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Abstract

In my paper, I examine the changes that have taken place in different approaches to race
through an analysis of race-related concepts in the international literature. I therefore set
out to describe the definitions of race that have emerged in the academic world and the
debate surrounding the concept. A deeper study of this problem is essential if we are to
understand what motivates the persistence of race, that is, what is at stake in the application
and use of the concept. The growing sociological and anthropological literature on the
geneticisation and molecularisation of race indicates that a kind of biological realism or
essentialism is being revived. This is why I think it is important to explain, through a few
examples, the arguments of contemporary European constructivist critical race theorists

who take an anti-essentialist stance and maintain a contextualised understanding of race.
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Introduction

When Ann Morning conducted research on the nature of race, many of the scientists
interviewed said, “Everyone knows race is a social construct!”' These researchers also
expressed disbelief that Morning would find any diversity regarding the definition of race
in the scientific community. But the idea that the definition of race, and how we think about
it, is very divisive and fraught with tension among scholars is a good starting point:* as thetre
is no consensus among researchers on what constitutes a race.” Some scholars believe that
there is a disciplinary divide between social scientists, who share a more constructivist view,
and biologists and physical anthropologists, who largely maintain an essentialist approach.*
These differences however are not only between disciplines, but also within disciplines.’
In the field of science studies, a discipline that uses social science methods and
concepts to analyze the issues and problems of scence, many scholars examine “the changes
in fundamental cultural categories that have occurred as nature has become increasingly

manufactured, commodified, digitized, and, in general, socially shaped by new research

'Morning 2011, 7.

2 Cartmill 1999, 651-660.

*Cooper 2003, 23-25; Ossotio - Duster 2005, 115-128; Sankat - Cho 2002, 1337-1338; Wadman 2004, 1026

* Cartmill 1999, 651-660; Duster 2003, 258-277; Keita - Kittles 1997, 534—544; Krieger - Bassett 1993, 161-169;
Lee -Mountain - Koenig 2001, 33—75; Odocha 2000, 96-97.

*Morning 2011, 1-22.
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fields and associated technologies.” Science studies scholars also research and monitor
changes in the way scientists and the man in the street conceptualize the human body, the
determinants of health, the emergence of racism, and the new biological essentialism.”

In my paper, I examine the changes that have taken place in different approaches to
race, through an analysis of race-related concepts in the literature. I will therefore attempt
to describe the definitions of race that have emerged in academia. In order to describe the
debate surrounding the concept of race, a deeper exploration of this issue is essential if
we are to understand the stakes involved in its application and use. The literature review
shows that there is still no agreement, even within a given discipline, on how the concept
of race should be interpreted. It is true that the growing sociological and anthropological
literature on the geneticisation® and molecularisation of race indicates that a kind of
biological realism or essentialism is being revived.” This is why it is important in this article
to explain, through a few examples, the arguments along which contemporary European

constructivist critical race theorists take an anti-essentialist stance.

Race: social construct or biological reality?

According to Leonard Lieberman, essentialists are those researchers who think the human
race is inherently divided into races."” Constructivists are scientists who do not believe in the
racial division of the human race. However, this rigid and definite essentialist-constructivist
dichotomy is perhaps a picture that is too simplistic to describe satisfactorily our ideas
about our differences, yet it provides an appropriate framework for the international debate

about the concept of race.
An essentialist approach

The central idea of the essentialists is that members of a given group share one or more
defining qualities that are inherent, essential and innate, or otherwise fixed, to the group."
In defining race, the essentialist position implies an inherited, permanent physical or

psychological difference between different racial groups, which are thought to be natural

®Hess 2007, 463.

"Martin 1998, 2244,

¢ Lippmann 1993, 64-79.

? Fausto - Sterling 2004, 1-37; Fullwiley 2007, 221-237; Outram—Ellison 2006, 157-179; Palsson 2007, 257-272.
Tieberman 1968, 127-141.

