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			For my best friend, Ronnie

		

	
		

		
			Introduction

			An introduction typically explains why the author wanted to write their book, but I must confess: I did not want to. I have never considered myself much of a writer, and especially after finishing my dissertation, I did not want to sit down and write again. Writing this book was one of the hardest things I have ever done.

			However, sometimes a message is just too important. It burns in your mind and demands to be written, no matter how tired you may be. That is how I feel about this message.

			The ideas in this book are so powerful that they changed me. But more importantly, I wrote this book because the state of racial relations in the US continues to falter under the weight of prejudice and ignorance.

			Racism is a belief that one race is superior to another. It is shocking that people still actually think they are better than someone else based on their race. We are all humans, yet we remain divided.

			Growing up, I thought racism was receding to the point that it would die in my generation. Now, I see that I was naive. As I look at society today, covert and overt racism are seemingly everywhere. Whether we see it with our own eyes, on social media, or live on the news, it is impossible not to see racism. After all, if a presidential candidate can be openly racist and still get elected, what does that say about the state of racial relations in the US? It says that Americans not only still tolerate racism but also that many are in favor of maintaining our society’s race-based status quo. This has historically been the American way and will be until we begin to change our thinking fundamentally.

			

			What could I do about this? How could I contribute to meaningful change? As these questions kept me up, my mind flashed to my current class of students. I am a psychology and sociology professor who teaches about race and ethnicity, among many other subjects, for a living. I watch my students grapple daily with the push and pull—the progress and the regression—of our society’s ability to value and empower all people equitably.

			We were reading the textbook for an introduction to sociology class and discussing the origins of race. One of my students said, “Wow. I feel like everything I’ve ever been taught about race was a lie. This should be common knowledge. I think if it were, things in our world would be very different.”

			I couldn’t agree more. Most of what we are taught about race, even into adulthood, is a lie, and I believe this is a message that could change not just the way we think of race and power individually but also how we conceptualize it as a society.

			Of course, advocacy and social change are essential for ending racism, but those efforts alone have not fully succeeded, or racism would not exist today. We’ve also tried to change the meanings we attach to race, extracting stereotypes and highlighting the positive associations with various racial groups. Again, while this moves us in the right direction, it has still not fully succeeded in ending racism itself.

			

			I believe that to work toward ending racism, we need something more profound—a fundamental re-interpretation of race in the way my student described it. As a foundation for advocacy and social change, we need an updated ideological basis from which to end racism.

			My knowledge about race and ethnicity is continually expanding. Still, this book is an attempt—made by myself and my co-author Maureen, a seasoned educator—to teach what we know about race and ethnicity as we would in a classroom. It aims to help deconstruct the myths you and others have been told about how humanity is categorized and change the attitudes that harm our society.

			I am not the first to point out the racial fallacies we have built our society on, but much of the existing writing on the subject is dense and academic—and appropriately so. It is an enormous topic that requires us to sift through history and closely separate fiction and fact from our written records. Yet I know not everyone will pick up a four-hundred-page book on the history of race. Not everyone has the time, even those deeply moved to understanding and action.

			Here, I wanted to take a distilled approach to this topic, walking readers through the most salient moments in the creation of the race myth, how it persists today, and what we can do about it.

			I see this as a must-read for everyone. If the population adopts the ideas about race in this book, it will positively affect how humans perceive, categorize, and interact with each other on a macro scale. That said, I know this is not a book everyone wants to read. It is hard to confront the idea that everything we were ever told about the biology of race is false.

			

			With that in mind, this book is for those unsettled by what they see around them and want to gain a deeper understanding to contribute to the fight against racist ideologies. If you are here, maybe it is because you are a student wondering about the oppressive and genocidal history of racism. You may be a scholar seeking to understand better the social construction of race and how race structures society. Perhaps you are a person who has always wondered why racism exists. Maybe you know nothing about race but have become curious about the truth behind the veil.

			Maybe you are a person who is willing to open your mind to the possibility that race is just a myth. Or perhaps you are just exhausted with the continued subjugation and violence directed towards racial minorities in the US. Whether it’s toward you or the people around you, you feel the stress of injustice, and you want a way to fix the social problem of racism.

			For me, it doesn’t matter who you are—this book is for you because it is relevant to every single person’s life. Race is associated with socioeconomic status, social mobility, cultural expression, who we marry, our friends, our internal and social identities, and so on. It affects us all.

