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Praise for How to Argue With a Racist

‘A fascinating and timely refutation of the casual racism on the rise around the world. The ultimate anti-racism guide for data-lovers everywhere’

Caroline Criado Perez

‘For centuries science has been used and abused by racists. This book wrests it from their grubby hands by showing that race is biologically meaningless and that modern genetic science is a racist’s worst enemy. Along the way Adam Rutherford reveals that you are related to royalty, that every Nazi had Jewish ancestors and that you share no DNA with half your ancestors. A critical book on a critical issue’

David Olusoga

‘Characteristically far-reaching, insightful and brilliant, Adam Rutherford casts his net wide in a book that is as timely as it is invigorating and important’

Peter Frankopan

‘This fascinating, illuminating and original book on human evolution and development is essential reading in an age of false science, resurgent racism and conspiracy theory – and the perfect antidote to racial bigotry’

Simon Sebag Montefiore

‘Adam Rutherford is the perfect writer to arm you with evidence’

Claudia Hammond

‘Nobody deals with challenging subjects more interestingly and compellingly than Adam Rutherford, and this may be his best book yet. This is a seriously important work’

Bill Bryson

‘Brilliant, succinct genetics for the uninitiated’

Julia Neuberger

‘Adam Rutherford is a master storyteller’

Hannah Fry

‘If teaching is what makes humans special, then Adam Rutherford is superhuman – a truly gifted transmitter of knowledge: lucid, enlightening, witty and delightful’

Kate Fox

‘A book that could save lives’

Spectator

‘A fascinating debunking of racial pseudoscience … engaging and enlightening … equip[s] the reader with the scientific tools necessary to tackle questions concerning race, genes and ancestry’

Manjit Kumar, Guardian

‘[An] enthralling, illuminating book’

Mail on Sunday

‘A counter-blast to those who would use science to justify prejudice’

New Statesman

‘One of the most pleasing observations offered by Adam Rutherford, a great communicator who knows how to simplify difficult concepts, is that the racist you are arguing with will themself be far from racially pure’

The i

‘Elucidating, enabling, and powerful in its simplicity, everyone should have a copy of this book’

Sunday Post

‘How to Argue With a Racist smashes race myths that plague society’

New Scientist

‘Poignant … A timely weapon against the misuse of science to justify bigotry and casual racism’

Cosmopolitan

‘Vital’

Observer

‘Dr Adam Rutherford has a gift for making complicated concepts simple’

Radio Times

‘Admirable … The reader will be similarly enriched by the quick blood of this book’

Glasgow Herald


For Ananda, Ben, Jake, Nathaniel and all of my more distant sisters and brothers

‘The world is a fine place and worth the fighting for’

Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

This is a deliberately concise book, and I have selected only arguments and cases that are illustrative. I will be using terminology that is not without historical baggage. I will be using words such as ‘Black’ and ‘East Asian’ while simultaneously acknowledging that they are poor scientific designations for the immense diversity within these billions of people. It is an irony that we roughly know what these descriptors mean colloquially while they are potentially incoherent in terms of scientific taxonomy. The semantics of this book and the broader public discourse are important, and one influences the other. The decision to capitalize Black, White, and any other colour named in this book, when it stands for a group of people or a race as it’s culturally described, is more than a mere typographical choice; it’s a reflection of shifting attitudes regarding the way capitalisation – or lack thereof – can either reinforce or undermine a sense of equal respect for all races. And although much of the book discusses the validity of the term ‘race’, I will be using it, primarily because it is a term that people recognise and use, regardless of its scientific validity. ‘Population’, ‘ancestry’ and ‘lineage’ are all terms that are more useful as discussions of human evolution and diversity become more technical. This book is largely focused on racism derived from Western and European cultures, partly because these are my cultures, but also because the concepts of race that we are broadly globally wedded to emerged in Europe and were enshrined in culture alongside European expansion, the emergence of science as we recognise it today and the values of the Enlightenment.


PREFACE
TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

I write these words in the autumn of 2020. Though the year is not yet finished, the world has been rocked twice by global events with race at their core: a pandemic, which has threatened every human alive but has killed with discrimination, and protests against police brutality that raged after a White cop pressed his knee down on George Floyd’s neck for eight minutes and forty-six seconds, killing him with nothing but silence and weight. Frustration, anguish and anger are appropriate responses to these two situations.

