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Confusing the relationship between “race” and “population” is Reich’s basic mistake. But he goes further: he cites studies which search for traits like laziness as if this idea is not itself a social construct. Ancient peoples did not need to work the kind of hours North Americans and Northern Europeans did/do. In fact, Northern Europeans worked far fewer hours than North Americans during Medieval times as the cycles of agriculture and religious holidays gave them almost a third of the year ‘off.’

 

Reich doesn’t understand how language works. This is his intellectual error. Also, as an educator who has taught that race is a social construct, he assumes I do not understand population genetics and do not explain that in classrooms. He is wrong. His fears seem borne of casual conversations in academic situations rather than extended discussion.

 

We may be developing populations which are measurably more susceptible to certain stress related diseases like cancer and heart disease because, ironically, the circumstances under which these populations live is determining these propensities. Tying this to “race” is an intellectual error far more dangerous than the one he is trying to critique.

 

The author may understand the science better than I, but he does not understand the effect of language. This is demonstrated in the language and rhetorical structure of his essay.
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Race has a deep and ever-present place in biology. Simply saying it doesn’t is not an argument.

Race is associated with biology, whereas ethnicity is associated with culture. In biology, races are genetically distinct populations within the same species.
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Clearly men and women are different. Women live longer and can bear children. Men are physically stronger.

 

But when we talk about employment and wages and insurance, people start screaming at one another. The differences are clear, but it is incredibly difficult for us to have calm discussions about how those differences might influence income, work habits, etc.

 

Ashkenazi Jews and Asians are clearly ‘smarter’ than everybody else, judging by IQ scores, ACT and SAT scores, college admissions. But if you state those facts as an academic or a researcher, you are unemployable. The ‘facts’ are irrefutable, you just can’t say them.

 

I wonder how we could measure happiness. If you asked people if they wanted five more IQ points, or five more ‘happiness points,’ most of us would take the happiness points.

 

The happiest people I’ve known value family, friends and community above everything else. We’re all human, having particular assets doesn’t make us more human, or better humans.
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Equating genetics with “race” is how slavery, Jim Crow laws, and subjugation of fellow human beings is justified. If we don’t understand that, we are condemned to repeat the mistakes of the past.

 

May I suggest repeat the “crimes” of the past!
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The argument that just because different cultures view and construct themselves around race differently, flat out debunks the fact that there is such a thing as “Race” altogether, is deeply misguided.

 

Take the example of a COW.

 

In Western societies our “construct” of a Cow (from infancy/cartoons onward ) is in a field or tethered, fenced in, with a bell perhaps, then slaughtered/ milked and eaten. This construct is influenced by/influences the way we relate to a Cow.

 

In India the “construct” of a Cow is free, loose, fed by all, painted colors and revered as a God. This construct is influenced by/influences the way they relate to a Cow.

 

NEITHER construct negates the fact that there really is such a thing as a COW!

 

The same can go for RACE (or any concept).
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The problem is much less about the small though measurable genetic differences (mainly non-coding and largely insignificant with respect to human potential) among populations; rather the fact that categorization of the different populations is based on race - with all its terrible social and historical implications. Indeed race and treatment of the “others”, whether contrasted by religion or ethnicity, are always used by the dominant economic elites to maintain political control of the masses by redirecting justified public anger towards “foreign” scapegoats. Even within local subpopulations - imaginary differences among social strata (formally called breeding) is still used by the wealthy to justify their rapacious economic behavior and political suppression of everyone else.
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Spare me the concerned scientist posture.

 

If you are a researcher who believes that genetics predicts performance on an IQ test, you also have to concede that the differences in performance on those tests between groups has changed over time with the lowest performing groups showing improvement and performance among all groups improving over time. This disproves the thesis that intelligence, whatever that is, is genetic and shows that environment most certainly plays a role.

 

Is Dr. Reich asserting that there has been some dramatic change in the genetic makeup of all these groups over the course of two or three generations? If such a change occurred, it should be easy to find so where is the data?

 

https://www.vox.com/the-big-idea/2017/5/18/15655638/charles-murray-race-…
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An addition to the variety of people called “black” - The British in India called the native south asians there “black.”