""Morning 2011, 22-66.
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kinds."”” In many cases race (Mayr defines it even more narrowly as geographic race) and
sub-species are treated as synonymous, where race means “an aggregate of phenotypically
similar population of a species inhabiting a geographic subdivision of the range of that
species and differing taxonomically from other populations of that species.”"?

Race as a definition and category, as well as the essentialist conception of race, was
born before and outside the advent of modern science.' The beginnings of ‘race science
can be traced back to 18th century Europe, where the forerunners of today’s biologists and
anthropologists sought to name, catalogue and describe the races of the world. Linné (1707-
78) is perhaps the best known of the early taxonomists. It was he who initially established
four categories within the human race: American, Asiatic, African and European. These
were defined first by place of origin and later by skin colour. In addition to him, several
other scientists developed human classification schemes, such as Francios Bernier, George-
Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon and Johann Friedrich Blumenbach." In addition to the
various taxonomies, European scientists developed the first anthropometric measures of
race-based differences. Petrus Camper worked on facial angles, Anders Retzius introduced the
cranial index and Paul Broca invented various instruments to measure the skull and other
human body parts.'® Race played a prominent role in the theoretical and methodological
development of the human sciences during this period. These essentialist ideas became
intertwined with social hierarchies based on skin colour during this period, mostly under
the influence of European colonisation in the Americas, Africa and Asia."” The end product

2 <

was an essentialist and hierarchical concept of “black,” “white,” “yellow;” and “red” race,
created by Linne and other taxonomists.'®

This approach flourished in the 19th century. Empirical evidence was found by
researchers of the time, such as Samuel Morton, Josiah Nott, George Gliddon and Louis
Agassiz, that different races existed. Differences between races were thought to be found
in skeletal structure, muscles, genitals, brain size, sweat, speech and intelligence.” These
have been analyzed and studied in disciplines such as anthropology, craniometry and

anthropometry.

12 Tate—Audette 2001, 495-520.

" Mayr 2002, 90.

*Smedley—Smedley 2007, 11-35.

' Smedley—Smedley 2007, 227-251; Smith 2015, 252-267.
' Hannaford 1996, 235-274.

" Hannaford 1996, 235-274.

" Morning 2011, 22-66.

1 Smedley—Smedley 2007, 227-251.

Pro&Contra 2 (2022) 5-24



10 ALEXANDRA SZEMERE

The late 19th and eatly years of the 20th century signaled that a new scientific definition
was on the horizon.” The science of eugenics and its results had an impact on the evolution
and change of the concept of race. According to the eugenic interpretation of Darwinian
evolutionary theory, races are in constant competition with each other, meaning that the
fittest survive (survival of the fittest) and the weakest ate doomed to extinction.”

The eugenic discourse of the interwar period and the events of the Second World
War contributed to the rejection of the concept of race that dominated in the 18th and
19th centuries. One of the most striking examples of this is the UNESCO resolution of
1950, in which, in an essay by Ashley Montague and other social scientists* the essentialist
concept of race and the exclusionary, destructive racism based on it are condemned. By
the mid-20th century, therefore, a kind of academic consensus had emerged against the
harmful effects of the essentalist model.” A rethinking of the conceptual approach to
race became necessary, most notably as scientists began to deny its scientific nature. We

can sum up the essentialist position as follows:

“Race theory is the recurrently encountered folk belief that humans can be partitioned into
distinct types on the basis of their concrete, observable constitution. The notion of observable
constitution captures the following features of racial thinking: racial differences are thought
to be embodied, natural, and enduring, and are thought to encompass nonobvious or inner

qualities (including moral and mental ones) as well as outward physical ones.”

In addition, scientific research has emerged that has used contemporary technology
to demonstrate the biological impossibility of race. A classically cited example of this is
Richard Lewontin’s research, who published an article in 1972 demonstrating through the
tools of genetics that races cannot be distinguished genetically.” Despite this scientific
result essentialist thinking has not disappeared. According to essentialists, biological races
exist as a taxonomic unit of a subspecies, differing from a population only in a few gene
frequencies. A good example of this approach is the work of Neven Sesardi¢, who believes

that the differences in gene frequencies capture the biological reality of race.”

