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How Real Is Race?
Key Information for Educators


How can race be unreal and real at the same time?

T
his conundrum stumps many people.  We’ve all heard that “races don’t exist,” that “race is a social fabrication.”  But if that’s true, why do we still categorize people into races?  The answer is that races are unreal in a biological sense, and at the same time they are most definitely real in a cultural or social sense, as Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses explain in How Real is Race?.  Put another way, races are “social realities built on biological fictions,” says Mica Pollock in Everyday Antiracism. 
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Race is unreal in a biological sense…What does it really mean?

First, there are no subspecies of humans. We are all one species –homo sapiens who originated in Africa.  When early humans migrated to other locations around the globe, subsequent generations developed different appearances, in part due to adaptations to different microclimates over many generations.  

     Secondly, the groups that we now call “races” – “Whites, “Asians”, “Blacks”, and so on are based on unscientific folk categories used as early as the 1500s in England. These categories were based on a few superficial traits—skin color, nose and eye shape, hair texture.  In the 1600s and onward, these categories were used by European natural scientists to establish a racial hierarchy of human beings.  This hierarchy served to maintain the power and privilege of dominant groups over subjugated people in highly stratified societies, such as colonized territories and slave societies.  

     Although traits such as skin and hair color are indeed genetic, they are relatively insignificant when compared to other, more meaningful genetic traits.  “Given the 30,000 or so genes in the human genome, racialized appearance traits ‘constitute only a small fraction of the total genetic variation within the human species.’”
 “If we wanted to classify humans by genetic traits, it would probably make more sense to form races based on ABO blood type or lactose intolerance than to base them on skin color and nose shape.”
 
[image: image2.wmf]




     Thirdly, there is more genetic variability within “races”, ethnic groups, and even families than there is between them.  Richard Lewontin’s 1972 study showed that almost 94% of “total human genetic diversity occurs within the populations we often call ‘races.’” This is due to the fact that humans have been interacting and mating across populations for over 200,000 years, so differences between populations were washed out, except in the cases of very isolated groups.
 

Race is real in a cultural sense… What does it really mean?

“Race may be a biological fiction…. But that doesn’t mean race doesn’t exist. Race is a social and cultural reality and profoundly impacts our lives.”
  For several centurIes, we have been acting as if races were valid containers of human diversity.  “We experience the world in part through the categories our language gives us, without thinking about them.  … For people who have grown up in a U.S. racialized world, race feels natural and normal,” like other cultural givens such as a 7-day week or a 60-minute hour.
 

If we look across the globe at how other countries categorize people, we can see that the U.S. system is far from universal.  Go to different parts of the 

[image: image3..pict]world, and you will see that people use very different categorization systems from ours.  For example, “not all cultures use visible differences, including skin color, for social classification, nor do they rank or stratify groups on this basis.”
 This cross-cultural variation tells us that race, as we know it in the U.S., is neither a “natural” nor a universal system of classification.

But there is still another piece of evidence that tells us that racial categories are socially constructed rather than natural biological groupings.  That is the evidence of history. The U.S. racial system, including definitions of who is White, Black, and Native American, has shifted over time in response to population changes and has always been fueled by the demand for labor and the desire of the dominant social strata to preserve their privilege.
  When labor needs shifted, so too did racial classifications. Race is a fundamental part of a system of social stratification and social inequality.” 
  Ironically, it has also become central to many efforts to equalize opportunity as well.

The social construction of race continues today.  Schools and colleges are good places to observe the constant effort, especially by young people, to construct new categories that better reflect their complex identities – terms such as Nuyoricans (Puerto Ricans in New York), Dominican Yorks, Chicanos, Mexicanos, Desis, Afro-Caribbeans, and Lati-Negras are only a few of the new and older ethno-racial categories one hears on U.S. campuses today. At the same time, schools are also places where opportunities continue to be patterned along older racial lines. Students and teachers are caught in these dynamics and may find themselves at times resisting old racial categories and at other times using them.
Dating, mating, and marriage customs have maintained the differences we see as “races.” 

