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Introduction





  The issue of racism is both a personal and a political concern to me. I grew up with stories of my parents’ hard lives in the French West Indies and of their living conditions when they arrived in mainland France in the early 1960s. I have also my own personal experiences growing up in France and spending part of my adult life in the UK. The issue of racism has never been far from my own personal life but it also became a political issue when I started to be involved with radical left-wing politics in the UK.




  Until a couple of years ago, I was feeling that the problem of racism was getting much better. It seemed that, increasingly, most people did not simply see a black woman but actually saw me, a specific individual with my own good and bad sides. Imagine my consternation when I noticed that we seemed to be entering a time when, again, I was no longer an individual, a difficult person to deal with, a person who had loved scientific research and who is now realizing that her increasing passion for gardening may be an indication of her age. It seemed to me that I was again simply a black woman whose opinions and beliefs were apparently determined by her race and by others. The celebration of racial difference, previously encountered in the academic world, and the racialization of many issues seemed to have entered the public discussion with the help of current anti-racist activists.




  Now, one of the initial disagreements I have had with some of the anti-racist activists was their use of personal experiences to argue that racism was everywhere and that it was getting worse. I started opposing them by pointing out that, in my personal experiences, this was not the case. We can rapidly see the problem with this. Our personal experiences are not enough to give us an objective idea of what is currently occurring in society.




  My aim, when I started this book, was to challenge mainstream anti-racism promoted by proponents of left-wing/liberal/progressive/woke identity politics but from a point of view now known as that of the “radical old left.” I do not believe that my personal experiences give me expertise. I am currently researching the issue and have decided it is time for me to actively enter the important conversation on race. This is also not a book where I argued that my personal experiences are better than others’ personal experiences. Dismissing others because of their different backgrounds is neither right nor useful. I wanted to challenge some of the current ideas that are believed to be anti-racist today with the aim of advancing ideas that will help us confront racism, racial divisions and racial inequalities. I recognize that left and right no longer has real meaning in politics these days. Unfortunately, we do not yet have new words to replace them. What I mean by “radical old left” is a support for Marx’s ideas and Enlightenment values which aim to challenge the status quo and radically transform society, its structures and institutions in order to promote progress and social equality. Social transformation, as it was understood in the past, was not simply about changing ourselves psychologically or changing our inner self to make us better individuals, but about finding new ways to organize society as a whole, in order for us to better live together. While I agree that different ethnic and racial groups face different social problems and barriers, I believe anti-racism based on politicized identities and identity politics is more of a hindrance than a solution. I certainly do not think, however, that we should forget about or ignore issues of racialization and racial discrimination and concentrate on the issue of class as some in the old left used to argue.




  To illustrate just one of the reasons for my opposition to contemporary identity-based anti-racism, I had already written part of an introduction for this book where I was trying to highlight the fact that my mother, my sister and I are three black women, who have experienced racism, but do not have the same lives, the same opinions or the same world views, even though we are close and love each other dearly. I wanted to show that one of the reasons I oppose identity politics is because it imitates racist ideas in denying our individuality. It imposes the idea that, simply as a result of our common physical identities, I should feel a greater political solidarity with them than with humans with other physical characteristics but who may share my political opinions. To tell me that I cannot connect with, have empathy for or agree with someone else because they do not have the same identity or same personal experiences is like restraining me with one of those straightjackets that were once used for mental patients or prisoners. Identity politics is like a very narrow cage that prevents us from being our own selves, from developing our own thoughts and opinions, from making our own mistakes, from seeing, hearing, reading or discussing whatever ideas we want to, so that we can form our own opinions and try to reach a better understanding of the world and, hopefully, the truth. Grasping the truth is a difficult task for any of us but it is made impossible if we are restricted in our ability to think and discuss by those who think they are our betters, by those who think they can keep us in a very narrow lane. They are restricting our curiosity and our traveling path while we are attempting to cross a big, foreign field full of ideas begging to be discovered and understood. Yes, the crossing can certainly be dangerous. Yes, we can and do regularly fall down in this massive field of ideas, but who can tell us how much excitement or danger we should accept in our own life? This is our life. At the end of the day, the question about the type of society we want to live in is the kind of question that concerns us all, so most of us would want to enter that field together to find some answers and solutions. I agree with political theorist Hannah Arendt who believes that all humans are thinking beings who can reflect and judge if they want to. And she was right to argue:






   Thinking actually undermines whatever there is of rigid rules, general opinions, and so forth. That is, there are no dangerous thoughts for the simple reason that thinking itself is such a dangerous enterprise. But I believe nonthinking is even more dangerous.1







  Thinking can lead us to question some of our most important intellectual and moral foundations and consensuses. And thus, thinking is hard, painful and dangerous but it is essential.




