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Pierre Van den Berghe: “Does race matter?”

1. Central quotation: "My theory [is that] all social organisms are biologically programmed to be nepotistic. Social organisms evolved to be nepotistic because altruistic investment is unrelated organisms is biologically wasted and therefore could not evolve(Van den Berghe:57)

2. Argument: Van der Berghe argues that physical differences between groups lead to social differences and that ethnocentrism and racism are extended forms of biologically rooted nepotism even in contemporary societies. Furthermore Von den Berghe argues that this is the case even when the physical difference are primarily cultural. 

But is the linkage between genes and racism as clear as Van der Berghe insists that it is?

In his text Van der Berghe assumes that people are generally bad and selfish. 

3. Question: “We are not only selfish maximises, but intelligently opportunistic ones. Sociality is synonymous with discrimination. (...)We must constantly decide when to be nice or nasty, trusting or suspicious. We have only two bases for doing so: reciprocity and nepotism. Reciprocity  is tricky, unstable, open to cheating(...), for nepotism to yield its genetic reward, the only requirement is correct assessment of relatedness (Van der Berghe:60), Van der Berghe states and implies that racism is and will always be because humans and non-humans alike, wants to be as fit as possible- through protecting their own race- and they will do this by being racist towards others. This assumption necessarily take for granted that all people are ‘bad’ and selfish. Any proof of this Van der Berghe does however not include in his article. 

4. Experiential connection: In my opinion it is not above any argument that people are selfish. I also think that it is possible to “maximise” ourselves by “mixing” with people from other social races, unlike Van der Berghe's forutsetning that we can only maximise ourselves if we don’t mix other races. He does not leave any room for change through the evolution of man. Why should we in this day and age need to protect our own social race? 

5. Textual connection: Van der Berghe argues that “Racism, defined as discriminatory behaviour based on inherited physical appearance, can be expected to arise whenever variance in inherited physical appearance is greater between groups then within groups(Van der Berghe:60).” Cornell, Stephens, Hartmann and Douglas has a far more moderate point of view . “(...)ethnicity and race are products of interaction between diverse populations.  Such situations pose certain questions for the populations involved (like what are the implications of this encounter for the welfare of the group, how can it be turned to our material advantage),” the article states. This implies that two or more social races can meet and interact without any racism taking place, unlike Van der Berghe’s believes that “racism can be expected” in such cases. One in many examples that Van der Berghe has a far more pessimistic view on man then is perhaps called for. 

Cornell, Stephens, Hartmann and Douglas also writes that as “kinship and physiology appear to be natural or inherent, their uses in defining groups are fundamentally arbitrary. How many generations back must we go to find a connection before descent ceases to be common? To what does common origin refer? the same country- or province?” 

With such fluent lines it is very difficult, if not impossible, to say without a doubt that racism and genes are connected and that people that earlier has been thought of as different social races at one point will become the same- as has e.g. been the case with the British and the Irish.

6. Implications: If the linkage is as clear as Von der Berghe states it implies that every time two or more social races encounter- there will be some kind of racism. A world where such encounters does not take place is unimaginable and therefore the article implies that racism will always be and that there is not anything anyone can do to change it as it is in our genes.  