 

I find it fascinating that the “white” population consists of an amalgamation of “four ancient populations that lived 10,000 years ago and were each as different from one another as Europeans and East Asians are today.” I would love to know more about these four groups, where they lived, in what environments.
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The author misses an essential point:

 

For the racist, the assumption of inequality comes first, and if he thinks he needs science, he will find it. That has been true since Gobineau.

 

Nevertheless, where the author is correct is in warning scientists that, if they claim their present knowledge disproves racism, a change in that knowledge might undermine the argument against racism.

 

If racism is not a science, then a scientific rebuke of racism is futile.
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The problem isn’t bad science, (which is not science at all) the problem is misuse of statistics. One must be careful with statistics, which are poor indicators of any individual outcome and can be easily abused by racists. Certainly we can assume it is true that from a group of 100,000 people, there may be a single digit difference between one racial group and another on some minor point, such as a resistance to a certain disease. However, on the individual level, it’s still far more likely that any random person of that racial group will have the same resistance level as someone from the other group. In other words, as a predictor of an individual outcome, the statistic isn’t much use.

Where this causes problems is when racists use the statistic to justify evil. They say, ‘black kids are statistically more likely to fail school, therefore why bother funding public schools in disadvantaged areas’. They say, ‘black men are more likely to commit crimes, therefore police are justified in firing first and asking questions later’. Does this mean a randomly selected black child will be a failure at school? No. Does this mean a randomly selected black man will shoot a police officer? No. Does this mean people will justify racist policies in the name of statistics? Yes, it very well may. Statistics may be useful in broadly choosing a trend, but ALL policies should be focused not on statistics, but on individual outcomes.
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Why is any of this useful? We are very close to the point where it will be easy and cheap to test for whatever genes we want to know about in an individual so why use a blunt probabilistic shortcut like race or country of origin? A shortcut which is growing much blunter with each passing generation of intermarriage. Mr. Reich, please take a deep look into your soul …. what is the real motivation for this line of argument?
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LOL, “intelligence” is the social construct!
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When scientists find a section of European Male genome that predisposes them to a negative behavioral characteristic then we can talk. Then we will see white men clamoring to not be judged by their race and sex. Then we will have the ability to have a more nuanced conversation.

 

Until then women and men of color will be harmed by bigots who use half-baked science to justify their bigotry.
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Yes, we should understand the ways that genetics may influence differences in propensities for disease across populations. But given the complex role of environmental and cultural factors in human development, we should be very careful - skeptical even - of arguments that conflate correlations between genes and behavior with �race.� The issue isn�t whether there can be genetic differences across populations. The issue is using race to �predict� behavioral and cognitive characteristics of different individuals whose skin color or background may be different. As an example, the author cites a study that purports to show a correlation between genes, child bearing age, and educational attainment. However, there are too many cultural and environmental factors to tell us what this means for any one individual. Populations are incredibly diverse. Understanding average differences across groups is worthy of study, but extrapolating this to make predictions about individuals isn�t just wrong, it�s dangerous.
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As well-meaning as David Reich may be, his worries appear to me to be misplaced. The only orthodoxy I see here in the Deep South is the quietly held belief that the color of one’s skin tells you all you need to know about a person’s history, status, morals, intelligence, and trustworthiness, in spite of the abundant evidence to the contrary. Racism US is not about actual biological races in any real sense; it is all about the parameter of skin color � which is why “white” gives no consistent indication of ethnic origin, it just means “not black”.

 

The problem with using skin color as a proxy for a person’s genetic makeup is that we are all descended from a broad mix of populations. Anyone who has had a genetic test to trace family origins surely has noticed the surprising fragments of unexpected origins reported. We should well know that plenty of people who identify as white carry some genes from historically West African populations, and plenty of people who identify as African American carry some genes from historically West European populations.

 

Identifying particular gene sequences as “probably of West African origin” or “probably of West European origin” should be enough, and presumably supported by the evidence. What purpose is served by labeling individuals who result from contributions of ancestors of many different origins, with a single one-dimensional label? I don’t see how that helps understanding of the science in any way.
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Brilliant and why I tend to read the NYTimes.

I have a Ph.D. in the biological sciences and hence I’m very familiar with the evolutionary and genetic concepts discussed here by Dr. Reich.

