AQCI n°1: Pierre Van Den Berghe, “Does Race Matter?”, text 9, p57-63. By Nicolas Gosset

1) Both racial and ethnic groups are socially defined by real or putative common descent, and the distinction between the types of groups is merely in the relative salience of biological or cultural markers of membership. In connection with that conviction, Pierre Van Den Berghe’s contention is that, in both cases, the social concern is with common biological descent,even when the markers are primarily cultural 1.[…] Considering that sociality is synonymous with discrimination […], racism will arise whenever variance in inherited physical appearance is greater between groups than whitin groups and […] will persist as long as social barriers to exogamy prevent intermixture.[…] It will inevitably accompagny these conditions 2. In other terms, the author’s aim is to answer this question: 
        Why physical differences between group do always matter socially?       

2) Starting from the darwinian idea that, humans being not only selfish maximisers but also intelligent and opportunistic animals, human relationships with unrelated people are governed by nepotism, the author postulates that our capacity to discriminate is determined by degree of biological relationship to ourselves, source of inclusive benefits. Indeed, in this biological model, by a set of concentric circles defining declining degrees of kinship, circumstances and interests will determine the levels of solidarity or discrimination. Considering that this principle of nepotistic discrimination, however diluted, suffuses all levels 3, he underlines its relevance for ethnic groups as for any other social groups. In this way, defining social race/ethnicity as a form of extended kindship, he sees in racism (discriminatory behaviour based on inherited physical appearance) both an expression of human nepotism and a noxious social consequence of  acceleration of large-scale, long distance migration accross wide genetic clines. Then, arguing against main objections to his formulation of ethnocentrism and racism as extended forms of biologically rooted nepotism, he explains, in the one hand, mythical origin of ethnic group by the necessity for ethnicity to be correlated  with a common historical experience (Ethnicity is both primordial and instrumental 4) and, in the other hand, as both race and ethnicity are not immutable 5, people stress only cultural markers when physical ones are unreliable. In connection with this, he underlines first that, among relevant markers of group membership, not all cultural markers are equally good 6. Also, he gives prominence to the relative feature of physical markers, both in the effectivity of their detection (limited evident visibly case) and in ascription of racism only to their visibility (wich effectively can be culturally used to form social races by transmutation of physical phenotypes), not to their behavioural signifiance. In competition for scale ressources between in- and out-groupe, racial disctinction (well beyond cultural distinction) – the ultime distinction between both – becomes then a social stigma for the subordonate group.  

3) With the aim of explaining racism on a world-wide basis, the author develops a so called theory of the biological genesis of social races. In this theory, he uses genetic as basis of etiology of racism in contemporary societies. But even when, in a first time, he seems to identify a kind of culture primacy on biology in genesis of racist differentiation – showing the instrumentalization of physical differences by culture (“ inherited phenotypes are culturally utilised to form social races 8”), he does not go deeply into respective influence of both key components. While stressing that behaviour can only be understood within an evolutionary framework that gives equal weight to genes and social environment [whose culture is the largest part] acting in concert, the author, aiming to demonstrate a clear linkage between genes and behaviour by defining racism as “a case of culture highjacking genes which were selected for different ends and making them serve a totally different social agenda 9”, does not really put forward any key proposals to understand the co-evolution of genes and culture. Following my point of view, this lack of explanatory hypothesis – notably of a psychological, religious or historical nature – seems to be an important snag for the generalizing pretension of his reflexion, given the main feature of this assertion in his biological theory of racism.
4) Generally speaking, all arguments developed in this text seems me to be particularly pertinent and compatible with my own experience. For example, here in Pragues, as a frenchspeaking student, I can feel the importance of language as a cultural marker and my difficulty to penetrate Czech sociability without the knowledge of the local language. Moreover, as a Belgian Jew, I’m convinced that, in spite of prejudices and stigmatizations, words always frequent today about alleged physical differences between Jews and Goÿs are not reflected in biological reality. Markers are only cultural. But, as Pierre Van Den Berghe explains, the social concern is with common biological descent, even when the markers are primarily cultural. On the other hand, I’m really more divided about his negative perception of affirmative action. I think his refusal of this kind of measures and his reading of their effects are too categorical. Things have to be more qualify. Indeed, if establishment of such multicultural policies (designed to combat racism and ethnoreligious discrimination and more actively promote minority interests and power) has in a sense reinforced stigmatised racial distinction, it has also done more possible equal opportunities which did not exist for minorities in reality of facts because of racism.   
5) When Van Den Berghe notes that “in practice, only a few inherited phenotypes (skin pigmentation,facial features, hair texture and physical stature) are culturally utilised to form social races, and they are chosen, not for their behavioural significance, but simply for their visibility 10”, he shows clearly an instrumentalization of physical differences by culture (= a cultural construction) to create and justify such a differentiation between people. And following him, racial differentiation and discriminatory behaviours wich result from that construction (racism and ethnocentrism) can be understood as an expression of human biologically rooted nepotism.  Without such a deeper explanation, we can find a confirmation of this way of thinking in the Cornel’s article entitled “The Social Construction of Race” (1998). There, we can read: “Races, like ethnic groups, are not established by some set of natural forces but are products of human perception and classification. They are social constructs. […] Both what constitutes a race and how one recognizes a racial difference are culturally determined.[…] The racial categories become socially significant only when we decide they have particular meanings and act on those meanings 11”. Visibly, only a biological explanation is not relevant. According to Seyla Benhabib, “To explain human behaviour [ racism f.e.], we sould seek to understand the totality of circumstances of which culture  is an aspect 12 ”.  
6) Referring to Van Den Berghe’s etiology of racism, it becomes evident that a discriminatory behaviour such as racism, not seeming to make sense as being clearly a case of culture “highjacking” genes, can sometimes be used to serve a social agenda which has a enormous feedback effect on the life chances of different groups. Therefore, the ultimate target being its complete eradication, we have to try excerpting its deeper roots, and find some ways to dismiss on middle/long term this scientifical non-sense from mentalities. Here are some ways of actions:

Implement everywhere the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin by developing firm polities against racism and all other discrimi-natory behaviours / Institute a real education at human diversity and respect of differences (“only one kind of people, the human kind”) / Promote “racial co-education” places from early childhood (no more “guetto schools”). It’s only in this way that social barriers to exogamy preventing intermixture could dissapear and then, both race and ethnicity being not immutable, racism would progressively lose its “biological raison d’être”.
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