[Speaker] Panel 2 - American Social History, Racialization of Society
Lawrence Hirschfeld, University of Michigan

This morning we had an interesting morning.  A look at the scientific background, particularly the human evolution, migration patterns and genomics.  We were told, for example, that you can plot the Y chromosome in such a way to show migration patterns and population differences in genetics in a very extraordinary talk, I think, by Peter Underhill.  And Mark Shriver enlarged on that.


And I think Fatimah Jackson added another element when she superimposed the anthropological and geographic and migration patterns to help us better understand America with respect to how migrations took place.  That, for example, African Americans came from different parts of Africa, from different cultures migrating to specific areas like South Carolina or the Chesapeake Area, and those populations were not uniform.  They were different.  The tribes were different going to different parts of America.  She overlaid the fact that the same thing occurred in White Americans coming from Europe who often came from one village in Europe to one part of America and how complex the situation is for us to try to understand.


Lisa Brooks added her work with the National Human Genomic Research Institute to show that their broad look at this indicates that they do not see race as a genetic category but they believe that we have to focus down on the real genetic populations that help to explain human differences in disease and that as they have set up at least four major groups around the world in different parts of the world they will bore down on the Hispanic (sic) characteristics of populations with respect to genetics.


Now, this afternoon we are taking a bit of a turn in how we are looking at this.  On top of the evolution, migration, genomics, genetics issues, there is a layer of history.  The social history of America and there is a layer of how the country came to see race the way that it does see race.  So we have really some very outstanding speakers.


The first panel has Lawrence Hirschfeld, University of Michigan, who will -- is he -- yes, you are there.  Okay.  I did not see you.  And he is going to open up.


Followed by Scott Malcomson of the New York Times


Dr. Hirschfeld?

LAWRENCE HIRSCHFELD, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN


DR. HIRSCHFELD:  I was not actually sure why I was coming and what I had to offer beyond being a gadfly but I was thinking this morning in listening to the talks, and I have some comments that I hope are appropriate given the background and the way the conversations have been framed even though it is not about the history of racialization in America.


You drew a diagram in your first remarks that sort of summed up race, the principle causes I think you -- sort of health disparities that had to do with race and it included low economic status, social injustice and culture, which seems to be undeniably true.  There is one dimension that you did not mention and that I would like to talk a little about and that is the dimension of the mind.  I do not think that we can talk about race without talking about why we find it such a compelling concept and I do not think we can talk about why it is a compelling concept without talking about the mind.


One of the things that I was curious about this morning is how the geneticists -- genomists -- is that -- talked -- how do you determine a population?  And what was interesting for me at one point is that when you talk about populations and you did not to talk about race, you talked about Finns and Icelanders, Japanese, Chinese and stuff.  Now, these are all nation states and many of these nation states are fairly recent.  None of them are that old.  And it struck me that it would be unlikely that the nation states of the world would form around natural human biological variation.


The problem -- the reason that you use words like "nation states" all the time to talk about real populations of biological variation is that it is very difficult to find other ways to talk about it and that is kind of what I wanted to talk today about.  


It also -- I want to add a caveat to the idea that race is either wrong as a biological scientific concept and right as a social construction, and by talking about how it is a mental or a cognitive contrivance.


Now, the way I will talk about this is just to talk about race is a bad idea.  I do not think anybody feels that it is a great idea.  Most of this discussion has been thinking about it in some way or another as a bad idea and I would like to talk about why we catch this bad idea.


There are clearly things that our minds do with ideas like race that are very attention demanding.  Social psychologists have studied a million of them.  There are things like illusory correlation where if you have two populations that have equivalent distribution of some trait and then you show these to subjects, you show them the populations and the traits, they end up over attributing the traits, particularly if it is a negative trait, to the smaller population and the idea apparently is that we like to put distinctive things together.  So if a population is small, that is distinctive.  If it has a negative trait, that is distinctive and we tend to put them together.


