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Introduction to Race and Biology

Introduction to Race and Biology

Jean-Luc Bonniol, Elodie Edwards-Grossi and Simeng Wang

The notion of race, as commonly employed, is often and spontaneously associated with
a biological foundation. To explain this connection with biology it is necessary to
undertake an archaeological approach to the concept of race. Such an approach will
identify different semantic strata, which, for both the scientific community and lay
circles, have come to overlap.

The first stratum corresponds to the period before biology was recognized as a
scientific discipline. There was a longstanding tendency to interpret human
differences, whether physical or cultural, as the work of Nature, with categories of
differentiation playing a key role in the description of ancestral ties between human
lineages (Doron 2016). This naturalization of differences was tied to representations of
heredity, and was based on recurrent metaphors, such as the purity of blood, for
example, in late Mediaeval Spain, with the limpieza de sangre statutes (Kriegel 1983,
Zufiiga, 1999, Savy 2007, Schaub 2015). This naturalization was largely founded upon
inherited physical traits, as was the case during European colonization, which gave rise
to prejudice based on skin color, especially in slave colonies (Vaughan 1989, Bonniol
1992).

A second stratum developed with the emergence of biology: racial categorization based
on the idea of nature relied on the assertion of the tangible objective existence of
distinct groups, that is to say collections of human beings differentiated by their
physical traits, resulting from the separation of ancestral lines. Such racial thinking
appeared in the 18th century, initially in scholarly circles, before entering the political
lexicon in the course of the 19th century. It was articulated around deterministic
concepts, with race being a major explanatory element for human behavior, both
individual and collective. This semantic stratum remains widely present in current
representations of race.

This deterministic biologizing was contested after World War II, notably in the four
UNESCO Statements on Race between 1950 and 1967 (Guillaumin 1986, Maurel 2007,
Stoczkowski 2007). These statements led to a separation between nature and culture,
since racial identity can in no way account for acquired traits in human behavior.
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Following the atrocities perpetrated in the name of racial purity during World War II, it
became hazardous to evoke the notion of race: the biological sciences alone were
deemed capable of exploring it.

That is why we have chosen in this issue, in collaboration with social and biological
anthropologist Jean Benoist, to re-examine the third UNESCO Statement on Race,
dedicated to ‘race and biology’, and delivered in a conference held in Moscow in 1964,
which Jean Benoist attended. In the interview he was kind enough to grant us, he
describes the situation in the mid-1960s, some twenty years only after the end of the
Shoah and during decolonization. At that time, there was a consensus regarding the
inadequacy of racial typology as a means of explaining human diversity. Nor could
there be found any link between physical traits and social or cultural behavior. He also
mentions an important idea that he himself was able to develop shortly after, with the
relationship between race and biology reversed with respect to its standard
determination: social factors are indeed what determines biology (Benoist 1966). He
further points out that to geneticists, every human population is a society structured
by relations between individuals. The choice of a sexual partner, necessary for genetic
transmission, influences the social management of a crucial biological fact
(reproduction) with a direct incidence on the genetic structure of the given population.
This leads to a non-random distribution of genes, and thus to statistical ‘raciation’, as
T. Todorov would state years later: “the value system acts as a genetic filter [...], and
the population itself evolves towards the purpose society has set for it” (Todorov 1989).
Thus, for example, it is through control of the reproductive encounters governing
heredity in a society ruled by color-based prejudice that racial ideology can truly leave
its stamp on the body (Bonniol 1992).

The assertion of a non-scientific basis for race did not come from the social sciences,
since they studied the social impact of race: it fell to the biological sciences to
undertake this revolution. A major break had begun to emerge in their field in the
1960s and especially the 1970s, leading to a radical questioning of the notion of race.
One of the emblematic statements of this change of perspective is to be found in
geneticist R.Lewontin’s seminal article “The Apportionment of Human Diversity”
(1972). His main argument is based on a ‘continuum’ wherein most human biological
variation can be identified between individuals rather than ‘races’, thereby making the
concept of race irrelevant and counter-productive. This devaluation of race among
many biologists rapidly spread to the social sciences and political thinking, thereby
opening an ‘enchanted parenthesis’, with many scholars feeling that race could be
evacuated once and for all (Jacquard 1978), seemingly reinforcing antiracism, and the
fashionable axiom: ‘there is no such thing as race’. Thus, race was seen as no more than
a social construct, based only tangentially on biological reality. This conceptualization
subsists to this day in the social sciences (Reardon 2004). Race even came to be banned
as a variable in most French social science publications, a sign that this devaluation was
truly effective.

