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ethnicity—"is more correct both in a statistical sense and in under-
standing the history of human variation,” says Hampshire's Goodman.
Ethnicity also serves as a proxy for differences—from diet to a history
of discrimination—that can have real biological and behavioral effects.

In a 1942 book, anthropologist Ashley Montagu called race “Man's
Most Dangerous Myth.” If it is, then our most ingenuous myth must be
that we sort humankind into groups in order to understand the meaning
and origin of humankind's diversity. That isn't the reason at all; a greater
number of smaller groupings, like ethnicities, does a better job. The ob-
session with broad categories is so powerful as to seem a neurological im-
perative. Changing our thinking about race will require a revolution in
thought as profound, and profoundly unsettling, as anything science has
ever demanded. What these researchers are talking about is changing the
way in which we see the world—and each other. But before that can hap-
pen, we must do more than understand the biologist's suspicions about
race. We must ask science, also, why it is that we are so intent on sorting
humanity into so few groups—us and Other—in the first place.
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Hailing While Black

Ix MANHATTAN RECENTLY I ATTEMPTED SOMETHING THAT is thought to be
all but impossible for a black man: I tried to hail a cab going uptown to-
$.~ma Harlem after dark. And I'll admit to feeling a new nervousness. This
simple action—black man hailing cab—is now a tableau in America's on-
going culture war. If no cab swerves in to pick me up, America is still a
racist country, and the entire superstructure of contemporary liberalism is
bolstered. If I catch a ride, conservatives can breath easier. So, as I raise
my hand and step from the curb, much is at stake.

o Its all the talk these days of racial profiling that has set off my nerves
in this way. Having grown up in the era of segregation, I know I can sur-
vive the racial profiling of a cabby. What makes me most nervous is the
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anxiety that I have wrongly estimated the degree of racism in American
life. I am a conservative. But conservatism is a misunderstood identity in
blacks that would be much easier to carry in a world where New York
City cab drivers stopped for black fares, even after dark.

It is easy to believe that racial profiling is a serious problem in America.
It fits the American profile, and now politicians have stepped forward to
give it credence as a problem. But is it a real problem? Is dark skin a short-
hand for criminality in the mind of America's law-enforcement officers?
Studies show that we blacks are stopped in numbers higher than our per-
centage in the population but lower than our documented involvement in
crime. If you're trying to measure racism, isn't it better to compare police
stops to actual black involvement in crime than to the mere representation
of blacks in the population? The elephant in the living room—and the
tragedy in black America—is that we commit crimes vastly out of propor-
tion to our numbers in society.

But I can already hear “so what?” from those who believe profiling is

- a serious problem. And I know that the more energetic among them will

move numbers and points of reference around like shells in a shill game
to show racism. In other words, racial profiling is now an “identity” issue
like affirmative action, black reparations or even O.].'s innocence. It is less
a real issue than a coded argument over how much racism exists in soci-

ety today. We argue these issues fiercely—make a culture war around

them—because the moral authority of both the left and right political
identities hangs in the balance. :

Racial profiling is a boon to the left because this political identity jus-
tifies its demand for power by estimating racism to be high. The more
racism, the more power the left demands for social interventions that go
beyond simple fairness under the law. Profiling hurts the right because it
makes its fairness-under-the-law position on race seem inadequate, less
than moral considering the prevalence of racism. The real debate over
racial profiling is not about stops and searches on the New Jersey
Turnpike. It is about the degree of racism in America and the distribution
of power it justifies.

Even as individuals, we Americans cannot define our political and
moral identities without making them accountable to an estimate of
racism's potency in American life. Our liberalism or conservatism, our
faith in government intervention or restraint and our concept of social re-
sponsibility on issues from diversity to school reform—all these will be,
in part, a response to how bad we think racism is. The politically liberal
identity I was born into began to fade as my estimate of American racism
declined. I could identify with a wider range of American ideas and pos-
sibilities when I thought they were no longer tainted by racism. Many
whites I know today, who are trying to separate themselves from the
shame of America's racist past, will overestimate racism to justify a liberal
identity that they hope proves that separateness. First the estimation,
then the identity.
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Recently, after a talk on a college campus, a black girl stood up and
told me that she was “frequently” stopped by police while driving in this
bucolic and liberal college town. A professor on the same campus told me
that blacks there faced an “unwelcome atmosphere”—unwelcomeness
being a newly fashionable estimation of racism's potency on college cam-
puses today. Neither of these people offered supporting facts. But I don't
think they were lying so much as “spinning” an estimation of racism that
shored up their political identities.

We are terrible at discussing our racial problems in America today be-
cause we just end up defending our identities and the political power we
hope those identities will align us with. On that day in Manhattan, I
caught the first cab that came along. And I should have been happy just
for the convenience of good service. That I also saw this minor event as
evidence of something, that I was practicing a kind of political sociology
as well as catching a cab—that is the problem.
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Race Is Over

Even though error, chance and ambition are at the nub of the hu-
man future, I am fairly sure that race, as we currently obsess over it, will
cease to mean as much 100 years from today. The reasons are basic—
some technological, others cultural. We all know that electronic media
have broken down many barriers, that they were even central to the fall
of the Soviet Union because satellite dishes made it impossible for the
Government to control images and ideas about life outside the country.
People there began to realize how far behind they were from the rest of
the modern world. The international flow of images and information
will continue to make for a greater and greater swirl of influences. It will
increasingly change life on the globe and also change our American
sense of race.
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