I have smiled for years when persons state “there is no such thing as race,” because they seldom had any real training to make that statement. They worried it would cause prejudice and worse horrors and they were correct to have that worry.

But truth is sacred and must be taught and understood and Dr. Reich does a fabulous job here.

It is a difficult subject to teach to the general public because evolution is really defined as “the change in gene frequencies in a population;” a statistical BUT MEASURABLE entity. Visualizing this process, defining terms (population, frequency, natural selection) requires some time and study.

And then add human genetics, how and why genes vary, the whole concept of “variation” and last but profoundly how genes interact with the environment and you have a complexity that takes time to absorb.

But thank ou Dr. Reich for an excellent attempt to do that in an article in the New York Times.

And I look forward to your forthcoming book and how everyone can learn from it. Please keep up your educational efforts to the general public.
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Personally, the only “race” I am aware of is the Human Race. Any other grouping or stereotyping is based on families, clans, tribes, and geography.

 

Equating gender “inequities” and biological differences with inequalities in life due to stereotyping among various families, clans, and tribes in different geographic cultures, is not unlike attempting to compare apples to oranges.

 

I give every person I meet, work, or interact with a base level of respect and recognition just for managing to survive and succeed in living in the modern world. They can gain even more respect, as well as admiration from me, by their thoughts, words, acts, and accomplishment.

 

Conversely, some people will lose my minimum of respect and recognition through their thoughts, words, and acts toward fellow humans, regardless of their accomplishment.

 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs extends across all artificial racial grouping and geography. Similarly, we are all members of various populations within the human race with the same number of chromosomes, barring mutations and environmental genetic damage.

 

Equating genetics with “race” is how slavery, Jim Crow laws, and subjugation of fellow human beings is justified. If we don’t understand that, we are condemned to repeat the mistakes of the past.
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Professor Reich largely misses a profound point. When so much structural advantage and disadvantage stems from trivial genetic differences like skin color, nurturing ‘the same freedoms and opportunities regardless of those differences’ is far more vexing than creating public space for discussion of genetic variation. On the south side of Chicago, inconsistent access to excellent prostate cancer care, lack of educational and economic opportunity, and mistrust of a historically racist medical system weigh far more on prostate cancer outcomes than genetics.
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This is an important discussion to have and Reich approaches it with appropriate caution. However, he may commit a common philosophical and scientific error.

 

In his explication of cognition or intelligence, he cites both intelligence tests and years of education. What he does not acknowledge is that both of these measures, which he admits are imperfect, are measures of those things that a controlling population has deemed of value. While I’m not a slavish devotee of theories of multiple intelligence, it is clear from my work as an educator, that many people are brilliant and perceptive in ways that are not measured by standard assessments or valued in the selection process that is a gateway to continuing education.

 

The self-fulfilling prophetic issue is that a set of “intelligences” and a set of social traits have been ordained as the default standard, thereby perpetuating the perceived value of those humans who determined the standard and possess those particular traits.




12 Replies740 Recommend
O

Oliver Herfort

Lebanon, NHMarch 23

Times Pick

The concept of race has no scientific basis and will never have. It is solely a social construct that originated hundreds of years before humanity had any idea about genetics and the DNA genetic code. In order to avoid exploitation of natural genetic differences between originally geographically separated populations as pseudoscientific proof of racial differences, science has to abandon the term race all together.

We have useful alternatives like talking about genetic population variance. The diversity of the genetic pool is essential to human survival. We have no idea yet which genetic variation will be beneficial in the future.

Also never before in history have originally geographically distinct populations exchanged genes so frequently. With these dynamics external criteria and surrogates like skin color will be less helpful to determine susceptibility of a human to certain diseases. We will go right to the genetic code to calculate individual risk for prostate cancer, multiple sclerosis, diabetes, hypertension and multiple other diseases.
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The problem is not that humans differ in many ways, or that these differences are caused by our genetic background. It is not either that these variations tend to be grouped by place of origin, or that these variations do lead to differing abilities.

 

The problem is that we instinctively categorize people into all-or-nothing groups, and then treat these groups as the only relevant factor. Then, we impose tribalism to define “our” group as superior to the rest. That leads to such absurd results as portraying the ancient Egyptians as white (they were black) or the Chinese as backwards (in 1400 they were the most powerful and advanced country).