It can be observed, however, that biological race never fully disappeared from the
scientific literature, as pointed out by a certain number of historians who have insisted
upon the relevance of studying the historical continuum shaping relations between
race and biology (Duster 1995, 2005 and 2006, Washington 2006, Wailoo 2006 and 2010,
Hammonds & Herzig 2008, Hoberman 2012). Health professionals in their different
theories had incorporated the relation between race and biology and medical practices
to highlight the physical or mental differences deemed relevant in their practice,
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whether in the context of Europe’s colonial heritage or slavery in the United States.!
Mobilized in healthcare categorizations and routine medical practices (Grossi 2018),
through conversations and consultations between patients and caregivers (Wang 2009),
the category of race, theorized as a biological entity, has long been juxtaposed with
other uses of the term, as social construct, administrative category or cultural
substrate (Marchetti 1994, Morning 2008). Such is the situation today in clinical trials in
the United States (Epstein 2008, Montoya 2007, Montoya 2011), where population
categories are still listed according to the rigid ethno racial pentagon: White, Black,
Latino, Asian and Native American (Richomme 2007), five groups based on the well-
established census categories (Schor 2009), thereby consolidating the admixture of
administrative, medical and social uses of the notion. In fact, the diversity of use
extends to a much broader field, touching on what, according to Bourdieu, can be
called ‘categories of practice’ rooted in a cultural substrate governing identity-related
practices. One such example is the Rachel Dolezal case, which made the headlines in the
United States, home to the ‘one-drop rule’? and racial separatism: Ms. Dolezal claimed
to be ‘Black’, though she was ‘White’, according to her family. The scandal arose from
this ‘biological’ fraud, since Dolezal did not match the phenotypic and genealogical
criteria for being ‘Black’. These criteria can be interpreted, however, in memorial
terms: a ‘Black’ identity may be claimed if there exists a communal, shared fate (slave
ancestors, in this instance), prerequisite for recognition by the group concerned (this
became problematic for Barack Obama’s assimilation as an ‘African-American’, which
presumes solidarity based on a shared memory of the past trauma of slavery). Unlike
‘transgender’ identity (Wu 2003, Brubaker 2016), the social acceptance of ‘transracial’
identity becomes problematic when based on biological and cultural criteria.

It was again in the biological sciences that the concept of race as a social construct, as
well its devaluation as a biological notion, were put into question, while it ultimately
persisted in many social contexts. The first significant challenge to Lewontin’s theory
came from A.F.Edwards in his article “Human Genetic Diversity: Lewontin’s fallacy”
(2003). Regarding the study of human biological variability, the situation has been
changing fundamentally since the early 2000s, with the rise of genomics. In 2000, the
Human Genome Project concluded that human beings are 99.9% identical in their genetic
makeup. But the findings were soon disputed, notably by scholars in the United States
who saw DNA as providing irrefutable evidence that racial diversity is rooted in our
bodies. DNA, thanks to its identificatory power, is a useful differential instrument for
the remaining 0.1% difference, representing three million bases out of the three billion
forming our genome. This suffices to express human diversity, in terms of both
pathological risk and origin. And yet, DNA can be seen as a double-edged sword: on the
one hand, it helps reveal the extraordinary genetic similarity between all human
beings, while, on the other, it provides for making fine distinctions among the variants
within human diversity. This has contributed in recycling certain obsolete theories on
difference based on the idea of nature, in particular those establishing racial categories.
In fact, some people view the old, traditional racial categories as corresponding, even if
only very roughly, to the infinitesimal margin of biological variation between human
beings, according to the argument often put forward in the United States, of ‘proxy’, or
race, as an approximation of genetic heritage.

Thus, at least in some sectors, genomics opened the way to re-naturalizing the notion of
race, with many consequences. For instance, there is the success of racialized
pharmacogenomics, with the marketing of drugs intended for racially defined
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populations, the first being BiDil, approved in 2005 by the United States Food and Drug
Administration (Kahn 2012, Doron & Lallemand-Stempak 2014). The use of such drugs
by caregivers reinforced belief in a genetic component of the racial variable for
explaining differential diagnostic rates for cardiovascular disease, despite the lack of
any proven correlation for this claim. Furthermore, combining genetic data and social
identity is not limited to academic circles: the general public has appropriated genetic
categories in various ways, especially with the popularization of genomics, consequent
to the marketing of genetic ancestry tests in the United States since the early 2000s
(Bolnick 2008, Bonniol 2006, 2014a and 2014b, Fullwiley 2007, Jordan 2008 and 2010, Lee
2013 and 2015, Lee et al. 2014 and 2018).

