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Abstract

While “race is a social construct” is 
a common saying, the meaning of 
social construction escapes contem-
SRUDU\�VFLHQWL¿F�FULWLTXHV�RI�ELRORJL-
cal race concepts. As a result, the so-
cial construction of race is often not 
enough to challenge the proponents 
of biological race concepts. Now, 
even anti-racist racialists agree that 
race is a social construct while also 
being biologically based. Needed 
to address this problem is both a 
critical historiography of race and 
racism and evolutionary biology to 
understand the relationship between 
race, racism, bodies, and biology. 
In this paper, I demonstrate the im-
portance of what I call the historical 
grounds of the social construction 
of race and racism. This is done by 
presenting a settler-colonial critique 
of racial formation theory revealing 
racism as the etiological foundation 
of race by reviewing the temporal 
relations between historical events 
central to the social construction of 
race and racism.

Key words: race, racism, racial 
formation

Introduction

“Race is a social construct.” In the 
face of biological concepts of 

race, this statement suggests that the 
VSHDNHU�LV�DJDLQVW�UDFLDO�ELDV��+RZHYHU��
this mainstream rebuttal is not enough 
to dispel concepts of biological race. 
As Yudell et al. (2016) duly noted in 
Taking Race Out of Human Genetics: 
Engaging a Century-long Debate about 
the Role of Race in Science, it is time 
to consider removing race as a variable 
when discussing human genetics. Soci-
ologist and anthropologist W. E. B. Du 
%RLV�VHW�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�
critique of race, although racial social 

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS, HISTORICAL GROUNDS
constructionism is rarely attributed to his 
interdisciplinary work (Du Bois 1898). 
Du Bois’ approach to explaining the social 
causes behind racial inequity explore the 
complicated relationship between race, 
biology, and genetics. There has been an 
increasing call-to-action to remove race as 
a variable from the study of human genet-
LFV��+RZHYHU��WKLV�DQWL�UDFLVW�DSSURDFK�LV��
at best, an attempt to shift the academy’s 
focus from the biology of race and racial 
identity to address the social problem of 
UDFLVP��*LYHQ�WKH�JRDO�WR�UHPRYH�UDFH�
from genetics, this deviation is counter-
intuitive: shifting the focus from race to 
racism implies that race is separate from 
racism. 
 Attempting to separate the shared 
duality of race and racism is rooted in 
the Boasian theorization of race. The 
Boasian model relegates race to culture 
and identity, thereby allowing scholars to 
discuss the politics of race without includ-
ing racism (Boas 1921; Roseman 2014). 
By comparison, a Du Boisian theoriza-
tion model explores the concept of race 
as motivated by racism and understands 
that racialization is the social reproduction 
of racialized distinctions motivated by 
enactments of political control. This Du 
Boisian theory of the race concept models 
race as the social problem of racism, the 
symptomatic and etiological foundations 
of the social construction of race. 
 The knowledge we produce about the 
FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�V\VWHP�DQG�LWV�FRQVHTXHQFHV�
become central to the analytic seeking of 
QRW�VRFLDOO\�UHSURGXFLQJ�LW��7KH�¿UVW�VWHS�
towards something like the abolition of 
race is to model it as a dynamic living sys-
tem of practices that are taught, invested 
in, incentivized, and require particular 
conditions as well as producing condi-
tions. This is but a humble walk towards 
an understanding. To do this, I seek to de-
velop a temporal model of events as sites 
of the social construction of race and rac-
ism. This approach is what I call eventful 
temporality, which is modeled after W. E. 
%��'X�%RLV¶��������GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�D�VRFLDO�
problem, revealing the contingent events 
central to racial formation over time. It’s 

