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Draft AQCI #1 – Race and Ethnicity 

Central Quotation:

‘All social organisms are biologically programmed to be nepotistic, i.e. to behave favourable … to others in proportion to their real or perceived degree of common ancestry’ (Van den Berghe, 1996: 57).

Argument:

Influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution, van den Berghe argues that, consciously or unconsciously, we discriminate according to the degree of biological relationship to ourselves. Humans recognise and make distinctions between different levels of kinship, and then modify their behaviour accordingly. Race or ethnicity is regarded as an extended form of kinship. Both racial and ethnic groups are defined by real or perceived common ancestry, which is highlighted primarily by biological, but also cultural markers/symbols of membership. Racism is then manifested as an extended form of biologically rooted nepotism. It can be expected to arise in situations where ‘variance in inherited physical appearance is greater between groups than within groups’ (Van den Berghe, 1996: 60). The author maintains that racism is inevitable because all human beings are essentially selfish, opportunistic maximisers who are biologically programmed to be nepotistic because altruistic investment in unrelated organisms is biologically wasted, impeding evolution. 

Question:

The author’s central argument is too heavily reliant on Darwin’s theory of evolution, and no other sources are cited to support this theory. The question of current world conditions, in which the aforementioned groups would contain millions of people (thus diluting the benefits of nepotism), remains inadequately addressed. The argument also fails to tackle and/or acknowledge the impact of issues like class solidarity for example, which have the power to transcend racial and international borders. Finally, the argument makes a widespread generalisation that all human beings are cold, opportunistic social climbers, which does not take into account factors like individual personalities or behaviour patterns and the impact of society and environmental conditions.

Experiential Connection: 

The argument put forward in the text basically contradicts my (albeit limited) life experiences. As a native of Ireland, which is still a relatively homogeneous society, I have witnessed a significant amount of prejudice directed against the travelling community. There are no obvious physical traits (e.g. differences in skin pigmentation, facial features, etc) to distinguish them from the majority population of settled people, a factor which van den Berghe claims will be primarily used when deciding how we behave towards a certain group. Discrimination experienced by Irish Travellers is ingrained in popular misconceptions about ‘typical’ traveller personality traits (e.g. dirtiness, laziness, etc). Judging from this personal experience, I do not think the author gives enough scope to economic conditions and social structure, which vary from country to country and will undoubtedly factor into how different groups in society are viewed.

Textual Connection: 

Van den Berghe’s argument is partially contradicted by Thomas H. Eriksen (1996: 29), who maintains that the term ‘race’ has ‘dubious descriptive value … there has always been so much interbreeding between human populations that it would be meaningless to talk of fixed boundaries between races’. However, Eriksen does support Van den Berghe’s assertion that the study of race relations should not be distinguished from ethnicity or ethnic relations.

Implications:

The theory put forward in this text will not have great practical (i.e. visible) implications for the world of policy making. While the argument provides policy makers with a cause for and conditions in which racism will flourish, it does not, however, outline constructive ways in which the issue of racism can be managed and dealt with. On the other hand, this theory will greatly lend to the ongoing debate in academic circles regarding the root causes of racism. 
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