
THE EXPERIMENT 

In 1707, a boy no more than five years old left Axim, on the African Gold coast, for Amsterdam, aboard a ship belonging to the Dutch West India Company. In those days, the trip to Europe took many 
ks but his arrival in the Dutch port was not the end of his long 

wee , 
. ney He then had to travel another few hundred miles to Wolfen-1our · . buttel, the home of Anton Ulnch, Duke of Brunswick-WolfenbUtteL Anton Ulrich was a major patron of the European Enlightenment. His librarian was Gottfried Leibniz, one of the leading philosophers, mathematicians, and inventors of his era, and cocreator, with Isaac Newton, of calculus; and the ducal library in Wolfenbu.ttel housed one of the most magnificent book collections in the world. 

The child had apparently been offered as a "gift" to the duke, who, in turn, handed the boy on to his son, August Wilhelm; and we first hear of him as a member of August Wilhelm's household. From his baptism until 1735, the boy continued to receive the patronage of the dukes of Brunswick-Wolfenbiittel, as Anton Ulrich was succeeded by August Wilhelm, and August Wilhelm was succeeded by his brother, Ludwig Rudolf, in turn. And, as a child, he would no doubt have met Leibniz, who lived, as he did, under their patronage. 
We don't know what the African boy's status was: Had he been enslaved? Was he sent by missionaries for a Christian education? What we do know is that Anton Ulrich took a special interest in him, arranging for his education, and giving him, at his baptism. both his own Christian name and his son's middle name: so the )'OllDI 
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man came to be known as Anton Wilhelm. The d k 
. . u es had ently taken the occasion of the gift of an African child iPPar. 

one of those famous Enlightenment experiments airn. to COnduc1 
• tng toe l whether an African could absorb and contribute to mod XJ> 0re 

ern Schol ship. The ducal family might have been aware of a sirn•t ar. 
• 1 ar eJCpe ment, which began a few years earlier, when Tsar Peter th n. 

. . e Great of Russia took an Afncan slave as his godson, naming hirn 1-[ . 
ann1ba1 He went on to be a successful Russian general, and was th · 

. e great. grandfather of Alexander Pushkin, the founder of modern R . 
USs1an literature. (Pushkin began, but never finished, a novel called "Th 

Moor of Peter the Great.") e 
We're not sure when Anton Wilhelm started using his Nzerna 

name, Arno. At his confirmation, the church records in Wolfenbtittel 
call him Anton Wilhelm Rudolph Mohre; Mohr (Moor) being one of 
the ways Germans then referred to Africans. But in later life he often 
called himself Anton Wilhelm Amo Afer, using the word for African 
in Latin, which was the language of European scholarship. So he 
wanted to be known as Amo the African. 

The experiment with the young African has to be accounted a suc
cess. Our knowledge of his early education is sketchy, but Amo, as 
the duke's godson, perhaps began his schooling at the Wolfenbiittel 
Ritter-Akademie, alongside the children of the local aristocracy 
(Ritter is the German word for a knight). We do know he went on 
to the nearby university at Helrnstedt, founded more than a century 
earlier by one of the duke's predecessors. Amo must have flourished 
there, because he earned the right to go on, in 1727, to study law at the 
University of Halle, then (as now) one of Germany's leading centers 
of teaching and research. 

Halle took Amo out of the duke's domain into the state of Branden· 
burg, which was then ruled by the Prussian king. He was awarded 
a master's degree for his legal thesis at Halle-which dealt, aptly 
enough, with the European law of slavery-and then went on to study 
at the University of Wittenberg (where a young Martin Luther had 

THE LIES THAT BIND 109 

l ) becoming the fi rst black African to earn a European h the0 ogy, 
tall8 t 1·0 philosophy. Here, he was in the domain of the l degree 
doctora ny who was soon to become King of Poland, as well. of saxo • 
EJeetor Amo added knowledge of medicine and astronomy the way. 
Along .

1 
hical and legal training. When the Elector of Saxony . phi osop 

to his . . . 1733 Amo was chosen to lead the students' proces• e to v1s1t 10 • 
earn . h or His Wittenberg thesis, which was published in 1734 . n in his on . . . 510 • 1 On the Apatheia of the Human Mmcl, makes unportant der the tit e, . 
un . . f Descartes's views of sensation. rit1C1sms o . b c h came to know Dutch, French, Latm, Greek, He rew, AmO W 0 

'h English as well as German, went on to teach at Halle and, per aps, • . 
blishing, in 1738, a book entitled The Art of Sober and and Jena, pu . . . 

Philosophizing, which discussed issues m almost every area Accurate h • • d 
b· t He won eminent admirers. The great p ys1c1st an of the su iec · . . . 

. h Martin Gotthelf Loescher, who examined has thesis philosop er 
at the University of Wittenberg, spoke of the Gold Coast as •the 

h Of the most auspicious minds; and added: mot er .. • 

Among these auspicious minds, your genius s~ands ~ut par
ticularly. most noble and most distinguished Su, see~n~ that 
you have excellently demonstrated felicity and supen~nty ~f 

· l 'di·ty and refinement of learning and teaching, m genius, so 1 • . . 
countless examples before now, and even m thJS our Umver-
sity, with great honor in all worthy things. and now also in your 
present dissertation.' 

I have said that Arno's education was an experiment. But we need. 
to be careful in deciding what hypothesis it was designed to explore. 
Amo, as we saw, was referred to as a Moor in his baptismal records 
and called himself. later, Afar, the African. When he wrote about the 
law of slavery, he titled his work De jure maurorum (On the Law of 

clopedia the Zedler, the Moors). The great contemporaneous ency . 
in its definition of the word •Moor," treats it as equivalent to Ethi· 
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opian or Abyssinian, but continues, "this n . 
ame is als 

blacks, like the Negroes, and other Africa O given t 

•A.I'.. ,, • cl . al La . r. n peoples of H., 0 au 
.n;er, m ass1c tin, re1erred to a peopl '-'US coJ 

e-the Af: . or:, 

around ancient Carthage. But gradually it n-who Ii 
came to rn ved 

from Rome's African colonies and finally ean a Pers 
' ' , anyone fro on 

continent. Still, it is clear that Arno's bla k k' . rn the Wh 1 
. . c s in hnked h. o e 

mmds of his German contemporaries not • . 1rn in th 

b . . Just with all bl ck e 
ut also with other inhabitants of the Afi • a Peop} 

ncan continent T e 
not, however, as they knew as well as we d th . hese are 

o, e same th' 
When Johann Gottfried Kraus, the Rector f w· ing. 

do 
O ~~~g 

mente r. Amo on his successful d r. . , cornplj. 
e1ense of his dis . 