My concerns with the cognitive organization of the mind rather than the kinds of things that social psychologists study when they study stereotypes, and in particular with conceptual architecture is the way the mind is organized.  It is -- what I want to argue -- I will give you all the bottom line here at the beginning and I will try to build the case.  Is that I do not think race is in many ways an important concept because it is important in the regulation of power and authority and access to resources, including medical resources.


I think that it is important in the regulation of power and authority and the access to resources because of the way the mind is organized and that the mind and our evolutionary history created certain kinds of concepts which are very useful in the distribution of power and authority and I want to give some meat to that.



Now, that is the kind of thing that gets people to say things like, well, does he honestly think race and racism are, you know, built into our minds?  A reviewer of a book I wrote sort of summed up what I just said in the initial paragraph and then he said, "Before this begins to sound to horrendous let me tell you that I do not actually mean race, I mean a set of concepts by which race is the expression in a given environment, and that is in this given environment of Northern Europe and North America."


And I think that race is not a bad idea because it is inconvenient or because it is inaccurate.  All of these things are true, I think, or that it is a course -- an only course that is statistical heuristic.  I think that it is a bad idea because it is a very catchy idea.  Race does not catalog human difference no matter how inaccurately.  Race is a theory for interpreting human difference and in many ways creates it.


This is a little -- I guess it is the same point I tried to make a minute ago about the nation states but everyone agrees that race is not a terribly good way to describe people and to get a sense of who they are but if we answer the door, and I think this is true of the geneticists as well, and, you know, our wives go, "Who is at the door?", we will use gender and we will use race or ethnic labels just like everybody else does.  They are terribly convenient in one sense and very difficult to get rid of.


So let me just talk about a bad idea and what are the possibilities for a bad idea.


One is that the idea is, well, offensive as is an out of focus slide.  I cannot see it very well.  Is that all right?  Oh, that is even worse.  Okay.  I will tell you.  Forget the slides.


An idea can be bad because it is offensive.  It can be bad because it is incorrect.  It can be bad because it is dangerous or sinister and it could be bad because it does not catch on very well.  And it could be bad if you think that you exhaustively described all the ways and ideas could be bad.  But an offensive idea is an idea that we know is wrong but we know that other people do not think it is wrong so we use our left hands all the time to eat but there are many parts of the world where that would be deeply offensive.


I do not know if any of you are potters.  I am not a potter but as far as I know ceramists in the United States do not have an interdiction to having sex before they throw pots but the Neuer (?) do in Africa and so we can appreciate that they have an idea that we consider wrong but it is offensive rather than incorrect.


An incorrect idea is an idea that is incorrect anyway, 2 and 2 is 5 is incorrect.  Whales are fish are incorrect ideas.  And they are incorrect no matter where we are.


Then there are ideas which are bad because they are sinister or evil.  You know, it is a bad idea to abuse children or to shoot people on the street.  It is not incorrect but it is fairly clearly bad.


And then ideas are bad because they do not catch on.  I mean, there are certain kinds of ideas that we really want to see catch on so Esperanto was not a good idea.  The Edsel was not a good idea.  There was a sense in which what we wanted to happen did not happen.


Now, race is a bad idea in a number of ways.  In a number of these ways.  It is clearly sinister, does evil in the world.  It is clearly incorrect as the papers this morning made clear.  It is offensive in the way I was talking about offensive because there are places where they either do not carve out the racial -- the human population with the same race as we do or they may not even have a concept of race.  There is nothing universal about the concept of race.  It is actually fairly recent in human history that it started to be used to describe people.


But the big issue about race is that it is, unlike the Edsels, it is a really, really, really catchy idea.   


In order to -- well, here is what I mean about race and this is not based on just sort of, well, this is what I mean about race.  These are -- the kinds of things I am going to say from now on are based on empirical work and race is both an idea -- a scientific idea.  A good deal of anthropology was invested in trying to identify what were the correct races of the world.  It still remains a scientific idea or an idea that is used by scientists in medicine.  I think it was one of the reasons of this conference.  But it is also a very powerful folk idea.  I mean, lay people have well developed ideas about race and they include at least the following: 


That humans can be partitioned into readily identifiable groups in terms of their inherent nature.