There are many social uses for these tests sold by American companies today, as they
cater to a wide range of customers from all continents. Some white supremacists use
their results to argue for a biological definition of race, dependent on the notion of
purity (Donovan & Grossi 2017, Panofsky & Donovan 2018). On the other side of the
political prism, antiracist militants make use of such tests for identitarian purposes, in
various ways depending on their ideology, either to claim, for example, the diversity of
their genetic heritage or, on the contrary, to assert an original racial identity. For many
African-Americans, these tests offer an opportunity to retrace the memory of their
ancestors who were subjected to the Middle Passage and thus confirm their African
origin (Nelson 2016, Abel 2016). Moreover, genetic ancestry tests have attracted the
attention of State governments on account of their capacity to classify individuals
along biological and geographic lines (Abel 2018). Far from being homogeneous, the
positioning of the various players (geneticists, pharmaceutical companies, physicians
producing discourse on genetics, the State, non-specialists, militants) helps shape new,
often diverse interpretations of biological race in the twenty-first century.

The work of Ricardo Ventura Santos and Marcos Chor Maio (2005), in this issue, on the
relations between anthropology, race and identity-related dilemmas in the age of
genomics applied to Brazil, addresses the contradictions that arise in these new
interpretations of race. Their article is also representative of the state of population
analysis techniques as regards origins in the early 2000s. It focuses on a series of
genetic studies that marshaled the technology available at the time: i.e., based solely on
genes of mitochondrial DNA, non-recombinant since transmitted only by the mother,
and the Y chromosome, whose genes, also non-recombinant, are transmitted only by
the father. Thus, their article reveals the extent of interbreeding that seems to
characterize the Brazilian population’s biological history, apparently corroborating the
vision expressed by the great Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre in his well-known
work Casa-grande e senzala (1933). This interbreeding was sexually differentiated and
reflected the power relations prevailing in Brazil in slavery and post-slavery times,
namely the sexual domination of white men over African and Native American women:
the vast majority of markers on the Y chromosome transmitted by the father are of
European origin, while those relating to mitochondrial DNA, transmitted by the
mother, are mainly of African and Native American origin, including phenotypically
White Brazilians. This ‘molecular portrait of Brazil’ also illustrates how genomics can
reveal specificities in a society historically made up of different human elements. This
depiction is, however, rejected at both extremes of the political spectrum: proponents
of the Black movement see it as approving Brazil’s proverbial ‘racial democracy’, now
to be stigmatized since it appears as the acceptable aspect of a whitening policy that
minimizes the contribution of African ancestry; while members of the Far Right cannot
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tolerate seeing their ideal of ethnic separatism and racial purity challenged by genetic
data.

Today, the different political uses of genomic identity echo the study of epigenetic
mechanisms in the trans generational transmission of environmentally influenced
traits, thereby shaping new ways of reappropriating the concept of race —some social,
some biological— on the part of researchers examining these questions (Meloni 2017)
as well as social players who are non-specialists in these matters. In recent years, many
studies invoking epigenetic mechanisms have examined the epigenetic incidence of
stress in African-American populations whose ancestors suffered the trauma of slavery.
Some studies claim that this traumatic memory is transmitted by a trans generational
mechanism which modifies the epigenome (which should be understood as the key
variable in the expression of an individual’s genes) of a large number of people whose
ancestors may have undergone metabolic change linked to slavery, due mainly to
dietary deficiencies. Despite the doubts expressed by many epigeneticists concerning
the mechanism behind the trans generational transmission of trauma, which is not
universally recognized by the scientific community, it is interesting to note that
proponents of reparation for slavery (Grossi 2020), along with anthropologists and
philosophers, increasingly cite this cause-and-effect reasoning as proof. Such reasoning
predicates —on grounds other than the above-mentioned ‘fabrication’ of race on the
basis of the social structuration of reproductive encounters— that race is ‘inscribed in
the body’ through the epigenome.

Are such advances in genomics and epigenetics in relation to human diversity ushering
in a return to the notion of ‘biological race’ in biology and medicine? Critical essays
mention, in particular: an application of the ‘new genetic medicine’ to race (Fullwiley
2008), a movement towards ‘re-establishment’ (Mukhopadhyay & Moses 2008), a
‘resurgence’ (Wailoo et al. 2012, Carson Bird et al. 2015), a ‘return’ (Morning 2014) and
even a resurrection (Duster 2015) aiming to promote once again the concept of
biological race in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The biological
concept of race appears to have been ‘buried alive’ (Duster 2003), but without having
been ‘neutralized once and for all’ (Morning 2011); ultimately, it has been
‘reconditioned, transformed and remarketed’ (Roberts 2011) by specialists in the
natural and medical sciences. This recourse to the lexicon of a ‘return’ should orient us
less towards the ‘disappearance’ of biological race than to its mutation and
transformation, in pace with the historical evolution of biological and medical
discourses, and their influence in the social sciences and beyond, in non-specialist
circles.

