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The	race	concept	reflects	its	historical	past

From Systemae Naturae, 2nd ed., 1740:

Homo Africanus: black, phlegmatic, 
relaxed…governed by caprice

Homo Americanus: reddish, choleric, 
erect…regulated by customs

Homo Asiaticus: sallow, melancholy, 
stiff…ruled by opinions

Homo Europeaeus: white, sanguine, 
muscular…governed by laws



Race	thinking	changes	over	time

U.S. census tabulator, 1908.

Source:	Lee,	Sharon	M.	1993.	"Racial	
Classifications	in	the	U.S.	Census:	1890-
1990."	Ethnic	and	Racial	Studies	16:75-94.



Race	thinking	changes	from	place	to	place

• In	a	2008	study,	less	than	10%	of	national	censuses	
worldwide	classified	populations	by	“race”

• Almost	entirely	in	countries	historically	involved	in	
trans-Atlantic	slave	trade

Mexico asks	about	indigenous	language	speakers

Canada “population	group”	options:	White,	South	
Asian,	Chinese,	Black,	Filipino,	Latin	American,	
Arab,	Southeast	Asian,	West	Asian,	Korean	and	
Japanese;	also	asks	about	“aboriginal	group”



Racial	identity	can	change	over	a	lifetime



In	The	Nature	of	Race	(2011),
I	explore	the	concepts	of	race
that	scientists	transmit	to	the	
American	public	through	formal	
education.

“Racial	conceptualization”	=

Complex	of	beliefs	including:	

• What	is	race?

• How	many	races	are	there?

• What	distinguishes	one	race	from	
another?

• How	can	we	know	who	belongs	to	
which	race?

• How	did	race(s)	emerge?



Ashley	Montagu
(born	Israel	Ehrenberg)

British-American	
anthropologist
1905-1999





June	26,	2000	- White	House	celebration
“Completion	of	the	First	Survey	of	the	Entire	Human	Genome	Project”

President	Clinton:	“I	believe	one	of	the	great	truths	to	emerge	from	this	triumphant	
expedition	inside	the	human	genome	is	that	in	genetic	terms,	all	human	beings,	
regardless	of	race,	are	more	than	99.9	percent	the	same.”

Craig	Venter,	Celera:	“…the	concept	of	race	has	no	genetic	or	scientific	basis.”



Lost	in	transmission?

How	could	the	public	message
“race	has	no	genetic	or	scientific	basis”	
seem	new	in	2000,	nearly	60	years	after	
Montagu	had	shown	it	to	be	a	“myth”?

Ashley	Montagu

Craig	Venter



Overview

• What	concept(s)	of	race	have	
U.S.	high-school	biology	
textbooks	conveyed	over	
time?

• How	do	college	instructors	of	
anthropology	and	biology	
understand	race	today?

• What	understandings	of	race	
do	undergraduates	report?

Published	1958



Why	do	race	concepts	matter?

• Impact	on	racial	attitudes

• Impact	on	race-related	practices

• Impact	on	race-related	policies



Race	Concepts	and	Attitudes

• Claim:  The biological race concept is central to racism.
– Racism = “the belief that some races are biologically superior to 

the others and that they have therefore an inherent right to 
dominate” (Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi & Piazza 1994: 19)

– Racism based on claims that an out-group “is either 
biogenetically or culturally inferior” (See & Wilson 1989: 227)

• Evidence: Individuals’ adherence to the biological race 
concept is associated with negative attitudes toward 
other racial groups.
(Apostle et al. 1983; Yzerbyt, Rogier & Fiske 1998; Jayaratne 2002, 

2006; Bastiaan & Haslam 2006; Williams & Eberhardt 2008)



Racial	Concepts,	Practices	and	Policies

• Historical examples:  eugenics, immigration restriction, bans 
on interracial marriage grounded in particular understandings 
of racial difference

• Contemporary examples:
– Race-targeted pharmaceutical drugs
– DNA-based racial estimation for criminal forensics, 

genealogy, adoption, and immigration
– Calls to tailor social policy given intrinsic, fixed racial 

differences
From	Jensen	(1969,	“How	Much	Can	We	Boost	I.Q.	and	
Scholastic	Achievement?”)	on	educational	spending…
…to	James	Watson	(right)	on	the	futility	of	foreign	aid	to	
African	nations	



Types	of	Textbook	Race	Discussion

• Direct
– Defining	race
– Characterizing	race(s)
– Accounting	for	race(s)

• Indirect

• Implicit



Implicit Race Discussion:  
Evolving Toward Whiteness

BSCS	(1973,	Green	Version)

BSCS	(1982,	Green	Version)

Trump	and	Volker	(1971)



Direct Racial Discussion in Textbooks
Biology Textbooks (N=80)
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Definitions of Race

1958: A race “is composed of people who 
tend to have certain inborn physical 
characters in common.”