And that membership in a racial group entails sharing not only aspects of one's appearance but of sharing nonobvious traits and propensities and to behave and probability of potential and stuff like that.  If race were just a catalog of difference in the way people look it really would not be much of -- I do not think it would be sinister and I do not think it would be evil and I do not think it would be offensive.  It is actually a claim about inequalities and it is mostly the inequalities that are disturbing.  The attributions of inequalities that are disturbing.


The third thing that is included in this vision of race, this image of race, is that there is a causal link between the nonobvious hidden properties and the differences in external appearance because it is not accidental and it is not accidental because it depends on -- it turns on an idea that has a lot of different names but in cognitive psychology tends to be called "essence", an essentialist reason.  The idea is that members of different races share a racial essence and that essence governs the control or governs the development of the organism.


Now, it is in all things being equal control of the -- of the development so that there can be insults to it and one of the big insults is that you could be wrong about a person's race by looking at them and a great deal of both cognitive, social and cultural capital has been invested in the United States in the fear that we could be wrong about something, someone's race.  You were just telling me about a Philip Roth novel that I did not know about but there are a number of important novels and films which have been made and then remade.  Things like Imitation of Life, Porky.  I cannot think of them now but there are tons of these novels that are about the -- and films and other cultural productions that are about being wrong and what is involved with being wrong and the danger with being wrong.


And the danger about misidentifying someone is that you misidentify them on the basis of what they look like but what you have done is you have missed what their essence is and it is their essence which is determining what kinds of inter-traits they have, which is of most concern, and also the essence is inherited so that you have to be vigilant, the American system has to be vigilant in a sense, and it has been in over -- during its history -- to make sure that the racial essence of one group does not get into the racial -- does not intermix with the racial essence of another group and these essences are not even equal.


Black essence actually trumps White essence.  You wrote a book about this.  If you have one -- some traceable amount of Black blood you are Black no matter what you look like.  It does not matter how you are living.  You can be discovered to be Black and presumably it is because this essence, which controls the development of the organism, is -- are unequal and yet  critically important in determining what kind of person you are, both in terms of your racial attribution but also in terms of the traits and propensities that are associated with being a member of a different race.


There is actually a medical trope for race when we talk about how do people actually learn about it.  And learning about -- first of all, if you ask someone how somebody finds about race, how they learn about race, you will usually be told that they discovered it by looking at people and people look sufficiently different so that they start putting together categories of people that look alike and young children recognize these as belonging to different groups, and they learn the labels because we teach them about it.  Somebody has to tell them and almost every parent I know has a nice story about their color-blind four or five year old who did not know that these people that looked differently were really members of different races, and they were wonderfully innocent of the evils that are learned by other kids in the world.


And so in that sense race is something you catch in the sense that you catch it like a disease.  You learn about it from some agent or some system in which you are living that causes you to develop this bad idea.  As the tree is bent so grows the -- whatever the phrase is.  And that a lot of energy is spent now on trying to treat it.  Because I deal with children and race I get calls frequently.  I get two classes of calls from the media.  One wants to know what percentage of Whites have what percentage of Black blood.  And the other is, you know, how do you get rid of the idea of race and the attendant notion of racism in children?  And my answer is, sort of what I was talking about here, is that you really do not and that is usually when they get off the phone.


What I am going to propose is something different and it is that -- it is based on the -- what seems to me uncontroversial fact that humans invest a huge amount of cognitive energy as well as other kinds of resources in thinking about, talking about, acting with other humans.  We care more about other humans and talk about them than we talk about anything else in the world.  Let's just hold that to one side.  That seems to be a fact of our lives.  And let's look at other aspects of cognitive architecture.


