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An excerpt from Chapter 4 - Biology   
  
The same Bible that taught me that all humans descended from the first pair also argued for immutable 
human difference, the result of a divine curse. “The people who were scattered over the earth came 
from Noah’s three sons,” according to the story of the biblical Great Flood in the ninth chapter of 
Genesis. Noah planted a vineyard, drank some of its wine, and fell asleep, naked and drunk, in his tent. 
Ham saw his father’s nakedness and alerted in brothers. Shem and Japheth refused to look at Noah’s 
nakedness, walked backward into his tent, and covered him. When Noah awoke, he learned that Ham, 
the father of Canaan, had viewed him in all his nakedness. “May a curse be put on Canaan,” Noah raged. 
“May Canaan be the slave of Shem.”   
  
Who are the cursed descendants of Canaan? In 1578, English travel writer George Best provided an 
answer that, not coincidentally, justified expanding European enslavement of African people. God willed 
that Ham’s son and “all his posteritie after should be so blacke and loathsome,” Best writes, “that is 
might remain a spectacle of disobedience to all the worlde.”   
  
Racist power at once made biological racial distinction and biological racial hierarchy the components of 
biological racism. This curse theory lived prominently on the justifying lips of slave-holders until Black 
chattel slavery died in Christian countries in the nineteenth century. Proof did not matter when 
biological racial difference could be created by misreading the Bible.   
  
But science can also be misread. After Christopher Columbus discovered a people unmentioned in the 
Bible, speculations arose about Native Americans and soon about Africans descending from “a different 
Adam.” But Christian Europe regarded polygenesis—the theory that the races are separate species with 
distinct creations—as heresy. When Isaac La Peyrère released Men Before Adam in 1655, Parisian 
authorities threw him in prison and burned his books. But powerful slaveholders in places like Barbados 
“preferred” the proslavery belief that there existed a “race of Men, not derivable from Adam” over “the 
Curse of Ham.”   
  
Polygenesis became a source of intellectual debate throughout the Age of Enlightenment. The debate 
climaxed in the 1770s, during the first transatlantic antislavery movement. In 1776, Thomas Jefferson 
came down on the side of monogenesis. But over the next few decades, polygenesis came to rule racial 
thought in the United States through scholars like Samuel Morton and Louis Agassiz, prompting biologist 
Charles Darwin to write in the opening pages of The Origin of Species in 1859, “The view which most 
naturalists entertain, and which I formerly entertained—namely, that each species has 
been independently created—is erroneous.” He offered a theory of natural selection that was soon used 
as another method to biologically distinguish and rank the races.   
  
The naturally selected White race was winning the struggle, was evolving, was headed toward 
perfection, according to social Darwinists. The only three outcomes available for the “weaker” 
races were extinction, slavery, or assimilation, explained the social Darwinist who founded 
American sociology. “Many fear the first possibility for the Indians,” Albion Small co-wrote in 1894; “the 
second fate is often predicted for the negroes; while the third is anticipated for the Chinese and other 
Eastern peoples.”   
  



The transatlantic eugenics movement, powered by Darwin’s half cousin Francis Galton, aimed to speed 
up natural selection with policies encouraging reproduction among those with superior genes and re-
enslaving or killing their genetic inferiors. Global outrage after the genocidal eugenics-driven policies of 
Nazi Germany in the mid-twentieth century led to the marginalization of biological racism within 
academic thought for the first time in four hundred years. Biological racism—curse theory, polygenesis, 
and eugenics—had held strong for that long. And yet marginalization in academic thought did not mean 
marginalization in common thought, including the kind of common thinking that surrounded me as a 
child.   
  
Scientists and applause accompanied the president of the United States as he walked into the East 
Room of the White House on June 26, 2000. Bill Clinton took his position behind a podium in the middle 
of two screens featuring this headline: Decoding the Book of Life/ A Milestone for Humanity. Geneticists 
had started decoding the book of life in 1990, the same year I identified myself in that book as Black.   
  
After thanking politicians and scientists from around the world, Clinton harkened back two hundred 
years, to the day Thomas Jefferson “spread out a magnificent map” of the continental United States “in 
this room, on this floor.”   
  
“Today, the world is joining us here in the East Room to behold a map of even greater significance,” 
Clinton announced. “We are here to celebrate the completion of the first survey of the entire human 
genome. Without a doubt, this is the most important, most wondrous map ever produced by 
humankind.” When scientists finished drawing the map of “our miraculous genetic code,” when they 
stepped back and looked at the map, one of the “great truths” they saw was “that in genetic terms, all 
human beings, regardless of race, are more than 99.9 percent the same,” Clinton declared. “What that 
means is that modern science has confirmed what we first learned from ancient faiths. The most 
important fact of life on this Earth is our common humanity.”   
  
