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a b s t r a c t

Neven Sesardic has recently defended his arguments in favour of racial naturalismdthe view that race is
a valid biological categorydin response to my criticism of his work. While Sesardic claims that a strong
version of racial naturalism can survive critique, he has in fact weakened his position considerably. He
concedes that conventional racial taxonomy is arbitrary and he no longer identifies ‘races’ as human
subspecies. Sesardic now relies almost entirely on Theodosius Dobzhansky’s notion of race-as-
population. This weak approach to ‘race’daccording to which all genetic difference between pop-
ulations is ‘racial’ and ‘the races’ are simply the populations we choose to call racesdsurvived its early
critiques. As it is being mobilised to support racial naturalism once more, we need to continue the debate
about whether we should weaken the concept of race to mean ‘population’, or abandon it as a failed
biological category. I argue that Sesardic’s case for racial naturalism is only supported by his continued
mischaracterisation of anti-realism about biological race and his appeal to Dobzhansky’s authority.
Rather than deflating the meaning of ‘race’, it should be eliminated from our biological ontology.

� 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Sesardic has offered one of the most forceful arguments for
racial naturalismdthe view that race is a valid biological categor-
ydin recent times (Sesardic, 2010). Its force derives not from its
originality but rather from its synthesis of various lines of argument
and evidence, including the statistical critiques of Richard
Lewontin’s (1972) The Apportionment of Human Diversity (Edwards,
2003; Mitton, 1977), studies in forensic anthropology (Ousley,
Jantz, & Freid, 2009; Sauer, 1992) and recent work in population
genetics (Rosenberg et al., 2002). Nevertheless, Sesardic’s defence
of racial naturalism has attracted strong criticism. At least three
articles have been published responding exclusively to his 2010
Race: A social destruction of a biological concept (Hochman, 2013b;
Pigliucci, 2013; Taylor, 2011). Sesardic (2013) has replied to one of
these articles, my Racial discrimination: How not to do it (Hochman,
2013b). This paper continues the debate.

To contextualise Sesardic’s reply, note that philosophers of race
have recently argued that there is very little disagreement left
about the facts relevant to the reality of biological race, and that it is
unlikely that the debatewill be resolved by the revelations of future
science (Hochman, 2014; Kaplan & Winther, 2012, 2014; Mallon,
2006; Winther & Kaplan, 2013). “We already know the facts”,
claim Kenneth Weiss and Stephanie Fullerton in their Racing

Around, Getting Nowhere. “In that sense, the endless cycling could
stop, because we’re already there” (Weiss & Fullerton, 2005, p. 168).
If this is right it has important implications for the future of this
debate. If we are in agreement about the science we will need to
turn our attention to our actual points of disagreement, such as
semantic disputes about the meaning of ‘race’ and normative dis-
agreements about the value of racial classification.

Sesardic’s reply is significant because he argues that the debate
about the reality of race does turn on a substantive factual
disagreement between race naturalists and anti-realists about race
(let us set aside social constructionism about race for the purposes
of this paper).1 He believes that anti-realism entails the following
claim, which he labels “(1)”: “Classifying people into commonsense
races tells us absolutely nothing informative about biological
characteristics of these people” (Sesardic, 2013, p. 287). If this is
what anti-realism entails then this debate turns on an empirical
disagreement, suggesting that our efforts to resolve the race debate
should be focussed on determining whether or not (1) is true.

The main thrust of my critique of Sesardic’s (2010) defence of
racial naturalism was that he oscillated between two versions of
racial naturalism: one strong but not supported by the science; one
so weak that it does not contrast with anti-realism about race
(Hochman, 2013b). On the strong version of racial naturalism ‘race’
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1 For an excellent, even-handed discussion of social constructionism about race,
see Albert Atkin’s (2012) The Philosophy of Race.
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is a privileged, objective, scientific representation of human bio-
logical diversity, and there are a handful of geographically defined
races representing the major biological subdivisions within our
species. On the weak version ‘race’ is correlated with various bio-
logical traits, but racial classification is both superficial and arbi-
trary, and there may be thousands of groups we could potentially
call ‘races’. If Sesardic is right and anti-realism about race entails (1)
then there is a substantive empirical disagreement between anti-
realists and weak race naturalists, and I was mistaken to suggest
otherwise.

Sesardic responds by initially claiming that “the “strong” inter-
pretation of race is not undermined by Hochman’s arguments”
(Sesardic, 2013, p. 287). However, everything that follows in his
reply indicates that he has abandoned strong racial naturalism in
favour of the weak variety. If this is right, and I will provide textual
evidence that it is, we can ignore Sesardic’s claim that strong racial
naturalism is defensible and focus on his claim that weak racial
naturalism does indeed contrast with anti-realism about biological
race because anti-realism entails (1). Recall that (1) is the view that
how people are racialised is uncorrelated with any of their bio-
logical features (gene frequencies, skin colour, hair form, eye shape,
etc.). If anti-realism entails this radical claim then even a very weak
form of racial naturalismwill contrast with anti-realism about race.

We need to know what race naturalists and anti-realists are
committed to if we are to arbitrate between them. It will also be
useful to be clear about the status of the race concept in the sci-
ences. Sesardic is right to observe that there has been an “effort to
create the appearance of a scientific consensus through race-
denigrating proclamations of experts, statements of learned soci-
eties and popular science publications” (Sesardic, 2013, p. 288).
There has never been a strong consensus against racial naturalism,
which is still a common position among biologists and physical
anthropologists (Lieberman, Hampton, Littlefield, & Hallead, 1992;
Morning, 2011). This debate, as Sesardic recognises, is far from over.

