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For my parents and for theirs







PROLOGUE

FOR AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER, I HAVE BEEN FASCINATED WITH ALMOST any discussion, formal or informal, aimed at clarifying the scope and causes of the “race problem”—specifically, the “American Negro” or “colored” problem, which later became known as the Afro-American problem and today persists under various names, depending upon the audience. The “Negro problem” has had multiple connotations since its usage became commonplace in the nineteenth century. Even in its current renditions, however, the concept is still invoked in some circles to suggest there are limitations to the mental and moral characteristics of blacks, based on the abiding belief that human races each have their own proclivities and destiny.1 For individuals who espouse this view, the underlying assumption is that race-based tendencies are innate, fixed, and unlikely to be significantly transformed, even in the face of environmental change designed to improve the standard of living of a given racial group.

Whether in scholarly studies, popular media, or colloquial conversation, the “condition of African Americans,” or, on a global scale, the “plight of blacks”—Sub-Saharan African blacks and their descendants—can still evoke a sense of conflicting emotions and attitudes. For many, although certainly not all, Americans, the mere mention of “black people” elicits a simultaneous sense of fear, superiority, condescension, misunderstanding, guilt, paternalism, anger, frustration, vengeance, sometimes empathy and compassion, and occasionally reserved reverence, as well as a stream of opposing feelings and perceptions too long to present here. Clearly, interethnic communication and interaction between blacks and whites, and virtually every ethnic group in the United States, have improved remarkably during the last 50 years.

Still, debate, often conducted in private settings outside public spaces, continues about the underlying reasons for ethnic or racial disparities in life outcomes. This debate revolves around a perennial question: Does nature— meaning biology—or nurture—basically, environment—dominate in shaping human cognitive and personality traits that, according to some people, contribute to racial disparities in life outcomes? The traits of interest here include disease risks and, more provocatively, such life outcomes of intelligence performance as IQ scores, and a wide array of social behaviors. For some onlookers unabashed in their bluntness, the pivotal issue is whether biology or environment best explains not only the overall ethnic achievement gap, but also, in particular, the divide in social outcomes between whites and blacks—African Americans and other ethnic populations of African black descent.

Traditionally, the scientifically informed elements of this debate have revolved around racial—or as I prefer, ethnic population—differences, particularly black/white/Asian variance, in IQ as a measure of intelligence performance. Today, however, the nature–nurture debate has entered a new era as some researchers turn to genetics and the brain to explain group disparities in such social outcomes as marriage, parenting, educational achievement, employment, and law enforcement encounters. In the current social climate, only a relatively small number of scientific studies tackling nature versus nurture focus on race. But of those that do, the ramifications may be immensely influential for lay consumers eagerly awaiting seemingly scientific explanations for race-based differences in a wide range of social outcomes. Convinced that some nonwhite ethnic groups in the United States have squandered unprecedented educational and economic opportunities, some people point to nature—race-based genetics—as a major, if not the primary, reason for why African Americans are still disproportionately overrepresented among the imprisoned, unwed single mothers, high school dropouts, the unemployed, and low wage earners.

By contrast, other people attribute the ethnic gap in life outcomes mainly, and in some cases exclusively, to nurture—in this case, adverse environmental circumstances. Overall, public condemnation has been forceful and swift against any sentiments or claims reminiscent of racial superiority, whether a resurrection of Nazi German anti-Semitism or recent renditions of modern racial science tethered to white supremacy. Despite pervasive outcries against these ideologies, the idea that population genetics—racial genetics—might contribute, even partially, to “black social underperformance” (in fields other than sports and music) remains etched in the collective psyche of Americans of every ethnic ancestry. In some cases, blacks themselves buy into this view.

After all, in the United States, we have only to look at the divide, or perceived divide, in social achievement between whites, along with people of Northeastern Asian descent, versus people of color, especially African Americans, to realize that the gap between these ethnic populations, in general, in indicators of success is substantial, intergenerational, and unremitting. In some quarters, for example, online venues, increased chatter about race-based biology fueling race-based differences in social behaviors is on full display. These views are often intertwined with the “scientific arm” of more vocal fringe social movements such as white supremacy and the alt-right. These perspectives are also wittingly or unwittingly creeping into the consciousness of some Americans and, in fact, numerous, sometimes concealed, sectors of the global community. And yet, in the mainstream public domain, there seems to be an implicit resistance to addressing this topic in a scientific, evidence-based manner, accessible to the masses, that transcends political squabbling.

No reasonable person denies the impact of environmental forces, including unfavorable social conditions and physical toxins, on individuals and communities. The public is well aware of the devastating effects that poverty, crime-ridden neighborhoods, poor schooling, and other adverse social circumstances can have on any individual or a family, let alone on some segments of an ethnic population. But environmental hazards encompass much more than conspicuously harmful influences. In the United States, for example, the African American community has become increasingly heterogeneous, with growing numbers of people exiting the underclass and successfully entering the middle class. But despite the notable progress African Americans have achieved in the last 50 years, the American and perhaps international public still regard African Americans, in general, as a “less than” ethnic group. During this time frame, society, in general, has momentously changed it attitudes about blacks and, to its credit, learned to tolerate and increasingly accept them—at least certain blacks, more than ever before in modern history. Still the harsh reality remains that outside Sub-Saharan Africa, blacks, as a whole, are unfavorably stereotyped as heirs of inborn intelligence deficits, greater law-breaking tendencies compared to other groups, fragmented family structure, and a litany of other undesirable social traits.

If race is America’s oldest dilemma, in the present day that dilemma may reflect mainstream society’s hesitation to think that people of African black descent possess the innate capacity to coexist harmoniously in the modern industrialized world, particularly Western society, as benevolent, considerate, and productive members of society. This issue is not limited to blacks, as it obviously affects various non-African derived ethnic populations whose ancestors originated outside of Europe. But it holds special import for blacks in the United States in light of their unique contributions to the making of the United States, juxtaposed with their enduring overall marginalization in this society.

Today, the unutterable dilemma concerning racial differences that seemingly involve blacks may be less about physical traits such as skin color, and instead, amid emerging discoveries of personality-linked genes, more about ethnic population variation in the genetic underpinnings of social behavior. Rapid advances in neuroscience, human genetics, behavioral genetics, and psychiatric genetics, coupled with knowledge from psychology, anthropology, and sociology, have created a groundbreaking intellectual landscape for exploring the intersection between nature and nurture. Researchers from a broad range of disciplines can now probe possible interconnections between an array of biological traits—including various brain features and genetics—and environmental factors—for example, family income, level of educational attainment, aggression, violent crime, and parenting skills.

As part of the quest to understand the dynamic complexities of nature-plus-nurture in shaping human life, some experts are focusing on the relationship between social status and social outcomes. But only some of these studies assess race-related differences in behavioral patterns in relation to biological and environmental influences. This approach, revolving largely around socioeconomic factors, is distinctly different from, and in some cases even diametrically opposed to, the traditional racial science of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that prided itself on patently denigrating certain ethnic populations. Racial science, historically, refers to research that generates empirical evidence intended to demonstrate the superiority of certain ethnic populations and the inferiority of others. During the 1980s through the early 2000s, several leading racial scholars in the United States and Europe proposed that race-based variation in biological traits, for instance, brain size and levels of the male sex hormone, testosterone, could account for racial differences in cognitive performance and some social outcomes.

During the last decade in the conventional scientific community, only a few studies examining the interplay between nature and nurture on such social traits as IQ and educational attainment have factored race, or genetic ancestry, into their analyses. Instead, some of the most impressive investigations in this field correlate socioeconomic indices, for example, poverty versus middle-class economic status, with various brain features or with genetics. To some degree, this direction is encouraging, for it may reveal a shift away from an emphasis on race-based genetics as a key determinant of social outcomes. At the same time, research on participants from low-income backgrounds or with limited education can be used to implicitly draw conclusions about ethnic minorities, including African Americans. And yet, as some experts note, while socioeconomic status and race are, at times, leveraged in research studies as a proxy for one another, there are also clear distinctions between them, especially regarding health outcomes.2 The effects of early life adversity, including poverty, abuse, and traumatic stress, vary across both socioeconomic groups and ethnic populations.3

Although the national poverty rate has declined since 2010, as of 2015, 36 percent of African American children and adolescents versus 12 percent of non-Hispanic whites lived in poverty. The reported child poverty rate during this timeframe was 34 percent for Native Americans and 31 percent for Hispanics.4 This may be why a chorus of onlookers, and not just highly vocal social activists, continually call attention to the detrimental ramifications of multiple environmental stressors that interact synergistically with poverty—including poor access to healthcare, adequate nutrition, and good schooling—to unfavorably impact people of color. The heavy tolls posed by these environmental afflictions are exacerbated in people of color, particularly blacks, who are also more likely to be simultaneously affected by ethnic bias (both implicit and explicit), police brutality, and encounters with the criminal justice system.

