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ABSTRACT The race concept dominated the study of human biological variation for centuries. Prior to, and
especially after, the Second World War, a number of anthropologists questioned the scientific value of the concept,
initiating a debate over ‘the existence of human races. Research suggests that the debate has still not been resolved,
as significant differences exist among anthropologists from different countries and regions of the world. In some
places the concept of race seems to be falling out of favour (e.g., the USA and Western Europe), while in others it is
generally accepted (e.g., China and Eastern Europe). The reasons for these differences are many and complex. They
are of a scientific, ideological and professional nature. Furthermore, it would appear that chance, especialy in smaller
countries, plays a significant role in the attitudes of biological anthropologists towards the race concept.

INTRODUCTION

‘Race’, for centuries, wasthe core concept in
the study of human biological variation. At the
sametime, ‘race’ has been the subject of some of
the most intense debates in the history of
anthropology, if notin science generally. Various
aspectsof ‘race’ have been discussed: the number
of races, their origin, thevalue of thetypological
approach, possible racial superiority and many
others. Even the age of the concept has been
contested. Some argue that ‘race’ emerged
relatively recently, in the 17th century with the
rise of modern sciencein Europe, and wasdeeply
influenced by the socia-palitical context of the
time (e.g., Montagu, 1972; Fredrickson, 2001).
Others claim that the concept was elaborated
aready inAntiquity (e.g., Snowden, 1983; Sarich
and Miele, 2005).

Bethat asit may, the debate on race acquired
a new dimension in the mid-twentieth century
when anumber of anthropol ogistsand biologists
questioned the scientific value of therace concept
and its applicability to the study of human
variation. New approachesto the study of human
variation, such asthe clinal, which excluded the
notion of race, were proposed. A debate ensued
with a number of prominent scientists arguing
for and against the concept of race (e.g.,
Dobzhansky, 1962; Garn, 1962; Montagu, 1964).
Thisdebatewasparticularly forceful intheearly
1960s, shown by the number of articles published
in the journal Current Anthropology (e.g.,

Livingstone, 1962; Dobzhansky, 1962; Newman,
1963; Brace, 1964). It would appear that theresult
of thegreat race polemic, which hasincluded some
of the most influential anthropologists and
biologists, istill not clear. Although some authors
explicitly statethat the concept of raceisdead in
biological (physical) anthropology and that the
debate about its value is over (Weiss and
Fullerton, 2005), the empirical studies which
investigated the status of the race concept in
anthropology show that thisisnot the case. This
paper will provideabrief review of theseempirical
studies (to which will be added some previously
unpublished data) and will try to outlinethemain
reasons behind biological anthropologists’
attitudes towards ‘race’ and their current
disagreements on the value of the concept.

RACE CONCEPT IN DIFFERENT
COUNTRIESAND REGIONS

The first empirical research that tried to
establish the status of the race concept among
anthropol ogists appeared about thirty years ago
(Lieberman and Reynolds, 1978). It wasfollowed
by anumber of other studies, most of which were
authored by Leonard Lieberman and his
colleagues (anthropologists and sociol ogists)
from the Central Michigan University (CMU)
(e.q., Littlefiddetd., 1982; Liebermanetd., 1989;
Lieberman and Reynolds, 1996; Liebermanet al.,
2003). Two basic methodswereemployed inthese
studies: survey, through a questionnaire



74

distributed to working anthropol ogists (based on
thoselisted in aguide compiled by theAmerican
Anthropological Association), and literature
analysis (textbooks and research papers). These
studies were, however, confined to
anthropol ogistsworkingin the USA and Canada,
and textbooksand journalspublished inthe USA.
Research conducted by the CMU group, both
the analyses of textbook contents and the
surveys, suggested that among biological
anthropologists‘ race’ was becoming increasingly
rejected (Lieberman et al., 2003). Surveys
conducted in 1984 and 1999 demonstrated this
trend clearly. In both surveys, respondents were
asked whether they agreed with the following
statement “ There are biological races within the
species Homo sapiens.” Whileinthefirst survey
50% of biological anthropologists answered
‘ves', 41% ‘no’ and 10% were neutral, in the
second 24% answered ‘ yes', 69% answered ‘ no’
and 7% wereneutral (Lieberman and Kirk, 2002).

