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genetic racial differences.

arr HER name. So very odd. I can recite ¢,
i REC‘Bl ck fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade teacher
 names of 1Y ; my White third-grade teacher is lost in my
D thﬁ‘. nm}lle zame:s of so many racist White people over the
memm:i‘; h]ijtzr:upted my peace with their sirens. Forgertting her
E::;Sh‘:veobeen a coping mechanism. People of cplor t;omeqn:
cope with abuse from individual Whites by .hldmg . o}:e n.l(.\;
viduals behind the generalized banner of Whiteness. “She act
that way,” we say, “because she is White.” e TR ;
But generalizing the behavior of racist W'hx;c uﬁ;vxdu#s ?0 &::
White people is as perilous as generalizing the individual tfm : :i
people of color to entire races. “He acted that way thCilll.\C -CQ
Black. She acted that way because she is Asian.” We often see
remember the race and not the individual. This is ra@st Caﬂ’_i‘;
rizing, this stuffing of our experiences with individual ;)m
color-marked racia] closets. An antiracist treats and ft'm‘-'l"; u\;
individuals a5 individuals. “She acted that way,” we shoud =
“because she i racist,”

. back B¢
['know that now, but that knowledge won't bring .
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acher. My parents do not remember

emory of that te
All we remember is what she did.

<pcciﬁc m |
per name: either.
1 M third-grade class was montly made 1p of Black kids, with

f \' % '

odful of Asian and Latinx kids, Three White kids—two girls
B kept to themselves and sat toward the front of the
[ sat toward the back near the door, where 1 could see ev-
erything. 1 could see when the White teacher overlooked rarsed
l,(;,1-W’|1itc hands and called on White hands. | could see her
punish non-White students for something she didn’t punish

.md A hn\'-_.

(].]"4.\.

White students for doing.
This was not a problem specific to my school or my

childhood—it’s a problem that cuts from private to public schools
and through time. During the 2013—14 academic year, Black stu-
dents were four times more likely than White students to be sus-
pended from public schools, according to Department of
Education data.

Back in my third-grade class, the unfair punishments and
overlooking did not seem to bother the other Black students, so
I did not let them bother me. But one day, before Christmas
break in 1990, it became unavoidable.

A tiny and quiet girl—tinier and quieter than me—sat on the
other side of the back of the room. The teacher asked a question
and I saw her slowly raise her dark-skinned hand, which was a
rare occurrence. Her shyness, or something else, generally kept
her mouth closed and arm down. But something roused her
today. I smiled as I saw her small hand rising for the teacher’s at-
tention.

The teacher looked at her, looked away, and instead called on
2 White hand as soon as it was raised. As the Black girl’s arm came
down, I could see her head going down. As I saw her head going
j:’:\}f:: tlec?}t:l.d see her spirits going down. | tu?ncd and looked up
e buq;;n ir, lwho, of course, was npt lookm.g at me. She was
Pening & t]?agbmg a favored Whlte ch:!d to notice what was l_mp—
Birl register Z f:‘Id-; row-—neither my fury nor the sadness of the

Schol. ‘c- % i . .

ars call what I saw a “microaggression,” a term coined by
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Chester Pierce 1n 1970, Pier

C
e the constant verbal and n(me -
Vgrh
,,.“
I

nleash on Black people Where,,

ploved € White people !

Jbuse rASSET T grhite woInl .
ay after A2 _ The seat next to

o s next t© her. The S¢& . woman calls the

person | '1 m‘“”ded bus. A WlllFC L 0 € Cops at ¢

empty O ¢ arbecuing 10 the park. White People 1

s ste sl BED le b :
sight of Black peoP ser or that our practiced tajep,, .

an grabs her purse whey, B °
a Black Person, ‘:;

P

- mness 15 aNg
chat our fif ‘
for the only other Black person oypg

R us )
| Mistaking ur children for selling lemonade o, the

on 0 .
Ebonics for sport. Assuming We are the hej,

SAr::uming ‘he help isnt brilliant. Asking us questions about },
ex;;ire Black race. Not giving us the benefit of the doubt. Caﬂing
ng down the street.

the cops on us for runni |
As an African American, Pierce suffered from and witnesseq

this sort of everyday abuse. He identified these individual abuses
a5 microaggressions to distinguish from the macroaggressions of
racist violence and policies.

Since 1970, the concept of microaggressions has expanded to
apply to interpersonal abuses against all marginalized groups, not
just Black people. In the last decade, the term has become popu-
lar in social-justice spaces through the defining work of psycholo-
gist Derald Wing Sue. He defines microaggressions as “brief,
everyday exchanges that send denigrating messages to certain i
dividuals because of their group membership.”

