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Race


The term “race” and its equivalent in several languages gained currency in the seventeenth century to describe descendents of the same family or house.  The word was also used to refer to a tribe or nation, as in the Germanic races.  Only in the nineteenth century did the term take on the taxonomic meaning of a distinctive group or variety within a human or animal species.  


During the eighteenth century, naturalists developed comprehensive categories to classify human beings among other animal groups.  In the tenth edition (1758) of his Systema naturae, Linnaeus placed the genus Homo within the order Primates (which included monkeys, bats, and sloths) and distinguished two species:  Homo sapiens and Homo troglodytes (anthropoid apes).  He divided Homo sapiens (wise man) into four varieties:   American (copper-colored, choleric, regulated by custom), Asiatic (sooty, melancholic, and governed by opinions), African (black, phlegmatic, and governed by caprice), and European (fair, sanguine, and governed by laws).  Linnaeus conceived such differences as expressive of divine intent.


Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, the most influential theorist on this question at the turn of the nineteenth century, argued that human beings constituted one species, with five varieties grading into one another.  His De generis humani varietate native liber (3rd ed., 1795) distinguished the Caucasian (originating in Georgia), the Mongolian (including Greenlanders and Eskimos), the Ethiopian (Africans), the American (Indians of North and South America), and the Malayan (including the islanders of the South Pacific).  These groups differed n skin color, facial traits, hair texture, stature, and skull-shape.  Blumenbach speculated that the large penis of his Ethiopian specimen would support tales of sexual prowess, but he did not venture whether the trait characterized the variety.  He thought the Caucasian race the most beautiful and inferred that it might constitute the original people, whence the others had descended and altered through the effects of climate.  


During the early nineteenth century, cranial capacity became an important marker of racial difference and hierarchy.  The anatomists Peter Camper, Thomas Soemmerring, and George Cuvier held that the Ethiopian brain resembled the ape’s and displayed comparable intellectual ability.  Friedrich Tiedemann, stimulated by debates in the British Parliament over slavery, undertook comprehensive measurement of brains and skulls of the various human groups.  In his Das Hirn des Negers (1837), he found no significant differences among the groups.  He completed his study with accounts of Negroes who had received an education and had made important contributions to the sciences and literature.


In the Descent of Man (1871), Charles Darwin concluded that since there was no clear distinction between species and varieties, we could regard human groups as forming either several species of one genus or several varieties of one species.  He preferred the latter way of putting it.  He recognized physical and intellectual differences among the races, but their common descent made these of small moment.   By contrast, Darwin’s German disciple Ernst Haeckel, in the later editions of his Naturliche Schöfungsgeschichte (1868-1911), identified twelve species that derived from the original ape-man.  He maintained that the Mediterraneans—consisting of the Indo-Germans, Caucasians, and the Hamo-Semites—were the most evolved.   He believed the hereditary effect of language to be the engine producing the various species. Languages that had the most potential for human thought produced races with brains having the greatest capacity for thought.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, immigration into the United States from all quarters of the globe focused the attention of anthropologists and psychologists on characteristic human differences.  Madison Grant, in his Passing of the Great Race (1916), distinguished three species of men:  Caucasian, Mongoloid, and Negroid.  He worried that within the Caucasian species, the higher Nordic race was in danger of sacrificing intellectual and psychological superiority by intermarriage with races from the Alpine (central and eastern Europe) and Mediterranean regions.  During World War I, considerations of race became closely tied to theories of intelligence.  The link was fostered by the development of the U.S. Army intelligence tests, which helped sort men into military ranks.  Lewis Terman, Robert Yerkes, and Carl Brigham believed that the tests demonstrated the inferiority of the Alpine and Mediterranean races.  Terman argued that because of immigration the average mental age of the American public had sunk to that of a fourteen-year old.  The journalist Walter Lippmann countered that the observation was ludicrous, since the tests of over one million individuals ought to indicate that the average I.Q. of Americans was average. 


In the wake of World War II and in recognition of the Nazi’s genocidal acts, UNESCO sponsored two symposia (1950 and 1952) on the scientific status of race.   The document coming from the second symposium—formulated by Julian Huxley, Theodosius Dobzhansky, and J.B.S. Haldane among others—declared that all men derived from a common stock and thus belonged to a single species and that insignificant physical differences gave no support to claims of racial hierarchy.  The declaration, however, did not resolve the issue.  In his Origin of Races (1962), the distinguished physical anthropologist Carleton Coon maintained that Homo erectus migrants had come out of Africa and had settled in five locations throughout the world, where they evolved into Homo sapiens at different rates.  Europeans and Asians, he assumed, left the other races still clinging to more primitive physical, intellectual, and cultural traits.  


In the current debate, those holding the regional hypothesis face those arguing the “out-of-Africa” theory.  These latter maintain that Homo erectus populations went extinct in all regions but Africa, where they evolved into archaic Homo sapiens.  About 100,000 years ago this group decamped from their homeland and settled in various parts of the world, where only slight differences evolved.  Today most geneticists prefer to drop the category of race and to speak rather of human populations whose genetic structures blend into one another at the margins of contact.
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