began by talking about his African backgr d sertation, he 
f oun , menti · 

o the most famous African writers from A t· . . on1ng some 

R n iqu1ty mclud· 
oman playwright Terence-who like Am h d . , ing the 

I , o, a given hims If 
ast name Afer-and Tertullian and St A . e the 

Fathers of the Church born in North Afi.. ugustine, ~long with other 

h nca. He mentioned th M 
w o conquered Spain from Africa. All of these e oors 

surely knew, were of Berhe Ph . . people, as Kraus 
r or oemcian or Ro 

of them would have had dark s . . man ancestry. None 

Arno's. When Luthe 1· d . . kin or tightly curled black hair like 
r ive m Wittenber h. h 

ian monastery but no pi t h g, is ome was an Augustin-
' c ure e would have f 

would have depicted him as black seen o St. Augustine 

So, if the dukes who supporte~ hi . . 

an African could be a b ·11· . m were interested m whether 
n iant intellectual th I 

answer: people such li • ey a ready knew the 

I 
as erence Tertullian d S 

ong ago proved that th 1 
' • an t. Augustine had 

ey cou d. Presumabl th . 
a question not about Afi . Y, ey were mterested in 

ncans but about bl k 1 
Yet what would you le fi . ac peop e, about Negroes. 

arn rom a smgl . 
man? Did Anton Ul • h e experiment with one black 

nc and his friend I 
taken at random and . s cone ude that any black child, 

given Arno's edu r 
as a professor of philoso h ) . ca ion, would have ended up 

would they have concluk:~:d i_f Amo had not passed the exams, 

blade person? this showed something about every 
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THE RISE OF RACE 

hundred years later, we are bound to see his story through 
Three 

•sm of the modern idea of race. This was not so in Arno's day 
~~ 

. 
. 

Then, everyone agreed there were what I earlier called •peoples: 

P
s of human beings defined by shared ancestry, real or imag-

grou . . . 
ined, as there had been smce the begmnings of recorded history. 

But the idea that each people shared a common, inherited biologi

cal nature was not yet the consensus among European thinkers. 

For one thing, most of them still believed in the truth of the bibli

cal story of creation, and that meant that every living person was 

a descendant of Adam and Eve, and each was also a descendant of 

one of the sons of Noah, whose family was the only one to survive 

the Biblical Flood. For another, the idea of distinguishing between 

the biological and the non biological features of human beings was 

still in the intellectual future. When Leibniz wrote about what dis

tinguished one people from another, he thought what mattered was 

language. (Indeed, he spent much of his life trying to persuade 

people to send him information about the languages of various 

peoples in Europe and Asia, for exactly this reason.) And if you 

read contemporaneous accounts of what distinguishes the various 

peoples of the world in the writings of European travelers and the 

thinkers who read them, the great debates were about the role of cli

mate and geography in shaping color and customs, not about inher

ited physical characteristics. 

This shouldn't be very surprising. The very word "biology" was 

invented only around 1800 (in Germany, as it happens). Until then, 

the discussion of the nature of living things took place under the 

heading of Natural History. And it's only with the Swedish naturalist 

Carl Linnaeus, Amo's contemporary, that scholars began to think of 
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h 
beings as part of nature in a way that meant that uman Wec0 1 

1 
•fied like other animals and plants, by genus and . u d be c ass1 . , species . 
S 

the father of modern taxonomy, was the person wh fi · Lin. 
naeu , o rst la 
'fied us as Homo sapiens, and who placed us alongside m k c s-
~ ~~ 

P
esin the natural order. As he wrote to a colleague •sut I k and a ' see fro 

Y
ou and the whole world the difference of kind between rn 

men and 
monkeys that follows from the principles of Natural Hist ory. Very 
certainly, I know of none."J 

Beginning in the years that Amo was in Europe, a contest d eve}. 
oped between the older biblical understanding of the natu re of 
humanity and this newer one that grew with the increasing prestige 
of the scientific study of humankind. In Arno's day, almost every one 
would have agreed that, since all human beings had to be descended 
from the sons of Noah, the different kinds of people might be differ
ent because they descended from Shem or Ham or Japheth. The basic 
division of humankind suggested by this typology was threefold: 
first, the Semites, like the Hebrews and the Arabs and the Assyrians; 
second, the darker-skinned people of Africa, including Egyptians and 
Ethiopians; and, third, the lighter-skinned people of Europe and Asia, 
like the Greeks, the Medes, and the Persians. That gives you three 
races: Semites, Blacks, and Whites. 4 

But the travels of European scientists and explorers led to increas
ing knowledge of the diversity of types among modern human beings, 
and a greater familiarity, too, with other primates. And it became 
increasingly difficult to fit every kind of human being into this 
framework. To begin with, there was the absence of East Asians
like the Chinese and the Japanese-or of Amerindians from the bib
~ical account. Some thinkers even began to wonder if all the people 
m the world were really descendants of Adam. Over the course of the 
nineteenth century, out of a noisy debate, three ideas increasingly 
took hold, ideas that made it harder to accommodate the earlier, bibli
cal picture. 

THE RACI AL TRIAD 

that you could explain many of the characteristics of 
first was . . rhe h n beings as a product of their race. People might be 

· dividual urna th b · f th · ki 1 d h · 111 h Negro race on e as1s o eir s n co or an air, 
. ned tot e 

assig . k l'ps and broader noses. But these visible differences, 
. th1c er i 

their . tant for classification, were only the beginnings of a 
though impor 

f d eper differences. (You'll hear echoes here of the essen-
catalogue o e 

. 
1 

lored in my first chapter.) Arthur de Gobineau, a French 
tiahsrns exp . 

h 
· n the mid-nineteenth century, published the mammoth 

count w o, I 

t
Le Inequality oifthe Human Races, sought to expose the dif-

Essay on n . 
·n aptitudes and appetites that underlay such morphological 

ferences 1 • 
differences, distinguishing not only among black, yellow, and white, 
but, within the white race, the distinctly favored "Aryan family: For 

h
. race was a motive force of history. Other theorists produced 1rn, 

racial cartographies that varied in detail, but the essential idea-that 
much that mattered about people was shaped by their race-was 

broadly accepted. 
We might call this idea the racial fixation. And by the last half of 

the nineteenth century in the world of the North Atlantic, the racial 
fixation was everywhere. It wasn't just found among medical sci
entists like Josiah Nott, whose Types of Mankind, written with the 
Egyptologist George Gliddon, became the bible of racial hierarchy 
for planters in the American South. Literary critics like Matthew 
Arnold in England, or Hippolyte Taine in France, would explain the 
work of poets and novelists by speaking of the innate character of 
the race to which they belonged. "Science has now made visible to 
everybody the great and pregnant elements of difference which lie 
in race," Arnold writes in the 1860s. Physiologists can contribute to 
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understanding the nature of races by catalo . 
guing the 

ences between them, he says, but the literary . . Physical . 
critic rn d11t 

"data .. . afforded by our literature, genius a d . Ust consid er. 
, n spirit eqh 

generally."5 For each race has a specific geni Ual Produ . e 
us, a spir• ct1011 

up in its literature. Here is what he thinks the "d ,, it that sh 
ata sho ows 

Celtic race, for example, which includes as I m . w about th 
' entioned e 

people of Wales and Ireland and Scotland and p earlier th 
arts of F ' e 

Celtic genius [has] sentiment as its main basis . h ranee: "l'h 
'Wit love f e 

charm, and spirituality for its excellence, ineffe t 
1 

° beauty 
c ua ness , 

will for its defect."6 And the "data" here include h and Self. 
w at the c ·. 

in their poetic traditions. ritic sees 

Taine, writing again about literature a decade late 
r, says: 

A race, like the Old Aryans, scattered from the Gan 
ges as far as 

the Hebrides, settled in every clime, and every stage f ... 
. . o c1vilisa. 

hon, transformed by thirty centuries of revolutions nev th 
1 . . . ' er e ess 

mamfests m its languages, religions literatures phi'l h' 
, ' osop ies 

the community of blood and of intellect which to this day bind~ 

its offshoots together.' 