And yet, as shocking as they are, the racism involved is nothing new; issues about race, racism, ancestry and genetics have become more and more prominent in the public consciousness in the last few years – a disturbing trend that compelled me to write this book. I intend to show that although, historically, science has been misused to institutionalise racism, today, science is no ally to racists. Science can and should be deployed as an anti-racist tool.

In January 2020, the gears of the world began shutting down. Many scientists – and some politicians – already knew that another pandemic was imminent and inevitable, though few predicted the impact that COVID-19 would have on all our lives. As I write, we are a long way from seeing how this will unfold: the first vaccines are trickling into our lives, but we don’t know if there will be multiple waves, or if this disease will become a permanent spectre in our lives, to be managed, contained and endured. Debates rage about the science and the policies that could, should and have been implemented, and two countries among those hit hardest – the US and the UK – account for around a quarter of the global death toll. At the time of writing, more than 50 million people in 188 countries have been infected, of whom more than 1.3 million have died.

And then, at the end of May – while governments scrabbled around with varying degrees of efficacy – a police officer in Minneapolis revealed once more how deadly the combination of racism and power can be, when he crushed the life out of a forty-six-year-old Black man. The killing of George Floyd set touchpapers alight around the world for frustrated demonstrations, and in the racial tinderbox of America they erupted into violence and running battles with a police armoured like soldiers in a video game. In August, the uprising was rekindled when Jacob Blake, an unarmed Black man, was shot by police seven times from behind following a domestic dispute at his home in Wisconsin. Blake’s name joined Floyd, Rayshard Brooks and Breonna Taylor as high-profile killings of Black people by American police.

In the UK, a statue of the prominent slave trader Edward Colston was torn down in June, and cast into the Bristol harbour by locals, exhausted by ongoing foiled legitimate attempts to remove his effigy from the public space. During the summer, the names of three hugely influential, important and profoundly racist scientists at my own university were removed from buildings and professorships. Students at University College London would no longer be taught by the Galton Professor, in the Pearson Building or at the Fisher Centre. These were decisions that I was involved in, and part of a wider discussion about Britain’s racist past.

Race dominates our public discourse again. I’ll return to these urgent and vital protests – and the racist pseudoscience helping fuel the violent and murderous way police treat Black people in the pages that follow.

The disease COVID-19 and the coronavirus that causes it were first identified in the city of Wuhan in China in December 2019, and it immediately became racialised via two discrete routes. The first was that the provenance of the virus became the source of hostility in casual and, in some cases, extreme ways. The science is far from clear about precisely where this new coronavirus came from, but bats are a likely reservoir; at this time, our best guesses are that it leapt the species barrier from bats to humans via the Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market, a ‘wet market’ in Wuhan, where meat and seafood are traded. It may have been transferred via scaly mammals called pangolins, though none are listed in the market’s inventory (perhaps omitted because pangolin trading occurs illegally, albeit persistently). As the disease spread and anxiety levels increased, there were calls from the West to ban wet markets – which mostly failed to recognise that, in general, this term is used to distinguish trading posts that sell fish and meat from those with electrical goods, clothes and so on, as well as from supermarkets selling dry or frozen food. Though the Huanan market also sold wild animals – which may yet prove to be the source of the spill-over to humans – the West’s misunderstanding of wet markets became a pivotal point for the cause of racial antagonism.

Journalists suggested that President Trump (and other public figures) exacerbated xenophobia and put Asian Americans at risk from attack by referring to the novel coronavirus as ‘the Chinese virus’, ‘China virus’ and in an unequivocally and moronically racist epithet ‘Kung Flu’. Trump defended his choice of words: ‘It’s not racist at all … It comes from China, that’s why.’ Others supported Trump’s position by pointing out that one of the deadliest pandemics of the modern era is referred to as ‘the Spanish flu’. As an alibi, this is a nonsense. That name came into use not because the strain originated there but because Spain retained a free press during the First World War and reported the emergence of this flu openly, when censorship was imposed elsewhere. The provenance of that influenza virus remains unknown, but plausible candidates include France and a military base in Kansas.

