WHY WE SHOULD GIVE UP ON RACE(uk, Comment)
As geneticists and biologists know, the term no longer has meaning
By Steven and Hilary Rose

9/4/2005- Identity is fluid. One of us used to describe herself as "English" (erasing her Gypsy grandparent), the other as "British Jew" (or did he say Jewish?), but our shared whiteness was then always unspoken. Today complex identifiers such as "black English" or "Brummie Punjabi British" or "British Sikh" speak both of a new ease and pleasure in difference, and of a political demand that racism become history. The confidence of the voices claiming these new multiple identities tells us change - not without fierce opposition - is happening. For social and cultural analysts, this diversity points to the intensely political and social construction of the word race. Think of the ways in which we are asked to define our "race or ethnicity" in the census return or the doctor's surgery, when skin colour, geographical ancestry and nationality are offered as options.  Such categories are intended to help counter racism, and their merit or demerit is in how much they do so. In the US, such forms make clear that these categories are social constructs, not as here, where they are assumed to be self-evident bio-social identities.  So cultural and biologistic concepts of race and culture are inextricably intermingled. Perhaps this is why race-relations legislation is a conceptual mess, falling uneasily between social, political and folk constructions of biological race.  Thus it bans hate speech against Jews as a race but not against Muslims, as they are defined as a religion. Racist groups such as the BNP play by the changed rules of the game; they no longer oppose their children going to school with Pakistanis on the grounds of racial inferiority, but object to Muslims, as they are of a different "culture". 

But race is also a term with a long history in biological discourse. Used very loosely up to the early 20th century, it was given a more rigorous definition by the evolutionist Theodosius Dobzhansky in the 1930s, as applying to an inbred population with specific genetic characteristics within a species, resulting from some form of separation that limited interbreeding. In the wild this might be geographical separation, as among finches on the Galapagos islands, or imposed by artificial breeding, as for example between labradors and spaniels among dogs. At the time, Dobzhansky's definition seemed fine for non-human species - but how might it relate to humans? The scientific literature of the 19th century is replete with terms such as "the English race" and "the Scottish race", implying a relationship between biological and national differences. Early racial theorising divided humans into either three (white, black, yellow) or five (Caucasian, African, Australasian, American and Asian) biological races, supposedly differing in intellect and personality. In the aftermath of Nazism, the Unesco panel of biological and cultural anthropologists challenged the value of this biological concept of race, with its social hierarchies. When, in the 60s and 70s, genetic technology advanced to the point at which it was possible to begin to quantify genetic differences between individuals and groups, it became increasingly clear that these so-called races were far from genetically homogeneous. In 1972, the evolutionary geneticist Richard Lewontin pointed out that 85% of human genetic diversity occurred within rather than between populations, and only 6%-10% of diversity is associated with the broadly defined races. Most of this difference is accounted for by the readily visible genetic variation of skin colour, hair form and so on. The everyday business of seeing and acknowledging such difference is not the same as the project of genetics - which is to gaze, as Foucault observed, ever deeper within the organism. 

For genetics and, more importantly, for the prospect of treating genetic diseases, the difference is important. Humans differ in their susceptibility to particular diseases, and genetics can have something to say about this. This is why, as more and more genetic variation within human populations has been revealed by the human genome project and DNA technology, there has been a growing debate among geneticists about the utility of the term race. Last autumn, an entire issue of the influential journal Nature Reviews Genetics was devoted to it. The broad consensus remained unchanged. The geneticists agreed with most biological anthropologists that for human biology the term "race" was an unhelpful leftover. Whatever arbitrary boundaries one places on any population group for the purposes of genetic research, they do not match those of conventionally defined races. "Population", meanwhile, is a fuzzy category. For instance, there are average gene differences between the populations of north and south Wales, which contribute to different geographically distributed disease susceptibilities, but it would be a bold scientist or politician who would argue that here are two distinct races. None the less, there was a minority among geneticists that argued for the retention of broadly defined racial categories - a view supported by the evolutionary biologist Armand Marie Leroi in a recent article in the New York Times. Leroi blurs these matters by trying to retain the term race to apply both to these larger groups and to much smaller populations. Thus he argues that 3 million Basques, with gene frequencies that differ on average from their Castilian or Gascon neighbours, constitute a race, though he jibs at applying the same argument to the Welsh. The problem is that the more genetic diversity is discovered, the smaller become the sub-populations that could be described as races. The DNA of native Brits contains traces of multiple waves of occupiers and migrants. Broad racial classifications mask great genetic diversity within them. Thus sickle-cell anaemia is prevalent in people whose ancestors came from malaria-rife regions, including the Mediterranean coastline, not simply Africa; and Ashkenazi, but not Sephardi, Jews have a higher risk of Tay-Sachs disease and breast cancer. The consequence is that, as a scientific concept, race is well past its sell-by date. The study of biological difference needs a new concept - one that makes possible sensitive recognition of the diversity of health risk, and of tracing our own ancestral roots through DNA analysis. And we need it to be a concept fit for the longing for a post-racist 21st century. So let's hear it for the clunky, let's hear it for the precise - hooray for biogeographical ancestry. 
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