Ann Morning’s article (translated into French for this issue) is revealing in this respect.
It points to the trend seen among certain American sociologists who have been
influenced by geneticists —considered to have more legitimacy in addressing these
issues— and who accept the biological foundation of race, accepting it as a given,
despite the fact that they do not deny its social construction and that genetic clusters
are always socially delimited beforehand. She concludes that a critical vision is
indispensable in the face of any assertion of a genetic basis for race.

Today, the markers for the genetic singularisation of individuals are no longer limited
to maternal and paternal lines: they include large-scale associations over the entire
genome (GWAS, (genome-wide association studies), on the basis of sequencing
nucleotides that form chains of DNA, SNPs (single-nucleotide polymorphism) (Jordan
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2010), which may include markers that are among the most informative regarding
differences in ancestry (AIMs, ancestry informative markers). Furthermore, research
on ancient DNA has become decisive thanks to increasingly precise tracking of how the
planet has been peopled over the ages, at least since the appearance of Modern Man in
Africa and subsequent migrations to Eurasia, Oceania and the Americas. This is when
differentiation occurred within isolates through adaptation to different environments,
though there was also a continuous mixing of populations. Consequently, it comes as
no surprise that one of the most eminent representatives of the study of ancient DNA,
David Reich, author of the landmark book Who We Are and How We Got Here: Ancient DNA
and the New Science of the Human Past (2018), should have contributed to the general
discussion on race in a much commented-upon New York Times article “How Genetics is
changing our Understanding of ‘Race’ (23 March 2018). Standing clearly in defense of
race as a social construct and fully aware that genetic findings can be misappropriated
in order to justify racism, he nonetheless pleads in favor of putting an end to a certain
‘orthodoxy’ in the social sciences regarding the issue of average genetic differences
among populations, a position he considers tantamount to “sticking our heads in the
sand” with the risk of leaving a vacuum that gets filled by pseudoscience (as attested by
many publications in the United States that persist in alleging the importance of racial
determinism in the field of human behavior and intelligence testing). Although his
conclusions on the history of biological variability in humans are hard to challenge, it is
unfortunate that his writing should be prey to a certain semantic vagueness, for
example by placing terms referring to racial categorization alongside the results of
statistical inferences on the history of the genome, which leads to not clearly
distinguishing race and ancestry.

The molecular biologist Bertrand Jordan provides clarification of precisely this in his
contribution to the present issue. Using genetically based reasoning, he prefers to
renounce the term ‘race’, with its predominantly negative historical overtones, in favor
of ‘ancestry group’. This has the advantage of precision, as it defines: a set of people
who are genetically similar through their common origin, often in association with a
region of the Earth where the group remained relatively isolated for several millennia.
As such, it is not merely a politically correct substitute for the term ‘race’.

Finally, we turn our attention to one last debate: the intricacies of viewing race and
biology from the standpoint of social inequality, sometimes ‘naturalized’ in popular
discourse as potentially due to genetic differentiation between given populations. A
brief article in this issue sheds light on the different interpretations of ethno-racial
disparities in cases of morbidity and mortality due to COVID-19 on the basis of some
thirty scientific articles, mostly in English, published since 2020. The countries
discussed include the United States, Spain, Brazil, the United Kingdom and France, and
the authors represent a host of scientific disciplines: medicine, public health,
epidemiology, demography, sociology, economics, political science, psychology, and so
on, The purpose of the succinct critical analysis by Simeng Wang is to examine whether
scientific publications on the subject have taken race into account as a social construct
and cultural variable or as biological fact. Some scholars resort primarily to biological
and genetic explanations to account for disparities in morbidity and mortality due to
COVID-19 in populations identified as ‘racially’ different, while others point to
socioeconomic and sociodemographic factors (discrepancies in social conditions: access
to healthcare, housing, employment, transport, savings, everyday stress, racist
victimization, etc.) to which these ethno-racial groups are exposed.
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Since we are currently facing the rise of biological definitions of identities, notably in
relation to ancestry, how can we define the relations between race and biology?* We
have certainly witnessed the return of race as a biological notion since the 2000s. This
return claims that we should rely not only on evidence and common sense, but also on
a so-called “real” science, free from ideology, and based instead on new genetic
knowledge. As it promotes the idea that it has a biological foundation, it also reinforces
the ambient ethno-racial frame of reference, which is imbued with racialized
imaginaries. Thus a new form of “racial realism” is emerging, and is indeed uppermost
in academia, compared to the “social construct” notion —a notion whose uses remain
contaminated by biological connotations. However, it must be recognized that the
situation has changed over the last two decades mostly due to the activism of a certain
number of minority groups, who advocate for justice in the area of public health,
according to the paradigm of inclusion, linked to affirmative action and identity
politics. But this is a double-edged sword, for this same logic is also found on the other
side of the political spectrum, on the side of those obsessed with purity and racial
superiority.