  Pervasive identity politics




  While reading and thinking about the issues, I realized that many of those claiming to oppose identity politics also accepted some of the terrible ideas promoted by proponents of identity politics. The controversy over the caricature of the tennis player Serena Williams, drawn by the Australian cartoonist Mark Knight and published on 10 September 2018 in the Herald Sun newspaper, was a key turning-point in making me decide to change part of the focus of my book.2




  I agreed with those who claimed that this was a racist caricature using the old racist stereotypes that used to be popular in our recent racist past. These racial stereotypes are based on the idea that you can describe any individual black person by just highlighting some features believed to be common to all black people. Racial stereotypes such as thick lips, a wide nose and dark brown skin were seen as sufficient to describe a black individual as if there were no distinct facial features that could distinguish one black person from another. She was drawn as a representative of a group, the angry black woman, rather than with her own specific facial features that would make us see her as an individual. Racism is about denying group members their individuality and that is why racial stereotypes and these kinds of drawings existed for groups of people who were oppressed, discriminated against or seen as inferiors, such as blacks, Jews and Japanese.




  The caricature of Serena Williams was racist and used specific well-known cultural tropes but this does not necessarily mean that the author was or is racist. I certainly did not support the hounding of and threats made toward the artist and his family, or the usual calls for censorship. I also do not believe that Serena Williams or any other black person should not be caricatured or be exempt from criticism of their behavior, opinions and claims to victimhood. However, supporting, as I do, the right to free speech, the right to criticize others for their behavior and the right to offend certainly does not mean ignoring (or even condoning) the racist content of a comment or criticism.




  Some people’s responses to the claim of racism with the cartoon are the reason I changed my mind about certain aspects of this book. I am very open about my strong opposition to identity politics and to the anti-white bigotry promoted by some black activists. I am also very open about my opposition to the current trend that sees constant claims of racism being made by people who racialize every aspect of our lives and see racism everywhere. I do not agree with the notion that white authors writing about black characters in their novels, plays, comics are necessarily being racist. I do not believe that having sexual preferences for people who are not dark-skinned themselves is inherently racist. I do not agree with the view that “blackface” is always racist. People have blackened and blacken their faces for various reasons including just for the fun of changing their appearance. I also find ridiculous and very unproductive the current fashion for trying to capture on camera someone hurling stupid racial insults, in the middle of an angry outburst. These little videos found all over the internet do not tell us anything about racism. Most of us would be lying if we tried to claim that we have never in our lives, when angry, hurled insults and made very stupid comments we very much regretted later. My husband would certainly call me a liar if I claimed this given that he has to live with my bad temper.




  Despite this candor about my political views, acquaintances who know my opinions or even know me personally had no qualms about claiming that I was playing the race card when I argued that Serena’s caricature was racist. This particular personal experience finally convinced me that my earlier suspicion was right. I think that the constant claims and accusations of racism by some proponents of identity politics have created a climate where any claim of racism is now seen as coming from easily offended people and can be safely dismissed by those opposing identity politics. This is a problem as we still live in a world where racism exists even if it is no longer the main social barrier for many who previously had experienced it in the West.




  The most important point, however, is that identity politics has become so pervasive that its basic ideas and concepts are also accepted by their so-called opponents to justify their own opinions. My position that the caricature was racist was apparently due to me being a black woman. I could not possibly have thought about the issue and come to a rational conclusion. According to these so-called opponents of identity politics, I was playing the race card and becoming emotional because I am, like Serena Williams, a black woman. From this point of view, in this case, my identity as a black woman made the decision for me. Worse, if others could show me that other black people didn’t agree with my opinion, then I would, apparently, realize my mistake. Somehow, sharing a skin color with them would mean I’d consider their opinions more informed and this would convince me. Part of racial thinking, which is one of the underlying ideas of identity politics, is to deny the moral and intellectual autonomy and individuality of members of a particular group of people. As seen here, the acceptance of racial thinking can be found among both the proponents of identity politics and their opponents. But we can only oppose racism if we also challenge racial thinking. If racism is only resisted by arguing that some races/ethnicities/cultures are not superior but that all are in fact equal, the result is only a challenge to the claim of superiority but not to the idea that we are from different, permanently divided groups. Only a universalist position can robustly oppose this damaging view that portrays humans as permanently divided. What a pessimistic view of the world and of us it is to think that we can never reach across our divisions to each other.




