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Abstract 
 

In this paper, I endorse the view defended by Hochman and others that there are 
no races but rather there are only racialized populations. The distinction between 
“race” being real but socially constructed and being its being non-existent or a 
‘myth’ might seem of little importance. But aside from conceptual clarity, the view 
that there are only racialized populations makes better sense of how racialized pop-
ulations came into being, how racialization has the profound impacts that it does, 
and what kind of worlds we might imagine (and work towards) where racialization 
ceases to have such meaningful power and impacts. In biomedicine, the racializa-
tion of populations can explain a number of seemingly disparate phenomena, in-
cluding both the ways in which racialized populations can suffer biological harm 
through the mechanisms of racialization and the ways in which important biologi-
cal differences between populations are missed and misunderstood when racialized 
populations are mistaken for races with the particular kinds of biological meaning 
carried by the connotations of the ‘race’ concept. I consider the relationship be-
tween racialization and self-identity as a challenge to this view, but, I argue, the 
denying the reality of race ought still be the preferred position.  
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1. Introduction: Races, Witches, and Cocktail Parties  

I, along with most academics who study race, reject the idea that races are bio-
logical entities that are somehow a natural part of our world, independent of ra-
cialization.1 Below, I will outline some of the major arguments made around 
these claims. In brief, though, there is nothing biological about the populations 
identified in ordinary discourse as races that would pick out those populations as 

 
1 Most, but not all, opponents of this idea promote or defend scientific racism (for discus-
sion, see e.g., Panofsky, Dasgupta, and Iturriaga 2021); Spencer is perhaps the most prom-
inent example of a philosopher who has defended a biological interpretation of race while 
opposing scientific racism (see e.g., Spencer 2014).  
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worthy of attention, absent those populations already being socially identified as 
races. That is, biology does not make race.  

Previously, I have argued that races are real but socially constructed (see e.g., 
2011); race, as a way of organizing people, was invented,2 and its invention and 
application generated socially determined facts about people (e.g., to what race 
they belonged or were a member). Following the work of several scholars, includ-
ing prominently Hochman (see e.g., 2019, 2021, 2022) and Mavundla (2019), I 
now view this position as misguided. 

Instead of thinking of races as socially constructed entities, it is more accu-
rate, Hochman argues, to deny that human races exist; there are no populations 
that are races, but rather, populations that are racialized. The usual analogy here 
is to “witchcraft” (see e.g., Wodak 2022 for discussion). In 17th century New Eng-
land, there were people called witches and who, tragically, suffered because they 
were thought to be witches. There were, however, no witches in 17th century New 
England, because witches, at least as conceived of then, don’t exist. “Witch” here 
is not a socially constructed category. Being thought a witch is a social phenome-
non, of course, but being thought to be a witch doesn’t actually make one a witch. 
There is nothing extant that has the properties (e.g., making ‘compacts’ with the 
devil) that witches were thought to have, by virtue of which they were thought to 
be witches. 

Compare this to “cocktail parties”.3 While one can quibble about the histor-
ical details, I think it is safe to say that there were no cocktail parties in 17th century 
New England, in large part because the cocktail party wasn’t “invented” until at 
least late 19th century (see e.g., Felten 2007). But now, there are things that are 
definitely cocktail parties, and there are things that definitely aren’t, and part of 
what it is for something to be a cocktail party is for it to be thought of as one by 
people within the relevant social systems. Cocktail parties, unlike witches, really 
are socially constructed.  

Races are more like witches than they are like cocktail parties; people may 
think that races are real entities with particular kinds of features by virtue of which 
they are races, but there are no things with the relevant kinds of features (more on 
this below).4 Human populations do not ‘naturally’ form the kinds things that 
“race” is thought to refer to, and the populations called races have no interesting 
(non-trivial) properties by which they can be identified and called races, inde-
pendently of being the things (mis)identified as races.  

