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ABSTRACT: This article challenges the orthodox view that there 
is and can be no scientifically valid concept of race applicable to 
human beings by presenting a candidate scientific concept of bio-
logical race. The populationist concept of race (PRC) specifies that 
a “race” is a subdivision of Homo sapiens—a group of populations 
that exhibits a distinctive pattern of genetically transmitted phe-
notypic characters and that belongs to an endogamous biological 
lineage initiated by a geographically separated and reproductively 
isolated founding population. The viability of the PRC is shown by 
demonstrating its capacity to withstand a wide range of objections. 
A common theme is that the objections turn on misconceptions of 
the idea of a scientific concept of race. The final section argues that 
the PRC will not foster racism.

I. INTRODUCTION

I wish to challenge the orthodox view that there is and can be no scientifically valid 
concept of race applicable to human beings. To this end, I shall present a candidate 
scientific concept of biological race.1 One motivation for its introduction is to explain 
what can be called the minimalist phenomenon of biological race: the fact that human 
beings exhibit morphological differences—differences of skin color, body type, head 
shape, eye form, and the like—statistically associated with differences of geographi-
cal ancestry. To conceive of this phenomenon in the minimalist way, it is essential to 
refrain from supposing that groups exemplifying geographically based morphological 
differences differ in humanly important characteristics such as intelligence and behav-
ior, forbear supposing that all the members of a race necessarily share a set of intrinsic 
properties peculiar to that race, and avoid any evaluative ascriptions. I call this the 
minimalist phenomenon of biological race because its components—differences of 
morphological features, differences of geographical ancestry, and the correlation of 
these differences—count intuitively as “racial” and because groups characterized by 
these features count intuitively as “races.”
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Now the label ‘minimalist biological phenomenon of race’ might be thought 
tendentious. But there is widespread agreement that the phenomenon I am calling 
by this name exists—even among those who deny the existence of human biologi-
cal races. Thus, for example, the geneticist Richard Lewontin, who denies that 
biological races exist, allows that “[p]eoples who have occupied major geographic 
areas for much of the recent past look different from one another. Sub-Saharan 
Africans have dark skin and people who live in East Asia tend to have a light tan 
skin and an eye color and eye shape and hair that is different from Europeans.”2 The 
philosopher K. Anthony Appiah, another anti-realist about biological race, grants 
that a possible biological referent of the word ‘race’ consists of “groups defined 
by skin color, hair, and gross morphology, corresponding to the dominant pattern 
for these characteristics in the major subcontinental regions: Europe, Africa, East 
and South Asia, Australasia, the Americas, and perhaps the Pacific Islands.3 The 
race anti-realist anthropologist C. Loring Brace concedes “[i]t is perfectly true 
that long term residents of various parts of the world have patterns of features 
that we can identify as characteristic of the areas from which they come.”4 No 
one doubts the existence of groups that appear to be races. The expression ‘mini-
malist phenomenon of biological race’ can be thought of as a name designating  
this appearance.

To say that the minimalist phenomenon of biological race exists is not to 
prejudice the question whether race is real from a biological point of view; for this 
assertion is compatible with denying that there is a scientific kind race. The question 
whether race is real from a biological point of view is the question whether there 
is a natural kind race that explains the minimalist phenomenon of biological race. 
On the face of things at least, it is possible that there is no such kind.

In characterizing the race concept to be introduced as a candidate scientific 
concept of race I refrain from asserting that it is a valid scientific concept or that 
there is a biological (or natural) kind race. I shall not provide the empirical evidence 
required to establish the validity of the concept or the existence of the corresponding 
kind, but shall restrict myself instead to the modest task of introducing the concept, 
defending it against certain objections and indicating its plausibility. I want to show 
the idea that there is a biological kind race picked out by the candidate scientific 
concept of race to be an hypothesis worth exploring.

In section II I introduce my preferred candidate scientific race concept. I defend 
it against a series of objections in section III. In fourth and final section I consider 
whether the concept will foster racism.

II. THE POPULATIONIST CONCEPT OF RACE

The concept of race piggybacks on the concept of species. The race concept is (at 
least roughly) the concept of a subspecies.5 Scientific concepts of race find their 
proper model in scientific concepts of species. Now the choice of any species con-
cept will inevitably be contentious, since there are a variety of species concepts on 
offer and the definition of the species concept remains in dispute. I have chosen to 
opt for Ernst Mayr’s celebrated “biological species concept” (BSC)6 because of its 
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familiarity, centrality, and wide acceptance—and because of the light it sheds on 
the specifically biological character of biological race as I conceive of it.7

I shall call the candidate scientific race concept I wish to develop the “popu-
lationist race concept” (PRC).8 According to it

a “race” is a subdivision of Homo sapiens—a group of populations that exhibits 
a distinctive pattern of genetically transmitted phenotypic characters and that 
belongs to an endogamous biological lineage initiated by a geographically 
separated and reproductively isolated founding population.9

The concept I am calling the PRC is a refinement of Phillip Kitcher’s biological 
concept of race that is similar in some respects to Robin Andreasen’s cladistic 
race concept.10

The PRC is perhaps best explicated by comparison with Mayr’s biological 
species concept. According to the latter “[s]pecies are groups of actually or poten-
tially interbreeding populations which are reproductively isolated from other such 
groups.”11 The PRC and BSC are both framed in terms of the scientific concept of 
a population. Mayr defines a (local) population as “the community of potentially 
interbreeding individuals at a given locality.”12 A PRC race is a subpopulation of 
the species Homo sapiens.

The PRC and BSC both instantiate the general biological attitude Mayr entitled 
“population thinking.”13 He (and Elliot Sober, whose discussion I follow)14 drew 
a contrast, familiar to philosophers of science, between this attitude and the older 
outlook the evolutionary biologist called “typological thinking.” As introduced by 
Mayr (and Theodosius Dobzhansky) population thinking was understood to apply 
to both species and races but their primary focus was on the concept of species. 
The extension of population thinking to race was never worked out in a sufficiently 
systematic and detailed way and consequently never had the impact that it ought 
to have had. It deserves closer examination.

The contrast between the BSC and the PRC can be developed by starting 
with the familiar idea that typological thinking takes biological species to have 
necessary and sufficient conditions, holding that for every species there is a set 
of intrinsic properties common and peculiar to each species member that makes 
the species the species it is and explains why members of the species are as they 
are.15 These properties constitute a typological species’ biological essence. The 
typological interpretation of race takes races and their biological essences in a 
parallel way.

The typological race concept can be aptly likened to the concept of astrol-
ogy.16 Astrology says the visible arrangement of stars and planets at the time of 
your birth determines your personality and fate in life. Typology says your moral 
and intellectual characteristics are biologically determined by your race. Astrology 
purports to explain the (alleged) correlation between the arrangement of stars at 
birth and fate by reference to (confabulated) astrological laws. Typology purports 
to explain the (alleged) correlation between skin color and intelligence by refer-
ence to a (confabulated) racial essence. But the populationist race concept cannot 
be aptly likened to the concept of astrology. Not being typological, it is not an 
analogue of astrology.
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Population thinking rejects the variety of essentialism that holds that every spe-
cies member must share an intrinsic property—genotypic or phenotypic—common 
and peculiar to that species.17 It denies the corresponding thesis about race. A person 
properly classified as Caucasian (assuming Caucasian is a racial category of a valid 
scientific classification of race) might in principle have none of the phenotypic or 
genotypic traits thought to be specific to Caucasians.18 Populationists recognize 
that members of a given PRC race are likely to exhibit genetic traits distributed 
with a high frequency in that race, but hold there is no biological guarantee that 
such an individual will have any traits characteristic of the PRC race to which she 
belongs. An allele need not be “fixed in the population” to count as racial. Should 
it turn out that all and only the members of a PRC race share a particular trait, this 
would be nothing more than a biologically accidental fact.

Population thinking maintains that there is no single ideal way in which 
genotypes are expressed in phenotypes. All relations between environment and 
phenotype are equally “natural.”19 No phenotype is privileged. Consequently there 
is no phenotypic property that could play the role of species essence. The same 
point carries over to the concept of race.

Population thinking might be said to be anti-essentialist in that it removes the 
explanatory need for positing common intrinsic property essences for species.20 
Coupled with considerations of parsimony, this last point provides a reason for hold-
ing that races (and species) lack common intrinsic property biological essences.21

Population thinking involves a profound shift from conceiving of species as 
kinds of individuals to kinds of populations. The ontological status of races under-
goes a parallel shift. Population thinking effects this transformation by providing 
a way of conceiving of species and races that does not depend upon the possibility 
of providing “constituent definitions,” definitions in terms of the characteristics of 
the individual organisms that constitute the race or species.22

Population thinking’s focus on populations makes it holistic. The visibly 
distinctive patterns of phenotypic characteristics associated with PRC races are 
best understood as group properties—properties of the population considered as 
a whole. These properties are best identified by looking at populations as groups 
and focusing on the portions of populations that are found a maximal geographical 
distance from adjacent groups.