* Morning 2011, 22—66.

' Spencer 2006.

* Montague 1950.

» Smedley—Smedley 2007, 269-288.
*Hirschfeld 1996, 42.

» Feldman—Lewontin 2008.

% Sesardi¢ 2010.
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A constructivist approach

If essentialists argue that race categories simply reflect natural, stable differences between
human groups, then constructivists argue that such categories are “man-made” or in other

words artificial “social constructs.”?’

Many critics see constructivism as a denial and rejection
of important truths of biological “reality.” But it is also interpreted as an epistemological
approach that undermines valuable scientific (basic) principles such as objectivity and
positivism.” But constructivists do not see social groups as less real simply because they
are not rooted in biology. Constructivists believe that race is the result of an ideology that
emerged in the 18th century as part of European experimentation to comprehend other
ethnic groups.””

As aresult of the “events” discussed in the essentialist approach, the eatly years of the
20th century already indicated that a new scientific definition of race was on the horizon.
And in the 1950s a new anti-essentialist view emerged, which Lieberman summarizes
as (1) human biological differences cannot be neatly divided into separate categories, (ii)
race-based traits are not inherited together, (iii) populations have always been mixed, so
the emergence of different races is impossible, (iv) the boundaries of races are arbitrarily
drawn by those who do the classifying. This idea is a radical depattute from the previous
understanding, since it aims to directly refute the biological claims of the essentialists. Matt
Cartmill’s research shows that the use of the concept of race in scientific articles in the field
of physical anthropology showed a downward trend between the 1960s and the 1990s.”!
Similar to the anti-essentialist position, most constructivists see race as “a definition that
expresses and symbolizes social conflicts, interests and concerns about different types of
human bodies.”** Racial classification is thus a tool of powet, designed to create social
hierarchies and to elevate people — economically, socially and politically — at the expense of
others.” Since, according to the constructivist view, race is a ‘social invention’, individuals
do not carry their race with them, it is merely a label that is attached to them depending

on the society they belong to.”* Racial categorization is an intellectual product of cultural

# Fausto—Stetling 2004, 1-37; Fullwiley 2007, 221-237; Outram—Ellison 2006, 157-179; Palsson 2007, 257-272;
Barkan 1992, 13—-66; Nobles 2000, 1-25; Reardon 2004, 38—65; Morning 2011, 1-22.

% Gergen 1998, 33-48; Sarich—Miele 2004, 59-103.

# Morning 2011, 22-66.

¥ TLieberman 1968, 127-141.

1 Cartmill 1999, 651-660.

2 Omi-Winant 1994, 55.

» Morning 2008, 106-137.

*Morning 2011, 18.

Pro&Contra 2 (2022) 5-24
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powet, position and attitude, which continues to have an impact today.” The relationship

between constructivists and essentialists can be summarized as follows:

“Specifically, I submit that race is a system for classifying human beings that is grounded in
the belief that they embody inherited and fixed biological characteristics that identify them as
members of racial groups. Where essentialists and constructionists would differ is on whether

the belief in biological racial difference is accurate.”*

Contemporary definitions of race

There is no consensus on the concept of race across disciplines or within disciplines, and
the scientific definition of race is constantly changing. Despite well-established critiques
in the social and natural sciences since the mid-20th century, the biological approach to
race seems to be widely used by scholars working in various disciplines by peeling away
ambiguous, and suspect meanings.”” Below I will show how thinking about race has changed
and explore the question of whether contemporary theories do indeed incorporate a
biological model of race.

Contemporaty views on the definition of race ate rewritten by the concept of DNA.*
Troy Duster argues that DNA’s prominent role in defining race suggests that there is
continuity between contemporary scientific understandings of race and the essentialism
of the past. He posits that earlier notions of race are simply ‘buried alive’ in contemporary
scientific thought and practice.” However, research on the human genome has led some
scientists to conclude that different categories of race do not significantly reflect biological
differences.” The finding that 99.9% of human DNA is shared by groups of what we call
races, and there are 85% differences in DNA variation within groups are widely argued to
be reasons for a rethinking of racial categories. The discovery through genetic research
of one’s descent from multiple racial groups can be interpreted as a blow to the traditional
biological notion of race. Other researchers, however, are of the opinion that human

genetics and its research results can be interpreted as evidence for the existence of natural

¥ Omi-Winant 1994, 9-48; Hirschfeld 1996, 135-159; Morning 2011, 1-22.