As Hochman (among others) recommends, rather than thinking in terms of 
socially constructed races with particular kinds of properties, it is better to think 

 
2 The “invention” of race is usually traced to the work done by the concept of race in 
colonialism (see e.g., Brace 2005); however, other scholars trace the conceptual roots fur-
ther back, to attacks on Jews in the Middle Ages (see e.g., Heng 2011a, 2011b; Thomas 
2010; Nirenberg 2009). David Livingstone Smith ties the project of racialization to “dehu-
manization”, arguing that the two are inexorably linked (see e.g., 2021).  
3 Many of those familiar with contemporary philosophy will recognize the source of this 
example; they will also, I hope, recognize the reasons for my unwillingness to cite its pop-
ularizer. 
4 A wrinkle: one might think that if by “race” one just means “the populations picked out 
by racialization and treated as ‘races’” then races would of course exist and have those fea-
tures. But note our comparison: while we could redefine ‘witch’ to mean “someone who 
is called a witch and treated as if they were a witch” that would fail to do justice to what 
the term meant in 17th century New England. 
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in terms of populations thought to be or treated as races—to think that is in terms 
of racial ascriptions. That there are no races, but only racial ascriptions, makes bet-
ter sense of the history of “race” as an organizing concept, the effects of racism 
and the legacies of racism, and the harms involved in failing to address structured 
human variation in e.g., biomedicine.  

The only area where I worry that the language of ascription fails to do justice 
to the categories at issue is self-identity, and especially attempts to use self-identity 
to oppose oppressive practices. When people attempt to reclaim an identity tradi-
tionally used to oppress them, the language of construction is perhaps more apt. 
“African-Americans” do not exist as a race—there is nothing in the world that 
had the properties that e.g., black slaves were thought to share by virtue of their 
being black / African. However, attempts to ‘reclaim’ denigrated identities (e.g., 
“black pride”) can create self-identities, and perhaps even create things in the 
world (particular populations) that have (at least some of) the properties being 
attributed to them; these will not, however, be races (nor even, necessarily, racial-
ized groups) but instead will form rather different sorts of populations. More on 
this below. 

 
2. Why Race Isn’t Biological (Redux) 

I want to be careful here—the claim that race is not biological can be easily mis-
understood or misconstrued (see Kaplan 2021). Denying that race is biological 
does not entail that there are no biological differences between those populations 
that are called races (in say contemporary discourse in the U.S.), nor does it mean 
that one cannot use biological facts to guess, with more or less accuracy, what 
race someone is likely to be ascribed within a particular social context. Further, 
the effects of racialization include the creation of biologically relevant differences 
(through, for example, the stressors of racism and the legacies of past racism; see 
Kaplan 2010, Gravlee 2009), and to deny that race is biological is not to deny that 
racialization has those sometimes profound biological effects. Rather, the claim 
that race is not biological is motioning at the fact that there is nothing in biology 
that supports or would lead to the creation of the particular schemes of racializa-
tion that exist today; race is not biological in the sense that there is nothing about 
human population structure that makes the populations identified as races in any 
way special, interesting, or even particularly coherent. 

The history of arguments around these issues reveals just how much confu-
sion talk of races in humans engenders.5 As I so often do, I’ll start with the classic 
debate between Livingston and Dobzhansky (1962). Briefly, Livingston argues 
first that there are no populations with sharp divisions between them, either phe-
notypic or genetic. Rather, there are clines—gradients along which average phe-
notypes and gene frequencies change. So, Livingston concludes, there are no 
races. Dobzhansky responds that all biologists mean by “race” is populations with 
different gene frequencies, so if there are clines, then of course there are “races”. 
Further, while there are only clines, Dobzhansky argues, the gradients are steeper 
in some places than others, and often align with each other, which makes 

 
5 I am myself guilty of adding to the confusion around race in these areas; my 2003 paper 
with Massimo Pigliucci argued that ‘race’ was best thought of as a kind of ecotype, so the 
things called races in the human species were no such thing, but that other populations 
would count as races, though we shouldn’t call them that. This position is, I now think, if 
not confused, at least confusing!  
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identifying races less arbitrary than it would otherwise be. Livingston responds 
forcefully that populations picked on the basis of allele frequency differences are 
not what anyone thinks race means—race, in the human case, requires that the 
populations called races be relatively homogenous internally, and quite different 
from one another, such that knowing what race someone belonged to would be 
informative about a number of their important properties. Since there are no such 
populations, Livingston argues, there are no human races. 