an understanding of actions, dynamics, 
contingencies, randomness, probability, 
conditions, and resources. The goal of 
such an understanding is to develop a ro-
bust theory of race based on the context of 
the material constructions of relationships 
observed between varying conditions, 
actions, interactions, and events from time 
to time and place to place.
 Social constructionism needs to be 
more than a means through which anthro-
pologists claim anti-racist leanings and 
become a larger call for anti-racist prac-
WLFHV��+RZ�FDQ�WKLV�EH�GRQH"�,�DUJXH�WKDW�
following a Du Boisian theorization of 
race and racism allows for anthropologists 
to move beyond treating settler colonial-
ism as an event and moving toward treat-
ing it as a process that is enacted through 
collective coordinated and uncoordinated 
KXPDQ�DFWLRQV��%HORZ��,�UHYLHZ�WKH�GH¿QL-
tional dilemma of race, current focuses on 
phenotype rather than power, and focus-
ing on the historical grounds of social 
constructionism. This requires a theory of 
race that faces the colonial hostilities that 
it perpetuates, which requires a histori-
FDOO\�LQIRUPHG�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�UDFH�JURXQGHG�
in practice.

'H¿QLWLRQDO�'LOHPPD

 In mainstream scholarship, race is 
FRQÀDWHG�ZLWK�HWKQLFLW\��UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�
identity, divorced from racism, and com-
monly referred to as cultural difference 
�&RUQHOO�DQG�+DUWPDQQ�������2PL�DQG�
Winant 2015; Rodriguez 2000). Framing 
the researcher’s understandings as either 
seeing race as useful for understanding 
genetic susceptibility to disease versus 
that of a cultural construct always fails 
to tell the full and factual story of what 
race is. Many can and do simultaneously 
hold the belief that race is sociological, 
biological, and cultural. In any case, these 
critiques fall short of effectively combat-
ting hereditarian arguments and the politi-
cal arrangements that come with them. 
Much like that of the 1951 UNESCO 
Statement’s separation of “social racism” 
from that of “racial science,” the social 
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construction of race has done more for 
advancing White supremacy under covert 
PHDQV�WKDQ�HYHU�NLOOLQJ�LW�RII��7KH�FRQÀD-
tion of the structural inequality caused 
by race/ism with contemporary identity 
allows racialization and race/ism to hide 
under the guise of culture. The separation 
of race from that of racism is an ideologi-
cal trick that takes race out of its historical 
and temporal contexts.
 The matter of explaining the biological 
consequences of racism is commonplace 
where the distinctions between race and 
biology begin to blur, and our understand-
ings of social construction begin to fall 
apart. Making sense of health disparities 
is one instance where human biology and 
JHQHWLFV�LV�UDFLDOL]HG��+RZ�WKHQ�GR�ZH�
come to talk about race and human biol-
ogy without reproducing racism? I believe 
that answering this question requires that 
ZH�WDNH�D�FULWLFDO�ORRN�DW�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�
critique of race and begin to center human 
actions and practices as the historical 
grounds of the social construction of race. 
7KLV�EULQJV�XV�WR�UH�HYDOXDWH�WKH�GH¿QL-
tion of race and racial formation theory 
to ground it in historical practice. In this 
paper, I analyze the temporal relations of 
the racial formation theories presented 
by anthropologists and sociologists. By 
temporal relations, I mean, I pay close 
attention to when and where their racial 
formation theories begin and how they 
demonstrate the social construction of 
race through the dynamics of human ac-
tions and historical events.

Phenotype or Power?

 One of the most commonly racial-
L]HG�WUDLWV�LV�VNLQ�FRORU��+XPDQV�DURXQG�
the world use skin color as an indicator 
of group identity and ancestry. Even 
biomedical research studies use race as an 
essential variable, believed to be a predic-
tor for the likelihood of having a disease. 
+RZHYHU��RXU�HYROXWLRQDU\�KLVWRU\�DV�D�
species tells a different story. According 
to genetic anthropologist Nina Jablonski, 
87 percent of skin pigmentation variation 
is due to ultraviolet radiation from the sun 
�*RRGPDQ�HW�DO���������6NLQ�SLJPHQWD-
tion genetics do not predict for any other 
traits. If the characteristics we know of as 
race do not provide meaningful biological 