For Taine, as for Arnold, literary history is part of the scientific stud f 
..,. . yo 

race. 1ame was one of the half dozen most influential European histo-

rians and c~itics of his e_ra. (:11e ground-shaking nineteenth-century 

German philosopher Fnednch Nietzsche called him "the first ofliv

ing historians.") Matthew Arnold was the most distinguished En lish 

literary critic of the later nineteenth century.8 By their day, then.grace 

was a central preoccupation of European history and literary criti

cism, and not just of the social and biological sciences. 

A second idea that took hold in the years after Amo came to Europe 

followed from the racial fixation. If your individual character-not 

just your body, but your temperament, your habits oflife, your artistic 

work-was deeply formed by your race, then we could see the shared 

nature of a race in each of its members. Each of us not only belonged 
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e expressed its nature. The result was that each member f 
race, w . . o 

to a was typical: representative, that 1s, of his or her type. 

the g~ou; m of what we might call "typological" thinking made A 
rh1S ,or mo, 

articular, a crucial exemplar in the debates about the capacity 

in P N ro that took place in the Enlightenment and beyond F 
f~ ~ . ~ 

o . this background, Arno's very existence showed something not 
gainst . . . b 

a b t an ind1V1dual African, ut about all Negroes: that the race 
·ust a ou . . 
I the capacity to achieve at the very highest levels in philosophy. 

ha~he Abbe Gregoire, the great French revolutionary priest and anti-

campaigner, published a survey of the cultural achievements 
slavery . . . ,. 
f black people m 1808. He subtitled 1t researches on their intel-

0 al faculties, their moral qualities and their literature " and he 
)ectu ' 

offered up Amo as evidence for his belief in the unity of the human 

and the fundamental equality of black people. Thomas Jefferson 
race 
had remarked in his Notes on the State of Virginia (1785) that he could 

never "find that a black had uttered a thought above the level of plain 

narration."9 Gregoire sent him a copy of his book On the Literature 

of Negroes, including its extended discussion of Arno's life and work, 

and asked him to think again. 

Amo was not the only counterexample to Jefferson's blighted view 

of the Negro. Gregoire's exemplary Negroes included Angelo Soli

man, another West African enslaved as a child, who had been edu

cated by a marchioness in Messina in Sicily, and became the tutor 

to the heir to the Prince of Liechtenstein in Vienna, joining the 

same Masonic lodge as Mozart a couple of decades after Arno's rise 

to eminence. Soliman was famous for taking walks through Vienna 

arm-in-arm with the emperor.'0 The French revolutionary priest also 

told the older tale of Juan Latino, the poet and professor of gram

mar and Latin in sixteenth-century Granada; known as -EI negro 

Juan Latino," he shows up in the first of the burlesque poems th~t 

Cervantes wrote at the start of Don Quixote. The black professor 15 

mentioned because he has the "gift of tongues· and so could write in 

Latin, unlike Cervantes, who must write in the Spanish vernacular. 
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Reading On the Literature of Negroes, Jeffie 
. . rson Wou} 

remmded, too, of his countrywoman Phillis Wh 1 d have b 
eat ey Wh eert 

in 1773 the first book of poetry by an African-A ' . 
0 

PUblishe 

Washington had praised Wheatley as "so favourd b ~erican. Gear ! 
· · f h · · y he Mus g 

rece1vmg a copy o er patnotlc poem "His Excellenc es" after 

ington."11 Part of what we should notice is that th y George Wash 
ese Wild} . 

lives were brought together only by the question "Wh Y diverse 

lectual capacities of blacks?" at are the intel. 

Behind both the racial fixation and the typolo · 1 . 
. . . g1ca thinkin 

a third habit of mmd: we find ourselves face-to-fac g Was e once more . 

our natural essentialism, reconstructed now at the h With eart of scie . 

theory. Since the late eighteenth century the convi f h ntific , c ion as gro 

and spread that all of us carry within us something d • d wn 
. enve from th 

race to which we belong that explains our mental and h . e 
. . . P ys1cal poten-

tial. That somethmg, that racial essence was inherited b. 1 . 
. ' 10 og1cally 

transmitted through procreation. If your parents were f th ' o e same 

race, you shared their common essence. If people of d · ffi 
. . . . 1 erent races 

marned, their offsprmg earned something of the rac1· 1 a essence of 

each parent. 

Of course, even if there had been a racial essence, it wouldn't have 

meant that Arno's gift for philosophy told you very much about it. No 

one ever thought that because Plato or Descartes was a E uropean, 

every European was capable of works of philosophical genius. But 

Arno's relevance in Gregoire's argument derived largely from the 

fact that, for bla_ck people, the racial essence was thought by many 

to rule out real mtellectual capacity. The philosopher David Hume, 

one of the beacons of the Scottish Enlightenment, wrote in a footnote 

in 1753, ?here never was a civilized nation of any other complexion 

tha~ w~1te, nor e~en any in~ividual eminent either in action or spec

ulation. No empire of Mah, then, no Chinese philosophy, no archi

tectural glories of the Mughal Empire. 