If uniformity is the hallmark of typological thinking, the hallmark of popu-
lationist thinking is variety. Typologists hold that each “normal” representative 
of the species is the same in virtue of sharing the essential characteristics of that 
species. Ditto for race. Variation represents a deviation from the norm that must 
be explained by reference to the intervention of interfering forces.23 Populationists 
take variation to be the norm. They hold that every individual is different and hence 
unique. PRC races are essentially diverse.

This brings us to a point at once crucial and easily misunderstood. A BSC 
species is defined, not by the intrinsic properties its members necessarily share, 
but by a biological relation in which BSC species stand to one another.24 Mutatis 
mutandis, a PRC race.25 The defining biological relation for both categories is 
reproductive isolation, broadly understood.
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‘Broadly’ should be underscored. The term ‘reproductive isolation’ as applied 
to race is construed in a non-standard way that contravenes Mayr’s influential 
restriction of the term’s reference to the sort of reproductive isolation exhibited 
by species.26 Mayr expressly excludes geographical barriers (e.g., the walls of 
Alcatraz and San Francisco Bay)27 from the extension of ‘isolating mechanism’ 
(the structures that account for reproductive isolation), limiting that term’s proper 
application to “biological properties of individuals.”28 But Dobzhansky, who first 
introduced the term, explicitly counts geographical barriers as proper instances 
of isolating mechanisms.29 Our broad use of ‘reproductive isolation’ thus accords 
with the original sense of the term. I recognize that readers accustomed to the  
accepted use of ‘reproductive isolation’ and ‘isolating mechanism’ may recoil at 
my use of these terms; I ask them for the patience required to come to appreciate 
the motivation for this non-standard use.

We can profitably regard the notion of reproductive isolation found in the PRC 
and the notion of reproductive isolation found in races as species of a generic no-
tion of reproductive isolation. This makes it possible to say that the PRC and BSC 
are both defined in terms of this broader notion, which in turn makes it possible to 
identify possession of the property it picks out as the most important feature that 
species and races have in common. PRC races and BSC species are alike in being 
reproductively isolated populations. They differ in the specific kinds of reproductive 
isolation they exhibit. This is perhaps the most important contrast between them. 
One advantage of the PRC is that it provides a principled way of distinguishing 
race from species.

On Mayr’s view, the prototypical mechanisms of isolation separating species 
can be regarded as “internal.”30 They consist, ideally, of biological traits intrinsic to 
the organism. It is owing to features of their individual biology (e.g., hybrid sterility, 
incompatibility of genitalia) that members of different species generally fail to inter-
breed. The prototypical isolating mechanisms associated with races, on the other 
hand, can be regarded as “external.” It is owing to features of geography (oceans, 
mountains, deserts) that prevent—or hinder—physical contact that members of the 
groups that became PRC races originally ceased to interbreed.31 The social factors 
that became the primary isolating mechanisms separating racial groups after the 
development of oceangoing transport can be regarded as “external” too.32

It might be thought that, for a concept to be genuinely biological, all of its 
semantic components must be biological so that reference to external isolating 
mechanisms such as mountains, oceans, and deserts would undermine the PRC’s 
claim to be genuinely biological. But this idea shipwrecks against two fundamen-
tal points. The first is that the biological realm isn’t supposed to be “closed under 
explanation,” so we should not be surprised to find biological concepts containing 
extra-biological semantic components. Note that the extra-biological components 
may be features of the social environment. So the fact that PRC races can be main-
tained by isolating mechanisms that are social does not undercut the concept’s claim 
to be biological. The second point is the idea of organisms as ecological entities 
precludes the exclusion of non-biological environmental factors from the content 
of biological concepts.
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It is a commonplace that races do not exhibit reproductive isolation of any 
kind. This, however, is an error—one that results from the failure to distinguish the 
sense of ‘reproductive isolation’ peculiar to race.33 The error contains at least one 
significant truth, viz., that the race concept is not defined in terms of the kind of 
reproductive isolation characteristic of species. But it obscures the crucial fact that 
races exhibit the kind of reproductive isolation characteristic of races—external 
isolation resulting from geographic boundaries—rather than the kind of reproduc-
tive isolation characteristic of species.

It must be admitted that the distinction between the isolating mechanisms 
characteristic of race and the isolating mechanisms characteristic of species as it is 
actually found in nature is less than sharp. This suggests the possibility of cases in 
which the taxonomic status of a given population (species or race?) will be indeter-
minate. This indeterminacy, another indicator of the idealized character of Mayr’s 
race/species distinction, should not lead us to conclude that there is no objective 
difference between race and species. Twilight does not invalidate the objectivity 
of the distinction between day and night.34 Races are not species.

Our choice of the BSC as the model for our candidate scientific concept of race 
has the advantage of making it possible to see that PRC races, like BSC species, are 
biological, where this means something like “genuinely biological” or “biological 
in the biologist’s sense of the term.” BSC species count as “biological” for Mayr 
because inter alia they are defined in terms of the biological relation of reproductive 
isolation—and ultimately: sexual reproduction.35 Because PRC races are defined 
inter alia in terms of (their own distinctive form of) reproductive isolation, they 
are properly counted as biological too—even if, owing to the PRC’s inclusion of 
a morphological component, the boundaries distinguishing them are messier than 
the boundaries distinguishing BSC species.36 It would be odd to say that the PRC’s 
inclusion of a morphological component rendered it unbiological. Now given the 
difference between the characterization of the PRC races and BSC species, it is 
only to be expected that races will be less well-defined than species. They are “by 
nature” less well-defined. Consequently the relative indeterminacy of PRC races 
should not be counted against their reality.37

Kitcher’s biological race concept is framed in terms of a concept of repro-
ductive isolation too. I owe the idea of construing race in terms of this relation to 
him. But Kitcher extends Mayr’s idea that isolating mechanisms are internal in the 
case of species to hold that they are internal in the case of races. In his view the 
“internality” of the isolating mechanism in race is what puts reproductive isolation 
in race on a par with reproductive isolation in species. He, however, stretches the 
idea of internality in counting the culturally based psychological propensity not 
to mate with persons of another race as internal.38 Mayr’s idea was that isolating 
mechanisms had to be internal in the sense of being rooted in the genes of the  
individual organism.

Kitcher follows Dobzhansky in holding that human races are “species in statu 
nascendi.”39 The idea that human races are nature’s way of making new species 
seems especially problematic. There is no good retrospective reason to think that 
the human populations ever underwent the sort of reproductive isolation that would 
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have put them on their way to speciation. The rapid breakdown of geographical 
separation after 1492 and the subsequent increase in gene flow provide positive 
reasons for doubting that races were headed toward of speciation. Biological racia-
tion in Homo sapiens is perhaps better thought of as nature’s way of allowing one 
and the same species to survive and flourish in climatically different geographic 
areas while retaining its identity as a single species. Seeing that biological racia-
tion serves this biological function provides a biological motivation for regarding 
race as real.