But some pronature writers, skeptical of what they dub the “egalitarian doctrine,”5 see the situation differently, asserting that behavioral differences across ethnic populations can indeed be traced partly to genetic ancestry. And here the notion of “partly” matters because it suggests that even a minute number of ethnic population genetic differences can contribute significantly to disparities in, for example, educational attainment, child rearing practices, and rates of violent crime and incarceration. Several recent studies have sparked curiosity by examining the association between specific gene versions or brain features and genetic ancestry, or race. Studies that attempt to correlate population genetics with social outcomes like parental disciplining of children, aggression, and crime signal a new wave of contemporary research on the role of nature versus nurture in triggering the ethnic achievement divide.

These studies do not necessarily have the same ideological orientation, and some may lean toward a pronature vantage, whereas others may reflect a pronurture stance; however, as any objective researcher knows, the integrity of the scientific methods used to produce data (along with an impartial interpretation of that data), rather than an investigator’s built-in biases for or against a particular outcome, defines the quality of the research. Despite this caveat, however, some, though not all, contemporary pronature studies are apparently attempting to reinvent the rationale for race-based genetic determinism, softening otherwise abrasive and vitriolic claims in a manner that seemingly befits today’s more tolerant and diverse society. Most pronature advocates recognize the power of the environment on shaping social traits in individuals and ethnic populations, just as proenvironmental supporters acknowledge the influence of population genetic variation on risks for ethnically linked diseases.

The research highlighted in this book is not exhaustive, but, instead, provides a diverse sampling of findings generated from studies reflecting divergent ideologies, research orientations, and conclusions related to nature, nurture, and race. Chapters 1, 2, and 3 present an overview of the history and philosophy of the nature versus nurture debate on the origins of human social life, as well as the basic tenets of Darwinian evolution. Chapter 4 introduces aspects of biology, in addition to genetics—namely, epigenetics, gene expression, and plasticity—which play a role in determining social traits. Chapter 5 provides a brief introduction to key features of the human brain, while chapter 6 gives a snapshot of recent scientific breakthroughs on male–female differences in the human brain. Chapters 7 through 10 collectively explore a range of reported evidence on brain traits and functions, and, in some cases, genetics, with respect to differences in either racial background or socioeconomic status. Controversies surrounding ethnic population variance in the prevalence of genes linked with aggression, violence, and other severe, societal transgressions are explored in chapter 11. Chapter 12 examines the nature–nurture debate about reported differences in rates of sexual maturation in ethnic populations, focusing on female physical development. Chapters 13 and 14 examine theories about the role of testosterone, and a key gene linked with it, in male aggression and violence. These theories have paramount implications for males of African black descent.

It is hoped that this book can offer new perspectives on the continually expanding body of research on how nature and nurture interact to influence cognitive ability and social behaviors. Be warned, however, that amid this rapidly evolving field, experts have revamped some of the conventional concepts of biological inheritance, just as they have refined classic constructs of the environment. This book is a primer—an introductory overview—of the recently charted and ever-changing knowledge about the interplay between nature and nurture that shapes behavioral tendencies across ethnic populations.

Confronting the tacit taboo of talking about ethnic population differences in social outcomes—what they purportedly mean and do not mean—potentially can, I believe, be beneficial on several levels. At a time when misunderstanding and miscommunication abound with respect to race, a candid, national conversation about nature, nurture, and ethnic population social patterns, when guided by reason and mutual respect, can potentially raise the public’s scientific literacy about the contribution, or lack thereof, of genetic ancestry to the racial achievement gap. In the process, it can also improve individuals’ understanding of how biology and environment interact to shape their own lives and the lives of their children and others in their world, no matter their own genetic heritage. A frank public dialogue of this topic can perhaps equip us, as a collective society, with novel cognitive tools for reenvisioning both “the other” and ourselves. Appreciating and embracing the diversity of our ancestral heritages, as a species, may be one of the most crucial endeavors we can consciously perform to ensure our self-preservation. In any case, we are long overdue for an update to the empirical scientific evidence that, despite our racial differences, demonstrates humankind’s overar-ching shared foundations as biological, cultural, and social beings. Awareness of the fascinating research unfolding in the arena of nature–nurture and the human condition promises to be a step in that direction.
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CHAPTER ONE

Nurture Versus Nurture

Redrawing the Battle Lines


THE ORIGIN OF NATURE VERSUS NURTURE

THE AGE-OLD DEBATE ABOUT NATURE VERSUS NURTURE—WHETHER INTELLIGENCE, personality traits, and behavioral tendencies are mainly innate or learned—can be traced back to antiquity. In the ancient world, this debate was birthed long before nineteenth-century Austrian monk and scientist Gregor Mendel conducted his famous “pea experiments” demonstrating that dominant and recessive inherited traits are passed from parents to offspring.1 Almost 5,000 years ago, animal breeders in Egypt and the Near East believed that both physical and behavioral characteristics are transmitted from parent to progeny. And by the time dog breeding became a common practice for the Greeks, Romans, and Hebrews 3,000 to 1,500 years ago, people were well aware that a dog’s physical features were transferred to its offspring. If physical traits of both the canine and human species were handed down from one generation to the next, it stood to reason that human mental qualities might also be inherited.2

Some of the great thinkers of the ancient world also paid close attention to the impact of experience, loosely known as nurture, on the psychological disposition and qualities that shape the human mind. Greek philosopher Plato claimed that the “Guardians”—the ruling elite of ancient Greek society—required both “good ancestry” and instruction, or learning, to achieve the ideal state. Plato acknowledged heredity, but his advocacy of universal education for the citizens of his state, starting at an early age, became an endorsement of the environment in shaping well-rounded individuals, no matter their background.3

In the modern era, the roots of the nature versus nurture debate—sometimes framed as genetics versus environment—are linked with Charles Darwin and John Locke. For Darwin, the famed nineteenth-century English naturalist whose theory of biological evolution was broadened to include social behavior, nature prevailed, but for John Locke, the seventeenth-century English philosopher and physician, nurture triumphed. Locke was an influential, antiauthoritarian thinker of the Enlightenment, and his writings on human equality had a profound effect on politics, notably the American and French revolutions. As an architect of the politics of liberalism—the belief in individual freedom and liberty—Locke had a major impact on such historic figures as Jefferson, Voltaire, and even Rousseau, who supported self-determination and self-government rather than aristocracy.4

Befitting the empiricist tradition, Locke envisioned the human mind as a tabula rasa, or blank slate, that at birth was empty of any thoughts or ideas. He believed that each person acquired knowledge through sensory perception of his exposures to the outside world, or his personal experiences in life, rather than through innate imprinting. Yet, despite Locke’s liberal philosophy of natural rights and human freedom, he was not, say some sources, a pure nurture advocate, at least in a contemporary sense. Locke doubted that characteristics of the mind were ingrained at birth, but at the same time he proposed that humans have “native propensities,” including innate capacities and temperaments, toward power, for example, that vary from one individual to another.5

Historically, Locke has often been portrayed for his patent opposition to slavery, expressed in many of his writings. And yet as an investor in the Royal African Company, one of the premier African slave mercantile companies of his era, he earned appreciable income as a merchant adventurer in the early transatlantic slave trade. Locke even helped draft state legislation that upheld the rights of Carolina freemen, essentially white men, to have absolute power and authority over their slaves. For some historians, Locke’s support for black enslavement and a feudal aristocracy was the epitome of hypocrisy.6 But Holly Brewer, chair of American history at the University of Maryland, questions critics on the “left” who believe Locke was a philosopher who advanced radical ideas while supporting slavery and colonialism. According to Brewer, Locke’s contributions to drafting the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, a document published in 1669, endorsing hereditary nobility and slavery, was simply secretarial. As an agent for the Lords Proprietors of the Carolinas, Locke’s role was no different than that of an attorney who prepares a will or another legal paper for his client, Brewer explained. She argued that Locke’s ties to Royal African Company stock are misinterpreted, noting that he sold his investment in the Royal African Company in 1675. As a member of Virginia’s Board of Trade in the 1690s, Locke opposed royal land grants that Britain had rewarded to colonists who purchased blacks as “servants,” but more likely as slaves.7 Still, Locke’s published views of African blacks were usually confined to their role as slaves rather than as a particular racial or social group. This stance contrasted with his explicit opinions about Native American culture, which he called disorderly and uncivilized.8

In the seventeenth-century British Empire, including the American colonies, Native Americans were considered “natural men” inhabiting primitive surroundings, whereas African “negroes” were seen as “subnatural” or subhuman. The prevailing thinking of the day was that Native Americans potentially could be educated but blacks could not. Regardless of his exact perspective on African blacks, Locke was not alone in his contradictory stances regarding slavery. Other Enlightenment thinkers too have been accused, and rightly so, of inconsistencies between their personal approval of black enslavement and their public appeal for human (or least white male) freedom.9

These contradictions were part and parcel of the political, intellectual, and economic elite of the day. Virtually everyone in Victorian England and its empire accepted an uncontested view of the innate superiority of whites—specifically those of Northern and Western European descent—and with that belief, yielded to a blind allegiance to notions of innate race-based differences in intelligence and social patterns. This may be why some scholars have questioned if Locke truly were hypocritical with regard to African black enslavement. Yet, Locke stood apart from many of his contemporaries and even some of his intellectual successors in how he conceived of racial differences. He believed that individuals could be differentiated by not only their education, but also their race, temperament, mental capacity, and habit. Steeped in the traditional European worldview of the 1700s, he suggested that a person’s racial background could influence how he was affected by life experiences.10

Locke crafted an argument that, although embryonic at the time, may well have laid the groundwork for the concept of nature plus nurture, or the interaction between biology and environment that was to emerge decades, even centuries, later. Despite the conflicts between Locke’s public sentiments about freedom and his private actions regarding slavery, he had a momentous impact on future liberal thinkers. Ironically, some abolitionists in the United States interpreted, perhaps naively, perhaps fancifully, Locke’s words to mean that environmental circumstances rather than biological inheritance best explained racial differences in the social accomplishments of whites and “Negro slaves.”11 This may be one reason why even today, John Locke remains an iconic champion of the idea that nurture, or life experience, is decisive in shaping a person’s character and productivity in society.