information, then how do we make sense 
of what race is and how it permeates our 
lives? What do these racialized distinc-
tions mean when evolutionary genetics 
tell us that humans are one species? Is 
race a social construction or a biological-
ly-based phenomenon? The answers to 
these questions can be provided through 
understanding how we got to here and 
now. This historical perspective that 
is central to evolutionary science then 
begins with understanding how colonial 
histories and processes matter today.
 Is race based on physical differences or 
WKH�VRFLDO�FRQÀLFWV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV�WKDW�FUH-
ated the conditions in which race became 
an organizing principle of society? Race 
is a recent European invention in our long 
evolutionary history. The history of this 
FRQFHSW�UHYHDOV�WKDW�LW�DURVH�DV�D�MXVWL¿FD-
tion for Euro-Western colonialism and 
HQVODYHPHQW��5DFH�LV�FRPPRQO\�GH¿QHG�
as the hierarchical division of humans 
based on physical characteristics to 
IRUPXODWH�KRPRJHQRXV�JURXSV��+RZHYHU��
WKLV�GH¿QLWLRQ�IDLOV�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�WKH�
relationships between European coloniz-
ers and colonized peoples that form the 
foundations of race. As a biological an-
thropologist, I have studied human osteol-
ogy and human genetics like many who 
have come before me and arrived at their 
same conclusions. The characteristics 
WKDW�ZH�NQRZ�RI�DV�UDFH�GR�QRW�¿W�PRGHOV�
of human genetic variation nor human 
evolutionary history. Despite what we 
know about human variation, the world 
still grapples with racial difference. What 
mechanisms are at play behind the staying 
SRZHU�RI�UDFLDOL]HG�GLVWLQFWLRQV"�+RZ�GR�
we incorporate this discovered biological 
knowledge and evidence without repro-
ducing racialization?

Bodies not Biology

 Reactions to biological essentialism are 
central to the very conditions that shape 
WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�FULWLTXHV�RI�UDFH��6WDWHPHQWV�
on race have been an institutional-wide 
standard, subsequently transforming 
VRFLRORJLFDO�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�UDFH��UHVXOWLQJ�
in a removal of biology from race stud-
ies (Omi and Winant 2015). Canonical 
sociological texts theorize bodies as sites 
ZKHUH�VRFLDO�FRQÀLFWV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV�DUH�

VLJQL¿HG��&RUQHOO�DQG�+DUWPDQQ�������
Omi and Winant 2015). From there, theo-
rists shifted their focus to identity while 
the use of the biological concept of race 
became taboo. Despite these successes, 
WKH�UDFH�FRQFHSW�VXIIHUV�IURP�D�GH¿QL-
WLRQDO�GLOHPPD��GXH�WR�UHVWLQJ�WKH�GH¿QL-
tion of race on creeping essentialisms. I 
argue that this incongruity results from 
an operationalization that: (1) focuses on 
human phenotypic variation instead of 
power dynamics and (2) an assumption 
that biology is inherently essentialist.
 Positioning themselves as wary of any 
references to biology, Omi and Winant 
(2015) only mention body politics, racial 
bodies, and social bodies. The phenomic 
and ocular character of bodies distin-
guishes race from ethnicity (Omi and 
Winant 2015)—bodies but not biology. If 
the phenomic and ocular are not biologi-
cal, what are they? For Omi and Winant 
(2015:22), race is more than culture; it 
is a “corporeal marker of identity and 
difference.” If phenotypes are parts of 
the bodies of living humans, how is race 
not biologized ethnicity? Skin color, hair 
texture, nose shape, eye shape, genitalia, 
buttocks, feet, hands, nor organizational 
bureaucratic documentation brings us 
to a closer understanding of the role of 
racialization in health inequities. If race 
is not biology, we are presented with two 
questions: What is race? And what is biol-
ogy? If race is not biology, then we have 
D�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�GH¿QH�UDFH�DQG�SUHVHQW�
an evolutionary understanding of biology, 
especially in light of the biological conse-
quences of racism. A focus on phenotype 
fails to make a positive statement about 
how phenotypes came to become what 
we know as race; when prior, there were 
other social systems. The mark of color, 
OLNH�:��(��%��'X�%RLV�VDLG��LV�MXVW�D�mark 
WKDW�LV�XVHIXO�LQ�VSHFL¿F�FRQWH[WV�ZKLOH�QRW�
useful at all in others. Therefore, Omi and 
Winant (2015) theorize how identities get 
laid onto bodies, thus, providing us with a 
theory of racial transformation rather than 
a theory of its formation.

