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Pierre Van Den Berghe – “Does Race Matter?”

Quotation: “Both racial and ethnic groups are socially defined by real or putative common descent, and the distinction between the two groups is merely in the relative salience of biological or cultural markers of membership… In both cases, the social concern is with common biological descent, even when the markers are primarily cultural.” 
 

Argument: Pierre Van Den Berghe argues that both racial and ethnic groups are defined by common descent and are not merely social constructions. Even if that descent is only putative, for it to be believed it must be based on long term links between peoples which eventually cause genuine physical ties between them. Den Berghe argues that the only notable distinction between racial and ethnic groups is the emphasis each places on biological or cultural indicators of membership. Crucially, he argues that in both groups, even when indicators of membership are primarily cultural, the social concern comes back to common biological descent – the only reason groups use cultural indicators over heritable physical ones is to differentiate themselves from their immediate neighbours when they all look similar. 

Question: What makes certain people align to groups such as class or gender rather than race or ethnicity?

Experiential Connection:
I do agree that those of us with a biological tie to somewhere other then our home feel the need to show that tie in some form or another – if we don’t look different we do this through other means such as emphasising our cultural heritage. For example - I am half Irish half Czech, I don’t look different to my Irish friends, so I feel somehow I have to ‘prove’ my Czech heritage – and so I emphasis my Czech culture, I even come to study in Prague. I do, however, think it is a very difficult theory to prove as many people have preferences towards cultures out of choice.

Textual Connection: “Race exists as a cultural construct.”
 This argument denies race’s objective existence and clearly contradicts Den Berghe’s argument that race is defined by common descent.

Implications: Even though Den Berghe sees race as a matter of cultural descent, he believes that its institutionalisation in policy has harmful consequences. I however believe that ignoring racial differences does not hasten integration, as can be seen in the case of France. Real or objective, racial differences must be recognised.
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