This debate continues today, with authors split about what it would mean 
for there to be biologically meaningful human races (Kaplan 2021). Some, such 
as Appiah, argue that race entails (or at least entailed) a particular kind of biolog-
ical category—one that, like Livingston’s conception, entailed that races be inter-
nally homogenous with extensive between-race variation, and where knowing 
someone’s race would, by virtue of the biological facts that followed from their 
belonging to that race, permit one to make reasonable predictions about a number 
of important features (Appiah 1998). Others argue that “race” refers to something 
much weaker, such as presumed location of ancestry, or a particular weak cluster 
of phenotypic traits (Hardimon 2017, 2022 develops and defends such a “mini-
malist” account). Of course, if one defines biological race in a minimal enough 
way, there will be human races—but just as with Dobzhansky’s definition, these 
definitions do not do justice to the history or the current uses of the term. 

Recent arguments surrounding race and biology have focused on genetic dif-
ferentiation and clustering. Lewontin (1972, 1974), famously, argued that the 
small amount of variation associated with the kinds of large-scale continental 
groups called “races”, and the large amount of variation that occurred within 
every group, suggested that race was not a taxonomically useful category; the so-
cial importance of race, and the focus of many researchers on race, Lewontin 
argued, was far out of proportion to the (very limited) genetic significance of race. 
He writes: 

 
The taxonomic division of the human species into races places a completely dis-
proportionate emphasis on a very small fraction of the total of human diversity. 
That scientists as well as nonscientists nevertheless continue to emphasize these 
genetically minor differences and find new “scientific” justifications for doing so 
is an indication of the power of socioeconomically based ideology over the sup-
posed objectivity of knowledge (1974: 156). 
 

Some people interpreted Lewontin as arguing that the variation associated 
with continental groups was in some important sense not real, because those 
groups were associated with so little variation. Lewontin doesn’t make that argu-
ment, but that misunderstanding led some authors to arguing that the argument 
fails because modern clustering software designed to tease out population struc-
ture can identify continental-level groups such that people can be “sorted” into 
clusters based on population-structure (or into multiple clusters for people with 
“admixed” backgrounds) (at least given certain inputs; see below). Edwards 
(2003) dubbed the claim that the small amount of variation that occurred between 
populations entailed that people could not be reliably assigned to particular ge-
nomic clusters “Lewontin’s Fallacy”. Again, note well that this is not a fallacy 
that Lewontin himself committed (see Roseman 2021 for a spirited defense of 
Lewontin in this context), though it is true that some people mistakenly attributed 
that view to him (see Novembre 2022 for discussion).  
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Rosenberg et al.’s 2002 paper, “Genetic structure of human populations”, 
inadvertently seemed to provide a kind of support of biological racial realism; 
given the particular genomic inputs chosen, when asked to make 5 clusters, the 
software returned a result that looked like major continental groups (at least a bit, 
if one squinted a little). Some people interpreted this result as showing that race 
was biologically real. Even given the results of this study, that conclusion did not 
follow (nor would Rosenberg himself endorse any such an interpretation of his 
results! See Rosenberg 2005). There is nothing special about 5 clusters—the move 
from 4 to 5 clusters does not capture markedly more information than moving 
from 3 to 4, and moving from 5 to 6 does not add substantially less information 
than the move from 4 to 5. There is, again, nothing special about 5 clusters—
human population structure as given by the particular genomic inputs that Ros-
enburg et al. used does not force, or even suggest, five clusters as uniquely inter-
esting or important. 