General observation. A noteworthy feature of the BSC is that it does not 
itself specify a particular species classification. Correspondingly, the PRC does 
not specify a particular racial classification.40 The PRC’s job is to account for the 
general fact of the differentiation of the human species into populations whose 
morphological differences reflect differences of geographic ancestry. It constitutes 
a scientific framework within which various competing classifications of race can 
be articulated. The task of articulating a scientific concept of race is prior to and 
independent of, the task of producing a scientific classification of races. If the PRC 
applies to Homo sapiens, this fact entails that the species is divided into different 
racial groups. But this would not entail that all the divisions are sharp, still less 
that there is One True Racial Classification. The failure to recognize the division 
of labor between a scientific concept and a scientific classification of race is a 
persistent source of misunderstanding.41

As for scientific racial classifications, there is no a priori guarantee that a “good” 
classification will conform closely to the classifications of common sense.42 Since 
scientific classifications of species diverge from commonsense classifications of 
species in various respects, divergence between scientific and commonsense clas-
sifications of races is to be expected. Moreover the well-known inconsistencies 
found within and among commonsense racial classifications all but guarantee that 
any consistent scientific racial classification will conflict with some commonsense 
racial classification. On the other hand, if we hypothesize that phenomenon to 
which the PRC and the logical core of the ordinary concept of race apply are the 
same, there is antecedent reason to expect some fair measure of overlap between 
scientific and ordinary racial classifications.43

Let us turn now to differences between the PRC and the BSC. One is that 
the PRC definition makes reference to morphology and the definition of the BSC 
does not. The inclusion of a morphological component in the PRC is not arbitrary. 
Morphology is a central feature of the minimalist biological phenomenon of race. 
Consequently, reference to these patterns is required by the very nature of the 
phenomenon that constrained populationism is introduced to explain. Patterns of 
phenotypic differences constitute an essential element of any adequate candidate 
scientific race concept. So to be counted as a race, a population must (as a matter 
of definition) exhibit a distinctive (characteristic) phenotypic pattern (e.g., skin 
color, head shape and hair form). Note that the characters that constitute these 
patterns need not be visible. The PRC can count differences in earwax or Rh as 
racial. PRC races retain their identity as races across generations only so long as 
their pattern of phenotypic characters remains distinctive.44 Two phenotypically 
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identical subpopulations of the species that belonged to reproductively isolated 
lineages originating in different geographical locations would count as distinct 
races. In this respect reproductive isolation trumps morphology in race. But despite 
the fact that the PRC’s definition contains a morphological component, it cannot 
be classified as a purely morphological race concept, since reproductive isolation 
is no less central to it than morphology.

The PRC is genetic in the sense that a member of an endogamous biological 
lineage has elevated probabilities of possessing the alleles that were present in the 
founders of the lineage.45 The PRC’s definition stipulates that the characteristics 
constituting a race’s distinctive patterns are genetically transmitted. Each race has 
its own changeable, blurry, and contingent “genetic identity” constituted by the de 
facto statistical distribution of alleles across its members. The genetic transmission 
requirement entails that non-biological traits such as accents do not count as racial. 
The requirement is motivated by the wish to guarantee that genuinely racial traits 
will be biological.

PRC race, however, is not genetic in the sense in which sex is sometimes said 
to be. There is no “race gene,” possession of which makes one an R—no gene that 
determines racial identity in a manner analogous to that in which the Y chromo-
some is said to determine male sexual identity.46 Dupré provides reasons for think-
ing that the very idea of a race gene is incoherent.47 The recurrent demand for a 
“genetic basis” (where this is understood as the demand for a race gene) or for a 
“genetic definition” of race as a condition of a race concept’s scientific legitimacy 
is fundamentally misguided.

Population thinking rejects the notion that that the identities of populations 
(species or races) are fixed by the possession of certain genes. Just as it holds that 
no specific degree of genetic difference is required for two BSC species to be 
counted as distinct, so too it holds that no specific degree of genetic differentia-
tion is required for two PRC races to be counted as distinct. In this specific respect 
neither concept is genetic.

One consequence of this point is that the observed lack of genetic differentiation 
among human populations in no way compromises their candidacy for racehood.48 
The common argument that the genetic flow between geographically separated 
human populations before 1492 was too great for the populations to have become 
separate races can be met by observing that the high rate of interbreeding between 
human populations does not constitute evidence against the idea that there have 
been endogamous biological lineages since the degree of endogamy required by 
PRC is limited to that which is necessary to maintain the distinctive patterns of 
phenotypic characters exhibited by the races—a degree that is compatible with 
a high level of gene flow.49 The biological identity of PRC races is fixed, not by 
the possession of certain genes but by (a) reproductive isolation of their founding 
population, (b) differences in their geographic origin, and (c) differences in their 
distinctive patterns of visible physical features.

Another difference between the concepts. The PRC is historical. The BSC is 
not. A race is defined as a lineage (specifically a founder population and its descen-
dants) extended through time. I follow Kevin de Querioz in defining a lineage “as 
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a series of entities forming a single line of direct ancestry and descent.”50 Because 
the BSC contains no temporal dimension, Mayr calls it “non-dimensional.” It is 
designed to apply specifically (and only) to populations living in the same locality 
and at the same time.51 BSC species—the taxa—do, of course, have histories, as 
do the taxa of the concept named by the PRC.

The PRC counts as a candidate scientific concept because it is (a) formulated 
in the vocabulary of science, (b) framed in terms of a going scientific theory (the 
neo-Darwinian synthesis), (c) consistent with principles and findings of contem-
porary biology, and (d) purports to pick out a natural kind. Points (a) and (b) were 
established in this section. Points (c) and (d) will be established in section III.

Prior to the development of population thinking, one might have been forgiven 
for assuming that the typological concept of species was the only possible kind of 
species concept. But the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species and subsequent 
development of the Neo-Darwinian Synthesis brought forth the conceptual resources 
needed for the construction of a non-essentialist scientific species concept.52 General 
acceptance of population thinking made the idea that a scientific concept of spe-
cies must be construed typologically untenable. Our elaboration of the extension 
of population thinking to race makes the idea that a scientific concept of race must 
be construed typologically (an assumption which continues to haunt much of the 
literature) equally untenable.

III. OBJECTIONS

This section makes a case for the viability of the PRC (and the general idea of a 
scientific concept of race) by demonstrating the PRC’s capacity to withstand a wide 
range of criticisms. We will consider: (i) an objection to the PRC’s claim to be a 
genuine race concept, (ii) objections to using the concept of population to specify 
a race concept, (iii) objections pertaining to the role pragmatic factors play in the 
articulation of racial classifications, (iv) objections based on the short duration of 
races and the brevity of the period of geographic separation between them, (v) 
objections having to do with the heterogeneity of races, the indeterminacy of their 
cardinality, and the plurality of possible racial classifications, (vi) the objection 
that race is an artifact, and (vii) objections to the PRC race’s claim to pick out a 
natural kind. One theme common to most of these objections is that they turn on 
misconceptions of the idea of a scientific concept of race.

1. The first objection is one of the subtlest and strongest weapons in the arsenal 
of critics of the idea of a scientific concept of race. It tries to stop the construction 
of any non-typological race concept before it starts. It says the PRC is not really 
a race concept because it jettisons the necessary correlation between skin color 
and humanly important traits.53 This objection will require extensive discussion.

Before we begin, we need to feel the force of the objection. If someone 
proposed to save the concept of astrology by cutting the link between the visible 
arrangement of stars at time of birth and the determination of personality and 
fate, the natural, plausible, and correct response would be that this defense aban-
dons the very concept it tries to save. Critics of the idea of the construction of a  
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scientific concept of race claim that the attempt to defend the possibility of a 
scientific concept of race by severing the link between race and essence likewise 
abandons the very concept it tries to save.

The proper reply is that this objection assumes that that the ordinary concept 
of race is essentially essentialist (in the common intrinsic property sense) and that 
this assumption is false. To see that this is so, it is necessary to obtain a proper 
understanding of the ordinary concept of race. This in turn requires the invocation 
of the familiar philosophical distinction between concept and conception.54

The ordinary concept of race is an abstract general notion.55 The concept of 
X provides the most basic possible characterization of X. A conception provides a 
particular way of articulating a concept. What is referred to here as ‘the ordinary 
conception of race’ is a particular articulation of the ordinary concept of race—one 
that corresponds to the standard understanding of the “man-on-the-street’s”56 un-
derstanding of race or “race as commonly understood.”57 Like any other concept, 
the ordinary concept of race can be can be articulated in different ways by different 
conceptions.

Now the ordinary conception of race, understood as the man-in-the-street’s 
conception, is essentially essentialist in the common intrinsic property sense. It 
holds that there is a necessary correlation between skin color and such traits as 
intelligence and moral character, that there are (common intrinsic property) racial 
essences and that races are correctly viewed as hierarchically ranked. The widely 
held, but mistaken belief, that the ordinary concept of race is essentially essentialist, 
in the common intrinsic property sense, results from the conjunction of a correct 
apprehension of the content of the ordinary conception of race and a confusion of 
this content with that of the ordinary concept of race.

The claim that the ordinary concept of race is not essentially essentialist 
rests in part on the observation that speakers can recognize upon reflection that 
the ordinary term ‘race’ can be correctly used without the (racialist) meaning as-
signed to it by the ordinary conception of race. The reader is invited to confirm 
(or disconfirm) this claim by reflecting on examples in which the idea of “race” is 
invoked without any suggestion that race is essentialist. The idea that there can be 
races that lack common intrinsic property essences may contradict the ordinary 
conception of race, but it is one ordinary users of the word ‘race’ can find intelligible  
upon reflection.