[ don’t think it’s coincidental that the term "lllicroaggressiOIl"
emerged in popularity during the so-called post-racial erd that
;301231 peoPIde assumed we’d finteFed with the electi?n gf th‘e ﬂrsf
' president. The word “racism” went out of fashion 11 the
liberal haze of racial progress—QObama’ 1 b d—and
conservatives started to t e ‘ e pOll.tltll - he N
wond, 4 vicions peions reat racism as the eqqulcnt to the ! :

Jorative rather than a descriptive termt Wit

the word its . ;
self beu)mmg radioactive to some, passé to other
rhap*

ean - }
unconsciously Iomf- Am_t‘rlc‘ans started consciously and P¢
Cr(’aggrt‘ssién”b oking for other terms to identify racsm
€Came part ofa WhOlC VOC&lbularv (.){Old ‘Jﬂd ned

ing us
naturd
Calling the €OPS
.ot. Butchering

1
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words—Tlike “cultural wars™ and “stereotype” and “immpl a7
and “economic anxiety’ and “tribalis:11"-t|1;;t m ;lj]plmt v’
ralk about or around the R-word. i
[ do not use “microaggression” anymore. 1 detest tl
racial platform that supported its sudden p"Plllarit"tl t;? post-
component_parts———“micm" and “aggression.” A pe):gm;;te;t :Its
low hum of racist abuse is not minor. I use the term .“abug : y
cause aggressic_m 18 not as exacting a term. Abuse accuratlc.;‘y dz:
«cribes the action and its effects on people: distress, anger, wor
fepression, anxiety, pain, fatigue, and suicide. "
What other people call racial microaggressions I call racist
sbuse. And I call the zero-tolerance policies preventing and pun-
ishing these abusers what they are: antiracist. Only racists shy

away from the R.-word—racism is steeped in denial.

It easier to

BACK IN THE classroom, I needed some time to think about the

racist abuse I saw. [ watched my dejected classmate with her head

down when we all began the walk through the long hall that led
have our weekly ser-

to the adjoining chapel, where we were to
vice. Her sadness did not seem to let up. My fury did not, either.

The chapel had 2 postmodern design but was simple inside: a
small pulpit and dozens of rows of brown pews, with a cross
looming over it all from the back wall. When the morning ser-
vice ended, the teacher began motioning my classmates out. I
didn’t move. I sat at the edge of the pew and stared at the teacher

as she approached.
“Ibram, time to gO, S
“I'm not going anywher

straight ahead at the cross.

he said pleasantly.

el” 1 faintly replied, and looked

“What?" " T3 & )t (,u]g
[ looked up at her, €yes wide and burmng: I'm not ge
anywhere!”
“No! . vht now.”
No! You need to leave, r.zght ¢ her White ¥

| Looking back, I wonder, 1 ;
would she have asked me: “Whi
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. 'r. I wonder ¢
{if T was hurtng? | wonde ” o Wher Ragy
wondered istance to my Blackness and “wrt'fnr g
halked up my Teai ' ith racist tea.q © Cap
th.l"\tl Pni\-bcha\'ior' not dl*trcss. W"h racist t(‘d(-hcr h‘if(,.
ized 10 as mi sceive Inquiry " Ty
rined kids of color do not receive .lnqu:ry and ¢, a thy
having Kid receive orders and punishments an “no Y g

lts. The Black child 1s ill-treated like ,, -ad:;tm“

“ im!

4 )
legramacy. We

as 1f we are adu iy oy
the Black adult 1s ill-treated like a child.

My classmates were nearly out.of the chapel. A, Obsery,
handful stopped near the door, gazing and. specul'atmg, Itate &nei
perplexed at this disruption, the teacher tried again to Oy
me. She failed again. She grabbed my shoulder.

“Don't touch me!” I yelled.

“I'm calling the principal,” she said, turning toward the exi;

“Tdon't care! Call her! Call her right now,” I shouted, looking
straight ahead as she walked away behind me. I felt 2 single teq,
falling from each eye.

[t was chapel-quiet now. I wiped my eyes. I started rehearsing
what I was going to tell the principal. When she came, she of.
fered more commands that she thought could move me. She
learned her lesson like her predecessor. I was not going to move

untl I recited my first dissertation on racism, until I had a chance
to defend our Blackness.

was not skin deep.