 

Indeed, modern genetic research demonstrates that all non-Africans contain Neanderthal genes. So, if you belong to that group, remember that you, and not they, are descendents of what we have put down as the cavemen.
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Unfortunately, science has always been misused. From slavery, to eugenics, to economic Darwinism, to anti-abortion politics, the latest scientific knowledge has been employed in the service of evil. The idea of forestalling such efforts is valiant but fruitless. Science must continue its pursuit of truth, and scientists, as always, must speak out when their discoveries are exploited for harmful purposes.
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“It is important to face whatever science will reveal without prejudging the outcome and with the confidence that we can be mature enough to handle any findings.” Fat chance. What if many stereotypes are, in fact, confirmed by genetic research? What is the likelihood that ideologues of the left and right will have the maturity to handle it. Non-existent.
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A colonial educator once observed:

 

“Though goodness without knowledge is weak and feeble, yet knowledge without goodness is dangerous, and that both united form the noblest character, and lay the surest foundation of usefulness to mankind.”

 

I don’t dismiss the legitimacy of Mr. Reich’s assertion that we err when we allow our cultural prejudices to blind us to insights that are scientifically determined (even as the briefest history of science reminds us that with each passing century science is just as likely as not to upend its own absolute truths). Political correctness (for want of a more scientific term) brings with it the seeds of its own destruction.

 

But Mr. Reich’s scientific argument appears to be conspicuously lacking in a moral dimension. It is easy, when one talks about the differences between the sexes or among the races, to provide evidence that there are differences of achievement, measured intelligence, physical stature, susceptibility to disease, etc., etc. But what is almost always lost in these discussions is what it means to be a good human being. Also lost is whether goodness (assuming for the moment that it can be measured by any mortal being) in any way correlates with the objective factors Mr. Reich is so keen to discuss.

 

One can’t help thinking that that colonial educator might find Mr. Reich’s perspective just a wee bit dangerous.
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I am an American citizen. There are, in fact, no “substantial differences among human populations” that are American citizens. We are the same, and desire the same things, including food, clothing, medical care, employment…

In a socialist society, we would be seen as owners of the country, and those needed things would be given to us, via suitable employment opportunities. In this meritocracy/corporate state, we are seen as fungible tools, to be tossed aside at the whim of those with money and power.

Two parallel tracks here…on one is the science, which is to be revered. The second track involves those who own America, they are the master race, and genetics matters very little.

As an owner of America, I deserve a dividend from the use of my property.

 

Hugh Massengill, Eugene Oregon
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Bogus.

 

While it is true that medical diseases/states can be associated with genetics (or wholly due to genetics) e.g. sickle cell in those from African descent, the acetylalcohol dehydrogenese enzyme differences in east asians, etc, behavior is an entirely different animal from medical diseases.

 

Studies of behavior are poor because they are inherently biased to the culture and values of the very human researcher, The brain is a complete mystery, far more difficult to study than any other organ system. When I look at an MRI of the brain, I can’t tell if a person is biologically male or female, let alone how they identify, what their sexual preference is, or what race they are.

 

People become what they are trained to be. How a person appears (racially or otherwise) tells me nothing about a person’s history, however it does tell me how that person has been treated in life by others; this is what blacks have in common with other blacks, what asians have in common with other asians, what hispanics have in common with each other, and yes even what white people have in common with each other. Women have experiences that only other women will identify with and the same is true for men. We all live in different realities with viewpoints that are informed by our own personal experiences; the corollary to this, unfortunately, is paranoia towards The Other.
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The article doesn’t adequately discuss the role of environmental factors and epigenetics in affecting the genetics of a population. Won’t environmental factors, if consistent over time, change the genetics of a population? If one population has greater access to high quality resources such as food, water, shelter, warmth, etc, than another population, won’t both populations adapt to these conditions over many generations?
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What’s becoming bizarrely familiar to me, is to hear scientists from generation after generation suggest that “This is it, this is the truth.” It’s obvious there are regional differences in populations of humans and that those carry with them varied genetic components; Lewontin said it, Gould said it, and Dobzhansky said it. There are over 200 genes that influence skin color alone, and many of those are also associated with other anatomical and physiological functions elsewhere in the body, and there are somewhere in the neighborhood of 20,000 genes in the human genome and they all interact somehow, either epigenetically or anatomically or physiologically with other genes or their products, and the environment. It’s somewhat akin to looking at Ferraris and suggesting the horse symbol makes them fast.