Time Will Tell

� +HUH��,�ZDQW�WR�GLVFXVV�WKH�UROH�WKDW�
time plays in theorizing what sociologist 
2\qUyQNҽғ�2\ČZ�Pt��������FDOOV�WKH�sites 
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of the social constructions of race and 
racism. When and where you begin is 
crucial to the narrative told. I emphasize 
the importance of a historical narrative 
because history holds struggles, tactics, 
and strategies. It holds a collection of ac-
tions, and the actions of particular groups 
KDYH�LPSDFWHG�WKH�¿WQHVV�OHYHOV�RI�D�YDVW�
array of forms of life on this planet. The 
teleological view of human history as 
well as that of human variation also lends 
themselves to being convenient legitimat-
ing rationales for denying the humanity of 
another group of human beings. 
 Who is introduced into history, when, 
where, and how is a sociological and a 
ELRORJLFDO�QDUUDWLYH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�¿FWLRQ�RI�
modernity. This presents a set of stories 
about progress and development while 
ignoring the colonialism and imperialism 
required to generate it. What is required 
is a theory of events to provide us with an 
eventful understanding of the social for-
PDWLRQV�RI�UDFH�DQG�UDFLVP��+RZ�KXPDQV�
treat one another is a dynamic ecological 
system and should be analyzed as such. 
+RZHYHU��WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�GRQH�ZLWKRXW�DQ�
understanding of how to trace genealo-
gies of power, relationships, and social 
practices on the micro- and macro- levels 
of human interactions. What is needed 
then is a tracing of the history of race, un-
derstanding its origins, its plasticity, rather 
than clinging to the things that colonizers 
said about the people they systematically 
WDUJHW�DQG�HOLPLQDWH�IRU�SUR¿W��
 Contemporary canonical sociological 
critiques of biological race are inheritors 
of a Boasian race concept. For instance, 
0LFKDHO�2PL�DQG�+RZDUG�:LQDQW¶V�
Racial Formation Theory in the United 
States������������GH¿QH�UDFLDO�IRUPDWLRQ�
as “the sociohistorical process by which 
racial identities are created, lived out, 
transformed, and destroyed.” Omi and 
Winant think they are bringing attention to 
the when and where of the formations of 
race. Instead, Omi and Winant begin their 
discussion when racialized bodies already 
exist. Omi and Winant’s earliest temporal 
point in their racial formation theory is 
in the 16th century, at the beginning of 
the encomienda system in early Spaniard 
colonies in the New World. Starting in the 
16th century presents a problem because 
if something is socially constructed, then 

there are points in time when it did not 
H[LVW��$OO�SUHYLRXV�VWDWHV�DUH�MXVW�DV�FHQWUDO�
to developing a robust theory of racial for-
mation. The chronological relationships 
between the events that Omi and Winant 
detail in their racial formation theory 
begins with displacement, dispossession, 
settlement, and genocide versus starting 
with how such events came to be.
 The chronology of Omi and Winant’s 
racial formation theory starts in the 16th 
century, where they tell the story of 
European conquest and contact with the 
new world. Omi and Winant begin this 
discussion by pointing to an awareness 
of distinctive groups in prehistory, calling 
them rehearsals for racial formation. They 
make numerous references to an interest-
ing sequence of events:

The conquest, therefore, was the 
¿UVW²DQG�JLYHQ�WKH�GUDPDWLF�QDWXUH�
of the case, perhaps the greatest—
UDFLDO�IRUPDWLRQ�SURMHFW��7RJHWKHU�
with African slavery, it produced the 
master category of race, the racial 
template we have discussed. (Omi 
and Winant 2015:112)

These authors go on to reference the 
“discovery” of “natives” as the point of no 
return, a point back in time when every-
body suddenly noticed that not all humans 
looked alike. One can only assume that 
they do not expect their readers ever to 
notice that Europe is physically surround-
ed by humans that look different from 
them. We are expected to be convinced 
that a peninsula between the continents 
of Africa and Asia had somehow never 
noticed skin color.
 Moreover, there are no mentions of the 
contingent events that led to the beginning 
of the transoceanic slave trade. They tell 
us these individuals were enslaved but 
omit any details about the conditions and 
events leading to and through the trans-
oceanic slave trade and rise of European 
empire. Where we start our story is central 
to our overall understanding of it.
 In like manner, Omi and Winant 
(2015:110) state that race refers to “differ-
ent types of bodies.” Whether race refers 
to different types of bodies or W\SL¿HV 
bodies remains unclear. Omi and Winant 
(2015) are not the only scholars to do this. 