The upshot of the last three paragraphs is that there is no contradiction between 
the notion that that the man-in-the-street believes races are racialist and the idea 
that the ordinary race concept the man-on-the-street uses to formulate this belief 
is not essentialist in the common intrinsic property sense. The idea that there is 
a philosophical distinction between the ordinary concept and conception of race 
is fully compatible with the observation that the distinction is not one ordinary 
speakers ordinarily make. We can deny that the ordinary concept of race is essen-
tially essentialist in the common intrinsic property sense and allow that speakers 
may often intend the ordinary term ‘race’ to have the (essentialist) meaning the 
ordinary conception of race assigns to it or that they may, as speakers, often mean 
the term in that way. The account of the ordinary concept of race presented here is 
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not meant to capture the man-on-the-street’s own second-order understanding of 
the ordinary concept of race (i.e., the one she might spontaneously produce). It is 
a philosophical account of an ordinary first-order concept.

The ordinary concept of race can be used to express the racialist outlook the 
ordinary conception of race assigns to it. It is possible that it is most often used that 
way. But if we start with the ordinary conception of race and engage in a Burge-
inspired process of philosophical reflection, we can arrive at the ordinary concept 
of race’s “logical core.”58 The logical core consists of those elements of the concept 
that are “rational” or empirically sound.

The process is one in which we attempt to make the best sense possible of the 
ordinary concept of race. It consists of a dialectic that seeks to find a fit between 
characterizations of the entities to which the concept purports to apply (which figure 
in the content of the concept) and “good” instances of the entities. The latter consist 
of human groups that count intuitively as races if any do: for example, Caucasians, 
Sub-Saharan Africans, East Asians, Native Americans. The process is guided by 
the goal of arriving at factually correct characterization of these groups (the ex-
amples). (It should be clear from this that examples—actual human groups—play 
an absolutely critical role in the reflective process.)59 We are particularly concerned 
to avoid falsehoods associated with stereotypes and obsolete conceptions of race. 
Characterizations of race that are false or fail to fit empirically correct descriptions 
of the human populations that represent the best candidates for ordinary racehood 
must be revised or dropped. We draw on all available empirical knowledge about 
human populations, including the most recent results of population genetics. Con-
sequently this procedure eliminates the essentialist and racialist elements that may 
be associated with the ordinary concept of race.

The logical core that we arrive at consists of the idea that a race is a group of 
human beings

(i) which, as a group, is distinguished from groups of other human beings by 
patterns of visible physical features of the relevant kind,

(ii) whose members are linked by a common ancestry peculiar to members of 
the group, and

(ii) originate from a distinctive geographic location.

Conditions (i)–(iii) plainly do not contain the notion of an essence constituted by 
common intrinsic properties. So the logical core of the ordinary concept of race is 
NOT essentialist in the relevant sense. ‘Racialism,’ as I use the term, is the view 
that race is essentialist and normatively hierarchical. Since conditions (i)–(iii) do 
not contain the idea of or provide the materials for the construction of a normative 
hierarchy, the logical core is NOT racialist. Therefore the fact that the PRC is not 
racialist does not entail that it is radically discontinuous with the ordinary concept 
of race. So the not really a race concept objection fails.

Here at last is the fundamental disanalogy between race and astrology: The 
ideas of laws of superstition cannot be jettisoned without abandoning the concept 
of astrology. The ideas of racialism, however, can be dispensed with without aban-
doning the logical core of the ordinary concept of race.



260 Michael O. Hardimon

I have already indicated that explaining the minimalist phenomenon of biologi-
cal race constitutes a motivation for introducing my preferred candidate scientific 
race concept. Another reason is to make it possible to address what might be called 
the General Question Concerning the Existence or Reality of Biological Race. 
This is the question whether race exists or is real in human beings from a scientific 
point of view. It is called the general question because it is posed by scientists, 
philosophers of science, and lay people alike. That professional scientists are actu-
ally concerned to answer this question can be seen from the fact that they address 
their (competing!) answers to the general public.

Note that, in posing the General Question, we are not asking whether there is 
some scientific concept or other that applies to human beings to which the label 
‘race’ can be stipulatively affixed. The subject-matter we are asking about is noth-
ing other than the “race” picked out by the ordinary concept of race’s logical core. 
As Glasgow notes, the question is “whether race, as defined within the constraints 
of ordinary use is real.”60

Attention to what we are asking in asking the General Question makes clear 
that what we —scientists and laymen alike—want to get an answer to is whether 
there is a scientific race concept that is intuitively recognizable as a race concept 
that applies to human beings. Now, for a scientific race concept to be intuitively 
recognizable as a race concept, it must be continuous with the ordinary concept of 
race. This brings us to the punch line: Given the purpose for which we are intro-
ducing a candidate scientific concept of race, that concept must satisfy a continuity 
condition. It must be sufficiently continuous with the ordinary concept of race to 
be intuitively recognizable as a race concept that applies to human beings.

We can see that the PRC satisfies this (intuitive) condition by noting that it 
“preserves” all three elements of the ordinary concept of race’s logical core:

(1) The idea of distinguishing visible physical characteristics found in the 
ordinary concept is preserved in the PRC’s idea of a distinctive pattern of 
phenotypic characters.

(The specific requirement of visibility is not retained in the PRC but nature guar-
antees that many of the elements of the distinctive pattern of phenotypic characters 
[skin color, nose shape, hair form, and so on] will be visible. The PRC also allows 
the possibility of invisible elements of the distinctive patterns of phenotypic char-
acters that are partly constitutive of race, Rh blood type for example.)

(2) The PRC’s idea that races are biological lineages captures the idea that a 
common ancestry links members of a given race.

(3) The idea that the members of a given race originate from a distinctive 
geographic origin is articulated in the PRC’s idea that race founder popu-
lations are geographically separated.

Note also that the elements picked out by the ordinary concept of race’s 
logical core are the central features of the phenomenon the PRC was originally 
introduced to represent. If the PRC failed to capture the fact that people from dif-
ferent geographic regions differ physically, it would not perform the function it 
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was introduced to perform. I hypothesize that the fundamental explanation of the 
overlap of content is that there is a common subject-matter the two concepts rep-
resent. The PRC purports to capture the kind that is instantiated by the minimalist 
phenomenon of biological race.

It might be thought that the PRC’s continuity with the ordinary concept of race 
would destroy its scientific standing, but this is not the case.61 Bone fide scientific 
terms can be continuous with their ordinary counterparts. For example, the Inter-
national Astronomy Union’s recent definition of the term ‘planet’ (a term which 
had hitherto gone undefined) illustrates such continuity.62 It appears that continuity 
with the ordinary concept of planet was a desideratum for many of the astronomers 
who voted for the new scientific definition. We have seen that continuity with the 
ordinary concept of race is a desideratum for a race concept. The moral of this story 
is that continuity is a legitimate desideratum of scientific concept construction.

From a philosophical point of view, the PRC and the IAU’s scientific planet 
concept can be seen as refinements of their ordinary counterparts. They regiment 
and systematize the elements of the ordinary concepts to which they correspond 
in a scientifically motivated way. Refinement of ordinary notions is a legitimate 
function of scientific concepts.

Interestingly, the PRC’s main competitors fail to satisfy the continuity con-
dition. This point has dialectical force because the advocates of the PRC’s main 
competitors all took themselves to be addressing the General Question. Dobzhan-
sky’s well-known genetic race concept famously defines races as “populations 
which differ in the incidence of some genes or chromosome structure in the gene 
pool.”63 This definition has the advantage of freeing the “race” concept of the 
epistemic difficulties associated with the determination of morphological differ-
ence. But showing that there are human races in the genetic sense of the term does 
not answer the General Question. Were someone to respond to this question by 
arguing that human races exist because the gene pools constituted respectively by 
the inhabitants of New York and Los Angles differ in the incidence of some genes 
and hence constitute distinct races, we would rightly say that the subject had been 
changed. The fact that his race concept counts as distinct races human groups that 
are physically indistinguishable (provided they are genetically distinct) shows that 
his concept of race is discontinuous with the ordinary concept.

Andreasen’s “cladistic” race concept (CRC) captures the historical dimension 
of race, a dimension that Dobzhansky’s concept does not include.64 She defines 
races as “lineages that are ancestor-descendant sequences of breeding populations, 
or groups of such sequences that share a common origin.”65 But since the CRC 
resembles the genetic race concept in lacking a morphological component, it cannot 
take up the General Question. Her cladistic race concept is discontinuous with the 
ordinary concept of race because it counts, as distinct races, human groups that are 
physically indistinguishable—provided the groups belong to different monophy-
letic lineages. The fact that a group counts as a cladistic race does not entail that 
it counts as a race in the ordinary sense of the term.