No one told me the defining investigation in modern human history was unfolding behind the racial 
wars of the 1990s. It was arguably one of the most important scientific announcements ever made by a 
sitting head of state—perhaps as important to humans as landing on the moon—but the news of our 
fundamental equality was quickly overtaken by more-familiar arguments.   
  
“Scientists planning the next phase of the human genome project are being forced to confront a 
treacherous issue: the genetic differences between human races,” science writer Nicholas Wade 
reported in The New York Times not long after Clinton’s announcement. In his 2014 bestseller, A 
Troublesome Inheritance, Wade made the case that “there is a genetic component to human social 
behavior.” This connecting biology to behavior is the cradle of biological racism—it leads to biological 
ranking of the races and the supposition that the biology of certain races yields superior behavioral 
traits, like intelligence.   
  
But there is no such thing as racial ancestry. Ethnic ancestry does exist. Camara Jones, a prominent 
medical researcher of health disparities, explained it this way to bioethics scholar Dorothy Roberts: 
“People are born with ancestry that comes from their parents but are assigned a race.” People from the 
same ethnic groups that are native to certain geographic regions typically share the same genetic 
profile. Geneticists call them “populations.” When geneticists compare these ethnic populations, they 
find there is more genetic diversity between populations within Africa than between Africa and the rest 
of the world. Ethnic groups in Western Africa are more genetically similar to ethnic groups in Western 
Europe than to ethnic groups in Eastern Africa. Race is a genetic mirage.   



  
Segregationists like Nicholas Wade figure if humans are 99.9 percent genetically alike, then they must 
be 0.1 percent distinct. And this distinction must be racial. And that 0.1 percent of racial distinction has 
grown exponentially over the millennia. And it is their job to search heaven and earth for these 
exponentially distinct races.   
  
Assimilationists have accepted a different job, which has been in the works for decades. “What should 
we be teaching inside our churches and beyond their four walls?” Christian fundamentalist Ken Ham, 
the co-author of One Race One Blood, asked in an op-ed in 2017. “For one, point out the common 
ground of both evolutionists and creationists: the mapping of the human genome concluded that there 
is only one race, the human race.”   
  
Singular-race makers push for the end of categorizing and identifying by race. They wag their fingers at 
people like me identifying as Black—but the unfortunate truth is that their well-meaning post-racial 
strategy makes no sense in our racist world. Race is a mirage but one that humanity has organized itself 
around in very real ways. Imagining away the existence of races in a racist world is as conserving and 
harmful as imagining away classes in a capitalist world—it allows the ruling races and classes to keep on 
ruling.   
  
Assimilationists believe in the post-racial myth that talking about race constitutes racism, or that if we 
stop identifying by race, then racism will miraculously go away. They fail to realize that if we stop using 
racial categories, then we will not be able to identify racial inequity. If we cannot identify racial inequity, 
then we will not be able to identify racist policies. If we cannot identify racist policies, then we cannot 
challenge racist policies. If we cannot challenge racist policies, then racist power’s final solution will be 
achieved: a world of inequity none of us can see, let alone resist. Terminating racial categories is 
potentially the last, not the first, step in the antiracist struggle.   
  
The segregationist sees six biologically distinct races. The assimilationist sees one biological human race. 
But there is another way of looking, through the lens of biological antiracism. To be antiracist is to 
recognize the reality of biological equality, that skin color is as meaningless to our underlying humanity 
as the clothes we wear over that skin. To be antiracist is to recognize there is no such thing as White 
blood or Black diseases or natural Latinx athleticism. To be antiracist is to also recognize the living, 
breathing reality of this racial mirage, which makes our skin colors more meaningful than our 
individuality. To be antiracist is to focus on ending the racism that shapes the mirages, not to ignore the 
mirages that shape peoples’ lives.   
 

Definitions:  
 
Assimilationist: One who is expressing the racist idea that a racial group is culturally or behaviorally 
inferior and is supporting cultural or behavioral enrichment programs to develop that racial group.  
 
Segregationist: One who is expressing the racist idea that a permanently inferior racial group can 
never be developed and is supporting policy that segregates away that racial group.  
 
Antiracist: One who is expressing the idea that racial groups are equals and none needs developing, 
and is supporting policy that reduces racial inequity.  

 