(Gramet & Mandel)

1998: Races are “populations of the same 
species that differ genetically.”

(Johnson)



From	Smallwood	et	al.	(1952),	Elements	of	Biology. From	Curtis	&	Urban	(1955),	Biology	
in	Daily	Life.

Characterizing “The Races of Men” 
in the 1950’s



“Five Major Human Races”
In Oram et al. (1976), Biology: Living Systems



Characterizing “Different Racial Groups,” 
1998
In Johnson, Holt Biology: Visualizing Life

Photo caption: “Scientists disagree about how and when 
different racial groups, some of which are represented 
by the people above, evolved.”



Accounting	for	Race(s)

“It	is	believed	that	the	Cro-Magnons	migrated	to	various	parts	of	
the	world.		The	different	groups,	being	geographically	isolated,	
gave	rise	to	the	three	primary	human	races—Negroid	(black),	
Mongoloid	(yellow),	and	Caucasoid	(white).”

- Schraer &	Stoltze 1987



Accounts of the Emergence of Races
Biology Textbooks (N=80)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

1952-62 1963-72 1973-82 1983-92 1993-2002
Matrix PD1-92 5 race discussion 2.xls



“Multiregional” vs. “Recent-African-Origin” 
Hypotheses
In Modern Biology (2002)



Troubling	Kinship

Reprinted	in	Baker,	Jeffrey	J.W.,	and	Garland	E.	Allen.	1977.	The	
Study	of	Biology.	Reading,	MA:	Addison-Wesley.

Source: 1837	broadside	publication	of	John	Greenleaf	Whittier's	
antislavery	poem,	“Our	Countrymen	in	Chains.”	



References to Race and Genetic Disease
Biology Textbooks (N=80)
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Race and Genetic Disorders
In Johnson and Raven (2001), Biology: Principles and 
Explorations



Two Approaches to Teaching on Malaria and Sickle-Cell Anemia

Sickle-Cell Anemia (left) and Malaria (right) in Africa only

Malaria (left) and Sickle-Cell Anemia (right) in Africa, Europe and Asia

From Biology by Peter H. 
Raven and George B. 
Johnson. © 2002 The 
McGraw-Hill Companies.

From Prentice Hall Biology
by Kenneth R. Miller, Ph.D. 
and Joseph Levine, Ph.D. © 
2002 by Pearson Education, 
Inc., publishing as Pearson 
Prentice Hall.



Summary of Findings

1. High-school biology textbooks no longer make strong efforts to 
explain the nature of race.

2. Yet race does figure in a limited way in most textbooks, in at least 
one of the following forms:

A. Definitions of race as genetic

B. Presentation of the “multiregional hypothesis” that different 
races evolved from distinct pre-human ancestors

C. Connection of genetic disorders to specific racial groups

3. As a result, contemporary biology textbooks reinforce the 
essentialist concept of race



Racial Claims and Evidence
in Biology Textbooks

Disconnection between presentation of racial claims and 
empirical evidence:

1. Definitions of race as genetic, but no evidence characterizing 
the genetic basis for race (or even which groups should 
accurately be labeled races)

2. Insertion of race into discussion of genetics, implying its 
association with genetic differentiation—but again, without 
supporting evidence to evaluate such a claim

3. Claims about the biological history of racial division, even 
when they run counter to scientific consensus on origins of 
mankind



Racial Claims and Evidence
in Biology Textbooks—and Beyond

Disconnection between presentation of racial claims and 
empirical evidence in popular discourse:

1. Definitions of race as genetic, but no evidence / E.g. 
unsubstantiated claims about genetic basis for racial health 
differentials

2. Insertion of race into discussion of genetics, implying its 
association with genetic differentiation—but again, without 
supporting evidence / E.g. race in sports, medicine, 
intelligence

3. Claims about the biological history of racial division, even 
when counter to scientific consensus / E.g. “folk” evolutionary 
history of the production of racial traits



Tripartite	Division	of	Faculty	Concepts

Race is Valid
Biological
Phenomenon

39%

Race is Not 
Biological

27%

Race is Social 
Construct

22%12%

essentialism anti-essentialism constructivism



Faculty	Definitions	of	Race:	
No	Consensus

• Race as Biological Phenomenon (39%)
– “breeding populations,” “haplotype groups”
– with “distinctive traits”
– product of “regional adaptation” in “isolation”