One of the developments in the last, oh, 20 years, big developments in cognitive psychology, has been a challenge to the idea that the human mind is sort of a general intelligence machine.  It is a general reasoning -- it has a general reasoning capacity which it brings to bear on any problem no matter what the content of the problem is.  So that we learn about kinship the way we learn about riding a bike, the way we learn about who painted the Mona Lisa is the way we learned about mathematics.  We brought these general skills and we were able to solve problems that required reasoning.


Increasingly that is being challenged and one of the challenges or one of the descriptions of the challenges is called "domain specificity" and the idea of domain specificity is that we have cognitive abilities which are really dispositions and these dispositions are the way our mind is preorganized.  They are dispositions that provide skeletal frameworks in which to interpret information which the environment, particularly the cultural environment provides.  The disposition itself does not constitute what we have learned as a result of its use.  Rather it facilitates learning and about a certain range of things in very powerful ways.  That is we have a number of -- we have sort of a mind that is like a Swiss army knife.  It has got a bunch of tools and they work on different kinds of problems and they are pretty much independent of each other.  And you can use the corkscrew on a Swiss army knife to unscrew something but it really works best when we try to unscrew a cork.


And some of the descriptions -- some of the areas of cognitive dispositions, domain specific abilities that have been described in detail are naive physics, which is the confidence for reasoning about the movement and nature of physical objects.  It turns out that neonates have extraordinary ability to reason about mechanics that we did not know about.  They also -- the neonates have a naive mathematics which allows them to distinguish collections of objects according to the number of elements in the objects, actually a number of other primates can do some of these things.  It is fairly remarkable skills and they do not seem to be attached to other skills other than iterating a number of things in a collection.


The ones that have been most described are naive biology and naive psychology.  Naive biology describes a child's and, ultimately, adult's propensity to partition the living world into these nested hierarchies and to use those nested hierarchies for reasoning about the living world in ways that go much farther than the -- much beyond the information given.   So a child will easily learn that dogs bark as a result of encountering two dogs barking.  There are lots of other traits that they will observe the two dogs doing that they will not think all dogs do but they easily know that two dogs barking is good evidence that all dogs bark.


They also use the taxonomy to support reasoning about other nodes in the nested hierarchy.  I cannot go through these but they allow us to go much, much beyond the information given.  Sometimes correctly and sometimes incorrectly.  One of the elements of folk biology is tree and tree is not -- not an evolutionarily relevant concept.  It is an ecologically relevant concept and we know about it because humans know about trees because they have single rigid stems and they are taller than most people but there are trees that we see when we look out the window that are closer to tulips than they are to oak trees.  They do not make a whole lot of sense in terms of the evolutionary history of plants but we seem to learn about those things extremely rapidly  and kids develop very articulate knowledge or articulatable typically through experiments.  Knowledge about biological kinds (sic) without much instruction.


And then we have naive psychology which is the idea that people do what they do because they haveˇbeliefs and desires.  Now, beliefs and desires, of course, are not evident except indirectly by people's behavior but it turns out very few other living creatures seem to have any idea of what a belief and a desire is.  Some can understand things like intention but it is very difficult to get most animals to behave as if they understand a belief state and we can see that this has some biological basis in that there are human beings that have insult to naive psychology that have a great deal of trouble understanding people in terms of -- people's behavior in terms of the beliefs and desires they have.  And those are autistics.  Autistics seem to have a great deal of trouble with naive psychology even though they do not have trouble with many, many other complex cognitive tasks.  And on the other side there are many children that have insult to their cognitive development, say Down Syndrome kids, who have no trouble understanding that people do what they do because of their beliefs and desires.