  Looking at anti-racism and identity politics more closely, I also realized that it is no longer just a battle between those openly supporting identity politics and those opposing it. The fight is between groups of people who have divided the world into different, competing identities with each group claiming to support specific identities. For example: the working class was a particular social category, clearly analyzed by Karl Marx; it was defined by its particular social, economic and political position, with respect to the relations of production, in a specific historical period and in a specific social system we know as capitalism. Sociologists, however, have often defined it by the level of income, refusing to acknowledge the particular importance of the social relations of production in order to understand the world. This definition became adopted in mainstream discussions. Society, in sociology, became simply an aggregation of individuals differentiated by a level of income. Culture rather than race became a tool to distinguish social groups after World War 2 and the working class was defined by its own culture and traditions. Once people started to describe the working class as a matter of subjective self-identification, identifying it with a specific culture and traditions, it was not difficult to make the last step in portraying it as an identity group. The working class is now treated in essentialist and sociological ways, as an identity group with its own specific culture, morals, values and ways of life where one can be born into and never leave. Regardless of their current social position, academics, journalists, public intellectuals or members of government claim their identity as working class because they grew up in a working-class family. More importantly, the working class is increasingly defended using the language of victimhood the way identities are defined today, meaning the working class is now described as a group of victims. Victimhood claims today give moral authority when demanding resources from society. Portraying and defining members of a specific group as oppressors allows for acceptable moral condemnation and opposition to the groups’ demands. Self-defined identity groups are based on real or imagined grievances, the members of that group are defined as victims and the identity is seen as positive. This is a very restricted vision of the world where one is defined either as oppressed or oppressor. Nevertheless, it is not surprising to hear a positive defense of this point of view answering that one can be both oppressed and oppressor. It reveals the current strength of this restricted vision.




  Consequently, a once strong and well-organized collective group, the working class, originally described objectively is now a subjectively defined identity group with its members portrayed as oppressors by those wanting to demonize them or, by those defending them, as vulnerable victims, oppressed by their own political and social elites and/or suffering from an existential threat due to immigration.




  Importance of debates




  It is always sad to hear that there are people too emotionally exhausted to discuss important issues such as racism and anti-racism with others. Ironically, this claim of emotional exhaustion is now often made by black anti-racist activists themselves, i.e. by those who actually spend their time arguing about that very issue. It would seem that claims of emotional exhaustion have become a key aspect of drawing other people’s pity and of being given a (very loud) voice in society, once again showing how the claim of victimhood today gives a perverse form of authority. Is that what anti-racist activists want now? To be pitied as poor emotionally exhausted black people? Regardless, this exhaustion is definitely not a valid reason for demanding that others do not criticize opinions and ideas. Claims of emotional exhaustion do not place a person beyond criticism, especially when discussing important political and social issues. In fact, one of the reasons I strongly challenge identity politics is down to my opposition to the belief that emotional exhaustion, skin color, race, ethnicity, culture or personal experiences automatically give one access to the truth and that that supposed truth cannot be discussed or challenged. My mother, my sister and I have different opinions about the issue of race and anti-racism. Which one of us has access to a truth that cannot be discussed or criticized?




  In this book, I am trying to explain why current mainstream anti-racism in the context of a pervasive identity politics is not only unproductive and divisive but is leading us back to a darker age. I am hoping that this book will be seen as part of the conversation with the individuals interested in understanding the issue of race, in finding solutions to racial problems and being open-minded enough to read books that do not necessarily confirm their opinions and may even offend their opinions. I often complain to my husband or friends about books that really offend me. But I think the issue of racial divisions is just too important for us to restrict our reading to only a few opinions while ignoring all others or even worse, to demand that other opinions we do not like be censored. Everybody is complaining about tribalism these days but the main problem is the refusal to deal with ideas, the refusal to consider other people’s ideas, to understand them and to challenge them if need be. Simply dismissing ideas has become a political pastime that will lead to nothing but permanent unproductive fighting. I think many of us are getting tired of these eternal fights that lead nowhere other than to an increasing collection of very creative or dull labels.




