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The Scientific Invention of Race/
The Racial Invention of Science



Thomas Jefferson, 
Racial Scientist

“The real 
distinctions 
nature has 
made” …
“a powerful 
obstacle to the 
emancipation of 
these people.”

D. Roberts, UPenn



Louis Agassiz’ (1807-1873): Harvard Zoologist

• “There are upon earth different 
races of men, inhabiting different 
parts of its surface, which have 
different physical characteristics”…
• So scientists have “the obligation 
to settle the relative rank among 
the races, the relative value of 
characters peculiar to each, in a 
scientific point of view”…
• And concluded: “Social equality I 
deem at all times impracticable. It is 
a natural impossibility flowing from 
the very character of the negro 
race” – “indolent, playful, sensuous, 
imitative, subservient.”

D. Roberts, UPenn



Samuel Morton (1799-1851); Penn Medical 
School

Crania Americana (1839)

• Europeans: “highest intellectual endowments”
• Mongolians: “ingenious, imitative, highly susceptible of 

cultivation”
• Native Americans: “averse to cultivation; restless, 

revengeful, fond of war”
• Ethiopians: “joyous, flexible, indolent, lowest grade of 

humanity”
D. Roberts, UPenn



D. Roberts, UPenn

Racial Concept 
of Disease

Dr. Samuel Cartwright, The Report on the Diseases and 
Peculiarities of the Negro Race (1851).

• Drapetomania (“the disease that causes Negroes to run 
away”)

• Dysaesthesia Aethiopis or “Rascality”
• Negro Consumption
• Frambaesia or “Yaws”
• Pulmonary Congestion
• Scrofula 
• Bilious and Adynamic Fevers



D. Roberts, UPenn

Race embedded in 
medical technology

Spirometer 
(invented 1846):
“correction” for 
presumed racial 
differences in 
lung capacity



“The belief that Black 
people have denser 
bones, more muscle, 
or thicker skin led 
radiologists and  
technicians to use 
higher radiation 
exposure during x-ray 
procedures.”

c. Dorothy Roberts



Vyas, D. A., Eisenstein, L. G., & Jones, D. S.,“Hidden in plain 
sight—reconsidering the use of race correction in clinical 

algorithms,” New England Journal of Medicine (2020)

c. D. Roberts



Are oximeters racially biased?
White as the standard



“But we aren’t racist”
New York Times, Oct. 18-19, 2018

D. Roberts, UPenn



Racism produces race 
(not the other way 

around)

D. Roberts, UPenn



•Conclusion 4-1: Race is 
neither useful nor 
scientifically valid as a 
measure of the 
structure of human 
genetic variation.

•Recommendation 1: 
Researchers should 
not use race as a proxy 
for human genetic 
variation.



D. Roberts, UPenn

Embodying Racism
“Race is not a biological 
category that naturally 
produces health 
disparities because of 
genetic differences. Race 
is a political category that 
has staggering biological 
consequences because of 
the impact of social 
inequality on people’s 
health” 
Fatal Invention, 129



Race-based 
diagnostics harm 

patients
c. Dorothy Roberts



Racial discrimination

c. Dorothy Roberts



• Race correction shows a failure to 
recognize race-based medicine’s 
harms…. I marvel that doctors aren’t 
worried that race correction might 
contribute to African Americans’ 
higher rate of end-stage kidney 
disease.

• Race correction shows a failure to 
understand the meaning of race and 
its connection to racism historically 
and today.

• The persistence of race correction 
shows an unwillingness from some 
in medicine to change.


	The Historical & Ideological Origins of Race-based Algorithms
	The Scientific Invention of Race/�The Racial Invention of Science
	Thomas Jefferson, �Racial Scientist
	Louis Agassiz’ (1807-1873): Harvard Zoologist
	Samuel Morton (1799-1851); Penn Medical School�Crania Americana (1839)
	Racial Concept �of Disease�
	Race embedded in �medical technology
	Slide Number 8
	Vyas, D. A., Eisenstein, L. G., & Jones, D. S.,“Hidden in plain sight—reconsidering the use of race correction in clinical algorithms,” New England Journal of Medicine (2020)�
	Are oximeters racially biased?�White as the standard
	“But we aren’t racist”�New York Times, Oct. 18-19, 2018
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Embodying Racism
	Race-based diagnostics harm patients
	Racial discrimination
	Slide Number 17