. Immanuel Kant, the most influential European philosopher of the 

eighteenth century, famously declared, in 1764-it was not his best 

th
at the fact that someone "was completely black r. 

ent- " . . 1rom 
trloftl c. t" was a distinct proof that what he said was stup·d .. ,2 

ad to ioo . . i • 

be . tence did refute that view. But 1t was open to those ske t· 
o's e,ns . . p 1-

AJtl 
O 

capacity to ms1st that Amo was a singular anomaly So 

1 of Negr . 
ca . ot only assembled the dozen or more extraordinary coun-

Grego1re n les in his book but reported on a visit to a group of black 

tere,carrtP . brought from Sierra Leone to a school founded in London by 

~w~ . . 
. Wilberforce, the great evangelical antislavery campaigner 

Will1arri • 

cl 
ding that, so far as he could tell, "there exists no difference 

,on u 
n 

them and Europeans except that of color."'l 
betwee 

RACE AS RATIONALE 

part of the background to the debate about the capacity of the Negro 

was the explosion of African slavery in Europe's New World colonies 

in the Americas. In Arno's years in Germany, the transatlantic slave 

trade was rising toward its late-eighteenth-century peak, when some 

8o,ooo people a year were transported in shackles from Africa to 

the New World. Many historians have concluded that one reason for 

the increasingly negative view of the Negro through the later eigh

teenth century was the need to salve the consciences of those who 

trafficked in and exploited enslaved men and women. As Gregoire 

put it, bleakly but bluntly, "People have slandered Negroes, first in 

order to get the right to enslave them, and then to justify themselves 

for having enslaved them .... "'4 

Many in Europe needed, in short, to believe that the subjuga-

tion of black people was justified by their natural inferiority. This 

argument-that some people are natural slaves-has a classical 

ancestry: it can be found in Aristotle. As in Aristotle's day, this view 

was supported by pointing to the limited achievements of actual 

slaves. But, Gregoire and others insisted, you couldn't tell much 

I\PJ 

exp\ai 
from 
!ltru 
1ply , 
q ar 

lg~ 

mo 

!W 

,hi) 

l ti 

'2.J 
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about what black people were capable of by . 

. . . seeingwh 

achieved m the appallmg conditions of New ,Y, at lllost of h 
world sla t em 

what would happen if all black people w very. % 0 1. 

ere offered th 11;n~ 

Anton Wilhelm Amo? (Or, conversely 1·fA h e educat1· 

• mo ad b 0n Of 

brother, to work as a slave in the sugarcan fi Id een sent, like h· 

. 
e e s of s · IS 

It IS, perhaps, worth noting that th d" urinallle?) 
e 1scovery th 

Negro was good at philosophy wouldn't h . at not a sing} 
ave JUstifi d b e 

As Thomas Jefferson admitted, in respond. e lack slavery 

•B s· ing to the Abbe . 

ecause IT Isaac Newton was superior to th . Gregoire 

h 
o ers in und , 

e was not therefore lord of the erstandin 
person or property f g, 

slanders against the Negro r h 
O others.••, 'M. 

. ace may ave salved so . i ne 

sciences, but they could never have 1·ust1·fi d h me Christian con. 

I · · · e w at had b 

ens ~vtn~ millions of black people. een done in 

Still, ideology-enlisted by £ f . 

I . orms o dominati fi 

co omzation-does help exp} . h on rom slavery to 

d. . am w y, at a time h . 

iscardmg notions like phl . w en scientists were 
og1ston, suppos dl th 

they made extraordinary effi rt e y e substance of fire 
0 s to assert th Ii ' 

were the physical anthropologists "th h . e rea ty of race. There 

there were the ethnolog· t d• w1 t eu craniometrical devices· 
1s s an ph · 1 . , 

ary theorists who d1"sc . ys10 og1sts and the evolution 

' ' ounting Darwin . 

degeneration and separate " 1 . • propagated notions of race 

o • • po ygemc" ori · c. 

ne illustrious disciplin fi gms ror the various races 

to I e a ter another w . . 

co or. And so in the as recruited to give content 

' course of the · 
of contentious argument th nineteenth century, in a hubbub 

• e modern race concept took hold. 

MENDELISM 

This theory of the . -

In 1866 racial essence develo d b 
' a Czech monk b th pe efore modern genetics 

propo al h Y e name ofG · 

th s t at the particulate f: regor Mendel published his 

e patterns in the inh . actors we now call "genes" exp! . ed 

entance of the cha~ . . am 
actenstics of organisms.,, 
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. fi nee of his work would not be appreciated for another 

th sign1 ca . . . 

1311t e Modern genetic theory, which treated our biological 

tbirt)' years. the product of tens of thousands of individual factors, 

--i.eritance as . 
JJl,.I• 11 begin until around 1900. 

d·d nouea y . . 
1 rasped the Mendelian picture, though, you could see an 

onceyoug 
. to the idea of a racial essence. There need be no underly

a}ternauve 
. 1 something that explained why Negroes were Negroes or 

in8 singe . 
. ns Caucasian. Their shared appearance could be the product 

caucas1a 
s for appearance that they had in common. And those genes 

of gene . . . . 

need play no role in fixmg your tastes m poetry or your ph1losoph1cal 

ideas. The prejudices that Arnold and Taine represented no longer 

bad a foundation in the sciences. There was no longer a theory to sup

part the racial fixation. 

on the older view, if you wanted to say that blacks had rhythm, you 

would declare that a rhythmic sense was part of the Negro essence. 

On the new scientific view, if all Negroes liked rhythmic music, it had 

to be either because they happened to come from places where that 

taste was taught-a shared environment-or because they shared, 

alongside the genes for skin color or hair, other genes that made for 

a taste for rhythm. When chromosomes were discovered, in the early 

twentieth century, you could understand that genes would mostly be 

inherited independently of one another; even those on the same chro

mosome could become separated in the cell divisions that precede the 

creation of each sperm and each egg. 

Another thing became clear through the course of twentieth

century genetics. The vast bulk of our genetic material is shared with 

all normal human beings, whatever their race. Of course, it turned 

out that we shared a great deal of our genome with our primate cous

ins, too, though we alone among the great apes have twenty-three 

pairs of chromosomes. So what was more important was that the 

existing variation between populations didn't correspond to the old 

racial categories. Equally significant was the vast variability within 

the populations of Asia or Europe or Africa. Ninety percent of the 
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world's genetic variation is found in every so-called raci 1 . . a group. 't any two human bemgs, entirely at random: the contine t 1 . ake n a or1gi the majority of their ancestors could play only a relatively n of . . d' ffi srnaU tol in accounting for their genetic 1 erences. e 
All three elements of the older view were put in doubt· th . . . · e rac1a1 fixation and the typological assumption made sense if ther . , ewasa racial essence. But 1f there wasn t, then each human being was a bundle of characteristics and you had to have some other reason for 

supposing that Anton Wilhelm Amo, the African, told you anything 
more about another black person than he told you about a white per
son with whom he would also share most of his genes. 

It's true that if you look at enough of a person's genes you can usu. 
ally tell whether they have recent ancestry in Africa or Asia or Europe; 
and you'll find, naturally, that many have ancestry on two or three 
continents. (As you've learned, my family is full of such people!) But 
that's because there are patterns of genes in human populations
which is a fact about groups-not because there are distinctive sets of 
genes shared by the members of a race, which would be a fact about 
individuals. Some of the genes that signal my Asante ancestry are 
different from the ones that identify other people of recent African 
descent. And many, many people in the world live at the boundaries 
between the races imagined by nineteenth-century science: between 
African Negroes and European Caucasians there are Ethiopians and 
Arabs and Berbers; between the yellow races of East Asia and the 
white Europeans are the peoples of central and South Asia. Where in 
India is there a sharp boundary between white and brown and black? 