The other line of research conducted by
Cartmill (1998), however, seemed to contradict
Lieberman’s(2002: 102) suggestionthat therewas
“asignificant degree of change in the status of
the race concept”. Cartmill reviewed research
papers published in one of the most influential
publications in the field, the American Journal
of Physical Anthropology, for the period 1965-
1996. He endeavoured to establish whether
authors had used the race concept in theresearch
papers that focused on human variation. The
study suggested that, although there were
fluctuations from one year to the next, there was
no trend towards the abandoning of the race
concept. The author concluded that “the role
played by racial taxonomy in the study of modern
human variation has apparently changed little or
not at all over the course of the past 30 years. In
the 1990s, as in the 1960s, most researchers
studying human variation do not make use of the
concept of racein gathering and analyzing their
data; however, a consistently large minority
[40.5%] continue to do so... [N]either the
proponents nor the opponents of racial
classification have any good reason to think that
history isontheir side” (Cartmill, 1998: 655-656).

Morerecently, apolemic devel oped between
Cartmill and Lieberman (and their collaborators)
concerning the apparently conflicting results of
their studies (Cartmill and Brown, 2003; Lieberman
et al., 2003). Although both authors noted
possible biasesin their adversaries’ approaches,
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they agreed that differences in results may be
dueto thefact that they had focused on “ different
but overlapping populations” (Lieberman et al.,
2003: 112). While Lieberman and collaboratorshad
looked at the members of the American
Anthropological Association (biological
anthropologists irrespective of their field of
research interest, including those who might not
be active in research) Cartmill had looked at the
biological anthropologists interested in human
variation. Moreimportantly, asubstantial number
of non-American anthropol ogists have published
in the American Journal of Physical Anthro-
pology. Thus, there was a distinct possibility that
“the authors outside the United States are
responsible for keeping the race concept aivein
thepagesof AJPA” (Cartmill and Brown, 2003: 115).
It was, therefore, imperative to conduct similar
surveysin other parts of the world.

If some early pilot studies using rather small
sample sizes (Fuentes, 2000; Strkalj, 2000a) are
omitted it can be said that the first survey of
anthropologists’ attitudes towards the concept
of race outside North Americawas conducted in
Poland. Inasurvey of biological anthropologists
(attendees of the annual meeting of the Polish
Anthropological Society) respondents were
asked, among other questions, whether they
agree with the following statement “ There are
biological races (meaning subspecies) withinthe
speciesHomo sapiens’ (Kaszyckaand Strzalko,
2002). The same question was used in similar
American surveys as mentioned above, except
that in this case the meaning of the term ‘race’
was specified. The results showed that 31% of
respondents at the Polish meeting answered
‘yes, 62% ‘no’, and 7% were neutral. It was
hypothesised that the high number of ‘yes
answers were due to the fact that race was
identified with subspecies (Kaszyckaand Strkalj,
2002). Inafollow up study conducted on the same
population the same question was used. This
time, however, the meaning of theterm ‘race’ was
not specified but interpreted in any of itspossible
meanings. Theresults(75% ‘yes', 25%'no’) were
significantly different (Kaszycka and Strzalko,
2003), corroborating theconclusion that in Poland
“biological anthropologists have increasingly
become inclined to abandon the concept of
subspecies among living humans, while the
concept of race by some other definition might
still be accepted” (Kaszycka and Strkalj, 2002:
334).
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Another relevant survey was conducted in
China (Wang et al., 2002, 2003). This study
followed Cartmill’s approach and examined
research papers published in China's leading
journal in the field of biological anthropology,
Acta Anthropologica Snica (from 1982, when
thejournal wasestablished, to 2002). It wasfound
that all 324 papers dealing with human variation
utilised the concept of race. This led to the
conclusion that in Chinese biological
anthropol ogy the concept of raceisdeeply rooted
(Wanget d., 2002, 2003).

