Human Diversity:  Myth or Reality?
Anthropologists speculate that physical differences among human groups develop in response to various climatic, geographical, or cultural conditions.  For example, over the period of tens of thousands of years, skin pigmentation has changed according to climate.  Dark skin provides survival value in hot climates, since it is more resistant to ultraviolet radiation.  In colder climates, where the sun’s rays are weaker, lighter skin captures more sunlight needed to produce vitamin D.  Anthropologists continue to study how other physical variations developed.

The Myth of Biological Superiority:
In the past, physical anthropologists used to divide humans into three distinct racial groups:  Caucasoid, Mongoloid, and Negroid, based on external characteristics.  Today, while the concept of race is still in common use, most social scientists question its validity.  In 2001, the human genome project revealed that every person shares 99.9 percent of the same genetic code, indicating that all humans have a common ancestor and that variation among us is minimal.

Not only is the concept of race inaccurate, it can also be dangerous.  For example, in the nineteenth century it was widely believed that certain races were superior to others.  Social Darwinists applied Darwin’s theory of natural selection to the social world and set forth the doctrine of “survival of the fittest”.  They believed that those they considered less intelligent or less aggressive, would ultimately be replaced or conquered by those they believed were fit to survive.  This theory was used to justify the view that certain races and classes were inferior to others, and that their “superiors” had a right and even a duty to dominate them.

Such ideas or racial superiority have often been used to justify exploiting and annihilating peoples around the world, such as the Aboriginal people of North America; Africans who were brought to North America as slaves; and Jews, Slavs, and other ethnic groups killed by the Nazis in the 1930s and 1940s.  In South Africa, the policy of apartheid granted rights and privileges based mainly on skin colour.
The Benefits of Diversity:

In the modern world, reputable anthropologists accept that no group of people is superior to any other – mentally, physically, or morally.  Most agree that all human beings are descended from the same ancestor and that we share more similarities than differences.  The “success” or dominance of one group over others at a particular time or place is considered to be the product of greater opportunities, education, or other cultural factors, rather than an indicator of biological or genetic superiority.  Moreover, anthropologists have found that diversity among humans has contributed greatly to the success of the human species.  If the new millennium brings environmental changes, diversity may mean that come people will have the physical traits necessary to adapt.  These characteristics may give future humans an edge that will allow our species to continue.

To Consider:

1. How has physical anthropology added to our understanding of human diversity?

2. If you were debating a social Darwinist, what arguments would you use to convince them that their ideas are wrong?

3. What would Psychologists and Sociologists say about the idea of one race being superior to another?  Where do these ideas come from?