The situation is worse, though, when one recognizes that the results of clus-
tering software depend critically on the inputs used. There is more genetic varia-
tion in Africa than in the rest of the world combined (see e.g., Tishkoff et al. 2009) 
but the dataset used in Rosenberg et al. (2002) did not include samples of Africa 
that were sufficiently numerous or diverse to capture a substantial portion that 
genetic variation. When Africa is sampled more heavily, structure internal to the 
African sub-continent is recognized by the clustering software before K=5 (five 
clusters) is reached (Tishkoff et al. 2009); in some samples, K=7 generates 5 dis-
tinct African clusters (and only two non-African clusters) (see Carlson et al. 2022). 
The latter result, it should be clear, is much less amendable to racial interpreta-
tions.  

But what is the right (correct) sampling regime to use? How many genomes 
ought one take from each part of the world / each supposed population? There is 
no answer to that question. There are better and worse sampling regimes for dif-
ferent purposes, but no general answer to the question of which sampling regime 
is “best”. 

Human population structure is complex—it does not form nicely nested 
groups, still less is there a single set of clusters that uniquely or even best captures 
the between-group variation. Denying that race is a biological concept does not en-
tail denying the existence of population structure in humans. But it does entail deny-
ing that the social categories we identify as races are in any way biologically special; 
they do not for example capture a privileged amount of information about human 
population structure. The failure of genomic clustering techniques to identify any-
thing unique or special about the groups that look a bit like those populations that 
we6 identify as races in fact suggests that whatever the reason that those races we 
recognize were ascribed, it had little (likely nothing at all) to do with biologically 
informative or meaningful groups. As Winther and I noted in our (2013), biology 
did not force the racial categories we use upon us; the fact that one can tease out 
some differences in allele frequencies between the populations we call races is evi-
dence only of the ubiquity of human population structure at every level.  

 
6 The problem of who counts as the “we” who are ascribing racial identities is fraught. 
Writing from a U.S. perspective, it is easy to imagine that the social ascriptions assigned 
here are somehow universal; they are not. What populations are ascribed what racial iden-
tities, and what those identities ‘mean’ is fluid across both time and space (see Davenport 
2022).  



Jonathan M. Kaplan 6 

3. Race, Racial Ascriptions, and Biomedicine  

It is sometimes claimed that acknowledging the biological reality of race is im-
portant for biomedicine—different populations might be sufficiently different ge-
netically that, on average, different medical drugs, different medical tests, etc., 
might be justified (see e.g., Burchard et al. 2003). It is also sometimes noted that 
the importance of health disparities—the fact that, for example, black Americans 
live on average about 5 fewer years than white Americans (see e.g., Andrasfay 
and Goldman 2021), and have worse health outcomes, on average, across a num-
ber of domains (see e.g., LaVeist et al. 2011)– suggests that paying attention to 
race might be necessary in order to address these serious problems.  

But these two different biomedical problems demand different solutions, nei-
ther of which suggests that race is biologically real, nor even that race is a real but 
socially constructed entity. 

In the first case, the focus on race has often prevented medical professions 
from seeing / studying the extant biomedically important genetic differentiation 
in the human species. Biomedically important genetic variation does not follow 
racial lines (this is not surprising, and indeed, the small amount of variation asso-
ciated with such divisions suggests this result). Where a patient’s ancestry is im-
portant because it suggests medically relevant genetic differences from another 
population, that ancestry is much more specific than “race”. The classic example 
here is sickle cell anemia and the HbS allele; the idea that sickle cell disease is a 
“black” disease is misleading in both directions (see e.g., Root 2003; Bediako and 
Moffitt 2011). People who would be ascribed very different racial identities can 
suffer from sickle cell, as different populations that historically lived around mos-
quitos that spread malaria evolved (often independently) high frequencies of the 
HbS allele (Piel et al. 2010). And people who would be ascribed the same racial 
identity can have very different risks of suffering from sickle cell disease, if their 
ancestors were from areas with and without endemic malaria. 