Pigliucci and Kaplan’s concept of “race as ecotype“66 cannot engage this 
question either because, although it contains the morphological component that 
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Dobzhansky and Andreasen’s concepts lack—they define races as populations 
ecologically adapted to a particular environment that exhibit characteristic phe-
notypic differences—it makes no provision for ancestry. It is discontinuous with 
the ordinary concept of race because it would count two populations of the same 
ecotype that lacked a common history as one and the same race. With respect to 
the General Question, the theories of Dobzhansky, Andreasen, and Pigliucci and 
Kaplan offer irrelevant, homonymous theories of race that change the subject matter 
without changing the name.

I am not claiming that these alternative “race” concepts are useless. There may 
well be scientific tasks other than addressing the General Question for which any or 
all of them are better suited than the PRC. The point here is that they are ill-suited 
to answering the General Question. We can speculate that one reason philosophers 
and biologists are attracted to race concepts that are discontinuous with the ordinary 
concept of race is that they mistakenly assume that continuity with the ordinary 
concept would entail continuity with the racialist concept of race—something they 
understandably don’t want. Nonetheless Dobzhansky’s, Andreasen’s, and Pigliucci 
and Kaplan’s decision to deploy race concepts that are discontinuous with the ordi-
nary concept of race has the unfortunate ironic result of insuring that the answers 
they provide won’t answer the question they are meant to address.

2. Returning now to objections, an influential line of criticism is directed against 
the use of the concept of a population. Its advocates recognize that defenders of 
the project of formulating a scientific concept of race have tried to reconstruct the 
concept along populationist lines, but argue that this approach necessarily fails on 
basic conceptual grounds.

One version of this objection contends that the use of the concept of popula-
tion to articulate a scientific concept of race is illicit because the concept of race 
cannot be identified with that of a population.67 But the two concepts were never 
supposed to be identical. The PRC definition does not assert: race = df population. 
Nor does it say: every population is a race. Only some populations are races (if any 
are). The extension of the concept of population is broader than that of the concept 
of race. Therefore, nothing in the idea of race as population forces acceptance of 
the reductio ad absurdum that embracing it would force one to view the Amish as 
a race.68 The Amish are a population. They are not a race.

Another version of this objection argues that the concepts of population and 
race are incommensurable. Allan H. Goodman, for example, argues, “[p]opulations 
are dynamic and respond to evolutionary pressures at local levels. Races, on the 
other hand, are poorly defined and unchanging groupings.”69 But PRC races are 
no more non-evolving types than BSC species are. The same Darwinian consider-
ations that show species evolve show races evolve, too. PRC race is dynamic, not 
static.70 The idea that races must be understood as non-evolving types rests on the 
erroneous and retrograde assumption that the typological race concept is the only 
race concept there is.

3. Sometimes the population concept itself is said to be defective. Zack observes 
that there are no generally accepted answers to such questions as:
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How many generations of isolation are necessary to form a population? How 
large must a population be? What proportion of population members must 
reproduce in a given generation for it to qualify as a breeding unit? How much 
gene flow into or out of the group can take place before the population is a 
different population?71

Zack’s inference that the concept of a population is “not epistemologically tidy” 
is sound. But the population concept is deeply entrenched in evolutionary biology 
and population genetics; its use has proven extremely fruitful.72 Its epistemological 
untidiness is something with which working biologists are evidently able to cope. 
Consequently, it provides a poor starting place for mounting an attack on the idea 
of a scientific concept of race.

4. A different objection argues to the irreality of races from the uncontroversial 
fact that racial classifications inevitably reflect the practical aims and theoretical 
preferences of the investigating biologist.73 The notion that pragmatic components 
of a classification inevitably compromise its reality is now widely rejected. On the 
other hand, it is reasonable to say that pernicious (for example racist) pragmatic 
factors ought to play no role in the scientific classification of races. This sensible 
point must, however, be sharply distinguished from the dubious notion that prag-
matic factors ought never to play a role in theory choice. Classifications embody-
ing objectionable normative commitments are subject to criticism and ought to be 
rejected on those very grounds. Commitments to white supremacy, hierarchical 
relations among racial groups, or the association of differences in skin color with 
differences in moral standing exemplify normatively objectionable stances. The 
PRC definition is free of these commitments. It contains no intrinsic ideological 
components—no notions of essence or hierarchy—that could taint the racial clas-
sifications in which it is deployed.

The idea that pragmatic considerations enter into the classification of popu-
lations is sometimes associated with the notion that biologists “construct” the 
populations they study.74 If “construct” means literally bringing races—poof!—into 
being, the notion is absurd. Racial populations come into existence through an 
objective (observer-independent) process when subpopulations of species migrate 
into geographically separated, environmentally distinct areas, and develop distinct 
phenotypes that are preserved through the lineages they initiate.

5. Races are sometimes said to be too labile and impermanent to count as 
real.75 But just how permanent do races have to be? Compared to species, races are 
short-lived. Darwin‘s fundamental teaching, however, is that species are transient 
too. The difference is one of degree. To accept the reality of Darwinian species is 
to reject the general identification of reality with permanence. Once rejected, this 
identification cannot be deployed against the reality of race.

6. Again, it is sometimes argued that there are no races because, owing to the 
recentness of the migration of modern human beings out of Africa, human popula-
tions were not geographically separated for an evolutionarily significant period of 
time.76 But what counts as an “evolutionarily significant period of time”? If it is 
defined as a period that persists long enough for populations to lose the ability to 
interbreed, then races do lack evolutionary significance. But then the latter claim 
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boils down to the assertion that races aren’t species. And the proper response is: 
Well, of course not. Races are not species. Nor are they species-in-the making. It is 
unreasonable to make the reality of races contingent upon race’s being like species 
in every respect. The notion of an evolutionarily significant period of separation 
must be tailored to fit the structural features of the taxa to which it applies. Thus 
one might reasonably count a period of time as evolutionarily significant vis à vis 
race if it continues long enough for distinctive patterns of phenotypic characters to 
emerge. This, however, is a condition some human populations satisfy.

7. A different line of argument starts from the extreme heterogeneity of indi-
vidual human populations. It holds that the best candidates for scientific racehood 
are too heterogeneous to count as distinct biological units. One recent study, which 
we will consider in greater detail below, estimates that the within-population com-
ponent of genetic variation in Homo sapiens falls between 93 and 95 percent.77 
Earlier studies place the within-population variation at around 85 percent.78 This 
objection is thought fatal to the typological race concept because the amount of 
genetic variation typological races can tolerate is assumed to be severely lim-
ited.79 But nothing in the PRC precludes the observed degree of within-population 
variation found in Homo sapiens! Being populationist, PRC races are supposed 
to be heterogeneous. This is not, however, to say that PRC races have nothing in 
common beyond their membership in the human species.80 What they all have in 
common is that they each exhibit a distinctive pattern of phenotypic characters 
that corresponds to their geographical origin and that they belong to endogamous 
biological lineages initiated by geographically separated and reproductively isolated  
founding populations.

8. The observed continuity of human skin color provides yet another starting 
point for an argument to the conclusion that there are no races.81 It has long been 
recognized that variations in human skin color form “clines.”82 But the step to the 
conclusion that there are no races requires the additional premise that the boundar-
ies between races must be sharp. Populationist thinking, as we have seen, makes 
no such demand.83 Rather than saying, with Livingstone “there are no races, there 
are only clines,”84 we can say: some racial variation is clinal. Population thinking 
provides the resources to think of PRC races as real despite the fluidity and blur-
riness of the differences between them.

Note that it would be incorrect to say that continuity between races is an 
anomaly that population thinking can tolerate. Population thinking provides a 
standpoint from which such continuity is to be expected. Sober notes that the fact 
that species evolve entails that the boundaries between species will be vague.85 
Mayr teaches us that the existence of borderline cases is what is to be expected if 
one believes in evolution.”86

One possible motivation for the insistence on sharp boundaries between races is 
a commitment to the general proposition that all entities must be sharply bounded. 
But this commitment is unbiological. Continuity is a fundamental characteristic 
of organic phenomena.

9. Another line of attack looks at numbers: “If clearly discernable races existed, 
their number should have been long since determined without argument,”87 but their 
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number remains in dispute, so there are no races. It is true that there is no agreement 
about the number of races—a point repeated ad nauseum in the literature. But is 
the number of races really in dispute? Most biologists have long since abandoned 
the conceit that there is some value that is the number of races (or subspecies). If 
there is a consensus view, it is that the whole enterprise of fixing the cardinality of 
races is misguided.88 The objection from numbers is a red-herring.