7KH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�ERGLHV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�
LQ�RWKHU�VRFLRORJLFDO�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�UDFH��
6WHSKHQ�&RUQHOO�DQG�'RXJODV�+DUWPDQQ¶V�
(2007) Ethnicity and Race refers to race as 
based on physical characteristics. While 
Matthew Desmond and Mustafa Embi-
UD\HU¶V��������GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�UDFH�LQ�³:KDW�
Is Racial Domination” makes an emphasis 
on race being based on phenotype. This 
emphasis stops right at fragmented bod-
ies, while biology and references to it are 
taboo. Canonical sociological research on 
UDFH�LV�RND\�ZLWK�GH¿QLQJ�UDFH�DV�EDVHG�
RQ�SKHQRW\SHV��MXVW�GR�QRW�JHW�FDXJKW�FDOO-
ing race biological. They base racism on 
UDFLDO�FRQÀLFW�RU�FXOWXUDO�GLIIHUHQFH�DQG�
phenotype and without ever saying the 
word biology.
 Following this further, the focus on 
the phenomic and ocular characteristics 
of race is central to repeated claims of 
its basis on physical differences. Is race 
based on physical differences or the 
VRFLDO�FRQÀLFWV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV�WKDW�FUHDWHG�
the conditions in which race became an 
organizing principle of society? Omi and 
Winant (2015) argue that the European 
contact with “natives” in the new world is 
what spawned race; they even refer to it as 
WKH�¿UVW�UDFLDO�IRUPDWLRQ�SURMHFW��2PL�DQG�
Winant describe this as an event where 
suddenly Europeans realized that not all 
humans look alike. They do not describe 
how the selection process for these racial 
traits takes place. Omi and Winant have 
done no more than provide a racial trans-
formation theory.
 Even when critiqued about their 
sensory and phenomic conceptualization 
of race, Omi and Winant respond by fol-
ORZLQJ�XS�ZLWK�WZR�SDUDJUDSKV�WR�MXVWLI\�
ignoring it. The authors glaze over Osagie 
Obasogie’s (2014) critique of what they 
call the ocularity of race. They note that 
it challenged their emphasis on racialized 
phenotypes as sensory and visceral. Oba-
sogie’s critique revealed that racialization 
was never dependent on visual observa-
tion alone; it was then noted but never put 
into practice. This evidence points to the 
FUHHSLQJ�HVVHQWLDOLVP�RI�VHOI�LGHQWL¿HG�
race and ethnicity conceptualizations. In 
their over-emphasis on phenomic and 
ocular characteristics of race, Omi and 
:LQDQW�JURXQG�WKHLU�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�UDFH�RQ�
D�VHWWOHU�¿FWLRQ�DQG�IDLO�WR�SRLQW�UHDGHUV�WR�
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any historical grounds to demonstrate how 
that argument is social constructionist. In 
their view, types of bodies, their differ-
ences, and reactions to them are what race 
is, while racism is the hatred of those who 
look different from an individual’s racial 
in-group. What is socially constructed 
about saying that groups of living humans 
identify with other living humans with the 
same physical features? Nothing at all. 