* Morning 2011, 21.

37 Fausto-Stetling 2004, 1-37; Fullwiley 2007, 221-237; Outram—Ellison 2006, 157-179; Pélsson 2007, 257-272.
* Abu El-Haj 2007.

¥ Duster 2003, 258-277.

4 Marks 1995; Graves 2000, 155-173.

“Lewontin 1972, 381-398.
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races within the human species.*” They argue, for example, that clustering algorithms
applied to human DNA data objectively generate clusters that can be understood as races.*
Furthermore, the “genetic family tree.” i. e, the racial heritage of an individual, can be
unraveled from DNA analysis.* The aforementioned concept is also of great importance
in medicine, as it can provide a basis for understanding differences in health conditions.*
Many proponents of the essentialist model believe that it would be a shame to deny what
members of historically oppressed minority groups, see as an important biological reality

in their everyday life.*

They believe that race-based identification contains information
that can help more accurately identify health needs.*’

It can be seen, however, that the geneticisation and molecularisation of race and the
results of DNA analysis are used by both essentialists and constructivists to reinforce their
views in the debate on the definition of race. Geneticists Morris W. Foster and Richard
R. Sharp argue that “although a simplistic biological understanding of race and ethnicity,
linked to the eugenics movement, may be dead, a more nuanced assumption, namely that
race and ethnicity do capture ‘some” meaningful biological differences, is alive and well.”*
Evolutionary biologist Joseph Graves, on the other hand, finds that “|m]ost geneticists,
evolutionary biologists and anthropologists agree that there are no biological races within
the human species.”® Furthermore, several philosophers, biologists and social scientists
have reached the same conclusion.” To get a more nuanced picture of the contemporary
debate on the nature of race, it is important to note the work of Lundy Braun, who has

examined the biologists’ views on race. *'

“Multiple, frequently conflicting, and generally implicit understandings of the concepts of
race and ethnicity circulate in biomedical circles, with some researchers proposing that race
has no genetic meaning, others arguing that the estimated 5 to 6 percent genetic difference is
sufficiently meaningful biologically to justify an intensive research program, and still others

arguing that the whole controversy can be circumvented by substituting ethnicity for race.””*

2 Mayr 2002, 89-94.

#Risch et al. 2002, 1-12.

“Bolnick et al. 2007, 399-400.

# Lee—Mountain—Koenig 2000, 33-75.

¥ Morning 2011, 219-249.

#7Satel 2002, 56-58; Burchard et al. 2003, 1170-75.
*# Foster—Sharp 2002, 844.

¥ Graves 2001, 5.

S Barkan 1992, 13—66; Marks 1995; Nobles 2000, 1-25; Reardon 2004, 38—65.
5 Braun 2002, 159—174.

*2Braun 2002, 165.
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However, if the meaning does not change — i. e., ethnicity is used in the same sense
as race — this does not mean that the same issues and problems will not arise in the future
as with race.

Like Braun, Alan H. Goodman was curious about how members of the scientific
community use the concept of race. He proposes to divide the scholars according to
which type of epistemological approach do they subscribe to: at one end of his typology
are the true believers, such as the psychologist Philippe J. Rushton, who believes in three
categoties of race (Mongoloid, Negroid and Caucasian).” He classified them according
to intelligence and reproductive ability.” The other camp can be divided into two groups:
both groups believe that race is just a myth, but they come to different conclusions. The
politically conservative group argues that if race does not exist, socio-political decisions
should not be based on race.” In the social constructivists’ view, the way in which individuals
experience their own race does not correspond to the way in which different disciplines
biologize the concept.”® Goodman calls the in-between group the “confused”’one. He
includes in this group some people who do not understand why race biolygy is wrong, yet
avoid its occurrence in any way in order to maintain the appearance of political correctness.
Others use the concept of race as a quasi-biological, quasi-genetic category and do not
understand what is wrong with the concept or the way it is used. Still others believe that the
stance against race biology is political rather than scientific. The camp of those who fall in
between is huge. It includes almost all public health professionals and doctors, biologists
and most physical anthropologists.