  Past and present




  I am arguing that anti-racism based on identity and identity politics is not challenging racism but is promoting racial thinking that used to be the domain of racists. The promotion of races as natural, permanent categories, the naturalization of difference, the promotion of victimhood status as a positive outcome one wants to achieve, the outlook that sees the world only through the prism of race is creating more divisions between people and more resentment. Anti-racism today has become a project to maintain the status quo but with a new minority of black people allowed to share in the wealth at the top. It hides behind terms such as “white supremacy,” “white privilege” or “systemic racism,” while the need to understand the current situation for different groups of people, discuss issues, develop new ideas and find new solutions is dismissed. Any inequalities or problems observed are automatically assumed to be down to racism thanks to the support for the deterministic explanation that all white people are racist, whether consciously or unconsciously. Essentially, the divisions between groups are described as insurmountable and permanent because, according to mainstream anti-racism, forces outside our control determine the opinions, ideas and attitudes of others.




  Furthermore, I think that the current anti-racist movement and groups such as Black Lives Matter are not a continuation of glorious past struggles that demanded freedom, equal rights and equal treatment for all, visualizing a new world with equality for us all. These past struggles were still based on the Enlightenment’s belief in the human capacity to reason, in the idea that we can all be considered as equally human and are all born equal, and in the ideal of universalism. The heroes of the past and the opposition they had to endure are continuously used to justify opinions and actions of present-day anti-racist activists, and to claim moral authority over others, as if the big differences between the opinions and beliefs of the people of the past and those of today can be simply ignored or dismissed.




  In fact, I also think that today’s anti-racist groups based on identity politics are not even a continuation of the original 1960s social movements that started historically by promoting black pride, black power and black identity. They might have already given up on some of the Enlightenment ideas and were using an evolving concept of identity to carve out political space for themselves, but the promotion of victimhood, the portrayal of blacks as fragile beings needing protecting from words, attitudes or habits were certainly not parts of their identities. The cultural, social, political, economic and intellectual conditions these days are quite distinct from the conditions in the 1960s. The economic growth from the end of the Second World War till the early 1970s included a recovery period from the war followed by a period of counter-culture, youth culture and experimentation. Despite formal equal rights, these 1960-1970s fighters were still living in a very openly racist society. Traditional left-wing parties and trade unions were indifferent to their pleas. Isolated and disenchanted, some groups used the new concept of identity as a political tool of resistance. The black lesbian feminist group the Combahee River Collective seemed to have been the first to actually use the expression “identity politics” but they still had some sense of universalism in their politics.3 They still demanded equal rights. Some people then considered that embracing their particular identity was temporary and that it would eventually help to destroy that identity later on, once they had achieved equal rights and equal treatment.




  These are not the circumstances today. Contemporary groups and movements still use the concept of politicized identity but, based on dissimilar perceptions of the “individual,” “society” and the “self,” to portray themselves as victims and to demand recognition from those they see as enemies while still appealing to the state for protection. Present-day anti-racism is no longer a fight for freedom, civil liberties and autonomy, for the right to make our own decisions and control our own lives, but a demand for recognition and protection, a demand to keep things on the straight and narrow. It is no longer about transforming society and transcending racial divisions but about demanding that racial divisions be recognized and accepted as permanent and that the identity of those seen as vulnerable be protected by the political and social elites.




  Racial ideology was not developed because of hate for the others but as a reaction to Enlightenment promises of equality. The reality of social inequalities, despite the claim to support Enlightenment ideals, had to be explained. The realities of social hierarchies, after the “death of God” and the promotion of reason and science, could no longer be explained as a God-given state of affairs. Natural biological interpretations were developed to explain away the gap between Enlightenment promises and social realities. Today, modern identity politics has the same role. The current focus with identity and the use of politicized identities follow a long tradition of deterministic explanations used to describe humans and to explain away social inequalities that still exist. The concept of race first developed as a biological category was then reinvented as a social construction or as a cultural category. Identity politics is based on the acceptance of these categories, going so far backward as even to reinclude biology despite racial science having been thoroughly discredited.




  Highlighting the issue of racism as a problem of individual psychology and behavior, after the Second World War, has become really important for our political and cultural elites. It places blame for problems on those with less power and portrays the state and its institutions as the solution. It has also become a mechanism for distinguishing the elites as polite, civilized, educated and morally superior from the supposedly racist, xenophobic and uneducated ordinary people who need to be taught how to behave, how to think and how to vote. Mainstream anti-racism has become a tool of the authoritarian elites and self-appointed identity gatekeepers to maintain the status quo and to try and regain the legitimacy and authority they have lost, at the expense of ordinary people from all backgrounds.