No one e
taught me thyy these differenceg were meaningless (0
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our underlying humanity—the essence of b
Adults had in so many ways taught me t}: nological antiracism,
ferences signified different forms of ht “ t},em superficial dif-
piological racism. imanity-—the essence of
Biological racists are segregationists. Biological
ewo ideas: that the races are meaningfully di ﬂge}r;mm'c“m rests on
ogy and that these difterences create a hierarchy of ::,]lthe,r biol-
up believing the first idea of biological racial dif’f}‘,erencz ”[e- Lol
disbelieving the second idea of biological racial hierar;;h g";wh‘uﬁ
conflicted with the biblical creation story I'd learned thrz’ugh l;_
y, in which all humans descend from Adam and Eve.

d with the secular creed I'd been taught, the

American creation story that “all men are created equal.”

My acceptance of biological racial distinction and rejection of
biological racial hierarchy was like accepting water and rejecting
t is precisely what 1 learned to do, what so
do in our dueling racial consciousness.
those widely held racist
do they realize that

ligious stud
It also conflicte

its wetness. But tha
many of us have learned to
Biological racial difference is one of

beliefs that few people realize they hold—nor
those beliefs are rooted in racist ideas. [ grew up hearing about

how Black people had “more natural physical ability,” as h;{lf of
respondents replied in 2 1991 survey. How “Black blood” differed
from “White blood.” How “one drop of Negro blood makes 2
Negro” and “puts out the light of intellect,” as wrote Thomas
Dixon in The Leopard’s Spots (1902). How Black people have nat-

ural gifts of improvisation. How “if blacks have certain inherited
; improvisatio 1aking, that could ex-

sy uch as jazz, 1ap and
plain why they predominate inc s such a jazz, i
other fields, such as classical music, A&

basketball, and not in s e
and astronomy, Su ested Dinesh D’Souza 11 his 1995 book? v
l g ssm. HoOW Blac

the laughably dishonest dtle The E”g é’{ i":‘mn
women had naturally large buttocks an o n” stems

large penises. How the £
- ) . 1, 1.1
from the “large $12¢ of the negro? pen

"
as

i ; . "
sexual madness and excess,

Medicine.
-

o e e L R

oW
nal decision 11
ertain field
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Black people are biologicall)_f distinct e,

HO‘: 988 Amc‘rican Heart Association co“ferencﬁ., F

At the 19¢ id African Americans had }; lacy
Cr -

au‘;e

rension researcher sai |
tF‘;r::ico[::Ii:ltes because only those “bli_ t;’ ri\ta]m high leve
survived consuming the salt water ;)1 | t ;?r tlantic Oceap )
éhe Middle Passage. “I've bounc.ed t’ , 15 off a numbgr of Colle g
and . . . 1t seems certainly plausible,” Clarence Grim told Ny

ing reporters. Plausibility became proof, a.nd the slavery hype,.
tension thesis received the red_ carpet in the calr(ijovaSCular
community in the 1990s. Grim did not arrive at the thegj in hiy
research lab. It came to him as he read Roots by Alex Haley, Whe
needs scientific proof when a biological racial distinction c,p, be
imagined by reading fiction? By reading the Bible?

THE SAME BIBLE that taught me that all humans descended from
the first pair also argued for immutable human difference, the
result of a divine curse. “The people who were scattered over the
earth came from Noah’s three sons,” according to the story of
the biblical Great Flood in the ninth chapter of Genesis. Noah
planted a vineyard, drank some of its wine, and fell asleep, naked
and drunk, in his tent. Ham saw his father’s nakedness and alerted
his brothers. Shem and Japheth refused to look at Noah’s naked-
ness, walked backward into his tent, and covered him. When
Noah awoke, he learned that Ham, the father of Canaan, had
viewed him in all his nakedness. “May a curse be put on Canaan,”
Noah raged. “May Canaan be the slave of Shem.”’

Who are the cursed descendants of Canaan? In 1578, English
travel writer George Best provided an answer that, not coinci-
dentally, Justified expanding European enslavement of African
l}:ﬁipi;.oglzdbwﬂ‘led that Ham son and “all his posteritie after