			I am not naive enough to think this book alone—or any one effort—can end the forces of prejudice and all the other -isms in our society. There will always be people who wish to subjugate others and have no interest in disrupting the status quo. That said, I do believe this book contains the ideological basis for ending racism that should be common knowledge and taught across every educational and cultural institution.

			I also understand that the concepts in this book, while not new, may not be entirely accepted by this generation. Even proven truths take time to seep into a society’s common knowledge and functioning.

			

			With an updated worldview, we can tug at the ebb and flow of progress and unravel the race myth as we know it. I hope we can do so together through the paradigms presented in this book.

			 

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			The Day I Realized I Wasn’t “White”

			To unravel the race myth, I will first tell you how it unraveled in my life. Starting here also allows me to be up-front and acknowledge the fact that I am a pale-faced, red-hued man writing a book about racism. Of course, I have not been the recipient of racism the way many have, purely based on the privilege of my appearance. A person can never completely extract oneself from their experiences to be impartial. So, I don’t claim to do that here. In the same way, I will never fully understand the experiences of those who have experienced racial prejudice based on snap judgments about their appearance. So I don’t claim that either.

			That said, I believe the root of racial prejudice and pain in our society—and the reason I must qualify my position in it—is based on a very flawed and illogical system. I believe that system has cost us the loss of lives, the loss of our humanity, and the loss of lives people could have had access to if it weren’t for the “box” of a racial category into which they were born.

			My first inklings that our racial categories were not what they seemed to be came from the inconsistencies I found in my own story. This is how that played out for me. I first learned what race I “belonged” to in elementary school. I was about eight years old. I came across the word “Caucasian” on a standardized test that all students had to take in the state of Illinois. When I asked my teacher which circle to bubble in, she pointed at that one. I had no idea what the word Caucasian meant. I remember staring down at the form I was supposed to bubble and thinking, “I’m one of those?”

			

			To further complicate matters, the word “White” floated around in the ether. I don’t remember how I realized I belonged to that one, too. I assume someone just told me, or I figured it out through osmosis, but I remember beginning to ask the big questions—the questions that stuck with me from my youth to the present. What does it mean to be both Caucasian and White? What does Caucasian mean? It seemed to be a difficult question for adults to answer.

			Although I learned I belonged to a race in my youth, I never had a clear sense of what my race was supposed to mean. This could have stemmed from the privilege of being White and never having to consider my race until I had to check a box. It could have also resulted from the lack of diversity in my town. There were indeed many causes.

			I only became more aware of my race when my race was compared to somebody else’s. I grew up in an upper-middle-class, primarily White town, Crystal Lake, Illinois. The only minorities were well-off Indian families, who, for the most part, were either headed by doctors or engineers.

			Never had I seen a Black person in my town until Deron’s family moved in. (Obviously, I was too young to understand the systemic roots of why no Black families lived in my town.) Deron was fantastic. Slightly older than me, he had tons of charisma, was super funny, and was a genuinely caring person. He was tall, with bright eyes and dark brown skin.

			

			Deron’s family moved to Crystal Lake to place their kids in a good suburb with good schools. My sister immediately became best friends with him, but Deron’s family did not stay long, and my sister was soon sad at the loss of her best friend. Deron’s family stayed for maybe two years.

			Around this time, I started to notice the difference in what it meant to be Black, Hispanic, or Indian, for example, and that being either of those meant being different from White. I still didn’t understand the basis for those differences, but I understood they existed. As a kid, I knew enough to realize that being the odd one out in any fashion wasn’t necessarily good. I remember wondering, “Did Deron’s family leave because they were the only Black family in town, and they felt out of place?” The question went unanswered.

			By the time I finished elementary school, I had absorbed much about racial differences and what they supposedly meant. For example, I remember developing one of my first biases in elementary school during the spelling bee. Every year, I would always come in second because I would get destroyed by two daughters of Indian doctors. Rakhee and Kamala, to this day, are some of the most kind and accomplished people I know—they are indeed the best of humanity. They deserved to win, but I still grappled with such a pattern. I remember developing the belief that I’d always get crushed by someone from India because their parents are doctors and they are smarter than I’ll ever be. The model minority stereotype had already sunk into my schematic knowledge.

			Of course, there was no basis for this belief. Sure, children of immigrants commonly experience the pressure to perform and succeed, fulfilling the dreams that brought their parents to America. But the idea that there was something innate about Indian children that predestined them to beat me at spelling bees was, of course, ludicrous.