Well, now, I wanted to get back to race.  One of the things that we use to interpret what people do -- in fact, one of the things we use an awful lot of the time is membership in a group.  We look at people and realize what they are and we use that as an explanation for why they are behaving as they are.   And we do not know a whole lot about how these ideas about aggregates or collections or populations are formed but we do know that they govern children's beliefs from a very early age.  To give you an example, by the time they are three, using a very crude test of prejudice, you will find that American kids are stridently prejudice.  It does not matter where they grew up, what their parents tried to teach them, what their own environment is like, they -- if you give them two pictures that are of people that differ on race alone and you tell them that one of these people in the picture is nice and ask them to choose which one it is, they choose overwhelmingly the White kid.  And these data go back a long way to Clark's doll studies which had such effect on the Supreme Court.


One of the really sad parts of these studies, and it still tends to be true, is that Black children tend to choose the White person as well.


I just got done studying a group of autistic kids in rural Scotland.  I mean, you could not be -- who were living in a school for autistic kids and these kids have huge deficits.  Their mean mental age was five but their actual age ranged from 8 to 18.  And we gave them the same test.  Look at these two pictures and tell us which -- and they scored virtually the same as American kids.  And they do not know any minorities.  They do not see them anywhere.  They have enormous insults to their ability to converse with anyone.  They clearly are very bad at predicting what people do because they want to do something but they know all about prejudice in an extremely disturbing way.


Well, I do not think they know about prejudice because they were born knowing about prejudice of Blacks to Whites but what I think they were born with was some kind of domain specific device which guides learning about the social world, a kind of curiosity that children bring to bear.  They look out at the world and they try to get information that is relevant to the order of things.


Now, for kids in Northern Europe and North America, race and gender, for instance, are two of the things that are extraordinarily important in finding out what is the order of things.  What is likely to guide who gets medical care, for instance, or who does well in school, you know, you can go on and on.


When did I start by the way?


DR. FREEMAN:  You have got about eight minutes.


DR. HIRSCHFELD:  No kidding.  Okay.


And what the -- in order to learn about the world what you want to learn is not so much what the local world has to say.  You want to kind of understand what the community around you believes.


To give you another example of this, when children of non-Native speaking -- yes, non-Native English speaking parents learn English here, they do not learn English with the foreign accents that their parents get.  Now, that is kind of strange in the sense that clearly most of the linguistic input they get is accented.  They do not do it apparently because they have some way of weighing the information that says information from the speech community is more important than information from the local community.


I think kids do much the same thing with, what comes to be in the United States and Northern Europe, race.  In other parts of the world it is different.  In certain parts of Africa it is more age.  In South Asia it is something like caste.  But what all of these things have in common is that they are thought to be embodied exhaustive ways of partitioning the world into groups that differ by their nature and whose nature is dependent on sharing an essence with other members of their group.


So that what they do is they are parsing the social environment.  They are extraordinarily curious about the social environment.  They parse it into the groups that are relevant and they attach to those groups not simply names but a whole theory of what makes those people the kind of people they are.  And that theory is a causal account of these people's -- you know, whatever the group we are looking at -- nature.  So that it becomes very difficult to use a concept like race without bringing with it this theory of the nature of the person.  It is not that we see that we catalogue the world and then we start building bad ideas about the world -- about the members of the people so categorized.


We -- kids, as I said, develop the beliefs about members of the different groups before they develop the ability to pick out the members of the group.  So it is not until kids are five that they reliably can sort people into the social categories, social, racial and ethnic categories that are relevant to their parents but by three they know they cannot stand a number of the people that are in those categories.  They just do not -- they do not know who the people are.  They do not have that information.


The information that they have attended to is the information that is important if they are going to understand the nature of society and that is information about how society is organized, what creates disadvantage, what creates advantage, and what sustains it.


Now, in a sense, you could say, well, okay, now I have got it.  You have got this curiosity, this domain specific curiosity, which I think it would be amazing if the mind were organized so that we were born with abilities to sort things into collections on the basis of their number but did not have some dedicated skills to understanding other humans.  It seems that would be possible but it seems highly unlikely.