A century later, in the mid-1800s, John Stuart Mill, an English liberal political philosopher and intellectual protégé of Locke, became an even stronger proponent of nurture than Locke. Mill challenged aristocratic privilege, arguing that opportunity was more important than birth in determining life outcomes. Mill was a contemporary of Darwin and, more importantly, Darwin’s cousin, Sir Francis Galton. As an early pioneer of intelligence testing, Galton was a staunch supporter of nature over nurture. Known for his mastery of multiple scholarly fields, Galton gained recognition as a poly-math with widespread expertise. When he coined the phrase, “nature versus nurture,” intellectuals took note, just as they did when he announced his research on individual psychological differences and the “comparative worth of different races.”12

Galton was a founding architect of eugenics—a set of scientific practices intended to improve physical and psychological traits of the human race by controlling who is, and who is not, allowed to breed. The goal of eugenics, in the past, as in the present, was to increase favorable heritable traits, while diminishing unfavorable ones in humankind. To ensure this goal was met, Galton proposed that society’s more useful members of society birth more children, while the less useful have fewer offspring.13 Today, Galton is still frequently vilified for his views (which were typical for his era), but he also has been commended for many of his scientific achievements. To his credit, he was the mastermind behind twin studies in psychology that set the stage for empirical research in contemporary behavioral genetics. Galton, then, indirectly at least, was the intellectual forebear of such modern bridging sciences as sociobiology and evolutionary psychology, which integrate elements of biology and psychology—heredity and environment or experience—in an attempt to scientifically explain the foundations of social behavior.

In 1859, Charles Darwin’s seminal work On the Origin of Species sparked a media firestorm, with science going head to head with religion about the origin of humankind, indeed, the origin of life.14 During the 1860s, Darwin’s theory of evolution, the central theme of this groundbreaking book, gained traction as the educated elite, first in Britain and then in various other regions of Europe and the United States, conceded that humans are part of the animal kingdom. During this period, Galton and Mill represented the most prominent proponents of heredity and experience, respectively. By 1870, these two intellectual giants had become uncompromising symbols of the diametrical poles of a then still-nascent nature-versus-nurture controversy concerning the origin of human intelligence and behavior.15 Darwinian perspectives became pivotal in framing the debate about nature, or inherent characteristics, versus experience, or acquired traits, as determinants of the human intellect and social life, and Darwin’s ideas about the human condition remained virtually unchallenged for the next 50 years. Building on ideas about biological evolution, learned men of the day attributed human thoughts, actions, and even moral character to nativism, or inborn qualities, rather than outward circumstances.16

Two decades after Darwin’s death at the turn of the twentieth century, On the Origin of Species paved the way for the modern theory of biological evolution. Darwin’s legacy left an indelible mark on biology that would forever change the course of science and medicine. Leading thinkers of the nineteenth century, including Galton, Darwin, American philosopher and psychologist William James, and English philosopher Herbert Spencer, argued that heredity and individual innate abilities were crucial for intellectual, scientific, and artistic talent and achievement.17

Ernst Haeckel, the German naturalist and philosopher, carried this idea one step further when he attributed inborn aptitudes to racial differences. Haeckel‘s concept of superior and inferior races—and his division of the human species into ten races, with European whites at the helm—laid the foundation for a platform that, in the 1900s, was eventually used to promote Nazi eugenics.18 The written works of Haeckel and other Victorian philosophers of the late 1800s conveniently coincided with Europe’s nineteenth-century deepening colonial expansion into the non-Western world, especially Africa, India, and South America.19

For many of the physicians-turned-anthropologists and philosophers-turned-naturalists of that period, the non-Western world provided an incomparable living laboratory of diverse, if not “peculiar,” non-European human specimens to probe, prod, and inevitably rank on a hierarchy ranging from inferior to superior. Most of the naturalists and philosophers of the Victorian era were not scientists, not even remotely so by present day standards, although some were professionally trained physicians. Their classifications of human racial groups revolved around popular conceptions (and quite often misconceptions) of supposed links between physical characteristics and mental or behavioral traits. African blacks were inevitably placed on an evolutionary ladder, reminiscent of the Renaissance “Great Chain of Being,” above the great apes but well below the pinnacle of fully human types epitomized by European whites.20

The experiments of American physician and craniologist Samuel Morton to measure the size of the skulls from diverse peoples of the world and place blacks at the bottom rungs of a hierarchical ladder of human racial groups have been well documented.21 So too have the assertions of nineteenth-century phrenologists—specialists in measuring of the human skull—such as Charles Caldwell. A physician and slave-owner from Kentucky, Caldwell described the brains of blacks as “small intellectual organs,” a designation that reinforced his support for black enslavement in the United States.22 Efforts to differentiate black Africans from other human populations were not limited to brain volume, considered a barometer of intelligence, but also other bodily parts, for instance, the limbs and pelvis. Some medical men of the nineteenth century who compared apes and human types, or racial groups, proclaimed that blacks had an ape-or monkey-like spinal column and limbs.23

By the end of the late Victorian age, psychology had etched its way into emergent scientific paradigms of human biological evolution. Perceptions of race—notions about the intrinsic characteristics of different racial types—did not change, but discourses on human nature took on a new tone. Motivated by a growing need to justify colonialism, black enslavement in the American South, and eventually black inferiority in the post–Civil War years, the majority of Victorian philosophers and naturalists of the 1800s were preoccupied with elevating the social worth of white Europeans and their descendants above all other racial groups.




SOCIAL DARWINISM: THE FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN RACIAL SCIENCE

It was not Charles Darwin but Herbert Spencer, the English philosopher of the 1800s, who created Social Darwinism, a social ideology with broad political implications. Social Darwinists proclaimed that society’s elite possessed wealth and power because of the inherent biological superiority of the upper class. Spencer, who reportedly coined the term “survival of the fittest,” extended Darwin’s theory to the social arena by focusing on intergroup competition rather than reproductive success, the keystone of Darwin’s theory of natural selection.24 Darwin’s writings centered on the struggle for survival between individuals—captured in the phrase “survival of the fittest”—but his prime interest was in the biological variation that favored reproductive success. Well before the chromosome theory of heredity became a bedrock of modern biology and long before the discovery of DNA, Darwin recognized that certain innate changes were passed on from parent to offspring.25

To some extent, Spencer’s model of social hierarchies paralleled Darwin’s theory of natural selection. Spencer’s goal was to show why the “lower races,” which he and his followers deemed unqualified for full membership in humankind, could never advance beyond a primitive state. By borrowing metaphors from biological evolution, Social Darwinists of the late 1800s sought to explain why human races were positioned so unequally in the world’s political and economic landscapes. They introduced the idea of “racial potential”—a concept that supposedly could explain why some races succeeded in society and life while others did not.26

At its core, then, Social Darwinism was a social philosophy, but it was closely intertwined with nineteenth-century biology. It afforded naturalists of the late Victorian age a new context in which to discuss what they called the biological and moral inequities of human racial groups. While Africans were predictably relegated to the lowest tier of Spencer’s racial hierarchy, the unconventional arguments of some Social Darwinists turned ideas about black inferiority on their heads. Spencer’s followers considered blacks as degenerate, but they also thought African people in the New World benefited from slavery. In the words of one Social Darwinist, blacks were so overprotected from the fierce struggles of nature that they ought to be freed. Only then, said like-minded Social Darwinists, could blacks compete openly with whites. Paradoxically, as noted earlier, this argument was used by some Social Darwinists as a justification for abolishing slavery.27