But . . . doesn’t unaccountability entail non-existence? To be is to be countable. 
Or is it? Consider the parallel argument: There is no number that is the number of 
mountains; therefore, there are no mountains. But there are mountains! If mountains 
can be of indeterminate number and real, races can too. Or think of the colors of the 
spectrum. Red shades into orange; orange into yellow; yellow, green; green, blue. 
There is no number that is the number of colors. No one, however, would conclude 
that there are no colors. No one should accept the parallel inference about race. 
Those who adhere to the proposition that “fundamental entities” must be count-
able should be not troubled by this idea. It is not part of the idea of PRC races that 
they are fundamental entities in the sense that sub-atomic particles are supposed  
to be.89

The last three objections suggest that racial classifications are indelibly marked 
by arbitrariness.90 Some infer that the category of race is nothing more than an ar-
tifact. First reply: Even if particular racial divisions are artificial, the evolutionary 
process that underlies them is real. It is a real historical process—as real as any 
process in the history of humankind. It seems plausible to claim that racial divi-
sions “inherit” their reality from the real biological process that produces them. 
They are real qua products of a real process. Human races come to be seen as the 
real-if-not-always-sharply-delineated products of the real process of evolutionary 
diversification that has taken place within the biological species Homo sapiens.

The inevitable arbitrariness of any particular scheme of racial classifications 
does not entail that that there is anything arbitrary about the general idea that the 
species can be divided into not-sharply-distinguished subpopulations that exhibit 
patterns of morphological differences reflecting differences in geographic ances-
try. Moreover there is reason to think that at least some racial divisions may not 
arbitrary from a genetic point of view.

Second reply: The much-cited recent study of human population structure we 
just adverted to can be interpreted as providing evidence for the plausibility of the 
idea that it is possible to draw non-arbitrary genetic lines between races.91 Despite 
the extensive attention this study has garnered, its significance for the question 
concerning the reality of race has not been well understood. Consequently, it merits 
an extended examination.

In the study, researchers assigned 1056 individuals from 52 populations 
probabilistically to genetic clusters on the basis of 377 autosomal microsatellite 
loci using a model-based clustering method implemented by the computer program 
STRUCTURE—without using prior information about the geographical ancestry 
or population affiliation. Individuals were grouped together on the basis of the 
likelihood of shared decent, with some individuals of mixed genetic ancestry, being 
assigned to multiple clusters.
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Six clearly discernable statistical clusters, of which five corresponded to five 
“major geographic areas”—Africa, Eurasia (Europe, the Middle East, Central/
South Asia) and East Asia, Oceania, and America—were found.92 The clusters are 
represented by colored segments in a diagram (figure 1 from the original article) 
in which the breaks between the clusters are clearly discernable to the (untrained) 
naked eye. The reader is invited to confirm this point for him or herself by examin-
ing the relevant diagram.93

The fact it is possible to draw sharp boundaries between the genetic clusters 
entails that the division between the populations corresponding to the clusters is 
not arbitrary. It entails that the division has a genetic basis. If the five populations 
are races, then contrary to what is often maintained, it is possible to draw sharp 
genetic boundaries between some races.

Now the conjoint fact that allele frequencies are supposed to vary continuously 
across geographic space and form clusters poses a paradox. How can both propo-
sitions be true? Whence the clusters, given the fact of continuity? In a follow up 
study in 2005 (“Clines, Clusters, and the Effect of Study Design on the Inference 
of Human Population Structure”), Rosenberg et al. solve this paradox by noting 
that (i) the discontinuities between the clusters arise as geographic barriers (oceans, 
Himalayas, Sahara) are crossed94 and (ii) that although small, the genetic distance 
between most population pairs on opposite sides of geographic barriers is larger 
than that between pairs on the same side of the barriers that are separated by the 
same geographic distance as the population pairs on opposite sides of the barriers. 
The discontinuity is generated by the difference in the size of the genetic distance 
between these two sets of pairs.

Let’s consider the implications of Rosenberg et al. 2002 for the reality of 
biological race. If the populations corresponding to the five clusters are races, the 
original study entitles us to infer that

(a) it is possible to assign individuals to some races without recourse to prior 
information about the individuals’ racial identity, phenotypic features, or 
geographic origin.

It is “possible to” here means there is a mechanical procedure (implementation 
of the program STRUCTURE) that can make these assignments. The procedure 
appears to constitute an interest-independent way of assigning individuals to the 
races in question—a circumstance sometimes cited as a condition of the biological 
reality of groups.

On the assumption that the five populations are races, the study allows us to 
infer that

(b) some races, although extremely similar genetically, can be nonetheless 
distinguished from one another on the basis of “the accumulation of small 
allele-frequency differences across many loci.”95

This would license a further inference: If distinguishability at the “level of the gene” 
(in some sense of that vague phrase) is the epistemic mark of biological reality, 
then the division between the five races is biologically real.
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Now this line of argument turns on the assumption that the five populations 
are races. Are they? On this question, the original 2002 Rosenberg et al. article is 
silent. The word ‘race’ does not appear in its text. Reference is made instead to 
“self-reported ancestry” and a general correspondence between “genetic ancestry” 
and “regional affiliation.” In the 2005 follow-up study, the authors note “that [their] 
evidence for clustering should not be taken as evidence of [their] support for any 
particular concept of ‘biological race’ (my italics).”96

The question whether the five populations constitute races can be formulated 
using the logical core of the ordinary concept of race or the PRC. I propose to note 
the plausibility of the idea that the populations are races in the sense specified by 
the logical core and indicate what would have to be shown to establish that they 
are races in the sense fixed by the PRC.

The five populations in question consist of inhabitants of Africa, Eurasia (Eu-
rope, the Middle East, Central/South Asia) and East Asia, Oceania, and America. 
These populations are generally thought to exhibit different patterns of visible 
physical differences, to have different ancestries, and to originate from different 
geographical locations. So it is plausible to think (a) that the populations are races 
in the sense fixed by the logical core of the ordinary concept of race and, conse-
quently, (b) that Rosenberg et al. 2002 and 2005 show that some logical core races 
can be distinguished using genetic markers alone.

The question whether the five populations constitute PRC races is the question 
whether they satisfy the conditions of this concept. It seems plausible to suppose 
that the populations exhibit distinctive patterns of phenotypic characteristics. As 
we have noted, the idea is widely accepted—even by those critical of the idea of a 
scientific concept of race. The real (controversial, substantive) question is whether 
the populations satisfy the further conditions of being endogamous biological lin-
eages initiated by geographically separated and reproductively isolated founding 
populations. I regard this as a hypothesis worth exploring.

Here I will restrict myself to rebutting one general argument for the claim that 
the five populations do not satisfy the PRC. The objection turns on the idea that 
PRC races are supposed to be phylogenetic lineages. It is sometime argued that 
there has been too much interbreeding to count any group of human populations 
as a phylogenetic lineage. Now it is correct that PRC races do not form the kind 
of phylogenetic lineage that constitute incipient species or “threaten the common 
evolutionary fate of the species of which they are a part.”97 PRC races (or the human 
populations that might be thought to be PRC races) are indeed subject to recurrent 
gene flow. It is therefore important to recall that the PRC does not conceive of races 
as species in statu nascendi. More to the point, it does not take race to be such 
as to threaten the common evolutionary fate of the human species. The concept 
represents them instead as transitory historical subdivisions within a single species 
that share a common evolutionary fate as parts of that one species. The common 
evolutionary fate of humankind does not constitute a counterargument to the exis-
tence of PRC races. That they share a common evolutionary fate is part of the idea  
of the PRC.
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PRC races are distinguished from one another by differences in patterns of 
phenotypic characters and the genes associated with these patterns. The biological 
significance of the features that figure in these patterns—and the genes that underlie 
them—consists in some of them being adaptations to the various environments con-
stituted by the different geographical regions into which human populations moved 
in the course of ancient migrations.98 All that is required for the maintenance of 
PRC lineages is that the gene flow between PRC races be sufficiently restrictive to 
preserve the genetic differences that underlie the patterns of phenotypic characters 
that mark the races. This circumstance, however, is compatible with an amount of 
gene flow that is required for the populations to evolve together as a single species.

A word of caution. Nothing in Rosenberg et al. (2002) should be interpreted 
as evidence for the unique correctness of a five race division. The general form 
of the argument for the racial status of the five populations given above can be 
extended to other graphs in Figure 1 in which the total population was divided into 
fewer clusters and to graphs in Figure 2 which are divided into more clusters. This 
suggests the possibility of drawing PRC racial divisions of different cardinality. 
To make sense of this idea we have to suppose that some races may turn out to be 
subdivisions of other races.