Braun and Goodman’s research suggests that it is far from clear, even in academia,
how different disciplines think about race and how they interpret or define it. It can also
be seen that thinking about race involves a great many social institutions, which makes it
important to consider a social critical approach that aims to show the social embeddedness
of the concept on a constructivist basis. In other words, it is worth examining how critical

social science reflects on the structuring power of the concept.

% Goodman 1997, 20-25.

**Rushton—Jensen 2005, 235-294.

% Hannaford 1996, 369—-396.

%6 Smedley—Smedley 2007, 289-307; Matks 1995; Reardon 2004, 38—65.
" Goodman 1997, 23.
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Critical race theory and its European interpretations:

the case of Roma racialization

Critical race theory as an academic approach originated in the legal field in the United
States of America. Researchers wanted to address the problem that, despite the fact that the
classical biological concept of race was challenged by the second half of the 20th century,
both the scientific discourse and people’s everyday lives were still influenced by essentialist
race-based thinking. This has made it necessary to develop a theoretical approach that can
take account of biological (material) differences without denying the social construction
of race. Researchers placed emphasis on three main ideas: (1) on being able to talk about
the everyday reality of racism and (2) to be able to represent the perspectives of citizens
who have experienced or are experiencing racism, and (3) to capture the changing process
of racism in different social contexts.”® These essentially legal-theoretical works serve as
the foundation for scholars who then built upon these ideas working from very different
social science fields. Their aim in addition to redefining race is to address the problem of
institutionalized racism.

Although there have been many changes in the scientific discourse on race, along
with the availability of exhaustive literature on the negative effects of racism both in alocal
and global context, we cannot talk about equal societies in the third decade of the 21st
century. Itis from this critical framework that Howard Winant draws attention to the need
for researchers to focus on the articulation of race.”” He argues that if we ate to be setious
about combating racism in our globalizing, multicultural world, we need a theory that can
capture the typification and social structuration that race brings. According to Winant, there
are three important elements to this: (1) a comparative/historical aspect; (2) the ability to
link the structuring effects and identity-marking function of racialization within society at
the micro and macro levels; (3) a rethinking of political discourse in the light of the ways in
which the concept of race, race-based thinking, inhibits the achievement of social equality.

Following the atrocities committed by Nazi Germany and the UNESCO declarations
after the Second World War, the concept of race was replaced in Europe (unlike in Britain
and Ireland) by the category of ethnic identity. According to Mathias M&schel, the main
argument against its use was based on the fact that, since there is no biological sense of
race, the use of the concept of race would implicitly contribute to its legitimization and

60

provide a breeding ground for racism.” However, the problem is that the concept of race

* Delgado—Stefancic 2000; 2001; Haney—Lo6pez 2010.
" Winant 2000.
O Moschel 2011.
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is in use, racism has not disappeared, and the narrow interpretation of continental scientific
discourse does not allow for a grasp of the everyday reality of race and racism. To illustrate
this, M&schel cites the French practice, where the dominant approach to racial equality is
of colorblindness. In this example, the author discusses the need for statisticians to use the
category of racial identity, without which they are unable to detect racism in society. Mschel
places particular emphasis on institutions — prisons, police — where racial discrimination
is well documented from a social science perspective, although there is no formal racial
categorization of citizens. For these reasons, Méschel also argues that critical race theory
(hereafter: CRT) provides a useful perspective in the European context, because similatly
to the American, the European discourse is not capable of sensitively grasping how race
functions in various social contexts. CRT’s critical principles allow researchers to reflect
on how race functions in different interactions, to grasp the structuring power of race, the
everydayness of racism, and to point out the performativity of race.