Regardless of their political posture, Social Darwinists had as their ultimate objective halting the reproduction of those they stigmatized as inferior, including the “feeble-minded” and criminals, and perhaps above all, those they designated as subhuman racial groups. One key to achieve this endgame was to totally annihilate blacks, or at the very least banish people with African black ancestry from the Western world. Like their intellectual descendants of today—white supremacists, racial scientists, and some followers of the alt-right—nineteenth-century Social Darwinists labeled blacks as intellectually deficient and criminally inclined. In keeping with what would later be known as the “one drop rule,” some Social Darwinists, including esteemed physicians of the day, were intent on accelerating the “extinction,” essentially the genocide, of anyone with even negligible amounts of African black ancestry.28

For Social Darwinists, any assistance provided to “inferior races” would only advantage these “lower groups” with an undeserving edge by artificially improving their life circumstances. To offer a helping hand, Social Darwinists asserted, would be to interfere with biological evolution and the natural order of things. After all, they reasoned, evolution had already made its mark during the formation of vastly different human races. In the eyes of Social Darwinists, some racial groups, especially those of European stock, were better endowed with traits apropos for creating and maintaining civilized societies.29

But other races, Spencer’s followers admonished, were destined to stagger behind, confined to a permanent state of mental and moral lowliness that could not be overcome by manipulating the environment. This became a grave concern for Social Darwinists because they were convinced that the lower classes bred more quickly than the middle and upper classes. If left unchecked, Social Darwinists complained, uncontrolled breeding of subhuman types would surely mean that society’s misfits would (through no fault of their own) eventually outnumber and possibly overpower society’s good folk. The line between Social Darwinism and eugenics was thin in the nineteenth century, just as the division between eugenics and racial science is blurred today.30

In 1883, Francis Galton coined the term eugenics, meaning “truly born,” and defined it as the science of improving the “human race by better breeding.” Following in the footsteps of the Social Darwinists, by the early 1900s, Galton’s movement had gathered momentum in England and the United States.31 This was the era when the term gene was identified as the unit of heredity, ushering in a new science that soon came to be known as genetics.32 While conventional scientists of the day focused on uncovering genes linked with physical traits, a small but influential group of researchers called hereditarians embraced genetics for another purpose. The hereditarian pioneers, like their present-day successors, proposed that a person’s intelligence and behavior are molded primarily by heredity, or biological qualities inherited from his parents.

Armed with a new set of principles designed to explain the science of inherited traits, eugenicists attempted to put hereditarian ideas into practice by weeding out from the human condition what they deemed undesirable innate traits, particularly criminal tendencies, poverty, and “over-breeding.” During the early twentieth century, highly vocal eugenicist Henry Herbert Goddard, along with several other American hereditarians, established an IQ testing program on Ellis Island aimed at immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe. According to Stephen Jay Gould, author of The Mismeasure of Man, Goddard concluded that more than 80 percent of Jewish immigrants were feebleminded (a notion that would be considered absurd today).33 Some scholars alleged that Goddard never actually made this claim, suggesting that his intent was simply to compare the rate of mental deficiency in a subset of immigrants entering the United States with that of native-born white Americans. But as critics point out, attempts to reinterpret Goddard’s research on intelligence testing—and its impact, even if unwitting—on U.S. immigration policies are suspect. These revisions have generally been made by hereditarians, if not outright eugenicists.34

By the close of the Victorian era, which coincided with the turn of the nineteenth century, Social Darwinism had gradually faded into oblivion, but its legacy lived on under new guises of hereditarian research devised to support a growing demand for eugenics social policies. By the mid-1920s, American eugenicists had launched social action programs to control the “breeding” of individuals and groups they rationalized should not be allowed to reproduce. The eugenicist platform called for sterilizing those categorized as “hereditary defectives,” namely the poor, blacks, Native Americans, Jews, and various swarthy-skinned immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe.35 (Some of those categorized as swarthy-skinned immigrants from Europe may well have included mixed-race people of African descent who seamlessly crossed the American color line by “passing as white.”)

During World War II, however, the eugenics movement backfired on itself, since by this time it had become too much of a haunting reminder of Nazi racialism to survive, let alone thrive, in the United States. And yet inevitably concerned with its own self-preservation, a few decades later eugenics managed to reinvent itself as a justifiable campaign for fair-minded scientific inquiry. Closely aligned with contemporary racial science, eugenics persists in contemporary societies of the developed world under various guises as both an ideology and a social action agenda.36

By 1910, behaviorism, a movement within psychology, had become increasingly more appealing to British and North American intellectuals trying to fathom the scientific basis of human thought, emotions, and action. During the next half-century, behaviorist ideas about the mind as a tabula rasa, or “blank slate,” dominated Western intellectual culture, with the human condition envisioned as the product rather than the cause of society. As the twentieth century moved forward, leading thinkers endeavored to bridge Freudian theories of psychoanalysis with ideas of such psychologists as Ivan Pavlov and leading behaviorists like John B. Watson and B. F. Skinner.37

Psychoanalysis revolved around psychological therapies for treating mental illness by discovering connections between the conscious and unconscious mind. Behavioral psychology focused on explaining how behavior, or action, is conditioned by the environment. The new synthesis of these contrasting approaches within psychology elevated the importance of nurture, which at that time still prevailed in scholarly and popular narratives about human behavior. John B. Watson, who rose out of poverty and achieved international acclaim, reportedly invented the phrase “nature versus nurture” in its modern context. Watson was a leading proponent of the nurture perspective, as he had experienced firsthand how an individual’s responses to environmental conditioning shapes his behavior.38

Watson famously boasted that with appropriate environmental conditioning, he could turn a “dozen healthy infants, well-formed” into any type of specialist—“doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and yes, even beggar-man and thief,” based simply on the upbringing and training he gave them. He insisted he could do this with each individual regardless of his “talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors.”39

Like his astute contemporary, anthropologist Franz Boas, Watson declared that racial disparities in behavior and personality stemmed from environmental circumstances and cultural differences.40 For many scholars, Watson is a mere historical footnote in the annals of the history of science. But in an age when race and patriarchy informed social views about human worth and decades before it was fashionable, Watson recognized the potential power of the environment on shaping human thought and behavior.




DEMISE OF THE BLANK SLATE

Until the 1960s, many experts still considered the human mind to be a blank slate in which knowledge is not genetically preprogrammed but, instead, derived from either experience or the environment. The “blank slate” or pro-nurture era endured for more than a half-century, and not simply because of the rise of behaviorism in psychology. The “blank slate,” in the way Watson conceptualized it, offered a rationale for why racial groups differed in such abilities as IQ tests and school performance. It influenced post–World War II politics, fostering public sentiments that moved closer to egalitarian ideas about human races. In the 1950s, the antiracist attitudes that fueled the Civil Rights Movement emerged at a time when the masses were still recovering from the shock of the extreme anti-Semitic ideology, inhumane policies, and brutal social practices of Nazi Germany.

By the late 1960s, Americans were more receptive to racial equality than ever before in the history of this nation (or the world, for that matter). Anyone concerned about black/white differences, although often dramatic, in social achievements was reassured that everything would work out once blacks achieved social and economic parity with whites and Asians. African American leaders and white liberals of the day attempted to persuade the masses that the solution was doable: Give blacks equality in education, employment opportunities, and access to good housing and healthcare, and surely the color divide in achievement will evaporate. The prevailing view, then, echoed by many experts in the ivory tower, was that modern psychology already had proven that the mind is a blank slate. Education is the key to knowledge, some avowed, and knowledge opens the door to equality in society, regardless of racial ancestry. Notions of the blank slate seemed to scientifically reinforce the idea that racial equality could gradually become reality if civil rights legislation were passed and implemented.

But this view had its detractors. Resistance persisted. By the mid-1900s the field of IQ testing, known as psychometrics, was almost a century old. Sir Francis Galton’s vision of a science devoted to the genetic inheritance of behavioral traits was heralded by a small group of researchers who walked in his footsteps. Yet, many experts tread cautiously on the newly resurrected field of psychogenetics because it appeared to be aligned with eugenics. They had not forgotten that in the late 1800s, Galton had launched an active eugenics campaign to selectively weed out society’s “lesser types” and promote “race improvement.” According to some sources, Galton’s views may have influenced Adolf Hitler’s decision to exterminate the Jews of Europe, as well as other groups the Nazis considered inferior.41

Despite Galton’s tarnished public image in the immediate post–World War II years, research on the heredity of behavior gradually accelerated during this period as new actors entered the arena, vividly altering its landscape. The term psychogenetics was introduced by Calvin S. Hall, a psychologist best known for his dream work analysis, but it was later changed to behavior genetics (and then to behavioral genetics). Like other branches of biology, including genetics, in the mid-twentieth century behavioral genetics was heavily influenced by Darwinism. The field gained legitimacy when it was endorsed by Theodosius Dobzhansky, a prominent Ukrainian American evolutionary biologist and geneticist considered one of the most important scientists of the twentieth century. Dobzhansky helped to establish evolutionary genetics as a field in its own right, based partly on his studies of genetic inheritance in vinegar flies.42

Dobzhansky’s research did not go unnoticed. Many of the early behavioral geneticists of his day studied the heredity of social traits, for example, mating success and foraging in insects and other nonhuman animal species. The reinvention of behavioral genetics was not a contrived effort, but rather an organic synthesis of the prevailing biological disciplines of the times. It seemingly afforded biologists a morally acceptable framework for exploring the genetic underpinnings of social behaviors, for instance, intelligence, regardless of the specific behaviors and regardless of the species. For some scientists, a universal approach that supposedly could be leveraged to examine diverse species provided a solid rationale for comparing behavioral genetics in different human races.43

During the post–World War II period, experts in intelligence testing might have stayed out of conspicuous sight, but they never entirely vanished during the blank slate’s last stand in the early to mid-twentieth century. When the doors of the new behavioral genetics finally swung open briskly and widely in the 1960s and 1970s to welcome genetic determinists, Darwinians, and a handful of race-oriented medical researchers, the pundits of intelligence testing were there, too. They were fully present, ready to stake out their claim to the largely uncharted and vaguely defined territory of genes, behavior, and evolution. These psychometricians, most of them self-described hereditarians, were the intellectual heirs to Galton’s legacy. They were, after all, the one group in the entire cadre of racially if not racialist motivated scientists and scholars who, for almost a century, had chimed a consistent message about the innate superiority of certain races and the inborn inferiority of others.