Finally, a survey was completed on a large
sample of European anthropol ogists. They were
asked anumber of questionsincluding, asbefore,
whether the scholars agreed with the statement
ontheexistence of biological racesamong human
species. The question was subdivided into one
that identified the term race with subspecies and
another that accepted ‘race’ broadly, by any of
its possible meanings. The final results have not
yet been published but preliminary analysis
suggests one noteworthy pattern. It would
appear that there is a significant difference
between biological anthropol ogistsfrom Western
and Eastern Europe (ex-Soviet bloc). Generally,
the mgjority of anthropol ogistsreject the concept
of racein theformer, whilethe majority accept it
inthelatter (cf. Kaszyckaet a., 2003; Lieberman
eta., 2004)

DISCUSSION

It would appear that two conclusions strongly
emerge from research on the status of the race
concept in biological anthropology: thereis still
no consensus on the race concept and there are
significant national/regional differences in
anthropologists' attitudes towards ‘race’. The
reasonsfor these differences are manifold and of
both a scientific and external nature. Indeed,
complex scientific issues, such as those
surrounding the concept of race, can be
understood only if one looks at a variety of
influencing factors.

Perhaps the first issue to bear in mind when
analysing the status of the race concept_is the
complexity of human biological variation (Strkalj,
2006). Humans are aglobally dispersed species,
numbering morethan 6 billionindividuas, witha
complex evolutionary history mediated by culture.
Itisno surprise, therefore, that there are, among
working scientists, marked differences in
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approaches, including that on the usefulness of
the race concept. The complexity of biological
reality therefore seems to induce differing
positions on it. A similar phenomenon is noted
by Eldredge (1993) concerning problems
surrounding the concept of species. He noted
that “biologists of varying perspectives indeed
‘see’ different sorts of species in biotic nature
(and, epistemologically, even in the same data
set) but do so, at least in part, not out of slavish
adherenceto a particular theoretical perspective
but because biotic nature is indeed ‘ packaged’
into discrete or quasi-discrete entities of different
sorts” Eldredge (1993: 4).

Another possible reason behind the current
differences concerning the race concept is the
uncertainty about the meaning of theterm ‘race’
(cf. Templeton, 1998; Strzalko, 2000b; Pearson,
2002; Kaszyckaand Strzalko, 2003). Indeed, it has
been argued several times in the history of
anthropology that terminological change might
significantly reduce misunderstandings concern-
ing human variation (e.g. Huxley and Haddon,
1936; Montagu, 1951, 1964; Garn and Coon, 1955;
Strkalj, 2000b; Thompson, 2006). Thetwo Polish
studies discussed above clearly show how
attitudestowards ‘race’ change dramatically with
changesin the definition of the term.

It should also be added that biological
anthropology isarelatively new discipline (Strkdj,
2000c) and that it is to be expected that future
theoretical insightsand developmentsin empirical
research might contribute towards a better
understanding of human variation, infraspecific
classifications and the race concept.

The status of the race concept cannot be
comprehended fully if the broader social context
is not taken into account. Historians and
sociologists of science have shown how social
factorsinfluence science, the only question being
how powerful thisinfluenceis. Many anthropo-
logistsinvolved in the study of human variation
also emphasised the importance of these factors
intheir field of study. For example, in histextbook
on human biodiversity, Marks (1995: 2) argues
that “scientists’ ideas are formed partly through
what we liketo imagineisthe objective analysis
of data; but also, like the ideas of anyone else,
formed partly by their cultural upbringing and
lifeexperiences.” This, heargues, isparticularly
important to acknowledge in disciplinesthat are
involved in the study of human beings, such as
anthropology. Following Lieberman (2001: 74),
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however, the author of the present paper does
not take “the extreme deconstructionist view that
scientific knowledge about socially sensitive
subjects changes with changing social and
cultural conditions and therefore can allow us
only very limited glimpses into the redlities of
nature’, preserving the belief “that knowledge
can represent nature with increasingly greater
accuracy when we are aware of our
methodological errors, our accumulated
knowledge, and the influence of our socia and
historical context.”

