way, or come up with new terms to describe the one they see. 

But it will not happen overnight. We’re faced with a practice that has such an extensive history and amount of reinforcement that it’s become second nature to think of ourselves as this. Even I, after reading all the research and appreciating the fact that the superficial differences among people have little correlation to differences in their genetic structure, have a hard time looking at passersby and figuring out how I’d describe them to others without using those categories at some point. “She was black” or “he looked Asian” or “they were white.” You can start with other labels – “he was a tall, fat man” – but invariably one of the “official” labels will creep in there.

And while this is true, the crucial difference lies with the value statements we place on those observations. We will probably always describe people, along with other things, based on their skin color -- it’s a very specific characteristic that is effective in delineating between similar entities. But what unspoken value and intimations are behind that description can and should change, and the government has the power to lead us there by making a very minor change.

There is some precedent for the removal of these categories. France, for example, does not allow the use of racial categories or the collection of data on a person’s country of origin, race, or religion. They also have a host of stringent legal policies that prohibit “any racially discriminatory act or practice” and make illegal “overt manifestations of racism and xenophobia” through the Penal Code of 1994.

And in California, a controversial policy on the ballot is the Racial Privacy Initiative, which seeks to do essentially the same thing at the state level, minus the criminal ramifications. It would remove the classifications of race from all state documents and stop the collection of data along those lines (currently used to track everything from use of health care to number of arrests to performance of schools.)

Critics of these policies argue that simply eliminating these categories will not change the underlying discrimination that faces these minorities, but I argue that this thinking is part of the problem -- if we continue to think of ourselves as racial minorities or majorities, we will never be able to solve the problem, which is realizing we cannot be classified this way. If we continue to think this way, we will continue to act, talk, and legislate this way; we will continue to reinforce a flawed mindset and further entrench that way of thinking into our culture. 

The other criticism of the Californian proposition is on its limited scope – it has no bearing on the national system of classification. Even if it is passed and is a huge success, the other 49 states and the federal government itself could still refuse to implement comparable policies. (Look at how long it took for the federal government to standardize what had been in practice at the state level to varying degrees long before in terms of sodomy laws.)

That is why I feel it is best to attack this problem at the federal level from the onset. We must eliminate these racial categories in an effort to tear down the structure of our country’s system of discrimination and the way of thinking that reinforces it daily. And only once we stop thinking of ourselves in outdated and incorrect terms can we do so – this proposed solution is the first step in engendering this societal change.
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