In other cases, while a particular trait of biomedical interest might be more or 
less common in particular populations that are “racialized” in contemporary U.S. 
racial organizational schemes, these traits do not vary along “racial” lines in general. 
So for example, lactase persistence (and hence lactose intolerance) does not fall 
along neat “racial” lines, but, rather, is distributed across a number of different pop-
ulations based largely on the degree to which some ancestral populations of that 
group were pastoral (see e.g., Gerbault et al. 2011). But of course, some populations 
that are “racialized” in the contemporary U.S. racial scheme do in fact have a very 
low prevalence of lactase persistence, such that knowing that someone would be 
racialized in such and such a way would give one good information about their 
chances of being lactase persistent. Still, the fact remains that lactase persistence 
does not vary along “racial” lines in general, but, like most traits that vary between 
populations, varies at a number of different levels of population structure in com-
plex and non-hierarchical ways (see e.g., Liebert et al. 2017). 

If not for the focus on ‘race’, the particular populations in which particular 
risk alleles are more common might have been easier, rather than more difficult, 
to identify. The geographical distribution of the frequency (and local effect size) 
of genetic variants associated with prostate cancer risk, for example, are not well 
understood (see Rebbeck 2017); Brawley blames this in part on the use of race as 
a proxy for ancestry, and the resulting failure to take seriously the structured ge-
netic diversity of patients racialized as “black” (2021). A focus on race can hinder 
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the investigation of relationship between disease risk and ancestry, or disease risk 
and particular genetic variants (see e.g., Valles 2012).  

It is abundantly clear, however, that whatever the genetic differences be-
tween populations, differences in the frequencies of medically relevant alleles are 
not going to explain the health disparities between racialized populations (see 
Valles 2021). While there is no doubt value in finding genes associated with dif-
ferences in responses to cancer treatments that vary in frequency between popu-
lations, and working to find ways of treating currently more recalcitrant cases, 
this value is not in markedly changing population-level health outcomes! 

Here, it seems clear, the major health disparities between populations 
thought of as ‘races’ are the result of racialization—being thought of or treated as 
if one belonged to or had a particular ‘race’. People thought of as belonging to 
different ‘races’ are treated differently, both now and in the past. Contemporary 
racism is associated with psychosocial stress and the associated ‘weathering’ (ac-
celerated biological aging / increased morbidity) (Forester et al. 2019; Das 2013). 
Intergenerational effects, both biological and social, replicate the poor health out-
comes associated with racism and its legacies (Wadhwa et al. 2011; Aizer et al. 
2016; Rosenthal and Lobel 2011; McEwen and McEwen 2017). 

Understanding and addressing health disparities associated with ‘race’ re-
quires understanding the effects and the history of racialization; it is only by un-
derstanding the ways in which racialization created racism, and the ways in 
which racialization resulted in the stark differences in life-prospects we see today, 
that health disparities along racialized lines can be effectively addressed (Gravlee 
2009; Kaplan 2010).7  

 
4. Race, Racialization, and Identity8 

The most important challenge to the view that race does not identify anything 
real in the world, and that people are racialized rather than belonging to a race is, 
perhaps, the way in which people self-identify, and the importance that self-iden-
tity along “racial” lines can have for people. How is it possible for an ascribed 
identity be central to one’s conception of oneself? And, if an ascribed identity is 
central to one’s conception of oneself, would recognizing that identity as an as-
cription (rather than a fact in the world to be discovered) necessarily be seen as 
denigrating that identity? 

The problem is in some ways straightforward. Consider a case of someone 
who identifies as “black” and who considers their being “black” to be an im-
portant element of their self-identity. Does the claim that race is neither a biolog-
ical nor socially constructed category, but non-existent, mean that their self-iden-
tity rests on a mistake?  