Fortunately, the PRC definition permits a race to consist of two or more groups, 
each of which itself is a race, so this supposition poses no theoretical problem for 
the concept99 The different racial divisions that result from dividing the total popu-
lation into different numbers of clusters are drawn at different levels of granularity 
and consequently do not compete for classificatory correctness. We should not, 
however, be troubled by a plurality of race classifications, as we have already seen 
that the claim PRC races exist does not depend on the assumption that there is One 
True Racial Classification.100

Fixation on the ordinary conception of race might lead one to think that the 
notion that different racial divisions can be drawn at different levels of granularity 
is at odds with the ordinary concept of race, but reflection on the ordinary concept’s 
logical core shows this is not the case. The fact that the PRC allows there to be 
nested races does entail that racial taxonomies will not have the same degree of 
utility as those drawn with categories that do not allow of nested taxa. Biologists 
cannot be confident that any two PRC races picked out will be disjoint.101 But I 
think the real interest of the PRC lies less in the particular racial taxonomies that 
might be drawn using it than in the fact that it shows us what from a scientific point 
of view a biological race is.

One noteworthy line of criticism questions whether Rosenberg et al. (2002) 
has any bearing on the question concerning the biological reality of race. Critics 
have argued that, since the alleles considered in the study do not govern race-related 
phenotypic properties such as skin color and hair form, its results have no bearing on 
the reality of race whatsoever.102 Paradoxically, however, it is precisely this fact—the 
disconnect between genetic marker and phenotypic properties traditionally taken 
to be racial—that explains the study’s relevance to the dispute.

To explain. All parties accept the notion that differences in skin color and hair 
form have a genetic basis.103 So it would come as no surprise to show that these 
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differences have a genetic basis. But a key point in dispute is whether it is possible 
to distinguish between races on the basis of alleles other than those associated with 
the visible markers of race.

Rosenberg et al. (2002) shows that, if the five populations are logical core 
races, it is possible to distinguishing between some races on the basis of alleles that 
are not associated with the visible markers of race. This result is not undermined 
by the triviality of the markers used in the study. Their triviality does have the 
consequence that Rosenberg et al. (2002) does not show that there are important 
genetic differences between races (an interesting observation in its own right) but 
it ia crucial to distinguish the question concerning the reality of race from the 
question concerning its importance. This point will be a theme of the next section.

10. The final objection to be considered is that PRC race is not biologically real 
because the populations that constitute the best candidates for PRC racehood do not 
constitute a “natural” (or “scientific” or “biological”) kind.104 Thus, for example, 
it can be argued that race is not the kind of kind Mill calls “real.”105 His notion of 
real kind would require that there be an almost endless number of interesting things 
to be found out about PRC races that do not follow analytically from their being 
PRC races, and this is not the case. Lewontin is correct in his contention that racial 
categories do not have “great predictive power for as yet unstudied characters.”106 
PRC race is not a class about which a wide range of “non-accidental, scientifically 
relevant inductive generalizations can be formulated” (Machery).107

But we should be wary of placing too much weight on the notion of a natural 
kind. There are any number of competing conceptions of what a natural kind is—
with little prospect that philosophers of science will come to agree about how to 
specify it.108 More fundamentally, just how much theoretical work the (any) concept 
of natural kind can be expected to do is also a matter of controversy. Dupré ques-
tions whether natural kind is itself a natural kind.109 Hacking says provocatively 
that “there is no such thing as a natural kind” (his italics).110 What he means by 
this is that talk of natural kinds is always relative to a set of concerns and assump-
tions. Their existence depends on certain scientific frameworks and goals—a point 
I wholeheartedly accept. If we are to deploy the notion of natural kind in the context 
of the debate about the (biological) reality of race, we must do so circumspectly. 
What this means, practically speaking, is that we need to tailor our conception of 
the concept of natural kind to be used in this context to fit what we know about the 
best candidates for PRC races.

We should not, for example, make the reality of race turn on whether race is a 
real kind or whether race is a class about which a wide range of “non-accidental, 
scientifically relevant inductive generalizations” can be formulated. Nor again 
should we make it pivot on whether race constitutes a “fundamental reality con-
stituting the human species.”111 If race is biologically real, its being real is not a 
matter of its being one of these kinds.

Our conception of natural kind should be expansive enough to allow for kinds 
of differential inferential power—and we should countenance the possibility that 
race may be found at the lower end of the scale. We should also make room for 
natural kinds that represent not-so-fundamental realities. On the other hand, our 
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conception must not be too broad. We don’t want to recognize kinds such as gem-
mule, barmin, or destructiveness organ—wrongheaded kinds—as real or natural.112 
Nor should we recognize, as natural, gerrymandered kinds (such as being green or 
divisible by 13) or adventitious kinds (such as being the nearest tree to Uncle Harry 
when we sang ‘Die Fiorelle’).113 If PRC race should turn out to be a wrongheaded, 
gerrymandered, or adventitious kind, we ought to deny that it is real.

But the PRC is formulated within the framework of populating thinking. The 
kind it purports to pick out is not obviously wrongheaded. Nor is it intuitively ger-
rymandered, or adventitious. PRC racial divisions correspond to the ancient migra-
tions of human populations across the face of the earth. Surely that counts intuitively 
as “natural.” Furthermore, there are principled biological reasons for dividing the 
human species into PRC races. Doing so makes it possible to understand how one 
and the same species was able to survive and flourish in the climatically different 
geographic areas into which it migrated over the course of its history while retaining 
its identity as a single species. Drawing this division also makes it possible to see 
PRC race as the biological reality of which the minimalist phenomenon of race is 
an appearance. We appear to have found a principled biological basis for the divi-
sion of the species into PRC races. Recognizing this point puts us in a position to 
think of PRC race as a candidate natural kind. If PRC races exist, PRC race is an 
(actual) natural kind and race is biologically real.

It might be objected that the admittedly vague conception of natural kindhood 
advanced here lacks bite because it makes the result that there is a natural kind 
race unsurprising. But, in light of what we know about the history of the human 
species—and the minimalist phenomenon of biological race—the existence of a 
natural kind race should not be surprising. One might say: it would be surprising 
if there were no natural kind lurking in the background. Nor is the idea that race 
is a real-but-not-that-important kind uncontroversial. Anti-realists about race are 
hostile to any conferring of reality on race.114 Were they to accept that race is a 
real-if-not-that-important kind, they would have given up their anti-realism. So 
the claim that race is a real-but-not-that-important kind is highly non-trivial. Our 
understanding of the dispute about biological racial realism would be greatly 
improved in my opinion if we came to see that the real (significant) debate does 
not turn on the question whether race is a Very Important Kind (for there is wide-
spread agreement that it does not) but rather on the question whether race is a 
not-that-important biological kind (an open question, the answer to which might 
well be yes.)115

To this it might be objected that ‘real’ just means “important.” I myself just 
used the word in roughly that sense. It is certainly true that the sentence racial dif-
ferences are unreal is often used to convey the proposition that racial differences 
are unimportant. When ‘real’ is used to mean “important,” the denial of the “reality” 
of racial differences goes through. But ‘real’ doesn’t always mean “important.” The 
present discussion is a context in which it does not. The idea that races are biologi-
cally real only if we can show that race is biologically important is either trivial 
(because ‘real’ just means ‘important’) or question-begging (since my contention 
is precisely that race can be biologically real and unimportant).116
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Critics might try to pooh-pooh my position by suggesting that that if race is 
not a Very Important Kind, it is not very interesting.117 A good response would be 
to ask what this has to do with the reality of race. Why assume that everything real 
is interesting? And even if race is not very interesting—as interesting as it might 
be were it a Real kind—it might still be, well . . . interesting. In any case, the idea 
that race is uninteresting—a popular refrain in the literature—merits critical ex-
amination. For one thing, if race is a real-but-not-that-important kind, that surely 
is an interesting fact (especially given the long history of regarding race as a Very 
Important Kind)! To think of race as a real-but-not-that-important kind is to think 
of it in a new salutary (and deflationary) way.118 Besides, the idea that biological 
race as represented by the PRC is uninteresting is just wrong.