The final twist in our scientific knowledge of race is that culture plays a critical role in shaping our choices about dating, mating, marrying, and having children.  In the U.S., as slavery and a race-based stratification system became institutionalized, the legal system was used to prevent interracial mating and marriage.  A racially ambiguous population, after all, would be be problematic for those who wanted to preserve racial hierarchy and their own so-called purity. “The U.S. racial system required a set of visible markers of racial identity.”
  To that end, marriage and mating were rigidly controlled so that they occurred within so-called “racial” groups. To put it succinctly, culture (in the form of taboos against intermarriage) helped to maintain visible biological differences among racialized groups… and it still does.
The reality of race and racism in schools – what teachers and students can do

Where does all this leave students and teachers?  Should teachers just ignore race and practice “colorblindness”?  Should we actively attempt to erase racial terms from our vocabulary?  Or should students be taught the above information about race as a regular part of the curriculum, so that they will have
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access to solid, scientific knowledge 

about a matter that affects all of us profoundly? 

     Mica Pollock’s 2008 collection, Everyday Antiracism, shows us that there isn’t a simple answer to the question of when “colorblindness” and “race consciousness” help and harm students.  There are times when the most beneficial action we can take is to ignore the “race” of an individual; it is particularly important to reject sterotypical ideas about the abilities and characteristics of “the races.”  But there are other times when it benefits students more to recognize and talk about race group experiences and racial inequality. Teachers and other school officials make innumerable small decisions daily that have serious effects in a world where these racial realities exist.

     The urge to be color-blind is often well intended, particularly as a way for teachers to recognize publicly that race is not biologically real. However, it can have an injurious effect on students when educators refuse to acknowledge the realities of students’ race group experiences or racial inequality. In the extreme, students who feel harassed or targeted for race-based hate crimes have no place to go and talk about their experience and get help. In reality, ‘‘race matters’’—still.
 

     Although there are no simple answers to the question of how teachers should address race and racism in schools, there are answers nonetheless.  Both How Real is Race? and Everyday Antiracism offer specific suggestions for actions teachers can take to educate students about the concept of race and to dismantle racial inequality and racist ideas about the abilities and characteristics of race group members.  For example, teachers and students together can explore their own 


ancestries, examine different ways to categorize human beings, investigate the 

categories used to organize campus events and clubs, analyze race group experiences, challenge stereotypes about race and ability, and much more.
     Given these and many other resources that exist, teachers more than ever are called upon to act. Knowing that race categories are human creations and that racism too, is human-made means that we can interrupt and change the world we have.  As teachers, we often feel justifiably beleaguered – we do so much already to provide positive learning experiences for young people. And yet, our enormous power as change agents has not been fully recognized. We cannot dismantle racism and false notions about the abilities of race group members alone –but it cannot be done without us.  Let’s embrace and use that power!
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Endnotes







Resources for Educators


(  How real is race? A sourcebook on race, culture, and biology.  Written for educators, this book is unique in combining biological, cultural and educational information in a readable format, including activities that can be used in classrooms. � HYPERLINK http://www.rowmaneducation.com/ISBN/1578865603 ��http://www.rowmaneducation.com/ISBN/1578865603�


(  Everyday antiracism: Getting real about race in school.  This 2008 edited volume contains over 70 short articles by researchers on antiracist education.  Each article addresses a specific action educators can take to undo racism in schools. � HYPERLINK "http://www.thenewpress.com/index.php?option=com_title&task=view_title&metaproductid=1366" ��http://www.thenewpress.com/index.php?option=com_title&task=view_title&metaproductid=1366�


(  Race:  Are we so different?  A traveling museum exhibit developed by the American Anthropological Association.  The accompanying website contains many useful resources for teachers.  Check also to see whether the exhibit will be coming to a city in your area.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.understandingrace.org" ��www.understandingrace.org�


(  Race: The power of an illusion.  On-line companion to the 3-part documentary about race in society, science, and history. � HYPERLINK "http://www.pbs.org/race/000_General/000_00-Home.htm" ��http://www.pbs.org/race/000_General/000_00-Home.htm�
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