m - be so blacke and loathsome,” Best writes, “that it
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holders until Black chattel slavery died in Christian countries |
che qineteenth century. Proof did not matter Wheﬁ b:)tll’nee in
racial difterence coulld ble; created by misreading the Bibl: ogical
But science cana so be misread. After Christ "o
discovered 2 people unmentioned in the Bible, :;E?Slrat(u(:r]:r; .
Jbout Native Americans and soon about Africans descenc;::c
fom ‘3 different Adam.” But Christian Europe rcgardeg
Polygenesis———the theory that the races are separate species with
Jistinct creations—as heresy. When Isaac La Peyrere released Men
Before Adam in 1655, Parisian authorities threw him in prison and
burned his books. But powerful slaveholders in places like Barba-
dos “preferred” the proslavery belief that there existed a “race of
Men, not derivable from Adam” over “the Curse of Ham.”
Polygenesis became a sOurce of intellectual debate throughout
the Age of Enlightenment. The debate climaxed in the 1770s,
during the first cransatlantic antislavery movement. In 1776,
Thomas Jefferson came down on the side of monogenesis. But
over the next few decades, polygenesis came to rule racial thought
in the United States through scholars like Samuel Morton and
Louis Agassiz, prompting biologist Charles Darwin to write 11

the opening pages of The Origin of Species in 1859, “The view
which most naturalists d which I formerly

entertain, an
entertained—namely, that each species has been independently
created—is erroneous.” He offered a theory of natural selection

that was soon used as another method to biologically distinguish

and rank the races.

The naturally selected Whit
was evolving, was headed toward perfection, accor )
Darwinists. The only three outcomes qvailable for the “weaker

ined the social

races were extinction, slavery, Of 4ssimilation, explaine :
Darwinist who founded American sociology. “Many fear the“hrst
possibility for the Indians,” Albion Small co-—wmte.in 1894, ';hfi
second fate is often predicted for the negroes; while the thire:#
anticipated for the Chinese an Oplcﬂ', [arwin’s
genics movement, - S oo

n, aimed to SP¢

e race was winning the struggle,
ding to social

: The transatlantic eu
alf cousin Francis Galto

et 3 ﬁﬁf_;rg?;isfii\t‘"
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ears. Biological racism—curse 'hcf:h*
had held strong for that long, Ans r
academic thought did not mean marg]nahz
hought, including the kind of common thjy,

hild.

n the mid-twenti€

gical racism Wi

«is, and eugenics™

GCIENTISTS AND APPLAUSE accompanied the president of the
United States as he walked into the East Room 'o-f the White
House on June 26, 2000. Bill Clinton took his position behind ;
podium in the middle of two screens featuring this headline: pe-
CODING THE BOOK OF LIFE / A MILESTONE FOR HUMANITY. Genen-
cists had started decoding the book of life in 1990, the same year
I identified myself in that book as Black.

After thanking politicians and scientists from around the
world, Clinton harkened back two hundred years, to the day
Thomas Jefferson “spread out a magnificent map” of the cono-
nental United States “in this room, on this floor.”

“Today, the world is joining us here in the East Room to be-
‘}“Old a map of even greater significance,” Clinton announced. 1

We are here to celebrate the completion of the first survey of the |
entire human genome. Without a doubt, this is the most impor:
tant, most wpndrous map ever produced by humankind.” th n
scientists finished drawing the map of “our mj ] : e
ﬁOde’” when they stepped back and looked at th g geriem ‘
“great truths” they saw was “that in genetic ¢ e ‘lnap, one of the J
. ings, regardless of race, are more than 99 gel'ms. all human be:
Umfon declared. “What that means is th 7 PERCEE S ek,
( confirmed what we first learned t'roml .mjt mod?m science has
lent faiths. The most

important fact of life on this Earth |
portant fact of life on this Earth is our common h
n humanity.”

A o this Eard
" e told me the defining investigation in med
nodern human
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history was unt’oﬁlding behind the racial ways of the 199
arguably one of the most important scientific announ '.wlt- o
ever made by a sitting head of‘sta“‘*‘*Pﬂ'}ldt‘s as mmnrt;m(tt'tm?m
mans as landing on the moon—but the news of our fundan:;r::;
cquam}’ was qmckly‘uvermkcn by more-familiar arguments.

“Scientists planning the next phase ‘
project are being forced to confront a ¢
netic differences between human races” science writer Nicholas
Wade reported in The New York Times not long after Clinton’s
announcement. In his 2014 bestseller, A Troublesome Inheritance,
Wade made the case that “there is a genetic component to human
social behavior.” This connecting of biology to behavior is the
cradle of biological racism—it leads to biological ranking of the
races and the supposition that the biology of certain races yields
superior behavioral traits, like intelligence.