 
7 Indeed, the fact that racialization can have such profound effects on people’s health is 
one reason that Lorusso and Bacchini (2021) warn against a naïve attempt to eliminate race 
from biomedicine as a category; it is clear that thinking in terms of racialized populations 
will continue to be necessary in order to address health disparities caused by racism and 
its legacies.  
8 The following material, on the relationship between racialization and the politics of iden-
tity, is the aspect of this project in which I have the least confidence. I am confident that 
the topic at least is important, and I hope, perhaps naively, that other scholars will find 
something of use here on which to build. 
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The view that there are no races, but only racial ascriptions, takes discourse 
about races to be based on a mistake—there are, in the end, no things in the world 
with the properties that races were supposed to have. But this kind of “error the-
ory” is different from the version that e.g., Mills discusses and rejects. Mills takes 
error theory about race to entail that race has no social reality, in the sense that 
races (or, critically, even racialized populations) play no part in the social organ-
ization of the world (see Mills 2000). Mills takes this position to be problematic 
for obvious reasons, and defends instead a “constructivist” position. But what is 
being constructed is not something with the properties that races are (or where) 
thought to have, and by which they were supposed to get their explanatory power 
(populations that are in fact relatively internally homogenous, quite different from 
one another, with relatively sharp boundaries, etc.). Rather, what is being con-
structed is a system for hierarchically organizing particular kinds of power rela-
tions—something that racialization does all too well.  

Still, the idea that self-identifications of this sort are simply mistakes is unap-
pealing; an important aspect of responding to a history of discrimination and abuse 
directed because of one’s identity (perceived or otherwise) can be “reclaiming” the 
identity (and, sometimes, the very slurs used to denigrate that identity). As Appiah 
noted, it “may even be historically, strategically necessary”, in a society in which 
some aspect of one’s identity is denigrated, to demand respect as a member of that 
group (1996: 128-129). Indeed, Appiah’s language of scripting—in this case, the at-
tempt, in reclaiming a denigrated identity, to create new life-scripts around that 
identity—helps see how a group can embrace an ascribed identity. 

One potential source of confusion is that it is the very people ascribed a 
“race”, and who are believed (wrongly) to have a set of characteristics because of 
their ascribed race, who, in order to stand in opposition to those ascribed charac-
teristics, must appeal to a group consisting of the (roughly) the same individual 
people. This gives the appearance that the “black” in “black pride” or “black lives 
matter” is the same “black” that is being referred to when e.g., hereditarians / 
“scientific racists” claim that the realized performance of blacks on IQ tests is 
lower than that of whites because of the immutable characteristics of their “race”. 
That is, it is easy to imagine that both groups are referring to races and merely 
ascribing different characteristics to the “same” race. But importantly, while in 
the second case, hereditarians’ (mistakenly) believe the population to which they 
are referring is a “race”, and need the population to have a particular set of (non-
existent) features to do the work required, reclaiming the terms and identity do 
not demand that the populations be (have the features thought to define) races.  

Here, I think, the best course of action is to follow e.g., Blum (2010) and 
Hochman (2017), and argue that in these cases the populations identified on the 
basis of ascribed identities can (and often do) work to reclaim their identities, and 
can thereby become real-but-constructed identities. In these cases, the constructed 
identities may or may not include some beliefs similar to some of those involved 
in the original racial ascription. As Blum notes, some people who identify as 
members of a particular race might in fact believe (mistakenly) that the racialized 
group to which they belong has (some of) the characteristics that would make 
something a race, that they share “a primordial, genetically-based tie to other 
members of the racial group” including “deep differences from members of other 
groups, and deep psychological and inherent similarities with other members of 
one's own group” (Blum 2010: 302). But of course, members of racialized groups 
can (and often do) reject those kinds of claims. In those cases, Blum suggests, 
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the similarities are of experience, not inherent nature, and so can be shared at least 
in part with those in other racial groups who have had similar experiences. It car-
ries a sense of inheriting a certain history and a sense of peoplehood connected 
with that history. A racialized group identity eschews the hard and fast essential-
ized differentness involved in a classic racial identity for an historically contextual 
one (2010: 302). 
 

