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58 THEORIES OF ETHNICITY

more uncertainty than maternity. Mothers know their babies are theirs;
fathers cannot be so sure, and therefore will look much more for physical
resemblance, especially for signature-like rare characteristics such as a mole
on the nose. Women concerned with paternal investment in their offspring,
on the other hand, can be expected to stress the physical resemblance of their
babies to their mates more than to themselves. ‘Isn’t he his father’s spitting
image?’

Let us now widen the focus from kinship in the narrow sense, to that form
of extended kinship we call race or ethnicity. Both racial and ethnic groups are
socially defined by real or putative common descent, and the distinction
between the two types of groups is merely in the relative salience of biolo-
gical or cultural markers of membership. My contention is that, in both cases,
the social concern is with common biological descent, even when the markers
are primarily cultural.

There are three main objections to my formulation of ethnocentrism and
racism as extended forms of biologically rooted nepotism.

(1) The common descent of ethnic groups is often a myth, not a biological
reality. Therefore, my argument is invalid. To which I reply: A myth, to be
effective, has to be believed, and a myth of ethnicity will only be believed if
members of an ethnic group are sufficiendy alike in physical appearance and
culture, and have lived together and intermarried for a sufficient period (at 2
minimum three or four generations) for the myth to have developed 2
substantial measure of biological truth. The Emperor of Japan can effectively
claim to be the father of the Japanese nation in a way that Queen Victoria
could never validate her claim as mother of India. Ethnicity or race cannot be
invented or imagined out of nothing. It can be manipulated, used, exploited,
stressed, fused or subdivided, but it must correlate with a pre-existing popula-
tion bound by preferential endogamy and a common historical experience.
Ethnicity is both primordial and instrumental.

(2) If ethnicity and race are both rooted in the biclogy of nepotism, why is
it that most ethnic groups stress cultural markers of membership rather than
heritable physical ones? The answer here is quite simple: because most ethnic
groups seek to differentiate themselves from their immediate neighbours in
situations where some short-distance migration and intermarriage take place.
Therefore, most ethnic groups look so much like their neighbours that they
must rely on cultural markers of distinction. The proof of the biological
pudding is that, where physical, genetic markers do a reliable job of differ-
entiating between groups, they are used. In fact, the conditions under which
racial groups do emerge are quite predictable: they appear after long-distance
migration of sizeable groups across visible genetic clines: slavery, colonialism,
indenture, voluntary migration, military conquest are so many examples,
especially across large geographical barriers such as oceans or deserts. And
racial groups can only survive as long as interbreeding remains relatively
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infrequent. Three or four generations of 25 per cent or more exogamy
typically erode both racial and ethnic boundaries, and lead to the formation
of new ethnic groups. Both race and ethnicity are not immutable, but their
mutability is a function of exogamy over several generations.

(3) If biological nepotism is extended to large groups, which, under
modern conditions, often comprise millions of individuals, has not the con-
cept been diluted to the point of meaninglessness, and reduced to a mere
analogy?

Of course, the more distant the biological relationship between two
individuals, the more diluted the benefits of nepotism become. Indeed, the
biological model predicts that the preference is proportional to the degree of
relationship. Relatedness is relative. Ego is at the core of a set of concentric
circles defining declining degrees of relationship: nuclear family, extended
family, lineage, clan, dialect group, subethnicity, nation. These levels of
relatedness are imbedded into one another. Circumstances and interests will
determine the level of solidarity which is activated at any given place and
time, in a classical fission-and-fusion scheme such as British anthropologists
have described for African segmentary lineage societies. But the principle of
nepotism, however diluted, suffuses all levels, and there is no a priori reason
why nepotistic discrimination should stop at any particular point, unless it
can be displaced by a superior strategy of fitness maximisation. Brothers do
murder each other, but not gratuitously and not as easily as strangers. When
they do, there is usually a big payoff, such as a throne, an inheritance or a
harem. To affirm the operation of nepotism, even in large groups, is not to
deny the operation of other principles of cooperative behaviour (such as class
solidarity), or fitness maximisation (such as deceit-and treachery). The size of
the group dilutes the effectiveness of solidary behaviour whatever the base of
solidarity, but not more so for ethnic groups than for other social groups such
as classes, corporations, clubs or army units, and perhaps even less. Ethnic and
racial groups can be politically mobilised, even on a huge scale, with greater
ease and rapidity, than other. social groups, especially under external threat
from an enemy who is himself defined in ethnic or racial terms.’

Does'the biology of social race explain the etiology of racism in contemporary
societies?

Better put, does my theory of the biological genesis of social race predict and
explain contemporary racism better than competing theories? The answer, |
think, is yes, not because it supplants other theories, but because it comple-
ments them at a higher level of theoretical generality. It provides a predictive
scheme of when, where and why racism can be expected to wax and wane, on
a world-wide basis, without having to invoke any special cultural, psycholo-
gical or historical causes.
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