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, we have made 
huge strides in understanding the human genome. Statistical tech
niques allow us to reconstruct the ways in which genes travel (and 
don't travel) together. So we can find broad patterns of correlation, 
clusterings of genetic material, that allow us to assign human pop
ulations into groups that fade into one another. Because there are 
no sharp boundaries, some ways of doing this will put together two 
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ted by another, equally reasonable, way ld be separa 
1 who wou . . t think that there are reasons to favor e0p1e e biolog1s s . P d •ng it. Sorn h because they clump more people mto f ot . over ot ers, . . 0 clusterings turing broader features of the statlsti· soine b of groups, cap ll nurn er . bil"ty Those patterns reflect the ways a stria f hum.an vana 1 • \ landscape O h ve traveled over the last 100,000 years or ca an groups a h h d . which hum . f the forces of selection that ave s ape 1n 

1 the history o o as wel as h t biologically, makes you you, or me me, s , u1 . ns. But w a , . . , tal local pop atto . ed b tracing our respective ancestnes; it s the to isn't best explatn y f carries now: which genes-among the kage each o us b' l . genetic pac that varies in ways that have 10 og1-. n of our genome ha . tiny proport10 Uy have. (It's also increasingly clear t t it . fi nee-we actua t cal sign1 ca . are living in and on us.) There are pa -hat microorganisms th th matters w . b h of us is an individual. To say at ese • pulat1ons, ut eac · th terns in po . . d' t the racial theories of the nineteen . 1 discovenes vm ica e b statisttca . in that the statistical correlation etween century would be like ar~ : career in the National Hockey League 
b. th month and the lengt o a IT . • t ~ 
confirms the claims of astr~ o~-fference alongside environment, in It is clear that genes ma e a 1 f , skin Some people are . . ur hei ht or the color o your . determmmg yo g t than others and, no doubt, cleverer or more musical or better poe :de environment, is in their part of the explanation for that, along inh 'ted in racial packages. 

h nes are not en genes as well. But t ose ge . . astly more detailed h t th genetic story 1s v And so, despite the fact t a e al f: t mains If you want fundament ac re · than it was a century ago, a bil"ty are set by genetic li · f human capa 1 to think about how the mits O 
• k b t those nineteenth-centurY inheritance, it won't help you to thm a ou 

races: Negro, Caucasian, Oriental. bout other people 
h tually matters to us a More than this, w at ac gh 1 guaoe and culture as · that pass throu an " depends on connections . f 11 hether or not we share i.. • al bodies A ter a 'w well as through our P11Ys1c · r. d difference in how "b . kn w makes a pro1oun . . a language, as Lei mz e ' f: ·te way of classifying we interact with one another. Pick your avon 
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people by their genetic similarities into a small 
nuinbe 

In each of those groups, the world's largest la r of gr0 

H. d' c. l ·11 he nguages t, ul>s. 
Chinese, m 1, 1or examp e-w1 spoken with - c:nglisn 

fluency; in each of them, there will be Christians edqual ease an~ 
. . an Must· \l 

Buddhists; and, yes, m each of them, there will be both Ph. 1tns and 
and psychopaths. ilosoph,rs 

What the new understanding of genetics has mad 
e clear · 

the old picture of race conflated questions of biology d 18 that 
an qu . 

of culture. It wanted to explain every difference betw esti0ns 
een grou . 

terms of an underlying racial essence, inherited by each Ps 1n 
generar 

from the one before. Nowadays, it is clear that one of th 10n 
. . k f . . h . h e rnost dis 

tmcttve mar s o our species 1s t at our m eritance is b th b' · 
0 1010 . 

cal and cultural. Each generation of human beings in a . gi. 
particular 

society can build on what was learned by the ones before· by 
. . . ' contrast, 

among our great ape cousms, there 1s httle cultural inherita 
nee, and 

in most other organisms there is almost none. What make 
. . . . s us the 

wise species-sap,ens, remember, 1s the Latin for "wise"-is that our 

genes make brains that allow us to pick up things from one another 

that are not in our genes. Arno's ability to wrestle with Descartes 

required his European teachers, not just his African genes. The 

extended period of dependency that we call childhood is necessary 

because to be a fully functioning member of our species you need to 

have the time to learn the things that make us human. 

THE COLOR OF POLITICS 

The racial assumptions of the nineteenth century were not just sci

entific; they were also moral. People didn't only belong to natural 

racial types; they also had a natural and proper preference for

indeed, t hey had special obligations to-their own kind. Edward w. 
Blyden, one of the founders of Pan-Africanism, who was born in 
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n 
but moved to Liberia as a young man, expressed this 

C r ibbea "Ab d . th · uie a 11 as anyone. an onmg e sentiment of race; he 
ht as we . . 8 

t}l0og . a Leonean newspaper, m 1 93, was like trying to ~do 
. a s1err 

rote in . ,,,g 
'II • h gravitation. 
awaY wit . he history of the world shows that hatred and warfare 

reality, t . 
In n within the so-called races as 1t was between them. 

cornm0 

was as haul indeed, conflict among white Europeans or black 
the long ' 

over ellow Asians was much more common, since conflict 

f . ans or Y 
A ric tact There was nothing racial in the fifth-century BCE 

ires con . 
requ . b tween China's warring states, or the sixteenth-century 

fhcts e 
con h t created the Mughal Empire, or between Asante and 
battles t a . 

. • n West Africa at the turn of the eighteenth century, or 
0enky1ra 1 

h various Amerindian states of Mexico before the arrival 
arnong t e 
f the Spanish. 

0 
Still, this dynamic, in which the idea of race becomes the com-

ency of negation and affirmation, dominance and resis-
rnon curr . . . 

Ould prove dauntingly difficult to withdraw from. That s 
tance, w 
unfortunate. Because there is little doubt that the race idea was asso-

. d wi'th moral disasters from its earliest beginnings. Not only 
c1ate . . 
did European racial thinking develop, at least in part, to ratio~~hze 

the Atlantic slave trade, it played a central role- often a pernicious 

one-in the development and execution of Europe's nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century colonial projects; and, with the Nazis, it was cen

tral in organizing the systematic genocide of millions and millions 

of people, Jews and Roma, conceived as inferior races, among them. 

In the Armenian, Herero, and Rwandan genocides, the language of 

race played a terrifying role alongside the language of nation. It is 

hard to think about race without mentioning racism, a word that was 

coined-somewhat belatedly, you might think, given this history~ 

not to evoke host ile white attitudes to blacks but to describe the anti-

Semitism of the German National Socialists. 
In 1900 in an address "To the Nations of the World" at the 

· . L d the eminent black 
first Pan-African Conference m on on, 
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intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois proclaimed that the " 
,, " Proble 

twentieth century was the problem of the color-lin ,, rn of the 
e, to Wit: 

the question as to how far differences of race h· 
-w ich sh 

themselves chiefly in the color of the skin and the te t ow 
x ureofth 

hair-will hereafter be made the basis of denying t e 
o over half 

the world the right of sharing to their utmost ability the 
0 

tunities and privileges of modern civilization .. . . 19 PPor-

Du Bois was the beneficiary of the best education that our 

A I . . ·1· . th h d ffi Nortb 
t antic c1v1 1zahon en a to o er. He qualified for a d t . 

oc orate in 
Germany, returning home without it only because he could 't fti 

n a ord 
to stay to meet the residence requirements, and receiving (al 

tnostas 
a sort of consolation prize) the first doctorate earned by an Ac. • 

mean. 
American at Harvard University, in 1895. A year before the London 

conference, he had published The Philadelphia Neg~o the 1· 
, ear 1est 

detailed, s_tatistical, sociological study of an American community. 

