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Pierre Van den Berghe (1995):  “Does Race Matter?”
Central Quote  “All social organisms are biologically programmed to be nepotistic, i.e. to behave favourably (or, ‘altruistically’) to others in proportion to their real or perceived degree of common ancestry.” (p. 57)

Argument  Van den Berghe examines the relationship between mankind’s biological composition, his outward behavior towards others that results in distinct assemblies and the interaction between those groups.  He contends that the concepts of race and ethnicity are socially constructed consequences that arose because humans are, by nature, drawn to those with similar characteristics.  Based on Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection, humans have developed according to and thrived because of the benefits received by collaboration with one’s like group.  As humans observe physical and cultural characteristics among each other and assemble with those they recognize, they inherently create and define races and ethnicities.   The discrimination that occurs between the races is argued to be an example of environmental, or cultural, projection on the importance of various physical attributes for purposes unrelated to their biological functions.  This classification, in turn, facilitates survival through nepotism, with the extreme bias leading to racism. 

Question   Modern consensus regarding the biological composition of humans does not consider varied races because the genetic differences are statistically insignificant.1  While extreme examples of physical variation may appear, the distinctions between human characteristics are viewed as inconsistent and therefore cannot be used to define precise groups.  Van den Berghe differentiates race and ethnicity by the extent to which the similarities are considered.  Humans are more nepotistic towards those to whom they more closely relate, so that race can be considered an extension of ethnicity.  He refutes the challenge that ethnicity rising from those with common origins is a myth, by arguing that the myth can only exist if it is believed (p. 58); therefore, there must be some common foundation that attracts beings to one another.  What is that degree of examination and perception, though, that on one side of the boundary relates people and on the other differentiates?   Additionally, if physical differences are insignifcant, how can the similarities be used to distinguish people?  The definition of and distinction between race and ethnicity seems too subjective to support significant analysis.  

Experiential Connection  Van den Berghe asserts that the main characteristics, or “markers”, that constitute races are biological traits to which humans have attached cultural meanings. (p. 62)  Recent history in the United States exemplifies his belief, as racial discrimination rose in the 1950’s.  Society propagated the belief that people of white skin color were superior to others, specifically blacks; the idea was rooted on the visual distinction between skin pigments.  The white race, as it was then commonly referred to, discriminated against people unlike themselves and prohibited others from accessing resources such as jobs and education.  As a result of this cycle of nepotism, the non-white races were overall, indeed, disadvantaged.  

Textual Connection  Stephen Cornell and Douglas Hartmann argue that “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.”2  While agreeing that certain physical characteristics do describe groups of people, science indicates that the use of those traits to define races is too complex and unreliable to be useful.  The authors stress that the idea of race developed historically as Europeans explored other parts of the world and observed the physical and cultural differences.  As the physical and cultural differences were observed, the Europeans classified people into like groups.  There was surely some commonality that initially united the Europeans together, however, whether biological similarities or simple geographic convenience.  Furthermore, merely because the different ‘races’ had not previously been observed by the Europeans does not negate the existence of those varied characteristics.  Van den Berghe would argue that biology caused the Europeans to note that the similarities within their group were stronger than those with the new cultures, thereby favoring their own members.  Furthermore, merely because the different ‘races’ had not previously been observed by the Europeans does not negate the existence of those varied characteristics.

Implications  The premise that humans cannot evade biological influences toward nepotism has a significant impact on the type of social policies that are made and the interactions between those impacted.  A belief in natural superiority could be, and has historically been, used as a justification for rules that limit groups from accessing equal resources.  There seems to be a fine line between the biological need to sustain one’s species and overpowering all those who are different in some way.  
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