Faced with this racialist revival, one can object that genetic knowledge is far from
neutral, because it is permeated with blind spots and ambiguities, and that the
production of genetic data is entirely enmeshed with processes of social construction,
both in the description of the facts and their treatment. The production of genetic data
conceals epistemological and political traps, in particular because of the tensions now
in existence between the recognition of biological entities, which would be more or less
separated, and the older discourses on the clinal and continuous character of human
populations.

For sure, with the aid of genomics, the increasingly well-honed understanding of
human diversity has helped adapt medical diagnosis and therapy to the individual’s
genetic endowment. The progress this represents is unquestionable. But will it
inevitably lead to racial semiotics, with, for example, the development of racialized
medicine at the expense of personalized medicine? Is not human variability far too
complex, in both its genetic and epigenetic dimensions, to be analyzed on the basis of
timeworn racial categories, varying from one culture to the next, and bearing the
legacy of a hierarchical vision and past —and sometimes present— oppression, even if
race has been redefined by DNA?

The current and persistent use of race forces us to acknowledge a deliberate revival of
its lexicon for designating individuals in public debate and even sometimes, in
academia. For their part, the social sciences view it legitimately as a variable that
should continue to be taken into account because of its social efficacy in the analysis of
discrimination in particular, while avoiding all reference to biological underpinnings.
Yet, would this mean that we do not wish to take into account the recent history of the
notion with its biological definition and its socio-political uses, even if these new so-
called “biosocialities” are supposed to be positive, fluid and non-deterministic (while
still generating identities that are ambiguous)? Making it a simple social construct,
however, runs the risk of forgetting the principle behind its use, namely the
‘naturalization of difference’, established on the basis of non-modifiable hereditary
traits, since the categorization it establishes makes reference to genetically determined
phenotypic signs, thus freighting the racial lexicon with a contagious biological burden
and providing grounds for a daunting pitfall, which will crystallize and define
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categories for years to come. In conclusion, we must relentlessly pursue our
questioning of race as a biological entity.
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NOTES

1. A whole series of studies bear on race as an omnipresent biological entity in colonial medicine
and healthcare for populations in French-speaking (Collignon 2006, Keller 2008) and English-
speaking Africa (Swartz 2010, Sadowsky 1999, Heaton 2013), Asia (Ernst 2004, 2007, Anderson
2006), Oceania (Mouchenik 2001) and the Caribbean (Hogarth 2017), on the racial categories used
in medicine in the United States in times of slavery and subsequently (Savitt 1978, Bankole-
Medina 1998), in particular with the development of gynaecology in the United States and
medical experimentation on Black people’s bodies (Cooper Owens 2016), and on racialist medical
theories in nineteenth- and twentieth-century medical schools and hospitals (Willoughby 2017,
Kenny 2011, Ramey Berry 2017, Grossi 2019). Despite the association of this notion with certain
notorious historical contexts —such as eugenic practices (Dorr 2008, Kevles 2008, Larson 1996) or
racial experimentation in Tuskegee, Alabama (Gamble 1997) or pre-Nazi Germany (Weindling
2005)— biological race has remained an unseen category, routinely applied in healthcare
practices in many societies. Yet, the conditions for its dissemination and reception from one
society to another remain to be studied. For example, ‘biological race’ is a category currently
employed in China for STAPS (Science and Techniques of Physical and Sport Activities) to
compare athletic performance at the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing (Xi et al. 2010).

2. The ‘hypodescendent rule’ is based on the principle that a person with ‘one drop of black blood
is black’.
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3. The following paragraphs were inspired by Claude-Olivier Doron’s conclusion in his book:
Claude-Olivier Doron, L’homme altéré, Champ Vallon, 2016.
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