Psychometricians, on the whole, never ceased conducting research that potentially could support eugenics (not that their research necessarily had to achieve this end), even if it meant repeatedly attributing ethnic differences in IQ to racial genetics (or what would later be termed population genetics). The public may not have been privy to or appreciated the potential implications of the new behavioral genetics for race relations. But shortly after World War II, conversations about racial and ethnic differences generally appeared unattractive to the masses of democratic nations.

Yet, from the vantage point of a pristine academic endeavor free of racial undercurrents, the intelligentsia in the United States and Europe praised psychometrics and its ally, behavioral genetics, as a commendable sign of scientific progress in the twentieth century. What could be more intriguing than the genetic transmission of mating behaviors to maximize survival, manifested in the Darwinian fitness in fruit flies? Better yet, innovative studies like these would surely allow the United States to advance its scientific acumen—even in such potentially sensitive areas as the genetics of social patterns, without threatening the social morass of a democratic and free society. With Dobzhansky leading the foray into uncharted scientific ventures, American and European intellectuals showed little, if any, resistance to the then-burgeoning field of behavioral genetics.44

During this period, a small number of hereditarian psychologists, one of them University of California, Berkeley, professor Arthur Jensen, were vigorously merging their embryonic, if not crude, empirical knowledge of human genetics with research on IQ and memorization. In 1969, Jensen, at the time a leading expert in intelligence testing, published his forever-contentious article “How Much Can We Boost IQ and Scholastic Achievement?” in the Harvard Educational Review. Jensen’s message was clear and unwavering: Compensatory education programs, the hallmark of free schooling in the United States, had failed to meet expectations of closing the social gap between blacks and whites.45

The widely noted IQ gap between African Americans and white Americans was evident in the late 1960s. When Jensen’s article first appeared in print, the average score of 85 points usually cited for blacks was almost a full standard deviation, nearly 15 points, below the overall score of white Americans. In a carefully worded essay standing in stark opposition to the popular sentiment of the day, Jensen implied that the ethnic divide in IQ might be due, partly at least, to inborn differences between these two ethnic groups. He encouraged his fellow psychologists and biologists to use the latest research tools available to them: the rapidly evolving techniques for studying human genetics. Only then, Jensen advised, could scholars properly evaluate the role of race-based heredity in the black/white gap in IQ and scholastic success.46

Jensen’s article signaled a turning point in the history of the nature–nurture debate. Historically, this controversy had revolved around a concept of the mind involving nativism—innate mental qualities hardwired into the brain—versus the blank state.47 With political overtones and pervasive social implications, Jensen’s provocative writings reframed the largely unspoken controversy concerning underlying causes of racial friction in the United States. Almost single-handedly and almost overnight, Arthur Jensen supplied the momentum that reversed the direction of the nature–nurture pendulum, at least in the United States.48

Little by little, the consciousness of many educated Americans edged its way closer to notions about nature as the most likely explanation for racial differences in social outcomes. The shift was felt far and wide throughout society’s elite, including myriad scholars and scientists. It even affected some psychologists who had once unconditionally upheld the blank slate, giving them reason to perceive that inborn race-based differences are the true culprit of “black underachievement” and the “black lag.” For scholars and policymakers who jumped on Jensen’s bandwagon, racial genetics came to be seen as a crucial, if not paramount, factor underlying the black/white IQ divide. During this period, novel discoveries emerged both in human genetics and the brain and behavior sciences. The academic setting was ripe for crystallizing a new interdisciplinary field of behavior genetics that blended these scientific pursuits.

The rising popularity of behavior genetics went well beyond the ivory tower, coinciding, perhaps not accidentally, with the peak of the Civil Rights Movement. Although American society had grown increasingly more democratic during the 1970s and 1980s, interethnic tensions persisted, at times turning into visible confrontations. Racial conflict, particularly between blacks and whites, continued even though ethnic minorities seemingly had greater opportunities for educational and economic advancement than in eras past. Overall, the public accepted affirmative action and other “Great Society” programs as vital for promoting social and economic parity between the races. But civil rights policies, especially those linked with public policies labeled as problack, had their share of detractors, and some critics doubted from the start that these programs had merit. They complained that only a small percentage of the many “black beneficiaries” of Affirmative Action measures could perform academically, professionally, and economically on par with whites.

In the face of an ethnic gap in IQ scores and scholastic accomplishment that rarely narrowed and more often appeared to widen, some cynics questioned if the human mind were truly a blank slate. These naysayers to Affirmative Action—to the very idea of racial parity itself—asserted that even though black Americans had been offered decent, if not excellent, educational and job development training opportunities, as a group they still fell substantially behind whites and Asians in life outcomes. Was this not proof that nurture had run its course as a possible remedy for closing the ethnic achievement gap?

Skeptics of the egalitarian doctrine became ever more suspicious of the “nurture assumption,” particularly with regard to the ethnic divide across numerous life outcomes. For them, the disparities between blacks and whites, and blacks and Asians, was a reflection of Nature—the natural order of things that allowed people to distinguish “us from them.” Some of these skeptics redefined themselves not as insensitive, let alone vicious bigots, but as scientifically neutral “race-realists” who claimed the empirical evidence surrounding this issue spoke for itself. Their self-description grew out of their deliberate focus on what they called the reality of overall black underachievement in school, the workplace, personal and family wealth, and obedience to the rule of law.49

Some intelligence specialists rejected Jensen’s assertion that genetics played a significant role in both individual and group differences in IQ scores. For many people across the demographic spectrum in the United States, the rhetoric of environmental interventions and socially engineered solutions still promised hope for closing the achievement divide. But during this time, the tide of scholarly sentiment began to turn, slowly but surely. By the 1980s and certainly the 1990s, most biologists and a growing number of experts in the social sciences and behavioral sciences, notably prolific maverick scholar Steven Pinker, expressed their weariness with the “blank slate dogma.”50

In the post–World War II era, many of these scholars were gradually swayed by what they declared was robust evidence for strong links, if not irrefutable cause-and-effect relationships, between genes and personality, and genes and IQ. Academics, intellectuals, and countless individuals from diverse backgrounds, frustrated with what they feared was a pronurture bias in science and education, could, in their own words, finally be liberated from a pretentious allegiance to an unrealistic ideology of equality. Some psychologists, once firm advocates of the blank slate and environmental primacy, sought refuge from the authority of behaviorism—for them, an invalidated idea that experience, learning, and nurture shape intelligence, personality, and social behavior.51 To some extent, then, the embrace of “Nature,” particularly from unexpected quarters of academia during the 1980s and 1990s, signaled a backlash against public pleas for racial parity in American society and beyond.

During the last two decades of the twentieth century, new discoveries about DNA revolutionized the life sciences, not simply biological science, but also applied biological research in biotechnology. With access to such sophisticated tools as more efficient DNA sequencers, researchers were finally able to sequence the genes of an entire living creature and even an entire species, including the genome of the entire human species, which was completed in 2003. The entry into the age of genomic technologies starting in the early 1990s occurred so precipitously that the line between the pregenomic and genomic periods is still blurred for some of the researchers who witnessed firsthand the transition from one stage to the next.

As the arsenal of biological data expanded, the scientific community at large began to question the long-held conventional wisdom about the delicate balance between genetics and environment in shaping intellect, personality, and social behavior. Informed by brave new scientific theories (with or without data), some academics outside of biology—in philosophy, psychology, and social science, for example—repositioned themselves in relation to changing social and scholarly currents regarding the origin of human cognition and behavior. They too wanted in on the prestigious “Nature” bandwagon. Who would not choose to be part of a fast-paced scientific movement that assured, for once and for all, a tangible and quantifiable explanation, rooted in genetics, for why some individuals and, perhaps more importantly, some ethnic populations, succeed in life, whereas others do not?