Taking Social Constructionism 
Seriously

 Racial formation theory is the perfect 
example of how people talk about race 
absent of the explanatory power of rac-
ism. The utility of race is its stabilization 
of colonial and imperial power amassed 
through historical and ongoing displace-
ment and dispossession in an expanding 
processual global fashion. As Dorothy 
5REHUWV��������SRLQWV�RXW��WKH�¿UVW�VWHS�
of dividing humans into categories is a 
political practice. Liberal niceties and in-
tentions are no match for state-sanctioned 
race nor the continued use of biological 
essentialism in the natural, social, and 
applied sciences. Race continues to have 
a grand utility because it serves the social, 
political, and economic interests of domi-
nant groups, historical and contemporary 
actors (individuals and institutions).
 One of the greatest tricks of race is 
convincing people that racism is a conse-
quence of the grand problem of difference 
in phenotype and attitude rather than a 
difference in power and resources. Race 
is a product of racism, always. Race, as a 
VHW�RI�FODVVL¿FDWRU\�UHJLPHV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV��
is not limited to its doctrines that maintain 
JURXS�VSHFL¿F�PRGHV�RI�FRORQLDO�GRPLQD-
WLRQ��5REHUWV�������:ROIH��������+RZ�
we collectively use race academically, 
publicly, and privately fails to com-
municate this meaning effectively. This 
requires a racial formation theory that 
does not legitimate the Euro-Western co-
lonial epic of “we made this land” (Fanon 
and Philcox 2004). An understanding 
of history that is dynamic is required in 
mainstream racial formation theory, and 
it requires a settler-colonial critique, more 
expansive evolutionary understanding 
of time, processes, and history. A settler-
colonial consciousness requires that we 

trouble the categorizations of problematic 
beings. The inequalities that we see are 
reproduced, and race is a colonial doctrine 
IRUPHG�WR�MXVWLI\�DQG�QRUPDOL]H�H[SORLW-
ative relations. Racial formation theory 
then requires a de-normalization of the 
American Dream, the Last Mohican nar-
rative, and of the one-drop rule.
 The banishing of biology from the 
study of race and racism has left us 
with a theory of bodies as an index of 
phenotypes with changing racial identi-
ties. Contemporary sociological theories 
of race prioritize explaining race-based 
resistance movements and understand-
ing racial identity amongst colonized 
peoples (Omi and Winant 2015). Omi and 
:LQDQW¶V�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�UDFLDO�IRUPDWLRQ�
theory is concerned with the changing of 
racial identities over time. This approach 
assumes that biological concepts of race 
rest on essentialist ideologies and typolo-
gies transforming a political problem into 
a technical problem. This is a reaction 
to essentialism and rigid theorizations of 
natural orders and kinds in early natural 
WKHRORJ\��$V�(O�+DMM�0DOLN�(O�6KDED]]�
once said, racism, “…is like a Cadillac, 
they bring out a new model every year.” 
“Racial identities change” is not a suf-
¿FLHQW�DUJXPHQW�DJDLQVW�RWKHU�YDULHWLHV�RI�
hereditary racialism outside of essential-
LVP��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�������&RRQ��*DUQ��
and Birdsell wrote a book on the racial 
formations of man, arguing that racial 
differences are the result of adapting to 
different environmental and ecological 
systems. That perspective is not far from 
that of Ernst Mayr, who referred to races 
as ecological races in the 1970s. What 
&RRQ��*DUQ��%LUGVHOO��DQG�0D\U¶V�DUJX-
ments reveal is that the idea that races are 
¿[HG�KRPRJHQHRXV�HVVHQFHV�LV�QRW�WKH�
central tenet of racism. With this in mind, 
WKH�UDFLVW�ZRUNV�RI�:DGH��6HVDUGLF��+HU-
rnstein, and Murray are part of a broader 
attempt to frame political problems as 
caused by individual troubles motivated 
by some genetic unit. These works fall 
into the category of what philosopher 
/LVD�*DQQHW�UHIHUV�WR�DV�statistical racism. 
Statistical racism has prospered under 
the populational concept of race versus 
the previous typological concepts of race 
(which understood races as homogeneous 
JURXSV���*DQQHWW��������7KHVH�SRSXODWLRQ�

thinkers see differences among popula-
tions as statistical, where within-group 
variation far exceeds between-group 
variation��$V�*DQQHW�SRLQWV�RXW��UDFLVP�
ÀRXULVKHV�ZLWKLQ�SRSXODWLRQ�WKLQNLQJ�
because all it does is replace the word race 
with population. Populational thinking 
still lends itself to the same racist logic of 
ZKDW�FRQVWLWXWHV�D�JURXS�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH�
 Contemporary critiques of race do 
not take social constructionism seriously. 
The social construction of race starts and 
stops at racial identities; the rest of the 
GH¿QLWLRQ�LV�DQ�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�KLVWRUL-
FDO�FRQÀLFWV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV�EHLQJ�SOD\HG�
out through inherent predispositions for 
SKHQRW\SLF�VDPHQHVV��+RZHYHU��LI�UDFH�LV�
socially constructed, there are times and 
SODFHV�ZKHQ�UDFH�GLG�QRW�H[LVW��'H¿QLQJ�
race as based on types of bodies implies 
that race is primordial, while what we 
know as racism is a modern phenomenon. 
These phenotypic similarities and differ-
HQFHV�WKHQ�DUH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�VLJQL¿FD-
tions of racial heredity and geography. 
Phenotypic differences are then framed 
as a function of geographic distance, and 
races are then the consequence of dif-
ferent environments and not makings of 
Euro-Western colonialism. Unfortunately, 
Euro-Western colonialism is treated as 
an epoch at best and an event at worst in 
mainstream critical race theories.
  Omi and Winant (2015:105) refer to 
race as a way of “making up people,” 
but what constitutes both making and 
people has been undertheorized. In the 
act of making up people, social distinc-
tions are organized through an index 
of phenotypes; settler logics of hered-
ity and reproduction regulates the very 
making of families. Race/ism then is a 
colonial breeding principle that governs 
and mediates lives through the active 
making and management of relational 
indexes of hegemonic difference. This 
entails an understanding of human 
genetic variation that is not driven by 
dominion-based logics. I start at the 
level of how we study human genetic 
variation by asking: how do we talk 
about how someone gets their genes 
in a social constructionist way? The 
context within which groups come to 
be constitutes the stories of how groups 
interacted with one another and reveals a 
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dynamic product: the rich interconnect-
edness of human ecology.
 As Omi and Winant point out, the body 
had been all but removed by name from 
the study of race and racism. Biology did 
not recruit race; instead, race and racism 
recruited biology. For example, before the 
rise of race in the late 18th century, Eu-
URSHDQV�KDG�QR�QHHG�RI�UDFH�QRU�WKH�¿HOG�
of biology to colonize. Why? European 
traditions and histories reveal that they 
were already experienced in practices of 
settler colonialism and religious demon-
ology before, not after, the rise of race 
(Wolfe 2016). The doctrine was already 
there, and Europeans had been long busy 
practicing it on one another (Olson 2005; 
Robinson 1983; Wolfe 2016).
 Furthermore, at the rise of early mer-
chant capitalism in 11th century Europe, it 
was already practicing slavery, demonol-
ogy, and discrimination on itself (Robin-
son 1983; Wolfe 2016). Cedric Robinson 
(1983) argued that this medieval colo-
nial slavery was the model for Atlantic 
colonial slavery. Before the 18th century, 
European settlers did not need race to 
VXEMXJDWH�WKRVH�WKH\�FRQTXHUHG��:ROIH�
2016). In fact, that is a point that Omi 
and Winant (2015) note when discussing 
the evolution of racial consciousness. An 
emphasis on the phenomic and ocular 
characteristics of race pulls our atten-
tion away from prior conditions, actions/
practices, events, and dynamic interac-
tions that produced racial distinctions and 
GRFWULQHV��*LYHQ�WKHVH�SRLQWV��UDFLDOL]HG�
identities and phenotypes are abstractions 
that take away from the practices of ra-
FLDOL]DWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ODUJHU�V\VWHP��*LYHQ�
the temporal and power relations that 
contextualize the relationships between 
biology, genetics, race, and racism, we are 
dealing with the racialization of human 
biology and genetics. The racialization 
of human populations occurs before the 
¿VKLQJ�RI�VWDWLVWLFDO�GDWD�DQDO\VLV��,Q�UDFLDO�
formation theory, types of bodies are 
indexes of phenotypes present since time 
immemorial, while racism is associated 
with the rise of modernity.
 The separation of bodies from biol-
ogy and race from racism obscures the 
historical conditions of the social basis of 
the formation of race. The knowledge we 
SURGXFH�DERXW�WKH�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�V\VWHP�

and its consequences become central 
to the analytic seeking of not socially 
UHSURGXFLQJ�LW��7KH�¿UVW�VWHS�WRZDUGV�
something like the abolition of race is to 
model it as a dynamic system of practices 
that are taught, invested in, incentivized, 
and produce the very conditions in which 
we live and die.
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