The fact that a population is a PRC race entails that it exhibits a distinctive 
pattern of phenotypic characters that correspond to its geographic origin and 
that it belongs to an endogamous biological lineage initiated by a geographically 
separated and reproductively isolated founding population—that’s an interesting 
constellation of features. The PRC’s theoretical significance quotient is relatively 
high. Even if we bracket the biological significance of PRC race (its role in the 
history of humankind) and ignore that the PRC is “founded on something of cen-
tral importance to biology, the reproduction of organisms,”119 the surface features 
of PRC race—differences in patterns of phenotypic traits that correspond to dif-
ferences in geographical ancestry—are themselves interesting. One need not be 
racist to find these differences interesting—just curious. To be sure, this interest 
can take a malignant form. This has happened in the past and could happen again. 
Some people are just looking for a hook on which to hang their racist views. But 
this does not annul the interest of these differences. Nor does it entail that there is 
anything inherently untoward about the interest itself. In its naïve form, interest 
in these differences is perfectly innocuous. One might say “natural.” Nor is this 
interest unscientific. If Darwin’s dictum is correct—that accounting for life’s di-
versity belongs to biology’s fundamental tasks—interest in phenotypic differences 
that correspond to differences in geographical ancestry is genuinely biological 
(‘biological’ in the scientific sense).120

The PRC promises to be scientifically useful. One thing it does is provide 
a scientific description of the patterns of visible physical characters picked out 
by the logical core of the ordinary concept of race. It represents these features 
as features of a natural kind in which differences between these characters are 
differences between genetically transmitted phenotypic traits, tracing back to the 
ancestors of present day populations. The PRC provides a scientific description of 
the biological groups that are the bearers of the visible physical traits, representing 
them as populations belonging to biological lineages, initiated by geographically 
separated and reproductively isolated founding populations. The PRC thus con-
verts the scientifically unprepared description of the logical core of the ordinary 
concept of race into a scientifically prepared description of race, thereby fixing 
race as characterized by the logical core of the ordinary concept of race as a bona 
fide scientific explanandum.121 If some kinds are important to science “because 
they enable scientists to answer questions about the world in the distinctively  
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compelling way that that science enables us to answer questions,” others are im-
portant because they enable scientists to ask questions that can then be answered 
in the distinctively compelling way that science enables us to answer.122

As Nancy Cartwright makes clear, conversion of scientifically unprepared 
description into scientifically prepared descriptions can be a significant scientific 
accomplishment in its own right. This is not to say that the baraminologists’ con-
version of fundamentalist Christian dogma about creationism into the basic tenents 
of baraminology is an achievement. Baraminology is wrongheaded. The PRC by 
contrast has a place in the well-ordered scientific research program of population 
genetics. It is at least arguable that population geneticists sometimes use the no-
tion of population as a euphemism for ‘race’.123 Sometimes they are interested in 
populations as races. The PRC provides them with a scientific race concept free 
of the baggage carried by the racialist concept of race that allows them to refer 
scientifically to race as race.

I suspect that the primary scientific use for the PRC, should it prove to be valid, 
will be to talk about race (rather than other things). For most other purposes, other 
concepts (e.g., population) will do. The PRC is not—and does not pretend to be—a 
master concept. Its utility is likely to be limited—far more limited than the concept 
of populations. But then the PRC is supposed to be a more specialized concept 
than population. And limited utility is different from no utility. Making it possible 
to talk about race scientifically as race (a topic which may be of interest from the 
standpoint of the history of the human species) constitutes one not insignificant 
way in which the PRC could contribute to long term scientific research.

IV. DOES THE PRC FOSTER RACISM?

I want to close by briefly discussing the moral/political worry that acceptance of a 
scientific concept of race can be used to foster racism and racial oppression.

I begin by noting that the PRC is not inherently racialist. Unlike the typological 
concept of race, the PRC posits no racial essences. It does not assert a necessary 
correlation between skin color, nose form, and the like—and intelligence, charac-
ter, or behavior. It makes no reference to humanly important characteristics and 
provides no basis for establishing a normative hierarchy of races. Our candidate 
scientific concept of race provides no warrant for genocide, slavery, or colonialism, 
no grounds for the affirmation of racist institutions and practices, no basis for treat-
ing people differently on the basis of race. Furthermore (and this is an especially 
important point) the concept itself contains no elements that would incline people 
to want to reach the conclusion that people who differ in shape and color are likely 
to differ in humanly important characteristics.

Should we encounter someone claiming to be operating with the PRC who 
is nonetheless disposed to find correlations between geographically-based mor-
phological differences and differences in humanly important traits, we have good 
reason to suspect that typological thinking unconnected to the PRC is playing a 
significant if unrecognized role in the background. Without some racialist notion in 
play, the will to associate humanly important differences with differences in PRC 
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race simply would not exist. As Dobzhansky and Mayr noted long ago the scientific 
framework of which the PRC is a part is antithetical to racialism and typology.

It would, however, be naïve to think that deployment of the PRC will of itself 
lead to the elimination of racism, even if it will help to undercut racism’s intellectual 
foundations. But it would be equally naïve to fault the concept for its inability to 
achieve this result. There is only so much a scientific concept can be reasonably 
asked to do.

It is true that nothing in the PRC precludes statistical discrimination.124 One 
might, in principle, on the basis of true statistics, without relying of typological 
universal generalizations, take PRC racial identity as a probable sign of a character-
istic that it is reasonable to take into account in a context at hand (e.g., a propensity 
to rob cabdrivers) and consequently discriminate against persons belonging (or 
appearing to belong) to the PRC race in question—without racial animus.125

The first thing to note is that such discrimination, when carried out against 
socially subordinate or vulnerable groups (e.g., racial minorities), is morally ob-
jectionable. It has this moral status because it contributes to the stigmatization and 
subordination of such groups—something that is itself a racial wrong.126 But there 
is nothing about the PRC concept in particular that facilitates statistical discrimina-
tion. Any race concept can be used to this effect. Moreover it is possible to engage 
in statistical discrimination by appealing to statistical regularities associated with 
differences in visible physical characteristics and geographical ancestry without 
the use of any race concept. Eliminating the PRC would not annul this possibility. 
Nor would eliminating the ordinary concept of race. Differences in visible physical 
characteristic and geographical ancestry would still be there, ripe for conscription 
by the racist. This possibility will persist as long as there are differences in visible 
physical characteristics that correspond to differences in geographical ancestry. 
The PRC doesn’t make these differences any more salient than they already are. 
Statistical discrimination is a very bad thing and should be opposed on moral and 
political grounds, but its possibility does not provide reason for the non-deployment 
of the PRC.

Now there is a non-trivial sense in which the PRC cannot be abused. It (the very 
concept it is) cannot be “essentialized.” Were one to “insert” a common intrinsic 
property essentialist element into the concept’s definition, the resulting definition 
would no longer be a definition of the PRC nor would the defined concept be the 
PRC. A concept’s identity is inseparable from its intentional properties.127 People 
who take themselves to imagine the nefarious consequences of the essentialization 
of the PRC are really imagining the nefarious effects of the deployment of another 
concept. Judgments about the PRC ought to be based on assessments of it and not 
some other concept.

There is, however, a clear sense in which the PRC can be abused. It is possible 
to draw inferences to morally objectionable conclusions using premises that deploy 
the concept. It is possible to enlist the PRC in the service of racist ends. But the 
possibility of abuse does not differentiate the PRC from any other concept. If we 
eliminated every concept that has the potential of being abused, we would have 
no concepts.128
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What is the appropriate response to the possibility that the PRC may be abused? 
It is to be on guard against this eventuality and criticize abuses of the concept 
whenever and wherever they occur. We should in particular be on the lookout for 
attempts to deploy the concept in claims that reproduce or purport to ground tra-
ditional stereotypes. We should also be wary of attempts to use the PRC in social 
explanation—a task the concept is ill suited to perform. Attention must also be 
paid to the possibility of the surreptitious substitution of typological notions for 
the PRC. These are, it is true, stock, responses, but they are no less correct for that. 
Nor is their soundness undercut by recognition of the likelihood that our efforts to 
combat the abuse of a scientific concept of race will sometimes fail.

On the plus side, the PRC performs the salutary function of providing a non-
racialist account of differences in visible physical characteristics that correspond to 
differences in geographical ancestry—the very differences racists want to exploit. In 
the absence of a scientific account of what the minimalist biological phenomenon of 
race is, the suspicion will remain that it is actually to be explained by the racialist 
concept of race. The PRC should help undercut the idea that these differences are 
associated with differences that are humanly important. It may, furthermore, help 
us to see that in themselves these differences are not that important.

One striking disadvantage of the denial of the existence of biological races in 
human beings is that it makes it impossible to say that biological race is unimportant 
(existence being a precondition of unimportance). Given the salience of differences 
in patterns of visible physical characters associated with differences in geographi-
cal ancestry and the enduring widespread propensity to “racialize” them—to treat 
them as correlated with humanly important traits—this is a notable shortcoming. 
The PRC, on the other hand, provides us with the discursive means of asserting 
the unimportance of biological race. That is no small thing.129
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