WHAT’S IN A NAME: RACE, RACIAL SCIENCE, RACIALISM, AND RACE-REALISM

That discomforting four-letter word—race—describes not only a contentious social and political issue, but also the source of some of the most vehement controversies among scientists, scholars, and, in recent years, the general public. The popular notion of a human race is a group with a common genealogy and physical traits, including skin color, facial features, and possibly hair texture.52 The concept of a racial group in the social sciences is similar, but many experts in this broad field view racial classifications as social constructs—artificially invented categories of nature and reality that correspond to society’s shared assumptions and beliefs. Many anthropologists, sociologists, and economists consider racial groups to be social constructs because they are based on society’s consensus view that people can be divided into such discrete, physically distinct groups as whites, blacks, Asians, or East Indians (or South Asians), along with additional smaller racial groups worldwide that exhibit different combinations of physical features. For some members of the lay public, racial groups seem to intrinsically differ from one another not only physically, but also in their cultural beliefs, social behaviors, and, at times, social status within a given society.53

In sharp contrast to these definitions, in biology, “race” refers to a more technical but inclusive term that extends beyond humans and encompasses virtually every living species, both plant and animal. A race represents a subdivision of a species and is usually called a subspecies in the scientific literature. Traditionally, biological races are categories of geographically isolated breeding populations that vary in the frequencies of some of their genes. For many experts, a race is not a biological race unless it has specific genes or a specific cluster of genes that differentiate it from other populations within the same species.54

From the antirace or “race denial” perspective, the problem is that human populations cannot be divided into discrete categories that meet the same standard used to define biological races in nonhuman species. This is one of the main reasons, although not the only one, for why many scientists oppose the existence of separate human races. Instead, they claim there is only one race: the human race. Supporters of the biological reality of human races disagree, citing research suggesting that genetic ancestry can be used to divide humans, as well as chimpanzees, into biological groups that correspond to subspecies.55

But for antirace naysayers who challenge this position, racial divisions within the human species are erroneous because they do not meet the statistical criteria on which scientists rely to define biological races in other species. One method to determine whether races exist within a given species is to measure the degree of genetic variation between different subdivisions, or groups, within that species. Experts have calculated the amount of genetic variation needed to demonstrate the presence of biological races within a species, but the extent of genetic variation in humans is below this threshold.56 As evolutionary biologist Joseph Graves points out, genetic structure, or genetic variation, is evident in the various populations of the human species, but there are no natural divisions that correspond to scientific categories of races.

The fixation index, or Fst, is commonly used to measure the degree of genetic differences between populations, with values of.05 to 0.15 showing moderate differentiation, 0.15 to 0.25 indicating a large degree of differentiation, and 0.25 revealing a very large amount of genetic differentiation. Most experts designate a Fst value of 0.25 as the minimum cutoff for genetically distinct races within species.57 Nonetheless, researchers do not always agree on the extent of genetic variation within the human genome needed to divide people into biological races. Nor is there consensus on the best methods for measuring this variation. Still, the average range reported between various sets of populations is a Fst of 0.05 to 0.13, a value considerably beneath the threshold for well-demarcated races in nonhuman species. In short, then, population subdivisions within the human species have less than the minimum statistical amount of genetic variation required for the existence of biological races within a living species.58 Not surprisingly, hereditarians who embrace the concept of human races contest the accuracy of this threshold. But a close inspection of the data on human genetic variability confirms geneticist Alan Templeton’s observation that the bulk of genetic diversity in humans reflects individual uniqueness rather than race.59

Literally thousands of pages published in textbooks, peer reviewed scientific journals, and an assortment of print media during the last six decades have been devoted to formal arguments for and against the biological existence of human races. Today, the debate is far from settled. Although the terms race and ethnic group are sometimes used interchangeably, there are distinct differences between the two. Ethnicity pertains to a group’s shared social and cultural heritage, whereas race, as a biological concept, connotes a sense of common genetic ancestry. Some researchers, particularly medical scientists, use the hybrid term ethnic population, because even though it is imprecise, it embodies a sense of biological ancestry, as well as the historical experience of most, if not all, members of a group.

At the end of the day, it may matter less what human groups loosely categorized on the basis of hereditary traits are called. Perceptions of human populations that vary in their common ancestry are, to some extent, arbitrary and difficult to separate from views about a group based on its known or perceived history and cultural patterns. Overall, ethnic populations are smaller units than traditional racial groups, but they can be combined into larger continental populations that, for practical purposes, sometimes appear to correspond to the conventional major divisions of human races. Still, this is not a precise or valid way to biologically partition human groups. On the other hand, the term ethnic population offers a realistic twofold starting point—one that melds elements of both genetic ancestry and cultural affinity—for rethinking racial classifications.

Racial science, also called scientific racism, is often used to describe naturalists’ systematic investigations of various racial groups throughout the world beginning in the eighteenth century. Historically, racial science was characterized by notions, for example, “pure racial types” and fixed “racial hierarchies” of intellectual and social worth, allegedly based on scientific theory and evidence.60 Throughout the decades and centuries, the language used by racial scientists or, more accurately, racialist scholars has changed (since the majority of them were and still are not professionally trained biologists), but the intent of racial science has remained unaltered. Its goal is to demonstrate, using scientific methods from such fields as genetics and neuroscience, that racial groups, ancestral populations, ethnic populations, or whatever term is in vogue, differ fundamentally in their capacity for intelligence, civilization, and morality.61

Racialism refers to the idea that a person’s race (or in current scientific terminology, population) determines his physical and psychological traits, as well as his social and creative capacities. While this definition may seem to be synonymous with racism, there are differences between the two terms. Speaking about the reactions of society toward blacks, one psychologist defined racism as hostility toward a particular racial group based on the supposed inferiority of its members. By contrast, he described racialism as a heightened consciousness of the race of others. Elaborating further, this writer viewed racialism as rational, morally neutral, and inevitable in a society like the United States, with its history of enslavement, racial discrimination, and ethnic differences in many areas of society.62

Yet, racialists are not typically unbiased and objective in recognizing what they perceive as inherent differences in race-based traits. In keeping with the mindset of twenty-first-century racial science, white racialists generally think that certain nonwhite populations, particularly blacks, have genetic deficits that diminish their capabilities for high intelligence, discipline, and behavioral restraint. This is hardly a neutral assessment of race-based traits. In the white racialist worldview, these traits are essential for building “advanced” civilizations equipped with inventions ranging from writing to computers to robotic devices to nuclear weapons. In the context of the alt-right and white nationalism, which have gained momentum in recent years, racialism may in theory be neutral in its judgment of racial differences. But in practice it is virtually indistinguishable from racist attitudes and behaviors toward others whom a person despises, dislikes, or, at the very least, tends to avoid. These same tendencies and beliefs also describe a race-realist—a person who believes human races are a biological reality and not simply a social invention. Race-realism is based on the notion that racial groups overall differ innately and often dramatically in such attributes as intelligence, physical stamina, temperament, and social behaviors, including criminal proclivities. Race-realists are convinced there is sufficient empirical scientific evidence to support their worldview. Although race-realism can be applied to a full gamut of human populations, the focus of most race-realists—who once again overlap considerably with the alt-right, white nationalists, and white supremacists—is on the aptitudes, mores, and social patterns of African blacks and their descendants worldwide.




THE RISE OF BEHAVIORAL GENETICS

Whether behavioral science research of the late twentieth century constituted bona fide racial science conducted by racialist and race-realists may be a matter of perspective and perhaps historiography, or the manner in which historical events of the past are reinterpreted in the future. The decline of the blank slate in the nature versus nurture conundrum in the mid-twentieth century did not happen instantaneously. Its demise was a gradual process, an incremental fading of an idea born in the nineteenth century, if not farther back in time starting in the first century B.C.E.

At the close of the twentieth century, ideas about nature and nurture were drastically revamped, and nurture was no longer seen as a force standing solely in stark opposition to nature. Instead, nature and nurture became intertwined as inseparable partners, forever locked in an interminable tango of war and peace. No one denied the import of nurture, but with the advent of the genetics information age, nature once again unabashedly reared its head. Amid growing public interest in the origins of human behavior, nature resurrected itself, at least for genetic determinists and their like-minded adherents, as a more powerful force than nurture in the ongoing debate about what makes humans human. It was only a small step from this debate to the quarrel about the underlying causes of ethnic and racial differences in a gamut of personality and social traits.

The battle regarding innate qualities versus experience in determining cognition, temperament, and social behavior performance is not new, but the intellectual and scientific insights that have fueled this controversy have undergone radical transformations in the last two centuries. Many of the core controversies have revolved and continue to revolve around the impact of nature versus nurture on not only IQ, but also other psychological traits. Hereditarians, including prominent behavioral geneticists of the 1970s, were among the first custodians of innovative investigations of how genetics affects personality. In that era, only a few genes, usually referred to as candidate gene variants, were implicated in intelligence. Some bench scientists who worked in genetics laboratories soon began collaborating with psychologists, and together they formulated theories of human behavior in an intensive search to identify precise genes, or specific sections of DNA, associated with cognition. By today’s standards, their laboratory tools were crude and their research methods unsophisticated and imprecise.