Simplified somewhat, it could be stated that
‘race’ plays different roles and fulfils diverse
expectations in different societies. Two multi-
ethnic countries, the USA and China provide
good examples. The USA isacountry withalong
history of racia problems. Historically ‘racial
science’ inAmerica, from Samuel George Morton
to Carleton Stevens Coon, was often racist in
nature and even contributed towards the
implementation of segregationist policies (e.g.,
Barkan, 1992; Marks, 1995; Gossett, 1997;
Jackson, 2001). In the words of Baker and
Patterson (1994: 1) “the ideology of race has
played asignificant role in the development and
professionalization of anthropology inthe United
States’. Although American society endured
radical changes through the process of
desegregation, the consequences of itsracist past
are still felt. ‘Race’ istherefore avery sensitive
and poalitically charged issue. Conseguently, even
belief in the existence of human races is often
seen, especialy inliberal academiccircles(Sarich
and Miele, 2005), as a potentia contributor to
social disturbance. In China, on the other hand,
race seems to be a factor for social cohesion. A
strong message that emanates from the research
on human variation isthat the ethnically diverse
populations of Chinaare unified by belonging to
the same Mongoloid race (Wang et al., 2002,
2003). This seems to have been a leitmotif in
studies of human variation in China throughout
history and thisracial identity isoften traced back
into the evolutionary past to the Chinese Homo
erectus (Dikotter, 1992; Wang, 2002, 2003;
Liebermaneta., 2004). Simplifying mattersagain,
it may be stated that the racial approach isnot a
politically correct one in the USA.
Anthropol ogists might therefore not feel at ease
(to say the least) should they employ this
approach, asthey might be branded asracists. In
stark contrast the racial approach is politically
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correct in China and scientists seem to be
‘encouraged’ to use the concept both in public
and scientific discourse (Wang, 2003). Social
context, therefore, plays a significant role in
anthropologists attitudes towards ‘race’ and in
the significant differences between the scientists
from these two countries.

Professional factors, too, seem to play an
important role in scientists' racial attitudes.
Historically, the non-racial approach towardsthe
study of human variationisaWestern (primarily
American) phenomenon. It was conceived in the
works of authors such asAshley Montagu, Frank
Livingstoneand C. Loring Brace (e.g., Montagu,
1964). It would appear that these ideas did not,
for various reasons (political, social, linguistic),
permeate equally well and equally fast through
all scientific communities. Relativeisolation from
the West might be the reason why the race
concept has received better acceptance among
anthropol ogists from Eastern Europe and China
than among those from Western Europe and
North America.

Finaly, theroleof “thevagariesof chance”, in
thewords of science historian John Waller (2002:
8), in the scientific enterprise should not be
forgotten. This factor might have played an
important rolein anthropologists' racial attitudes.
Very few or even oneworking scientist, for example,
may influence generations of students and junior
collaborators. A single or small group of
anthropol ogists who have been aleading forcein
a particular scientific community may overly
influence that community if itissmall. Indeed, it
has been established in the Polish survey that in
certain institutions the outlook of the majority of
the members was formulated according to the
views of the leading figure in that particular
institution (Kaszycka and Strkalj, 2002). It is
possible that this might happen across a whole
country, if small enough. Aspreviously mentioned,
the majority of anthropologists in Eastern
European countries accept the race concept.
However, one exception is Croatia. Because
anthropological research is often expensive and
inonly rare cases produces economically feasible
results, most of the research in small countriesis
carried out in a few ingtitutions. In Croatia the
majority of anthropologists work in one centre —
the Ingtitute for Anthropological Research. The
Institute’s leading researchers in biological
anthropology have had research experience at
institutions in the developed English-speaking
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countries(Rudan et al., 2002). Therefore, itisvery
likely that these researchers were exposed to and
possibly accepted the non-racial approach and that
their ideas were passed on to other members of
staff of the Ingtitute. In larger countries such as
Russia or Poland, the influence of one group of
researchers would probably not have been felt so
strongly.

Research shows that there is as yet no
consensus on the status of the concept among
biological anthropologists. It also suggests that
the reasons (which we are only beginning to
understand morefully) for differencesin biological
anthropologists' attitudes towards race are to be
sought in a variety of scientific, social and
professional factors as well as “the vagaries of
chance”. It is hoped that future research,
especially empirical studies on the concept and
its status (including surveys of previously
unanalysed literature and scientific communities),
might yet provide further insights into this
complex and elusive subject.
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