 

Think more of the Ferrari traversing a city, and how much coffee the driver has had, and a pedestrian crossing a crosswalk in front of it, and then consider what the pedestrian had for breakfast, and consider the shoes the pedestrian is wearing, and consider the other cars, and the ambulance that makes everyone stop, and the light snow falling, and then, you have one tiny fraction of an understanding of how fast that Ferrari can go and why. Let’s collect data, that is what humans are good at. We’re still, apparently, not very good at interpreting it.
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The writer is suggesting that issues concerning cognition will probably prove the �white� people are smarter than �black� people. The writer never made assumptions the other way, or, that it could be possibly proven that �white� people are more aggressive, dangerous, angry, hostile, manipulative, or the like than all other people. An argument can be made that history supports such a theory. Because the author does not set forward such arguments or propositions but instead suggests that genetic science will probably show that �black� folks are less intelligent, I question whether even he could conduct scientific experiments free of great bias. My point is that people are rightly very uncomfortable in flirting with a science that may quickly end up resembling eugenics.
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It seems to me that the differences cited by Wade and Watson are fully explainable as cultural phenomena. Pre-industrial European farmers absolutely had to get their crops in the ground as early as possible in the Spring or they faced starvation from an early frost in the Fall. Farmers in tropical climates like Africa had more flexibility in when to plant and may have used things like moon phases to set planting dates. I expect that you will find similar differences in East Asia where people are all in one major racial group but those in the north (Korea) have only one shot at a rice crop while those in the south (Thailand) have the luxury of three crops a year. These differences are obviously more cultural than genetic. In everyday parlance Koreans are described as intense, while Thais are seen as laid back. The European-African differences cited by Wade are the same.
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A valiant attempt for a loaded subject, as illustrated by this published statement in the N.Y. Times article.

 

“(I’m angry at) the use of the word �race� as a noun or adjective. The human genome has been sequenced and it has been established as the scientific consensus that �race� as a biological category, a genetic typology or a scientific reality does not exist. “

 

When the use of the word “race” itself is seen as evidence of a distorted mentality, any explanation, even one as erudite as this article, is viewed by many as biased. Wikipedia, which achieves balance by an elaborate process of resolution of viewpoints, usually describing the controversy, is stuck on the article: SCIENTIFIC RACISM …is the pseudoscientific belief that empirical evidence exists to support or justify racism (racial discrimination), racial inferiority, or racial superiority; alternatively, it is the practice of classifying individuals of different phenotypes or genotype into discrete races.

 

Dr. Reich’s article must be classified, but how? If “race” is tainted, then how do we denote his subject. Do we create a type of cold multi-faceted genetic numerical identification. I personally attempted to remove the description in the Wiki article that would categorize this article “psuedoscientific” but the consensus, not only reverted my effort, but was not disposed to find a solution.

 

This article is a beginning, but with no accepted terminology, how can we even address the issue raised.
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“It is true that race is a social construct.”….Well what is race? Should it be based on genetics or morphology? It is silly to argue that there not substantial differences. A mere child of four immediately and dramatically recognizes the difference between someone who is “black” and someone who is “white”. Shall we ignore this truth? Why must we pretend that there are not real differences - look for example at the finals of the Olympic 100 meter dash or an NBA basketball team. How many “white” faces do you see? Why must we hide and pretend there are no differences? There are differences; they are real and sometimes important; when we insist on denying that fact we play right into the hand of racists.
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Underlying this piece are the assumptions that certain differences in behavior and cognition are bad. It is these assumptions that are social constructs and dangerous.

The author notes with distress,e.g., that an anthropologist asserted that a certain group has “no propensity to work when they don’t have to.” Steeped in the Protestant Ethic much? An organism that conserves energy! Shocking! Practically sinful!

So what if genetics ultimately shows that Eastern European Jews are smarter than other Europeans? Or that East Africans are faster runners? Do these traits make them more human, or more valuable and more deserving of high social status, than the rest of us? If so, why? And would the answer be the same no matter what society they were embedded in?
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