  If we really want to challenge racism and transcend racial divisions, we have to move away from racial thinking or any other kind of essentialist explanations that tell us we are completely determined by forces outside of our control, that we cannot change ourselves and the world and that we cannot control our own destiny. History shows us we are capable of changing ourselves, our morals, our own ideas and recognizing our shared interests against those desperate to keep their powerful position.




  In Chapter 1, I will try to highlight how racial thinking, which developed the concept of race, is a product of history and as such is not immutable and fixed. I look briefly at the history of racial thinking and the context in which it was developed. This chapter challenges the current notions that racism is an original sin, part of white people’s DNA or aspect of human nature. In Chapter 2, I will discuss another anti-political and deterministic explanation that followed the concept of biological race. The notion of culture has also played and is still playing a very important role in explaining social inequalities. Chapter 3 will address the various meanings of identity in the past and the present and the development of the modern identity politics used after the defeat of universalist radical politics. I will discuss the anti-political consequences of the politicization of social identities and will propose that the original development of identity politics started with the concepts of race, nation and culture and as a counter-Enlightenment reaction. There are past and modern notions of identity, which are dependent of distinct perceptions of the self, but the politicization of social identities started with the concept of race in the nineteenth century. In the conclusion, I briefly discuss the problem created by the concept of hate speech and the attack on freedom of speech. The principle of free speech has an essential role in any fight for freedom, including in the fight against racial thinking and racism. Future political action in order to transcend our racial divisions will need a public realm where we are free to engage and challenge all kinds of ideas in order to collectively develop a new universalist and political approach. Those of us hoping to create a better and freer world for all, those of us refusing to think that our concerns should only be limited to our private lives need to start trusting each other and build political solidarity, regardless of our races, ethnicities, cultures or nationalities.




  One last note: I often use the word “black” with its past political meaning, not necessarily as a description for a specific race, skin color, ethnicity or identity. Black was a political term used for all those facing racialization, racial oppression and discrimination.







  



  Chapter 1




  Race is a Product of History




  Racial thinking as dominant ideology in the West




  Racial thinking, which is not the same as racism, is one of the dominant ideologies of the Western world. Interpreting the world, our human history and the social, political and philosophical issues as natural competition between different races is one of the most powerful trends in our current historical period. Whether race is seen as a biological category, a social category, a cultural category or a psychological category, racial thinking has become a fundamental prism through which the world is seen, understood, analyzed and interpreted. The idea of race is transformed into racism in practice when people think that others, who do not look the same as them, should be discriminated against, treated differently, hated or excluded. But the notion of race is also promoted by those celebrating differences between people, promoting racial identities, promoting the concept of diversity as a value and pushing for diversity policies in all areas of our lives.




  We know that scientific and political critiques of racism did not necessarily mean a rejection of the idea of race as a biological concept. Those promoting racial equality, for example, can still believe in biological race but also think that all different biological races are equal. The notion of biological race was discredited after WW2 and the Holocaust and further discredited by substantial scientific evidence showing the hypothesis as false. It has, however, become attractive once more for those who think that science can give them the certainties missing from their lives. Rather than seeing science as a human method of enquiry based on reason, hypothesis, facts, collective human interpretations, evidence and analysis, some people see science as a worldview or a religion with dogmatic rules. As a consequence, they promote scientism, the idea that science can explain everything in our uncertain and scary human world.




  I say that racial thinking has become a pervasive ideology but I definitely do not mean that we are all racist. The claim that we are all racist is constantly and wrongly made today. We are all, supposedly, contaminated by the ideas, education, habits and cultural traditions of white supremacy. We are all apparently racist, consciously and/or unconsciously. At heart, claiming that we are all racist is an easy way of justifying the beliefs that nothing can be done, it is human nature, part of the world we live in and everything is out of our control, except for desperate attempts in managing our permanent racism as best we can. This very pessimistic view of the world is one I certainly do not subscribe to and, in fact, strongly disagree with. Racial thinking is not a disease affecting human beings. Race is not “a condition. A disease. A card. A plague. Original sin,” as Michael Eric Dyson enthusiastically claims before calling Robin DiAngelo “the new racial sheriff in town.”1 Promises of a cure, a prayer or a balm to make it bearable, supposedly developed by some enlightened individuals, are just empty words from those who have a very low opinion of us as gullible idiots, but who are still hoping to make money out of us. Anti-racism has, unfortunately, become a lucrative business these days and will attract individuals interested in money-making schemes. Again, I want to stress that applying racial thinking and seeing the world in terms of a supposed competition between different races does not necessarily equate to supporting racist ideas and racism. But the belief that humanity can be divided, using a few criteria, into distinct and permanent groups, and that members of these groups have specific mental and moral characteristics determining and explaining their social positions and social issues, is the basis that legitimizes our racial divisions.