			

			When I first told my wife about this childhood belief, she laughed at me. She recounted how when she first came to America as an Albanian immigrant, she crushed the competition in her spelling bee, even though she could hardly speak English. I laughed at myself, too, but it also disheartened me. As a child, I handicapped myself, albeit unconsciously. Blaming it on race made me feel better about losing, as if the outcome was inevitable. But it wasn’t. Rakhee and Kamala didn’t win because they were Indian; they won because they worked hard. Blaming the outcome on race reduced both of us.

			When I got to college, race was not the focus of my life or studies. My obsession has always been with psychology. My doctorate is in psychology. I always say I ended up branching into sociology by accident. That “accident” occurred while finishing my bachelor’s degree with minors in history and sociology. I had taken enough sociology classes to double major if I took just one more, so I went back to school for one more class.

			In that semester of my bachelor’s program, my mind was opened.

			I was finishing my sociology degree with a Latin American history class. In that class, I read a book called Guns, Germs, and Steel by Jared Diamond. In this book, I came across the word “mestizo.” I didn’t know what the word meant. So, I looked it up and discovered that mestizo meant Native American mixed with European. My mind grabbed onto this word and couldn’t let it go—I sat at the on-campus library late into the night, working through more and more books on the subject.

			

			As I learned more about race and the word mestizo, I pondered my childhood memories. My family was lucky enough to have four generations in one room together. I remember sitting in front of a fireplace listening to the stories of my mom, Barbara, Grandma Gloria, and Great Grandma Nan.

			The collective memory of these three generations of women was extraordinary and vivid. My favorite stories were those about my maternal great-great-grandmother, Granny Mag. My great-grandmother, Nan, would tell firsthand stories of her mother, a Cherokee medicine woman. Granny Mag passed away before I was born, but the way Nan described her mother made it feel like she was in the room with us.

			Through Nan’s stories, I learned how Granny Mag rode bareback on her horse, paced the kitchen with her book of traditional medicinal knowledge in hand, and went out on calls at all hours of the day and night to help people across the hills of West Virginia. As a boy, I always imagined myself riding on the back of her horse, helping her on her essential missions like a superhero’s sidekick.

			Of course, I am generationally removed from Granny Mag. My suburban childhood was a far cry from bareback horses and medicine books. But still, my family has always been incredibly proud of our Cherokee heritage. Granny was and is still part of me—in my blood, how I viewed who I was and my family’s legacy, and how I viewed the natural world around me. Her heritage was part of me, even as America’s treatment of indigenous populations has since decimated that heritage.

			With these memories circulating, I again visualized the textbook’s words. Mestizo means Native American blended with European. My ancestry is Irish, Welsh, German, and Cherokee. What race did that make me? In Spanish, the word “mestizo” literally means “mixed.” Did that make me mixed? Biracial? Was I still Caucasian and White? What mattered most when it came to choosing my racial category? My skin color? My heritage? Where I lived? How others saw and treated me? And what difference did (or should) it make in my life if I now belonged to a different category than I had always been told?

			

			I felt like a child again, sitting dumbfounded in front of a list of checkboxes and trying to understand my place in this convoluted web of definitions and categories—trying to understand who I was and what group or groups I belonged to.

			After learning about the word mestizo, I began to question everything I was ever told about race. Why did this shake me the way it did? It’s hard to say. Nothing in my life practically changed. Learning this word didn’t make me more or less White, nor did it make me more or less Native American. But imagine learning in adulthood that the racial term you had identified with for decades may not be accurate. It was a jarring experience that sent me down a whole new rabbit hole.

			Throughout my master’s degree, I continued studying race and its origins. I spent the next several years writing as many papers on race as possible. Seeking out knowledge about race became a fascinating compulsion, but it was heartbreaking at the same time. When you study race, you see the violent history. The images of Black people hanging from trees as Whites smile for the cameras, the mutilated and castrated body of Emmett Till, and the bombed-out car containing the remains of Wharlest Jackson still haunt me.

			I searched for biological and genetic evidence for the categories I’d been told all my life were social facts. Through my studies, I finally started finding answers to the big questions. But they were not the answers I expected.

			

			I expected to find a clearer understanding of why different races were biologically different. But as I searched and searched, I saw the truth: there was no evidence to support the idea that people of other races are different. Modern peer-reviewed studies explain that genetic or biological differences between various races do not exist. In fact, the use of racial categories only started roughly a few hundred years ago. This was all very strange. We just invented these arbitrary categories out of thin air.