While Blum (and Hochman, following Blum) suggest that these groups are 
best conceived of as racialized groups, I think this over-extends the notion of “ra-
cialization”. It is true that, as Blum notes, the reason that these groups exist as 
groups is “because of the false attributions to them […] of innate biobehavioral 
tendencies” (2010: 300). Nevertheless, since (at least in some cases) none of those 
false attributions are affirmed by those reclaiming these identities, the populations 
thus picked out by that shared experience and history are not themselves neces-
sarily racialized groups (though membership might be largely coextensive). Since 
the process by which the groups are maintained is no longer one of (false) attrib-
utions of racial features, the process is no longer one of racialization, but of a 
different form of social construction.  

This explains, at least in part, why the same process of reclamation of deni-
grated group identities and the construction of new sorts of self-identity can un-
derwrite both identities that align with (but stand in opposition to the denigration 
associated with) ascribed race as well as those identities that emerge out of e.g., 
sexual orientation (Appiah 1994; see e.g., Van Anders 2015 for discussion of the 
complex interplay of self-identity, ascriptions, and social location in sexuality). 

The key element here is that a particular identity might be central to one’s 
self-identity, and yet be real (but constructed), if it does not involve endorsing 
claims about the population that are ‘racial’ in nature. The features that one hopes 
will be shared in a population through the process of reclaiming identity are meant 
to be real features. That similar processes of identity reclamation can happen in 
denigrated populations that are racialized, as well as in populations that are not 
racialized, suggests that this kind of construction does not depend on the popula-
tions being conceived of as races (nor having been subject to racialization per se).  

There are of course exception to this—times when people’s self-identities are 
wrapped up in (mistaken) views about race. In these cases, those aspects of their 
attempts at self-identification ought to be resisted. Where these self-identities are 
problematic in other ways (e.g., “White Pride”, other forms of ethnonationalism, 
fears of becoming “a [racial] minority”), this resistance is of course nonproblem-
atic—the claims in these cases are both factually mistaken and morally abhorrent. 
But of course, in other cases, the attempts are legitimate attempts to oppose a 
racist narrative, and the problematic aspects are primarily factual rather than 
moral. In these cases, there is reason to hope that in time, such identifications will 
become less important, or at the very least, less wrapped up in elements that sug-
gest the existence of race (Appiah 1996; Blum 2010). 

 
5. Racism and Racialization  

In the end, while it is important not to deny people the ability to self-identify in 
ways that are important to them and to social/political movements demanding 
rights and respect, that work can be done without reifying “race”, even as a so-
cially constructed entity. If there are populations that are social constructions 
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associated with racialized populations, they are not races—they lack the proper-
ties that races would have to have. Similarly, while it would be grossly irrespon-
sible to ignore the ways in which different populations are racialized in biomedi-
cine (and in the social sciences more generally), paying attention to the ways in 
which populations are racialized, and the effects this racialization (and attendant 
racism) has on members of that population does not require the reification of 
‘race’.  

The creation of the concept of race was always wrapped up with the creation 
and enforcement of “racial” hierarchies, with the imposition of supposedly im-
permeable barriers between “kinds” of people. Races were not “discovered”. Nor, 
however, were they invented. The supposed barriers, the kinds imagined, and the 
hierarchies forcefully imposed did not create “races”. Rather, these were acts of 
racialization, and they created racialized populations, not races. People do not in fact 
belong to a race, nor is anyone a member of a race. Rather, people are members 
of populations that are racialized—believed to be, and treated like, races. But in 
the end, there are no groups with the properties that races would have to have, to 
be real entities, with the properties usually attributed to them, by which they were 
supposed to justify those divisions.9  
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