  
Racial thinking before the modern concept of racism




  To understand the issue of racial thinking and its problems, we have to analyze separately the notion of race and the concept of racism. The concept of racism is much more recent than the concept of race. Apparently, “racism” first appeared in the title of a book written by Magnus Hirschfeld in 1933/34 who was challenging the notion of race hierarchy proposed by others in the nineteenth century, but he did not give a definition. The concept of racism was quickly taken up by others who were challenging the Nazi ideology of race.2 Julian Huxley, Alfred Cort Haddon and Alexander Morris Carr-Saunders published in 1935 We Europeans: A Survey of ‘racial’ Problems where they provided a scientific critique of the Nazi theory of race by challenging scientific racism and racial science. This book was seen as an antiracist statement and became popular. They, in fact, promoted what they thought was a better scientific understanding of race by arguing that races should be replaced with “ethnic groups” and “subspecies.” The word “race,” for them, had “lost any sharpness of meaning” and at their time of writing, had become “hardly definable in scientific terms.”3 They disagreed with the racial division of Jews by the Nazis, but still believed in the natural divisions of humanity into three biological groups.4       Europeans could, in addition, be divided into three “minor sub species” (Nordic, Euroasiatic and Mediterranean) while the Aryan or Latin races could be termed “mixed ethnic groups.”5 Scientific and political critiques of racism, even though often opposing open expressions of racism, do not necessarily mean rejections of racial thinking. We see this also in the race equality discussions with those claiming that to “think as an antiracist” is to “think that racial groups are equal.”6 They may define racial groups using ancestry rather than simply skin color, but they are still promoting the concept of race.




  Of course, racial theory which developed the concept of race is a necessary a priori condition before racism, racial prejudice and racial discrimination can develop. Thus, it is completely ahistorical or is an intent to rewrite history to talk about racist societies throughout human history when, for most of our history, the notion of race had not yet developed. According to American historian Ibram X. Kendi, a racist idea is “any concept that regards one racial group as inferior or superior to another racial group in any way.”7 Two important notions are in this definition: the notion of hierarchy and the notion of race. One cannot talk about a “racist idea” if there is not already a notion of “racial group” or “race,” unless one is reading history backward and applying modern concepts to past understanding and beliefs. This notion only developed relatively recently so it is rewriting history to use the current notion of “black race,” “white race” or “yellow race” and apply it to societies of the past that did not yet have this notion. The prejudices, in the past, toward strangers or people from other communities like African tribes, Slavs or Germanic tribes were not racial prejudices unless one imposes our current view of the world onto people long gone.




  These days, in an attempt to highlight the suffering of a particular group of people, it has become common to rewrite history to try and extend the period of suffering far into the past. If they can show that a particular discrimination, a political or social situation has been happening for decades, centuries or even millennia, then they think it will add authority over their current demands for justice, privileges or protection. One of the problems with this is that they legitimize the notion of a linear or cyclical history with no sense of change and progress. They wrongly promote the belief that the past is the same as the present with, fundamentally, similar social, political, intellectual and economic circumstances, where human beings have not advanced by developing themselves and the society in which they live and where human actions and beliefs in the past can be interpreted in the same way as human actions and beliefs in the present or even in the future. This notion of history may be useful for those who want to promote themselves on the present-day hierarchy of suffering and oppression, but it also reflects as well as further entrenches the very pessimistic mood of Western society; a pessimism where any change is often seen as negative. There is a sense that everything is out of control or the result of the destructive nature of humanity, with no more beliefs in the potential of mankind to create a better society for themselves. The demands for change are more likely to be more regulations, policies and laws in order to control the mistrusted others. Portraying racism as a permanent feature of humanity, as the original sin or as an innate characteristic of a particular group or of humanity as a whole, reflects and contributes to this very pessimistic sentiment.