By the 1990s, when scientists pioneered techniques to track genetic markers called SNPs (single nucleotide polymorphisms), pronounced “snips”—short repeating sections of DNA that correspond to different versions or variants of a gene—the foundation was laid for formal studies on the heredity of human social behavior. Although still in its infancy, behavioral genetics opened the door to a data-driven discussion about nature versus nurture in personality traits, as well as intelligence.63

Some behavioral geneticists initially specialized in the genetics of IQ test scores, often comparing the IQs of identical twins with those of nonidentical twins or siblings to estimate the amount of genetic influence on IQ. Other researchers focused on racial differences in IQ, as well as elementary cognitive performance, including the speed of mental reaction time and movement time. Following Arthur Jensen’s lead, the race-oriented researchers of the 1970s tackled controversial issues that penetrated the core questions about racial equality in the United States and beyond.64

It took little time for the new behavioral genetics of the 1970s and 1980s to draw harsh criticism as the reconfigured face of scientific racism. While it may well have served that function for some researchers, most behavioral geneticists fought hard for a reputation of objectivity, fair-mindedness, and respect among their peers in the broader scientific community. When socio-biology emerged as a distinct field in its own right in the 1970s, some racial scientists, as many in this group came to be known, aligned their research with its theories. Sociobiology is based on the notion that evolution has had a direct impact on shaping human social behaviors, including efficient strategies for feeding and reproducing. For sociobiologists, the origin of social life in social animals, just like the origin of physical traits in any species, is tethered to ecological pressures and competition for resources. Although socio-biology is not limited to the study of humans, some researchers in this field explore human social traits like mating patterns and parental investment.65

The central tenet of E. O. Wilson, the esteemed biologist and cofounder of sociobiology, was that the social behavior of any species, including the human species and its many genetically varied populations, could be explained by biological evolution. There are key differences between racial science and sociobiology, although some areas of these two fields have common ground. Most racial scientists borrow heavily from sociobiology, but it would be misguided to suggest that all sociobiologists are necessarily racialists. Yet, many pro-nurture critics consider the distinction, if there is a distinction at all, cosmetic, calling the self-proclaimed “open-mindedness” of various “socio-biologists” disingenuous, at best. Some sociobiologists, along with other Darwinian experts in social behavior, for instance, behavioral geneticists and evolutionary psychologists, have protested these labels, claiming they are unbiased scientists who are simply conducting objective research.66

Other experts in behavioral Darwinism seem immune to the onslaught of public disapproval against them for turning to genetics in an endeavor to explain ethnic population differences in social traits. And those who wittingly align themselves with the scientific arm of “race-realism” or the alt-right proudly wear their nonconformist attitudes about race as a badge of honor. Some have remained indifferent to accusations of not only unconscious implicit bias, but also labels of deliberated bigotry thrust upon them, proudly displaying their patent prejudices. Still, others have fought back, intent on stirring controversy related to racial differences by openly propagating, if not distorting, controversial research findings, seemingly as if to intentionally sway public opinion against racial harmony and instead toward racial polarization, segregation, and interethnic discord.

Behavioral genetics has had more than its share of critics, but regardless of public perception, it carved out a place for itself in the geography of the new biology of the 1980s and 1990s. It was the pivot of a novel synthesis of established academic fields, one in which DNA could help unlock the mysteries of the human mind and personality, and from all appearances, could possibly even create a biological blueprint of human social behavior. Behavioral genetics was not a mere theoretical academic exercise to discover causal relationships between certain genes and personality traits. Indeed, much of the research in this field is relevant to health, particularly mental health, offering a profusion of new insights into medical conditions ranging from neurotransmitter, or brain chemical, imbalances in psychiatric disorders to Alzheimer’s disease.

Even before the advent of gene therapy, some scientists had correctly predicted that once the genes associated with specific psychiatric conditions had been identified, those genes could be targeted to potentially treat a host of mental illnesses. The unveiling of various drug classes of antidepressants, including SSRIs like fluoxetine (commonly known as Prozac), designed to inhibit the reuptake of the neurotransmitter serotonin, occurred before scientists understood the genetics of such psychiatric conditions as depression, anxiety, and panic attacks. With the rise of pharmacogenomics during the last 10 years, some patients have benefitted from individual testing to determine how well they respond to specific psychiatric medications.67 And despite the stall in big pharmaceutical companies’ active development of novel psychiatric drugs in the last decade, novel genetic targets for treating mental health have been identified.68

In the 1980s and 1990s, in close parallel with medical scientists mapping the genetic underpinnings of psychiatric disorders, behavioral geneticists identified new genes that contribute to a wide range of personality traits—novelty seeking, sensation seeking, addictive behavior, sexual orientation, and antisocial tendencies.69 This research generated keen interest among both professionals and the public, helping to drive the expansion of behavioral genetics as a socially acceptable and scientifically legitimate field. Some investigators turned their attention to the DNA of personality, deviating slightly but never completely losing sight of their core interest in cognitive performance. During this period, behavioral geneticists were poised to influence, and be influenced by, their peers from a parallel field developing within medicine known as molecular psychiatry.

Also called psychiatric genetics, molecular psychiatry commenced in the late twentieth century as a field devoted to the study of genes that increase susceptibility to psychiatric disorders. Capitalizing on the rapid accumulation of new genetics data of this period, some research was aimed at manufacturing new drugs that could target candidate genes linked with mental disorders. As molecular psychiatry expanded, cross-disciplinary experts—geneticists, psychiatrists, pharmacologists, and other medical scientists—soon realized that rarely does a single gene cause a person to exhibit a particular personality trait, let alone a psychiatric condition, nor does it even by itself predispose him to it. Instead, multiple genes are almost always involved in the genesis of mental illness or disorders characterized by distinct personality and behavioral features. Most importantly, study after study strongly suggested that genetic proclivities toward a psychological imbalance were not likely to manifest unless distinct environmental conditions were also present.70

With the rise of computerized computational technologies to analyze large and complex amounts of data, by the early 2000s researchers finally had the innovative laboratory tools needed to start quantifying the effects of genetic and environmental factors, separately and combined, on several key psychiatric disorders.71 Today, the findings from these studies are increasingly leveraged to assist healthcare providers in predicting which individuals are most susceptible to developing a psychiatric illness and which therapies are most likely to benefit specific patients.72

It was a logical step from this type of medical research to studies on links between genes and cognition, and, soon thereafter, on links between genes and personality traits. Just as medical scientists examined genes and disease risks across different ethnic populations, by the 1990s behavioral geneticists had started comparing genes associated with personality and social behaviors along population lines. As momentum grew for an unprecedented scientific revolution linking biology and human social life, science-savvy proponents chimed in that the benefits of research on connections between genetics, social traits, and race far outweighed any potential costs, notably the risk of uncovering hard-core scientific evidence that might just prove racial superiority and racial inferiority.

As pronature advocates put it, the research of race-oriented behavioral geneticists might have been contentious, but it was mandatory for society to “know the truth.”73 During this era, the majority of scientists were prudent and strived ardently to avoid both the appearance and the reality of personal and ethnic bias. But for other researchers torn between, on the one hand, the safe, status quo of “political correctness” in matters of race and, on the other hand, a defiant, if not brazen, stance to challenge the blank slate—indeed to reject the very essence of egalitarianism that dominated public opinion at the time—there was another beckoning. A deep dive, some said, into possible relationships between population-linked genes and social behaviors might finally tell us if some ethnic groups—certain racial groups—are genetically predisposed, more than other ethnicities, to lower intelligence, academic failure, poor parenting, aggressiveness, violent crime, and a litany of other “social pathologies.” Wouldn’t this information, sensitive that it is, gleaned from onward marching science, in the long run benefit society as a whole? Who could ask for more?