But there is no such thing as racial ancestry. Ethnic ancestry
does exist. Camara Jones, a prominent medical researcher of
health disparities, explained it this way to bioethics scholar Doro-
thy Roberts: “People are born with ancestry that comes from
their parents but are assigned a race.”’ People from the same ethnic
groups that are native to certain geographic regions typically share
the same genetic profile. Geneticists call them “populatons.”
When geneticists compare these ethnic populations, they find
there is more genetic diversity between populations within At'riga
than between Africa and the rest of the world. Ethnic groups i
Western Africa are more genetically similar to ethnic groups in
Western Europe than to ethnic groups in Eastern Africa. Race 1
4 generic mirage. ) g e

Segregationists like Nicholas Wade figure it humans A RS
percent genetically alike, then they must be 0.1 percent nh.‘\nn‘\:l
And this distinction must be racial. And that 0. I_ perc?nt of :‘U_\
distinction has grown expone ntially over the sstlicpai A;; ’ :;1:\
their job to search heaven and earth for these exponentiatly €
tin(‘t races,

of the human genome
eacherous issue: the ge-

erent job, which has been

AS"‘ " < y 2 & ” n F x 1[ ‘(i J (1lﬂ .
similatiomsts have accepte hing inside

' . , teac
" the works for decades. “What should we be
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op-od m .1 d creationists: the MappIng of the hum,, . bogy
evolunonst 3 only one race. the human ryce~ Moy

makers push for t.hr.md of categor, 2ing

. Y e _ Thev wag their fingers at people hike 4
enafving bY RICE ortunate truth is thar "
denofving as Black—but the unfo | their vy
i 18 we-racial strategy makes no SENSE 1N OUF RCISt woy,
Race is a mirage but one that humanity has orgamzf-d Msely

§ in very real ways. Imagining away dfc exastence of races
+ racist world 1s as conserving and harmtul as imagining away
classes in a capitabisic world—it allows the ruling races and clag,
to keep on rubng.

Assimilacionists believe in the post-racial myth that talking
about race constitutes racism, or that if we stop identfying by
race. then racism will miraculously go away. They fail to realize
that if we stop using racial categories, then we will not be able wo
idennfy racial mequty. If we cannot 1denafy racial inequity, then
we will not be able to 1dentify racist policies. If we cannot iden-
afy racst policies, then we cannot challenge racist policies. If we
cannot challenge racist policies, then racist powers final solution
will be achieved: a2 world of inequity none of us can see, let alone
resist. Termunating racial categories 1s potentially the last, not the
farst, step 1n the antiracist struggle.

_ The segreganonst sees six biologically distinct races. The as-
i:fl;?::;::;xubiglfcfl hun}m race. But there is another
antiracist 1s to lt:cognizi the im:?s . bl.OIOg],cal antira@sm. o be
color 1s as meaningless to our : Ofl-)lobg'ca] éQUahty, that skin

underlying humanity as the clothes

be anniracise is ¢ ogni !
o 0 rec ze there 15 nO
such thing as White blood of Black diseases or natural Latinx

athlena s
athlenicism. To be aanaCISt 15 to also recognize the living, breath-
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ending the racism that shapes the mirages, nor 1o 1
rages that shape peoples’ lives. 1 > 1gnore the mi-

THE PRINCIPAL FINALLY sat down next to me, Maybe she «

denly saw me not as the misbehaving Black boy b:t * t;)sud-
student under her care, with a problem. Maybe not. | ::ﬂ a boy, a
1 was allowed to speak. I defended my dissertation -l " ;r;y :.av.e.
terms like “racist abuse” and “racist ideas.” [ used te'rmg “kcif‘f:;?.

an “unfal-r,” “sad” and “happy.” She listened and surprised me
with questions. My one-boy sit-in ended after she heard me out
and agreed to talk to that teacher.

I expected to be punished when the principal summoned Ma
that afternoon. After describing what happened, the principal
told her my behavior was prohibited at the school. Ma did not say
it would never happen again, as the principal expected. Ma told
her she would have to speak to me.

“If you are going to protest, then you’re going to have to deal
with the consequences,” Ma said that night, as she would on fu-
ture nights after my demonstrations.

“Okay;” I replied. But no consequences came this time. And
the teacher eased up on the non-White students.

Third grade ended it. My parents took me out of .that school.
One year was enough. They looked for a Christian private school
that better validated my racial identity. They found §h€ Bl?Ck

teaching staff at St. Joseph’s Parish Day School, an EPISCOPal‘f‘f’
school closer to our home in Queens Village, where | attended
fourth, fifth, and sixth grades.

For seventh grade and the yearl.ong g
my eighth-grade classroom filled with Jaughs an

- the
transferred to a private Lutheran sch.ool argur;d e
St. Joseph’s. Almost all my Black gighth-grade ClasTy

: or § ing. But on¢
jokesters. Almost everyone gof joked on for something

Joke stung more than others.

comedy show that kept
hurt feelings, |
corner from