And if we have dedicated skills to understanding other humans it would seem to me to be extraordinary if we did not have dedicated skills to understanding humans in groups.  And so what I am proposing, and again without discussing the evidence but there is evidence to support this, the children largely on their own start looking out at the environment, find out what are the relevant groups, start to learn about those groups and attributes to "appropriate" groups a causal theory about their nature.  And it is a causal theory which is extraordinarily difficult to shape.  In fact, I would argue that none of us here can shape it.  The number of ways of measuring people's beliefs that even they, themselves cannot access and they invariably show that race -- at least again from Northern Europeans and North Americans -- is almost an automatic.  It is a virtually automatic processing of who somebody is just like gender.  We cannot avoid it.


And I think we also have a huge amount of trouble avoiding the causal theory.  Anyway so we could argue, okay, no problem, we just have to develop a society that is not racial.  We kind of get -- this is an even better idea -- this is even a better excuse, justification, knowing that race is a bad idea in terms of the biological reality of how biological difference is distributed.  It is a bad idea because it is pernicious.  It is pernicious in the quality it has as a property in the mind.  The cognitive quality of the notion of race is -- goes to pernicious use.  Therefore, what we have to do is get rid of it and this is better justification for getting rid of it.


The only problem with that is that I think that adults use race, that it has become such an important idea in our society because children find it so easy to learn.  The child and the adult and the child and the environment are not separate entities.  The child not only learns and uses environmental cues, it changes -- the environmental input to the child's mind and then you have output.  And the input and output are not given by a simple algorithm that is independent of a child's mind.


And there is one slide.  This is high art here put together.  One good example of this is Pidgin languages.  I do not know if people know much about Pidgins but they are the kind of languages that they are impoverished languages largely that develop through commercial or other kinds of forces that cause people of different languages to spend time together and they develop kinds of ways of talking which are effective but are very often limited to certain kinds of activities.  And, as I said, lack a lot of the bells and whistles of natural languages.


Then we have Creole languages, which are fully elaborated natural languages that develop in the context of populations coming together in the same way.  So what is the difference between a Creole and a Pidgin or what is the difference between the reproduction of a Creole and a Pidgin?  Well, you have got an adult and you get Pidgin as input and you get Pidgin as output.  All right.  But when you get a social situation in which the primary linguistic input to a child is Pidgin you get a Creole as the output.  It is because the child has a language acquisition device which creates linguistic structure even in the absence of good environmental information about that structure.  It creates, rather than a Pidgin, it creates a Creole in the same way that twins will sometimes create languages that only they know but that seem to have again all the bells and whistles of natural language.


Well, I think we could get rid of race in a sense if this were race and this were thus and this coming out.  So no longer no racial input, no racial output.


Now, kids would not invent race here if you did not have race input.  They would create race output but they would be looking for categories that matched criteria that I talked about with race.  Categories that are about people's intrinsic nature and that nature is dependent on shared essence and that essence governs the development of both internal and external properties.


Well, what happens here is that people notice in a way -- I am making this sound conspiratorial, I know.  People notice that if you put race in you get race out.  If you put class in, for instance, you still get race out typically.  If you put in, oh, biological population defined by some issues of molecular biology, like this morning, and that goes in but the output still comes out something like race.  The nation states, historically you find that nation states have their -- much of their conceptual structure borrowed from race.


So that what is happening is that because the child is built a certain way to learn about the world in a certain way, it makes certain ideas extremely catchy and race turns out to be one of those ideas.  The upshot of this, I think, is not to try to convince kids not to use race.  I think you discipline kids not to use race as a criteria for their behavior with one another.  And you do not try to raise kids not to have prejudice attitudes because they are going to have prejudice attitudes.  What you want them to do is not use those attitudes to determine how they behave with others in the world and there are a variety of ways to do that.  We can talk about that at another time.  But I think that if we are going to talk about physicians, I think that it is more than just making sure the physicians realize that on a clinical basis that race may be just too broad a category to be useful, the category -- the physicians are having as much trouble as the rest of the population in distinguishing between what they would like to have true of the world and what their underlying cognitive architecture tells them is true of the world.


(Applause.)

