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“With his usual alacrity and insight, Jonathan Marks demonstrates
how we (the human sciences) allow, even enable, misguided racial
perspectives and racist research. In showing us our history, he provides
an important cautionary tale for present and future scientists. This book
is a must read for researchers and students alike. History not learned is
doomed to be repeated.”

Agustin Fuentes, University of Notre Dame

“Jonathan Marks skillfully guides us through the ignominious peaks
and ideological nadirs of scientific racism, revealing race as a science
fiction with little more empirical credence than creationism. This most
accessible book should be read by anyone seeking to understand how
science was, and continues to be, used in the service of racism.”
Alondra Nelson, Columbia University

Every arena of science has its own flash-point issues = chemistry and
poison gas, physics and the atom bomb — and genetics has had a troubled
history with race. As Jonathan Marks reveals, this dangerous relationship
rumbles on to this day, still leaving plenty of leeway for a belief in the basic
natural inequality of races.

The eugenic science of the early twentieth century and the commodified
genomic science of today are unified by the mistaken belief that human
races are naturalistic categories. Yet their boundaries are founded neither
in biology nor in genetics and, not being a formal scientific concept, race
is largely not accessible to the scientist. As Marks argues, race can only
be grasped through the humanities: historically, experientially, politically.

This wise, witty essay explores the persistence and legacy of scientific

racism, which misappropriates the authority of science and undermines it
by converting it into a social weapon.

Jonathan Marks is Professor of Anthropology at the University of North
Carolina at Charlotte
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ONE

Introduction

Racism pervades many, if noc all, aspects of modern
society, in different ways. Like other modern institu-
tions, science can sometimes reflect the subtle and not-
so-subtle biases of its practitioners. This book is not
about the institutions and practices of science, however,
but about its content.

I teach two principal subjects as a biological anthro-
pologist: human diversity and human origins. These are
about, respectively, who we are and where we come
from. For any other society, this would be considered
a sacred origin myth, a domain of kinship, by which
people establish their orientation in a complex social
universe. In our society, it involves the contested scien-
tific domains of race and evolution, both of which are
conceptualized rather differently than they were a few
decades ago.

Evolution, for example, used to be conceptualized
reductively — without bodies, and without species — as
simply genotypes and gene pools. Any contemporary

discussion of the subject, however, now considers the
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reactivity and adaptability of the body (plasticity), the
reciprocal relations between the environment and the
species (niche construction), and nongenetic modes of
inheritance (epigenetics and culture).

Race, likewise, has been reconceptualized in the last
few decades. Where it was once conceptualized as a
fundamental unit of the human species, we now know
that the species does not really come partitioned that
way. That is a fallacy of primary interest to pedants, like
me, and we can call that raxonomic fallacy “racialism.”
More significant is the recognition that the social and
behavioral differences between any two groups of people
are far more likely to be due to the processes of history
than to those of microevolution. Consequently, the
judgment of innate individual properties on the basis
of group membership is illegitimate, and we can call
that political position “racism.”

Nevertheless, when dealing with ancestors and rela-
tives, one never traffics in value-neutral facts. Kinship
is invariably bio-cultural. The opposite of evolution —
creationism — is so political that its history actually is
just a series of court cases in the United States: Zennessee
vs Scopes (1925), McLean vs Arkansas (1982), Edwards
vs. Aguillard (1987), and Kitzmiller vs. Dover School
District (2005) are just the most familiar ones. And

racism is most familiar as political acts: slavery,
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segregation, anti-Semitism, once again, to name only
the most familiar examples.

This book is about a paradox in science. Both crea-
tionism and racism are considered outmoded ideolo-
gies. If you espouse creationist ideas in science, you are
branded as an ideologue, as a closed-minded pseudo-
scientist who is unable to adopt a modern perspective,
and who consequently has no place in the communiry
of scholars. But if you espouse racist ideas in science,
that’s not quite so bad. People might look at you a
little askance, but as a racist you can coexist in science
alongside them, which you couldn’t do if you were
a creationist. Science is racist when it permits scien-
tists who advance racist ideas to exist and to thrive
institutionally.'