CHAPTER TWO

Darwin’s Legacy

Selection and Adaptation


CHARLES DARWIN: FROM NATURALIST TO BIOLOGIST

THEODOSIUS DOBZHANSKY, ONE OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY’S MOST BRILLIANT scientists, authored an essay famously titled, “Nothing in Biology Makes Sense Except in the Light of Evolution.”1 One hundred years before Dobzhansky penned this article, nineteenth-century English naturalist Charles Darwin introduced the theory of biological evolution to the educated masses of his day. Like his contemporaries in affluent Victorian society, Darwin learned about the evolution of living things while in school. In the 1820s, as a young medical student in Edinburgh, Scotland, he was taught the prevailing wisdom surrounding biological evolution, specifically the concept of Lamarckian inheritance, of his day. During that era, ideas about evolution had been debated since the seventeenth century, if not since antiquity: invented, discarded, and reinvented again to produce what was then called the theory of the transmutation of species.2

Popular in Darwin’s youth, this theory was the brainchild of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, the eighteenth-century biologist whose term Lamarckian inheritance has become immortalized in the history of science, although not always admirably. By the early 1800s, Lamarck proposed that any physical changes or new physical traits an organism acquires through adapting to its environment are incorporated into its own physical makeup. These acquired changes are then passed on to its offspring. To illustrate how traits not present at birth can be obtained and transmitted to an individual’s offspring, Lamarck told the story of how the giraffe developed its elongated neck. In retelling a fanciful scenario concocted by another French naturalist, Lamarck speculated that throughout time, the giraffe’s neck lengthened as it habitually stretched it, generation after generation, so that it could reach the leaves of trees without having to stand up on its hind legs.3 The tale of the giraffe’s neck is a “just-so” fable and hardly a reflection of bona fide modern scientific inquiry. For Lamarck and his followers, the giraffe’s extended neck represented an acquired trait that emerged from a need for nutrients and water. They believed giraffes’ modified anatomy was eventually transferred to their offspring as an inborn characteristic. This was the cornerstone of Lamarckian evolution: Acquired traits can and are passed on from parents to progeny.4

Lamarck’s hypothesis of the inheritance of acquired characteristics was accepted by most naturalists—the predecessors of biologists—and philosophers of that era. However, by the late 1800s, when the academic world embraced Darwinian natural selection as the foundation of biological evolution, the notion of Lamarckian inheritance fell by the wayside, only to be eventually discredited, rejected, and finally discarded. For decades, starting well before the discovery of DNA in the 1950s, the concept of Lamarckian inheritance has been mocked, ridiculed, and invalidated as an outmoded, scientific-sounding tale of the implausible. After all, one does not have to be biologically savvy to know that genetic inheritance involves the transmission of genes from one generation to the next.5 The idea that acquired characteristics, whether physical, psychological, or behavioral, could be passed on through successive generations has, until recently, been considered the antithesis of conventional biology. Ironically, however, emergent discoveries in epigenetics—the inheritance of traits by way of genes but not involving DNA—has since turned some elements of the almost 120-year-old science of genetics on its head.

Growing evidence, initially from animal investigations but more recently from human studies, has shown that some disease risks and behavioral tendencies may indeed be passed on from parents to offspring. Epigenetics seems to offer a mechanism for this intergenerational transmission of traits. Epigenetics has not validated Lamarckian inheritance. But it has given newfound credibility to some components of Lamarck’s hypothesis and, in the process, provided a reason to not entirely reject his ideas as totally implausible.6 The theory of biological evolution states that physical change transmitted from one generation to the next occurs in living creatures throughout time. In Darwin’s day, the concept was neither novel nor unimaginable. But scientific understanding of evolution remained largely unknown until Darwin identified and articulated the biological mechanisms that drove some species to evolve into other species. In an age that predated the discovery of chromosomes in the twentieth century, Darwin relied on his astute observations of nature to pen a coherent narrative of the origin of the Earth’s diverse species.7 Well-versed in both natural history and geology, he fit the classic definition of a nineteenth-century naturalist—a biologist who studies plants, animals, and insects, focusing on the relationship between living creatures and their environment.

Darwin’s famous voyage that transpired between 1831 and 1836, with the crew of the HMS Beagle, a vessel of the Royal British Navy, laid the backdrop for his groundbreaking theory of biological evolution. In 1835, the HMS Beagle docked at the Galápagos Islands, a volcanic archipelago in the Pacific Ocean situated about 600 miles off the coast of Ecuador in South America. Known for its richly diverse wildlife, this wonderland of nature has been called an “ideal living laboratory,” a “museum that showcases evolution.”8 The islands, islets, and rocks comprising the Galápagos were formed from volcanic upheavals that erupted from the bottom of the ocean between 500,000 and 3 million years ago.9

During the five-week period that the HMS Beagle was stationed in the Galápagos, Darwin visited four islands, where he carefully inspected a variety of species that were apparently unique to the archipelago. This setting provided a geological and ecological wellspring for the curious 26-year-old Charles Darwin to track the biological evolution of species confined to habitats isolated from mainland environments. The geographical space of the Galápagos Islands as a whole afforded the future father of evolutionary thought the opportunity to examine why, for instance, approximately 15 closely related species of finches, or seed-eating songbirds, in this archipelago had beaks of widely varying sizes and shapes. Darwin traced the origin of these birds, now fondly dubbed “Darwin’s finches,” to a common ancestral species in South America. After monitoring their behavior in intricate detail, he concluded that each species of finches that had migrated from its original homeland eventually spread to a different environment once it reached the Galápagos Islands.10

Throughout time, the birds acclimated to the conditions of their new ecological niches so they could obtain sufficient food to survive and reproduce. To optimally adapt to different surroundings, Darwin’s finches evolved novel features in the size and configuration of their beaks. These anatomical transformations occurred during the span of many generations, eventually endowing each species of finches with physical traits that afforded them an edge for surviving and living longer in their own unique ecological niches.

This process of change, or acclimation, is known as biological adaptation, and it is central to the theory of evolution, regardless of the species. An adaptation is an advantageous biological change that improves a species’ overall chances of survival, or the survival of a population within a species. Natural selection refers to the process whereby organisms that have favorably adapted to their environment survive and produce more viable offspring, which themselves survive and bear offspring that also successfully reach adulthood. This pattern allows the cycle of survival and reproduction to continue. Often linked with the cliché “survival of the fittest,” natural selection embodies mechanisms that enable a group of organisms, whether a population or a species of living things, to achieve reproductive success in a particular niche.11

In biology, a species is a group of individuals that can breed with one another. Populations are subgroups or subdivisions within a species that have varying amounts of genetic differences among them—differences, in humans, for instance, in such physical characteristics as skin color and disease risks. Populations within the same species can mate with one another. This is one of the cardinal conditions that defines a species. In scientific terms, a population contrasts with a race because members of a particular population are genetically closely related to one other, much more so than are the members of a biological race. If we accept these criteria, the human race is a single species made up of an arbitrary number of populations, a few or many, depending upon how they are grouped. Overall, human populations are genetically so similar that many scientists today agree that the human species is a single race—the human race.12 At the same time, the human species is characterized by genetic structure, or subpopulations that differ in the frequencies of various gene variants and display varying degrees of genetic isolation from one another.13

Today, the mechanisms of natural selection can be explained largely in terms of genetics, but the science of DNA was nonexistent in the late 1800s, when Darwin formulated his theory of biological evolution. Forced to articulate the origin of adaptations without any knowledge of genetics, Darwin examined the links between a habitat and noticeable physical traits in different groups of organisms. He deliberately studied various subdivisions of finches that seemingly belonged to the same species. (Scientists have yet to reach a consensus on whether “Darwin’s finches” belonged to a single species or different species. Today, some experts surmise that the finch populations Darwin observed may have been slowly undergoing a process of biological differentiation sufficient to transform them into new species.)14

Regardless of how the different subdivisions of finches are categorized, some of their distinctive features, or physical traits, were unique to their specific habitat. These traits emerged in each subdivision of finches as they adapted to environmental pressures when first settling into their new ecological niches. Darwin eventually realized that the diet of each group of birds was related to one key adaptive trait—the shape and size of its beak. These two interrelated anatomical characteristics are essential for finches being able to successfully exploit potential sources of food in their surroundings.15

Scientists who have since marched in Darwin’s footsteps have elaborated on his original fieldwork, refining the relationship he reported between the physical form of the finches’ beaks and the practical benefits, or survival-related functions, of those beaks. For example, the fine bill of the warbler finch is suitable for preying on small insects and spiders, whereas finches occupying environments with cactus flowering plants have sharply pointed, long beaks. Variations in the size, shape, and function of the beaks of the Galápagos finches are highly specific for each ecological niche. Two species of cactus finches have elongated and decurved beaks for extracting nectar and pollen from cactus flowers.16 Two other species, one of them being the woodpecker finch, use their beaks to break off twigs or leaf petioles, which they can then use to dig for insect larvae and termites underneath bark and within the cavities of trees.17 The iconic large ground finch has a noticeably deep, broad beak for cracking open hard seeds, so hard that apparently pliers would be needed for humans to perform the same feat.18 The sharp beak of the vampire finch can cut wounds on such marine life forms as sea lions and iguanas, allowing these birds to literally suck the blood out of their prey.

The Galápagos finches had to survive to mate, and adequate nutrition was crucial for their survival. The birds that birthed healthy offspring were the most fit. Those with an anatomical form well suited for efficiently obtaining food in a particular niche became the beneficiaries of natural selection. They were the ones that displayed “survival of the fittest”—successful adaptation to their environment that helped ensure the continued existence of their population and, by extension, their species. Finches that found new homes in locales where they could cash in on a readily available food source without serious competition from other birds or wildlife were more likely to reach reproductive age, enabling them to bear offspring. Although all of the finches inhabiting the Galápagos Islands were close genetic relatives, their adaptations to their respective environmental niches required them to evolve specialized features. For Darwin’s finches, those features inevitably took the form of specialized beaks.19
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