			Why would people create these categories? As I probed the question further, the answer was clear. I dove down the rabbit hole of what sociologists call social stratification. Social stratification refers to dividing a population into groups that can be ranked hierarchically, meaning one group is placed above another, and their elevated role is then secured through laws and social attitudes. In other words, racial categories were created so that some people could be higher and others could be lower. You can guess which group had the idea for categories like these.

			This idea—that racial categories are human constructions and have no basis in peer-reviewed science—transformed how I thought about myself and others. I stopped believing that people of other races and ethnicities were biologically different from me. I had the sense that I could tear walls down that were held in place by the false idea that I was different from someone else. In other words, I found that I no longer wished to identify with a category that was unfounded in biology and existed solely as a mechanism by which to exclude and subjugate others.

			
Challenging Our Narratives


			

			Growing up, we are inundated with different belief systems. We are socialized into ideologies that structure our thoughts and behaviors concerning gender roles, religion, political views, social norms, and which team to cheer for. The narratives we are exposed to are very much indoctrinating. We are told they are true and called countercultural if we question authority and knowledge.

			Growing up, we adopt many of these beliefs without questioning them. We use them as a foundation for the judgments we make. Sometimes, these judgments that are harmless, like if someone believes their favorite football team is better than another team. However, some of these judgments can be quite harmful to us and others, such as the belief that one race is superior to another. What do we do then?

			As a professor, I often joke with my classes about how I must resocialize myself, meaning that I must change my thinking and adapt to new knowledge. This can take simple forms, such as updating my understanding of new slang, like the word “rizz,” I picked up from students recently. Resocialization can also involve deconstructing old knowledge as you learn new knowledge.

			For example, when I started teaching the sociology and psychology of gender, there was much I didn’t know (which is still true now). To name one example, I learned that one to two out of every one hundred people are born intersex, meaning they are not biologically male or female.1 Not only that, but we have identified over one hundred different combinations of intersex. Since there are over a hundred combinations of physical traits that can influence gender identity, I am constantly learning about the complexity of how biological processes influence gender identity and how many potential gender categories there are. I must continually update my old knowledge.

			

			There are many perspectives on the topic, but one thing was for sure: the narrative I initially held about gender was not sufficient to describe both the reality and the science on the topic. I needed to let myself be resocialized to understand it in a new way.

			When I say things like this to my students, I am modeling what I want them to do: being willing to question everything they have been told. This may sound silly and challenging, but my job as a professor is to get them to think, and college is a perfect time to question reality. The brains of college-aged students are developed enough to reflect and evaluate whether what they were previously told is accurate.

			What we have been taught is often not accurate. Knowledge becomes outdated constantly and needs to be updated. That is the beauty and challenge of learning itself.

			This has happened many times in history as knowledge ebbs and flows—yet somehow, it always comes as a shock. For example, the ancient Greeks in the third century B.C. knew the Earth was round. I was told my whole life that Europeans forgot this truth at some point, but then they discovered it was round again in 1492. I recently learned that Europeans did not forget the world was round but were debating about how big the Earth was. The fact that Europeans thought the world was flat for that long was a myth I believed until I was forty.

			Likewise, Albert Einstein once said that his biggest blunder was that he knew the universe was expanding and possibly crunching. Still, because he could not see beyond a static universe, he changed his equations to reflect a static universe. Edwin Hubble later got the Nobel prize for “discovering” the expanding universe, which Einstein himself had discovered but disregarded. Hubble’s real achievement was not the discovery itself but the ability to accept and embrace this discovery in place of the old.

			

			Our misconceptions of race in this book are of the same caliber as these fundamental beliefs about our world. If we refuse to let discoveries shape us, we will make the same mistake as Einstein. We need to update the hardware that structures our society. Our programming is out of date. We need to reject outdated knowledge about race.

			The information I was exposed to as a young adult radically challenged the beliefs and judgments I had been taught as a child. It challenged the narrative I held about myself and others who were different from me. I could have dismissed this new knowledge and hung on to my established and comfortable worldview. Instead, I let it reshape me—and it reshaped me for the better.

			As you continue reading, I hope you will allow yourself to ask questions you may have never thought to ask before and challenge ideas that have seemed like a given for your entire life. I hope you will be free to see things anew and recognize myth from reality.
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