  But, more importantly, we can also argue that viewing racism this way reflects the conservative aspect of some of the presentday anti-racism movement. The belief in a fixed human nature that determines our thoughts and beliefs or the conviction that race determines specific mental and moral characteristics are conservative ideas but so is the notion that history is simply a continuous line with no changes. As Frank Furedi noted: “For many conservative theorists history is the antithesis of historical thinking, understood as the attempt to grasp in thought the dynamic character of social development. For them history expresses not change, but continuity, the reproduction of old traditions in new circumstances.”8 Many of those who argue that racial thinking and racism have always existed do not try to understand the “dynamic character of social development” in order for us to comprehend the present and find solutions for the future but try to use their interpretation of the past in order to artificially create an identity such as the “black identity” for their own present purpose.




  Racism is the political and social expression of the idea of racial thinking whereby races are described as inferior or superior. These ideas are put into practice to organize society. The idea of race and notion of hierarchy in races should be strongly opposed but not by simply challenging the notion of “hierarchy” itself. Making a judgment that a group is superior or inferior over another group using specific criteria is not wrong in itself. We do appreciate and discuss whether a specific sports team is technically superior to another team. The notion of racial hierarchy is a problem because it is based on a social order described as racial order to make it natural, permanent but more importantly legitimate. Using biology and science, social inequality became racial inequality in the nineteenth century, first when describing social groups such as the lower and upper classes within European societies and then when discussing differences between European societies, their colonies and the rest of the world.




  Racial thinking, not a permanent and natural aspect of our lives




  Despite the present-day pervasiveness of racial thinking, it does not mean it was an inevitable development in human philosophy and ideas nor does it mean that racial thinking and the concept of race have always existed. The concept of race did not arrive naturally and fully formed, was not invented by some hateful people and is not the product of a human predilection for hate. In fact, it did not exist for most of our human history and this fact alone tells us that it is possible to think in other ways. It is also not an accidental development, meaning that it did not just develop out of nowhere but is an historical development, a concept which developed within specific historical, intellectual, social and economic circumstances. Race today became a reality, although not a biological reality, through the struggles of humanity. Different groups of human beings fought each other as well as struggling against nature and other external forces, within a developing social organization known as capitalism. Both the social circumstances and the struggles throughout history change, and so does the meaning of race. Race is a product of history.




  I think it is important to understand how racial thinking developed and why race became such an important feature of our lives, because it can allow us to find alternative ways of thinking about ourselves and alternative ways of organizing our society. Understanding how and why the concept of race was developed might help us move away from this concept and the resulting problems racism has created for many people over the last few centuries. Of course, my argument is based on the currently uncommon assumption and belief that humanity can control its destiny and that we are not just the product of our psychology which supposedly makes us hate others and forces us to remain racially separated. Many of us, in the twenty-first century, do not hate others because of their skin color or ancestry and many of us actually think it immoral to discriminate against them because of their supposed membership of a particular race. Is the psychology of those of us who think this way not human too, or do we simply have different political and moral opinions which oppose racism? The fact that our attitudes toward others have changed over the course of history on many issues such as identity, intermarriage, nationalism, the place of God in society and so on suggests that racial thinking or racist attitudes are no more permanent features determined by our human psychology than any other issue. Political, philosophical and moral opinions have been discussed, promoted, challenged, developed and changed throughout history. For example, a follow-up of a 2012 study claims that today 90 percent of people in England do not believe you have to be white to be considered English and that the biggest shift from 2012 was within the older generation, the over-65s. Apparently, in 2012, 35 percent of them believed that ethnicity was a determining factor for Englishness but, in 2019, only 16 percent still believed this.9 Of course, we have to be careful with surveys like this. People have a tendency not to reveal unpopular views, but even the fact that associating Englishness with whiteness is seen as unpopular today shows how moral and political opinions can change over time. Racial thinking and racism can be challenged.




  In fact, when one looks at the meaning of race throughout our history, one can clearly see that race is a product of historical and social development. The roots of racial thinking are found in the eighteenth century although like any other ideas and concepts, their development did not follow a straightforward linear path. Many ideas, in different social contexts, were discussed, accepted, discarded or developed on the way to the current meaning of race. Certain ideas may become popular at a particular historical time if they express the contemporary interests of social forces such as those of the ruling class, the working class, women or young people but may become rejected later. But the more specific and important point here is that the existence or absence of racial theories in various societies reflects specific historical and social views of the relationship between humanity, society and nature.10
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