Consider an op-ed that appeared in the New York
Times on April 11, 2014, called “Raising a Moral
Child,” which casually cited “a classic experiment” by
“the psychologist J. Philippe Rushton.” Sure, why not?
He was indeed a respected psychologist at the Univer-
sity of Western Ontario. Herrnstein and Murray’s 7he
Bell Curve, which notoriously argued in 1994 that IQ
is largely genetically determined, sets one’s intellectual
fate, and differs across large demographic swaths of the
American public, cited more than 20 of Rushton’s

papers. It then went so far as to pre-emptively defend
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him in an Appendix — rather an unusual step — calling
his work “not that of a crackpot or a bigot” (Herrnstein
and Murray, 1994: 662). That obviously raises a few
questions, such as: Do other scholars regard him as
such? Why? Just what does he think his work demon-
strates? ‘The answers to these questions became widely
known a few years later, when Rushton mass-mailed an
abridgement of his own book to the memberships of
several professional societies. The unabridged version
had been memorably reviewed in the journal Animal
Behaviour in uncompromising terms: “I dont know
which is worse,” wrote the reviewer, “Rushton’s scien-
tific failings or his blatant racism.” Methodologically,
the reviewer continued, Rushton cherry-picks data of
very dubious quality to make his pseudo-scientific argu-
ment, which amounts to “the pious hope that by com-
bining numerous little turds of variously tainted data,
one can obrain a valuable result; but in fact, the outcome
is merely a larger than average pile of shit” (Barash,
1995: 1133).

Rushton believed, and believed that his data showed,
that there are three kinds of people associated with
the continents of the Old World (a biogeographic sce-
nario that in fact owes more to the biblical sons of Noah
than to modern biology). Moreover, the peoples of

Africa had undergone eons of natural selection for high
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reproductive rate and low intelligence, which he meas-
ured via surrogate variables — notably, sex drive, crimi-
nality rates, penis size, and brain size; the peoples of
Asia had undergone selection for low libido and high
intelligence; and the peoples of Furope comprised a
happy medium. He believed that the average sub-
Saharan African had the IQ of a mentally handicapped
European. Yes, he was a racist crackpot. Anybody who
ever took the trouble to examine his inane corpus of
work could see that.

When Philippe Rushton died in 2012, he had been
president of The Pioneer Fund for a decade, a philan-
thropy that carefully selects its academic beneficiaries,
ranging from eugenicists in the 1930s to segregationists
in the 1960s, and radical hereditarian psychologists —
notably Rushton himself — in the 1980s (Tucker, 2002).
Clearly this was a man who was utterly incapable of
rendering sober, informed, scientific judgments; simply
a wacky ideologue with a PhD and the admiration of
some wealthy and powerful misanthropes. Yet somehow
he had risen to a position of status and authority in
certain areas of science. Indeed, the New York Times
cited a paper of his in 2014. Sure, the paper wasnt
about race per se, but the issue here is Rushton’s cred-
ibility as a scientist. Every practicing scientist knows

that data can be manipulated, and that there is a good
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faith expectation between the scientist and the com-
munity at large. That’s why losing your scientific cred-
ibility is such a fall from grace: it represents irrevocable
descent from a pristine state of full trust and honesty.
We expect you to be able to generate fair conclusions from
fair data. Consequently, to cite Rushton’s work is to
tarnish your own scholarly credibility, because it says
that you have no idea what’s going on within the mind
or oeuvre of the presumptive scholar on whom you
are relying.

So, once you know about Philippe Rushton’s work
and ideas, it becomes difficult to understand why any
competent scholar would cite, much less praise, his
work. And yet, the journal Personality and Individual
Differences, published by the academic giant Elsevier,
devoted its issue of July 2013 to an admiring memorial
of his work. Had Rushton been a creationist instead of
a racist, no mainstream scientist or journal would have
touched him. Adhering to such a retrogressive ideology
would render you effectively friendless in academia. But
there was a place for someone who thought he had
demonstrated that “Africans” are naturally underen-
dowed intellectually — in academia, in scientific philan-
thropy, and in ostensibly scientific journals.

Some people feel that psychology is a “soft” science

anyway, and that a “real” scientist would easily
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