Racial discrimination affects minority communities in Europe, and Roma communities
are among the larger ethnic groups, and for this reason, there is a substantial scholarship
(within the field of Critical Romani Studies) that deals with discrimination against
these communities.®" It is argued, that the inability to collect accurate data on the Roma
population and thus the lack of accurate data about the negative discrimination they
face in the workplace, housing, education, in healthcare or legal areas act as barriers in
combating discrimination and hinder any solution to these inequalities. Ronnie Fay and
Lynsey Kavanaugh for example, argue for statistical visibility of Roma communities in
Ireland.®” Fay and Kavanaugh argue for the need to captute ethnic identity in census data
collection in order to produce effective evidence-based policy interventions to prevent
discrimination. Similar problems are seen with the Sinti and Roma community in Germany
by researchers Anja Reuss and Jonathan Mack. The difference between Reuss and Mack’s
approach to that of Fay and Kavanaugh is that the former take the position that different
forms of discrimination should be recorded without registering ethnic data. They argue
that it is possible to combat racial discrimination without quantitative data collection by the
state, but in order to make sense of the everyday reality of racism, it is important to have
qualitative research where these experiences can be explored and linked to ethnic identity.
All of this must be done in strict compliance with the ethical rules of scientific research, so
that sensitive ethnic data cannot be linked to individuals and made public, thus preventing

ethnic identity from being the basis for any misuse later on.

' Ryder—Cemlyn—Acton 2014; Cortés Gémez—End 2019; Van Baar—Ko6czé 2020.
62 Fay—Kavanaugh 2019.
6 Reuss—Mack 2019.
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Lazar argues for the application of critical race theory in Hungarian legal theory,
and in his review, he emphasizes how the tools proposed by CRT could help reform the
legal system, for example by taking into account the everyday experiences of victims of
racial discrimination.® In this way, the notion of race in the legal framework would also
make sense on the basis of local needs and experiences. Szamosi also draws attention to
the application of critical race theory in the Hungarian health context.”® In his work, he
argues that in a society where ethnic inequalities have long determined the life quality of
citizens, the use of ethnic identity can enable more equal access to health care. The health
marginalization of Roma people and both the scientific documentation of this process and
the incorporation of their experiences concerning ethnic discrimination into the reform of
medical practice, can enable the improvement of health standards for Roma communities.
However, he also considers it important that race and ethnic identity must be contextually
defined and applied. There is a need for concepts to inform medical decision-making,
and the use of identity categories makes health disparities statistically visible, but it must
be recognized that the essentialist interpretations of these concepts can negatively impact

equal access to health care.

Conclusion

Views and definitions of race are constantly changing. We cannot therefore talk about
a fixed, stable concept, which is timeless, the same in every age and in every discipline.
There are ongoing debates about the nature of race, focusing on whether we can talk
about a biologically based classification of race, or whether it is a category that is more
socially understood and created in order to make it easier to classify and understand other
ethnic groups. There is a debate between different disciplines and within disciplines about
the definition of race. However, both constructivists and essentialists agree that race is a
system for classifying people based on the assumption that they have permanent biological
characteristics. The difference between the essentialist and constructivist conceptions
is rooted in the question of whether race-based differences in biological terms can be
accurately captured.® It can also be seen that, in the case of contemporary definitions, the
geneticisation and molecularisation of race, as well as the results from DNA analysis, are

used by both essentialists and constructivists to reinforce their views in the debate on the

“Tazar 2016.
% Szamosi 2013; 2019; 2022.
% Morning 2011, 219-249.
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18 ALEXANDRA SZEMERE

definition of race. However, these approaches are not sensitive enough as to how race is
created in everyday experience. Critical race theory, building on the constructivist approach,
proposes a concept of race that takes into account the material differences associated with
the concept itself, while at the same time capturing the cultural embeddedness of race,
thereby pointing to the variability of the concept’s meanings, both historically, socially and
geographically.
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