Anyone with a respect for scholarship was, and is, bound to take his 

views seriously. 

I'm not sure it would be useful to debate which of the many 

problems in the disaster-filled hundred years that followed Du 

Bois's observation should count as the pro~lem of the twentieth 

century. But there's no denying that race, as Du Bois understood it, 

was central around the world in the moral and political life of that 

century. Du Bois was not remotely parochial in his interests or his 

analy~es: and when he said that race was to be the problem of the 

t~en'h~th century, he didn't just mean in his own country, and he 

didn t 1ust mean his own race. He was talking, as he said, about 

"o:er hal~ t~e world"; elsewhere in the address, he spoke not just 

of the millions of black men in Africa, America and the Islands 

of the Sea," but of "the brown and yellow myriads elsewhere." 20 So 

~u Bois had very much in mind the ways in which race figured 

m the European colonial schemes that were reshaping Africa and 
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11 as its role in the American social injustices he had 
. as we 

p..s1a . ed at first hand. 

Perienc . I t . Afi . . 
eJ< d European coloma conques m nca was still very much 

1ndee , d I . 
hen he spoke to the e egates m London. In West Africa, 

derwayw 
un al British conquest of Kumasi, where I grew up, occurred 

the 
6

~ weeks after Du Bois's London conference; and the Sokoto 
. st a 1ew 
JU . h t in northern Nigeria, was conquered only in 1903. In the 
cahP a e, 

h Morocco became a French protectorate in 1912, Egypt a British 

Nort ' E h. . . d . d d il 
. 914 To the east, t 1op1a remame m epen ent unt 1936 

one in 1 . 

d became so again a mere five years later). To the south, the Boer 
(an 
War was still in bloody progress when Du Bois spoke. In all of these 

African conflicts, notions of race played a crucial role; and after the 

Berlin Conference of 1884-85, which defined Europe's shared under

standing of the terms ofits African empires, the status of the subject 

peoples in the Belgian, British, French, German, Spanish, and Por

tuguese colonies of Africa-as well as in independent South Africa

was defined in racial terms. 21 

BLOODLINES 

Du Bois was not alone in failing to anticipate that race would also play 

a disastrous role in the history of Europe itself in the mid-twentieth 

century; but, familiar as he was with German culture at the turn 

of the century, he was well aware that attitudes to the Jews and the 

Slavs there had resonances with the antiblack racism he knew from 

his homeland. Nevertheless, his German training left him touched 

by the anti-Semitism that was already on the rise during his student 

years. In 1893, a year after arriving in Berlin, he wrote, 

It must be ever remembered that the great capitalists of Germany, 

the great leaders of industry are Jews; moreover, banded together 
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by oppression in the past, they work for each othe 
r, and a·d 

the vast power of their wealth, and their great natu 1 ed by 
. . ral ab'}' . 

they have forced atadel after citadel, until now th 1 1ties, 
ey Pracr 

control the stock-market, own the press, fill the b 1cauy 

. th fc . . d d ar and henrL 
are crowdmg e pro ess10ns-m ee there seems t b '-It, 

. . o eno1:_ . 
to the increase of their power. This of course is a m 'Ull1t 

enace to th 
newly nationalized country .. . . >> e 

That "of course" would have received more than a 

of assent in many places in Europe and the Americ murmur 
as. Du 8 . 

was taking for granted here not just the standard gru bl. 018 

. m ings of 
the enemies of German Jewry but also the idea that th G 

. e ernian 
nation was the home to a German race, a race to which G 

ermany's 
Jews, however assimilated, could not belong· and in th· k' 

. . . ' In mg of 
nations m racial terms, he was following the theories wh . 

. . ose nse I 

have been sketchmg. These notions persisted well into th 
. . e twen-

tieth century: dunng the Second World War, Winston Churchill's 

doctor wrote in his diaries, apropos of the prime mi·n· t , 
is er s atti

~u~e to China: "Winston thinks only of the color of their skin; 

1t 1s when he talks of India or China that you rememb h • 
. . er e 1s a 

V1ctonan."•3 

Despite his youthful parroting of anti-Jewish commonpla D 
B · 

ces, u 

o1s wa~, for most of his adult life, a powerful critic of anti-Semitism 

along with other forms of racism. He visited Nazi German fc . 
. ymm 

months m 1936-taking in a performance of Wagner's Lohengrin 

at Bayreuth-and when he returned he wrote frankly (in one of his 

~ount~•s leading black newspapers, the Pittsburgh Courier) that the 

ca~p~1gn of race prejudice ... surpasses in vindictive cruelty and 

public msult anythin I h 
g ave ever seen; and I have seen much." And 

h
he went on, in distinct contrast to the tone of his 1893 report: "There 

as been no tragedy in d . 
fi h mo ern times equal in its awful effects to the 

g ton the Jew in German It. 
y. 18 an attack on civilization comparable 
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s as the Spanish Inquisition and the African Slave 
hhorror 

ly to sue rnore than five years before the creation of the first 
ofl This was 
trade,"',. he Nazis called the camps created specifically for the 

slager, as t 
focle f rnass murder. 

Purposes 
O 

• d' d not invent modern racially motivated mass mur-
Naz1s 1 . 

rhe The first genocide of the twentieth century began in 

def, though. lony of South West Africa, which is now Namibia. In 

German co 
the 1 Lothar von Trotha issued what came to be known as 

Genera 
19°4• . ht ngsbefehl-an extermination order-in which he told 
. Verrue u 1' 

his that if they did not abandon their lands, he would shoot 
the Herero 

H O man, with or without weapons" and that he would 
• "'ery erer 
e more women and children," expelling them or allowing 

"accept no 
to be shot.zs And, as the world now knows, the recurrent 

them, too, . . 

mass killings of Armenians m the Ottoman Empire rose to the level 

of genocide in the period of the First World War, as modern Turkey 

·nto being The Armenians might not have been one of Du 
came 1 · 

Bois's races, but the Ottomans thought of them as a community of 

shared ancestry with more than religion and culture in common; one 

needs little more than this to be thinking in racial terms. As for the 

Rwandan genocide of 1994, the separation of the country's people 

into two races, Hutu and Tutsi (with a dash ofTwa) was the product of 

Belgian colonial racial theory. All three were on the same side of the 

color line: but what Du Bois meant by the problem of the color line 

didn't have to be literally about color. 