Curiously, though, Sesardic adds to this illusory consensus by
claiming that the 1950 UNESCO Statement on Race was anti-realist,
which is false.2 The 1950 and 1951 UNESCO statements both sup-
ported racial naturalism. Yet they are commonly understood as
marking a turn to anti-realism about race, or even as promoting
anti-realism (Baker & Patterson,1994, p. 341; Barkan,1992; Skinner,
2006). This may be because the statements were anti-racist (and
racism was understood to be part and parcel of ‘race’) or because
the populationist definition of race that they promoted was, for
many, so deflated that it was no longer recognisably racial
(Hochman, 2015). “The second UNESCO statement on race denied
the validity of race as a biological category”, claim Baker and Pat-
terson, in error, “and focused instead on the concept of a popula-
tion” (Baker & Patterson, 1994, p. 3). Rather than claiming that the
population concept superseded the idea of ‘race’, the statements
actually claimed that ‘races’ are populations.

This is the position Sesardic now defends. He no longer argues
that there are human subspecies (see Sesardic, 2010). It is by
appealing to Dobzhansky’s (1944) definition of ‘races’ as genetically
identifiable populations that he defends his view. What Sesardic

does not seem to appreciate is that this definition was, and con-
tinues to be, controversial (Gannett, 2013; Livingstone, 1962;
Millstein, 2015; Reardon, 2005). He does not engage seriously
with one of my central argumentsdthat race-as-population trivi-
alises the concept of racedand falsely assumes that racial natu-
ralism has always been a trivial, and trivially true, position.

I show that Sesardic fails to identify a substantive factual dispute
between anti-realists and race naturalists (except on issues sur-
rounding hereditarianism). His case for racial naturalism is only
supported by his appeal to Dobzhansky’s authority and his
continued mischaracterisation of anti-realists about race. By taking
quotes out of context, Sesardic makes it appear that anti-realists
defend (1), which is not true. He also accuses anti-realists of
obscuring the truth for political reasons when they actually offer
defensible, empirically grounded arguments for their anti-realism
about race.

Sesardic has argued for racial naturalism on the basis of evi-
dence from population genetics and forensic anthropology. In the
following section I show that Sesardic continues to misunderstand
the forensic anthropological arguments presented against race as
supporting racial naturalism, and I attempt to explain these
persistent misinterpretations. In Section 3 I demonstrate that none
of the theorists Sesardic quotes and cites as endorsing (1)dthe
view that racial classification is uncorrelated with any biological
featuredactually defend this position. His disagreement is with a
straw-man of his own making. In Section 4 I argue that Sesardic
fails to defend the populationist definition of race againstmy earlier
criticisms. Section 5 deals with Sesardic’s attempt to connect racial
naturalism and hereditarianism. In Section 6 I draw the conclusion
that ‘race’ should not be deflated to mean ‘population’, it should be
rejected as a failed scientific theory.

2. Forensic anthropology and ‘race’

While 21st century genetic clustering studies breathed new life
into the biological race debate, Sesardic draws not only on genetic
but also on morphological evidence to support racial naturalism.
This section focuses on the morphological side of Sesardic’s
argument.

Both Massimo Pigliucci and I have pointed out that Sesardic
cited forensic anthropology articles arguing against the racial
classification of skulls as evidence for the racial classification of
skulls (Hochman, 2013b; Pigliucci, 2013). Sesardic writes that

forensic anthropologists are quite successful in correctly infer-
ring a person’s race from the skeletal characteristics of human
remains . This prompted one bewildered and exasperated
scientist to write an article with a provocative title: “If Races Do
Not Exist, Why Are Forensic Anthropologists So Good at Iden-
tifying Them?” (Sauer, 1992) (Sesardic, 2010, pp. 155e156).

However, Norman Sauer does not argue for racial naturalism in
the cited article. Rather, he shows howanti-realism about biological
race is consistent with the fact that forensic anthropologists are
able to sort skulls into conventional ‘racial’ categories. “It is main-
tained in this paper”, explains Sauer, “that the successful assign-
ment of race to a skeletal specimen is not a vindication of the race
concept, but rather a prediction that an individual, while alive was
assigned to a particular socially constructed ‘racial’ category”
(Sauer, 1992, p. 107). Sauer is not the “bewildered and exasperated”
race naturalist Sesardic paints him to be.

In response to my criticism of his misrepresentation of Sauer’s
work, Sesardic maintains that “the main thrust of Sauer’s antipathy
toward the concept of race does not come from his scientific
expertise but from rather irrelevant considerations that can be

2 Sesardic reads the Statement as claiming that “For all practical purposes ‘race’ is
not so much a biological phenomenon as a social myth” (Sesardic, 2013, p. 288).
However, this is not only a quotation out of context, but a misquotation. The
Statement actually claims that, “The biological fact of race and the myth of “race”
should be distinguished. For all practical social purposes “race” is not so much a
biological phenomenon as a social myth” (UNESCO., 1952, p. 101). There is a world
of difference between the misquotation and the actual text. The claim that race is an
illusion for all practical purposes would be anti-realist. The claim that race is bio-
logically real but does not explain social reality is simply a form of non-hereditarian
racial naturalism.
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