The geographical origin of COVID-19 rapidly became an enabling factor for coronavirus-related racist attacks, which are now so numerous that they have their own Wikipedia page. In February, on Oxford Street in London, Jonathan Mok, a Singaporean student from my own university was violently beaten, the four assailants shouting, ‘I don’t want your coronavirus in my country.’ In the US, Russell Jeung, professor of Asian American studies at San Francisco State University, compiled data revealing that, in the spring of 2020, thousands of racial attacks were indiscriminately directed against Korean Americans as well as Chinese Americans. The FBI discovered evidence that right-wing extremists were calling for attacks on Jewish and Asian Americans – and for the virus to be intentionally spread in synagogues and mosques.

The second way that the novel coronavirus became racialised was less bound to hatred and more derived from the imbalance of those who were infected. As the disease spread, the emerging picture suggested that Hispanic or Latino, Black, Asian and other people of minority ethnicities were significantly more at risk than those with primarily White European ancestry. From the beginning of the pandemic, as early as April, striking disparities were seen: in the UK, the Black population is around 3 per cent, but the COVID deaths among Black people were twice that. In Chicago, where one third of the population is Black, almost three quarters of people who died were Black. In New York, almost twice as many hospital admissions were Hispanic or Latino compared to White people. These types of statistics have replicated to varying degrees all around the world.

As these discrepancies came into focus, some people took them as a definite signal that race is indeed a biologically informed category – contrary to the clear evidence of contemporary human genetics. This book is about race and its longstanding, knotty relationship with basic biology, evolution and genetics. It is a book about how the history of race science has sought a biological foundation to legitimise the racial categories that humans invented – and how genetics can be co-opted, distorted and misrepresented to fulfil that quest. When properly understood, modern genetics refutes any meaningful biological basis for racial categories.

The fact of different infection and death rates in minority groups is important and interesting but using data from COVID-19 to crank out obsolete and fractally incorrect assertions about race is absurd. Even people who tenaciously cling to races as biological categories do not lump Black, Asian and Hispanic or Latino people into one group. To suggest that apparent increased vulnerability to the novel coronavirus is evidence for biological races would serve only one purpose: to separate White people from everyone else.

One idea that has been proposed to explain this question of ethnicity and COVID-19 involves vitamin D, which has known antiviral properties. We know that vitamin D production is stimulated by ultraviolet light from the sun – and that melanin inhibits its production, such that people with darker skin sometimes have vitamin D deficiency. This theory is worth considering but, if it turns out to be valid, it does not racialise COVID-19. Rather, it simply provides a biological basis for a very slight increased risk in all people: Vitamin D deficiency also more significantly affects men than women, people with obesity and type 2 diabetes, and other categories of people who appear to have elevated COVID-19 risk. In any case, if that theory turns out to be valid, it will account for only a tiny portion of the disparities we are seeing.

In contrast, we know that well-established social and cultural phenomena have very significant negative effects on health in minority communities. People from these groups are much more likely to be key workers and, therefore, they were not under enforced lockdown. In addition, social isolation hasn’t been an option for them to the same extent that it has been for those of higher socio-economic status. Minority groups tend to live in densely populated urban areas – often in effectively segregated housing – where social distancing is more difficult to practise. They are more likely to live in multigenerational households, again making social distancing more difficult and increasing the risk to elderly people. Alongside poverty and other social phenomena, these factors are well-known to negatively correlate with health and life expectancy. None are unique to COVID-19. A preliminary study in the UK showed that the increased risk of death among Black people vanished if social deprivation and other underlying health conditions were taken into account.

These are very early days in our understanding of such a serious pandemic. At the moment, the best we can say with certainty is that the underlying causes for the disproportionate effect of the novel coronavirus on non-White patients are many. Genetics – possibly in the form of vitamin D metabolism – may play a small part in that mix, alongside myriad and much more significant social factors. But we can also say with certainty that this disease does not demonstrate a biological basis for traditional racial categories. No diseases do, as discussed throughout this book. The full picture is yet to be revealed, and it will be many years before we understand this devastating pandemic. Simplistic, racialised explanations offer little value. As Charles Darwin wrote 150 years ago, ‘Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge,’ and this remains as applicable today as ever. The truth is that the underlying reasons fully explaining the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on certain populations can be summarised in the three most important words a scientist can say: We don’t know.

Adam Rutherford

November 2020
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