Against this somber background, it's worth reminding ourselves, 

then, that the 6 to 9 million Soviet citizens whose deaths were due 

to Stalin, or the even greater numbers of Chinese who succumbed in 

the Great Leap Forward, or the millions of victims of the murderous 

policies of Pol Pot in Cambodia, or the hundreds of thousands killed 

in India's partition or the anticommunist campaigns in Indonesia in 

the 1960s, were mostly the victims of hostilities based on ideology or 

religion, rather than anything like race. 36 
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RACISM'S RANGE 

Violence and murder were not the only political problerns t 
· d . h h 1 li c· · hat Du Bois associate wit t e co or ne. 1v1c and econornic . 

inequality 
between races-whether produced by government policy b . 

. ' Y Pnvate 
discrimination, or by the very complex interactions between th 

etwo 
of them-were pervasive features of states at the start of the tw . 

enti. 
eth century, and they remained so long after that first Pan Afi . · rican 
conference was but a distant memory. All around the world pe 1 ' ope 
know of the struggle of African-Americans and of South Africa's 

nonwhite population for racial equality; but political struggles over 

racial inequality have been central in the politics of Australia, New 

Zealand, and most of the other countries of the Americas, as well, 

whether the racial groups seeking justice were first peoples or the 

descendants of African slaves or South or East Asian indentured 

laborers. Over time, as non-Europeans, including many citizens 

of Europe's former empires in Asia and Africa, have migrated into 

Europe in increasing numbers, questions of racial inequality in 

rights, in education, in employment and housing, and in income 

and wealth have come to the fore there, too. Japanese and Chinese 

people were, in Du Bois's mind, on the same side of the color line 

as he was. 

But the condescension (and worse) displayed toward China by 

many Japanese in the decades between the First Sino-Japanese War 

(1894-95) and World War II is naturally thought of as racial, too. The 

sheer viciousness of the murder and rape in the massacre in Nanking, 

capital of the Republic of China, in 1937-38, where tens and perhaps 

hundreds of thousands of people were killed by Japanese soldiers, is 

a paradigm of racist violence. The continued denial by many Japanese 

of the scale, or even the occurrence, of these atrocities mirrors the 

I 
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h deny the mass murder of Armenians in 
ial of those w o . 

5 of dell . h Nazi genocide. 
fotftl or Jews int e . lly grounded, are the anti-African attitudes 

urlceY b t as rac1a . 
1' violent, u . China who hear themselves descnbed as 

1,ess k visitors to ' 
d by blac the hundreds of thousands of Chinese 

eporte hosts). Among . . 
r . t (black g . . 1 condescension of a sort fam1har from 
)lti ~ . Africa, rac1a . . 

working in . 
1 

. od is common (and, alas, anti-Chinese 
flow colonia pen . . ) 11 

r:uropean . African countnes m recent years . 
the curred in many .. 

cks have oc . . d must have roots in earlier trad1t1ons 
atta E st Asian att1tu es 
·•lhile these a b' that is found historically around the planet, 
w1• f enopho ia f h 
f the sort o x . d d nt of racial attitudes that came rom t e 

o l er in epen e . . . . d 
theY are no ong d N rth America. Racial d1scnmmat10n an 

'tions of Europe an o 
trad1 . lobal phenomena. . . 
insult remain g . ' th insisting that ethnoracial inequality is 

more it s wor ·1 
Still, once . '. uali that matters. In 2013, the nearly 30 tm . 

not the only social meq hty ty line in the United States made 
. le below t e pover 18 

lion white peop h h lf the total number of America's poor. Nor 
up slightly more t a~ ah l . gnificant form of discrimination. 

d. · minat1on t e on Y si . 
is racial iscn r I donesia, Europe's Muslims, or 

k 
the Christians of Soma ia or n 

As A k men everywhere. 
d ' LGBTQ people. s wo 

Ugan as 

LOCALIZING RACE 

. rt·cular places. In 
· articular ways m pa i 

Racial concepts work out m p 'th one black parent 
• l · d that anyone W1 

the United States, the socia i ea uld b dally black but have 
h erson co e so 

was also black meant t at a p . h s that were blue. As 
. h . th t was stra1g t, eye . 

skin that was white, au a f h National Association for 
'd tury leader o t e f 

Walter White, the mi cen hose name was one o 
1 d p ople (a man w 

the Advancement of Co ore e . his autobiography: "l am a 
. h •t ces) wrote in . 

his many ironical m en an ' hair is blond. The traits 

h
. eyes are blue, my 

Negro. My skin is w ite, my 
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f my race are nowhere visible upon me." (In "The B 
o . allad 

ter White," the African-Amencan poet Langston Hugh of "Wai. 
es Put· 

succinctly: "Now Walter White/ Is mighty light.")•9 it lllore 

In the colonial context, race thinking produced a 
. . . nornalies 

Treating all Africans m N1gena, say, as Negroes would corn . ' too. 

. b. I . al . Ra h1ne P 

Pie with very different 10 ogic traits. tes of multipl b· eo. 
e irths 

much higher among Yoruba than among Hausa wome are 
n, to take 

random example, never mind the considerable cultural d'ffi a 
1 erenc 

between the two groups.3° If there were interesting traits f . es 
o national 

character, they belonged not to races but to ethnic groups· d 
· an Peo 

pie of one ethnic group-Arabs from Morocco to Oman· Jew . · 
. . ' sin the 

diaspora-could come m a wide range of colors and hair type s. 

I mentioned that some scholars have sought to reintroduce b' 
a IO-

logical race concept in recent years, using sophisticated statistical 

techniques that uncover patterns among individual genotypes that 

reflect shared ancestry. But none of these arguments would support 

the claim that the boundaries of the social groups we call races are 

drawn by biological rather than social means.3' Discussions of the 

social significance of race, then, need not be distracted by arguments 

about whether the groups in question are biological. Members of a 

socially constructed group can differ statistically in biological char

acteristics from one another (as rural folk in the United States dif. 

fer in some health measures from urban people); and whether we 

should treat someone differently in virtue of the statistical charac

teristics of a group to which she belongs is always a separate ques

tion from whether such group differences exist. As a result, when 

questions arise about the salience of race in political life, it is seldom 

a good idea, as Du Bois was one of the first to argue, to turn to ques

tions of biology. 