• Race as Ideological Phenomenon (61%)
– a myth: “no biology attached to it”; “the boundaries 

are completely porous, completely moveable”; anti-
essentialism (i.e. biological arguments)

– a social construct: “defined culturally, at the time, in 
the time period”; constructivism (i.e. sociological and 
historical arguments)



Student	Definitions	of	Race

Race as Culture (69%)
“I think it kind of has a lot to do with like what culture you’re coming 

from and like you’re different, I mean everything from like how you 
eat, what you eat, to what you wear to like, I mean, the language, 
everything.  So it’s like this entire package of pretty much who you 
are…”     – Psychology major, City University

Race as Biological (65%)
“Like I personally think it’s just a matter of, you know, physiological 

differences that occur simply because of environment.”   
– Biology major, State University

Race as Social Construct (17%)
“I guess I would say that I agree that it’s socially constructed and that it 

is a way that over time people have been organized into groups.”
- Anthropology major, Ivy University



Race	Concepts	Depend	on	Race(s)	in	Question

Q1:		Why	are	blacks	over-represented	and	whites	under-
represented	in	professional	football?

“Just	from	what	I’ve	
noticed,	like	in	people	
that	I	know	that	are	
black,	they	just	seem	to	
have	such	like	awesome	
muscle	tone.”

-- Varsity	swimmer,	Pilot	U.
A:		Blacks	are	physically	
superior	to	whites.	



Race	Concepts	Depend	on	Race(s)	in	Question

Q2:		Why	are	whites	over-
represented	and	blacks	under-
represented	in	professional	hockey?

A1:		Blacks	are	physically	
superior	to	whites.	

A2:		Whites	have	a	cultural	
affinity	for	hockey.	

Q1:		Why	are	blacks	over-
represented	and	whites	under-
represented	in	professional	
football?



Nature	of	Race	Research	Findings
1) How do scientists (“experts”) define race?

Inter- and intradisciplinary disagreement on essentialism vs. 
constructivism

2) What concepts of race do scientists convey to the public through 
formal education?

Constructivism only weakly transmitted; essentialism 
predominates

3) How do laypeople who are exposed to scientists’ concepts of race 
define it themselves?  

Using overlapping concepts of biology and culture; 
constructivism has gained little traction

Conclusion: Formal scientific education does little
to challenge traditional essentialist notions of race 
because constructivism has not won over the academy



The Challenge of Teaching Race

From Weinberg and Stoltze (1977), Action Biology.

Challenging	the	essentialist	concept	of	race	requires	
both	constructivist	and	anti-essentialist	arguments



A	metaphor	for	human	biological	variation



Constructing	color	lines

2 races:

Blue, Orange

…arbitrary boundaries create real group differences



Constructing	color	lines

2 races:

Blue, Orange

Or 3 races:
Blue, Green,
Red



Geographic	distance	
and	the	construction	of	color	lines

2 races:

Blue, Orange

Or 3 races:
Blue, Green,
Red

Migration 
creates notion 
of “races”

W

Africa
N

Europe

E

Asia



From	faces	to	races?



A	graduate	student’s	dilemma

• Reviewed	lab’s	write-up	of	research	on	[health	outcome	X]
• Read:	“The	self-reported	ethnicities	for	this	UK-based	cohort	were:	White	

(70%),	Black	(British,	African	or	Caribbean,	20%)	and	Other	(10%	reported	
various	or	unknown	ethnicities).	Ethnicity	is	a	known	indicator	of	[X]	risk	
status,	with	Black	women	showing	higher	rates	of	[X]	in	the	UK	and	other	
populations.”

• Asks:
– “’Black’	is	referred	to	as	an	ethnicity	throughout.	Is	this	correct?”
– “It	would	be	important	to	justify	why	‘Caribbean,	British,	and	African’	are	grouped	

together	into	the	category	‘black’:	Is	this	capturing	genetic	similarity?	Cultural	similarity?	
Socioeconomic	similarity?”

– “My	advisor	responded	with	a	link	to	a	list	of	ethnic	groups	on	a	UK	government	page.	Is	
this	grouping	racially	motivated	or	is	there	a	logical	justification	for	grouping	African	and	
Caribbean	into	a	single	group	called	‘black’?	Caribbean	and	African	are	very	different	
ethnicities,	or	am	I	mistaken	in	this	assumption?”

– “I	am	bringing	this	up	because	I	am	nervous	about	the	negative	implications	this	kind	of	
language	and	grouping	could	have,	without	clear	justification,	or	without	having	tried	
stratifications	in	all	possible	ways	before	coming	to	the	conclusion	that	this	particular	
stratification	is	the	best	for	risk	prediction.”