You might think that, because racial difference is not biological, 

it must be more malleable; but this is a mistake. Whether a biologi

cal difference is malleable depends on its nature: skin color, as we all 

know, can be affected by exposure to the sun; the appearance of hair 
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. 11 rnanipulated; differences in susceptibility to dis-

cbern1ca Y . 
A,, be d' ted by vaccination; noses can be altered by surgery. 

ow be era ica . . . 

se can have learned m the Umted States, racial disparities 
ea 1 aswe 
cooverse y, d . rnany other measures can persist long after the gov-

1 ban in . . 
jJl wea t . en up trying to impose them. In 2009, the median 

t has g1v . 

eftlrnen •can white households was twenty times that of black 

of Arnen 
wealth Irnost half a century after the 1965 Voting Rights ActY 

holds, a 
house ·t· on that these differences are produced by social pro-

ecogn11 
rhe r t made it any less difficult to alter them. 

cesses has no 

COLOR INSIDE THE LINES 

h twenty-first century, one might have hoped to see signs that 

Int e 
thl. nking and the hostilities grounded in race-the problem of 

race 
the color line-might be vanishing. Yet belief in an essential dif-

ference between Us and Them persists widely and continues to be 

thought by many to be inherited. And, of course, differences among 

groups defined by common descent can be the basis of social identity 

whether or not they are believed to be based in biology. As a result, 

ethnoracial categories continue to be important in politics at the 

national level, and racial identities shape people's political affiliations. 

Once ethnoracial groups are in place, inequalities between them, 

whatever their causes, provide bases for political mobilization. Many 

people now know that we are all, in fact, one species, and think that 

racial differences are, from a biological point of view, illusory; but that 

seldom undermines the significance for them of racial identities and 

affiliations. Around the world, people have sought and won affirma

tive action for their ethnoracial groups. In the United States, in part 

because of affirmative action, public opinion polls consistently show 

wide divergences on many questions along racial lines.33 On American 

campuses where the claim that "race is a social construct" echoes like 
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lJl 

. black, and white identities continue to sh 
a mantra, Asian, ape so . 

. C versely (in part, I suspect, because essenti 1. ClaJ 
experience. on a iszn is 

) many people around the world simply could , b so 
naturaltous, . . . . . nt e p 

ed th t C
e as we experience 1t m social hfe, is a "const er. 

suad a ra ' . . ruct," 

I th'nk about why the racial fixation has proved 
~mi ~~ 

times recall the lost-wax method by which gold . · 
ble, I some Weights 
in Ghana are cast. (You create a_ wa~ model, surround it With clay 

d It the wax away by pouring m molten brass.) In th · ' 
an me is case 

h . eteenth-century race concept is the lost wax: the sub ' 
t e nm stance 
may have melted away, but we've intently filled the space it created 

In the United States, nativists aim to define the country in terms oi 
color and creed (namely, white and Christian). On the other side of 

the color line, the persistence of material inequality gives a mission 

to racial identities, for how can we discuss inequities based on color 

without reference to groups defined by color? 

One reason race continues to play a central role in international 

politics, as well, is the politics of racial solidarity that Du Bois helped 

to inaugurate in the black world, in cofounding the tradition of Pan

Africanism. It shows up in diverse ways: African-Americans are 

more likely than whites to be interested in U.S. foreign policy in 

Africa; people in Port Harcourt, Nigeria, protested the 2014 killing of 

Michael Brown by a white police officer in Ferguson, Missouri; black 

Americans have a special access to Ghanaian passports; Rastafarian• 

ism in the Caribbean celebrates Africa as the home of black people; 

and heritage tourism from North and South America and the Carib

bean to West Africa has boomed.J-4 

But Pan-Africanism is not the only movement in which groups 

defined by common ancestry show transnational solidarity: many 

Jews show an interest in Israeli politics; Chinese follow the fates of 

Chinese in their diaspora; Japanese follow goings-on in Sao Paulo, 

home to more than a million people of Japanese descent-and to per· 

haps a million people of Arab descent Qargely Lebanese), some of 

whom follow events in the Middle East.JS Identities rooted in the real· 
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r. ntasy of shared ancestry remain central in our 1. . or the 1a . . po 1tics, 
jt}' . and between nations. In this new century as 1• th la 

within . . . , n e st, 
both 1. e and its cousms are still gomg strong Race you . h 

color in · , m1g t 
the baS become a palimpsest, a parchment written upon by succes-

saY, ti' ons where nothing is ever entirely erased. Often with th 
. e genera e 

siv olent of intentions, and sometimes with the least we keep 
st bene¥ ' 

J1lO • h same contours with different pens. 
tracing t e 

GOING HOME 

me Point Amo Afer put aside his own pen. Reaching middle 
At so ' 

he decided that it was time to go home, and, in 1747 he made his 
age, 
way back to the Gold Coast, to the Nzema villages of his birth. It was 

a bold move. Someone who had been raised in the heartland of the 

European Enlightenment and had built a scholarly career in some of 

the most prestigious seats of European learning was now turning his 

back on the grand experiment he embodied and resolving to make a 

life in a land he'd last glimpsed as a small child. 

we can only guess why. There is some suggestion that increas

ing color prejudice in this period in Germany-the early stirrings 

of Europe's racial fixation-may have caused discomfort: a satirical 

play was performed in Halle in 1747 in which Astrine, a young Ger

man woman, refuses the amorous advances of an African philosophy 

teacher from Jena named Amo. "My soul," Astrine insists, "certainly 

cannot ever love a Moor."36 The work demonstrates that Amo was a 

famous figure in Halle. But the rejection of the Moor is Astrine's, not 

the author's; and some conjecture that what drove Amo off was not 

racial prejudice but a broken heart. 

We know a little more of what happened to him. A Dutch ship's doc

tor met him in the mid-175os at Axim. "His father and a sister were 

still alive and lived four days' journey inland," the doctor reported. 
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rted that Amo, whom he described as "a 

He also repo great sa 
. d the reputation of a soothsayer."37 Both sage a d ge," hac1 

"acquire n sooth 
. . meone who knew that the deliverances of th sayer• 

This 1s so . e En}i • 
no less his own than those of his N zema a ghten. 

ment were . ncestors 

S time later, Amo moved from Axim and went to 1. . · 
ome 1ve 1np 

b tI. n one of a couple of dozen forts and castles O h 0rt St. 
Se as a , n t e c 

Ghana that served the slave trade, near the town of Shaina Whoast of 

. bun· ed (It's a mere dozen miles from where, a century ' ere he 
1s • and ah 

1 t r Kwame Nkrumah, the world's best-known Nzema alf 
a e, , Was ho 

Today, we're left with questions: What did the soothsayer tell rn.) 

h. l . . h People 
he had learned from is ong soJourn int e north:> And h 

. . . . . ow did he 
explain his decision to leave behind everything he had built h 

. t ere) 
It's impossible not to wonder whether his was a flight from c 1 · 

o or con. 
sciousness, a retreat to a place where he would not be defined by his 

complexion. A place where Amo Afer could be just Amo again; where 

he didn't need to be the African. Indeed, his odyssey asks us to imag

ine what he seems to have yearned for: a world free of racial fixations. 

It asks if we could ever create a world where color is merely a fact, 

not a feature and not a fate. It asks if we might not be better off if 

we managed to give up our racial typologies, abandoning a mistaken 
' 

way of thinking that took off at just about the moment when Anton 

Wilhelm Amo was a well-known German philosopher at the height 

of his intellectual powers. 
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