
Editorial

F U N D A M E N T A L I S M I N S C I E N C E

The issue of moral policing in science has resurfaced again very recently
with Jim Watson’s comments about Africans. Apparently, he has commented
that black people were less intell igent than white people,  and that the idea
of “equal powers of reason” being shared across racial groups was a delusion.
In a newspaper interview he has stated that Western policies towards African
countr ies  were wrongly based on an assumption that  black people were as
clever as their white counterparts when “testing” suggested the contrary. His
views have also been reflected in his recently published book, named Avoid
Boring People and other Lessons from a Life in Science, in which he writes:
“There  i s  no  f i rm reason  to  an t ic ipa te  tha t  the  in te l l ec tua l  capac i t i es  o f
peoples  geographica l ly  separa ted  in  the i r  evo lu t ion  should  prove  to  have
evolved identically. Our wanting to reserve equal powers of reason as some
universal  heri tage of humanity wil l  not  be enough to make i t  so.” He also
claimed that genes responsible for creating differences in human intelligence
could be found in near future.

As expected,  there were vehement protests  from various sectors  ranging
from scientists to common men, politicians to littérateurs. The newly formed
Equal i ty  and  Human Rights  Commiss ion  has  condemned Watson’s  remark
that he is “inherently gloomy about the prospect of Africa” because “all our
social  pol icies  are  based on the fact  that  their  intel l igence is  the same as
ours – whereas all the testing says not really”, and that there was a natural
desire that all  human beings should be equal but “people who have to deal
with black employees f ind this  not  t rue”.  Human rights  campaigners cal led
on Dr  Watson,  a  Nobel  Pr ize  winner  for  h is  ro le  in  the  d iscovery  of  the
s t ruc ture  o f  DNA in  the  1960s ,  to  apo log ize  publ ic ly  fo r  h i s  comments ,
describing his comments as “scientifically unethical and unjustifiable”. As a
consequence, Watson has been removed from his prestigious position in Cold
Spr ing  Harbor  Labora tory ,  h i s  o ra t ions  have  been  cance l led ,  many  o ther
activities surrounding him have been suspended, and he has apologized. The
furor echoes the controversy created in the mid-1990s by a book in the name
of The Bell Curve, that suggested differences in intelligence were genetic and
discussed the implications of a racial  divide in intel l igence.  The work was
heavi ly cr i t ic ised across  the world,  in  par t icular  by leading scient is ts  who
described it as a work of “scientific racism”.

Le t  us  however  examine  the  mat te r  more  c lose ly  and  se r ious ly  ra ther
than providing clues to just ify some knee-jerks in ei ther  direct ion.  I t  does
not take a lot of integrity to understand that an apology (I cannot understand
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con t rovers ia l .  Some c r i t i cs  have  even
charged that IQ tests measure nothing more
than one’s ability to do well in IQ tests; while
that probably is an overstatement, it  reveals
a deep distrust on the available methods for
measurement  of  in te l l igence .

The concept of race presents difficulties
of greater  order.  The debate between “race
realists” (those who believe that the concept
of race picks out something real  in nature)
and  “soc ia l  cons t ruc t ion is t s”  ( those  who
argue  tha t  race  i s  c rea ted  by  our  way  of
ca tegor iz ing  na ture )  shows  no  s igns  o f
conf luence ,  a l though  tha t  i t se l f  i s  no t
surpr i s ing ;  i t  be longs  to  a  spec ies  o f  the
anc ien t ,  unreso lved  soc io-ph i losophica l
polemics.

We may examine  the  i s sue  th rough
genetic biology. Geneticists have long been
cla iming that  a l l  human beings ,  regardless
of race, share more-or-less 99.9 per cent of
the i r  func t iona l  genes .  And  th i s  poss ib ly
suggests that, despite obvious differences in
how members  of  di f ferent  races  look,  race
rea l ly  mus t  be  on ly  sk in  deep .  Cur ious ly
enough, recent evidence from genetics seems
to  have  ra ther  unde te rmined  s tand  about
this argument. With the decoding of complete
human genome,  sc ien t i s t s  have  now
conc luded  tha t  we  a re  not  a s  s imi la r
genet ical ly  as  we thought  we were:  people
share perhaps 99 per cent,  rather than 99.9
per cent ,  of  their  genes.  Also,  i t  is  known
from repor t s  on  the  human genome,  the
ch impanzee  genome and  the  macaque
genome tha t  changes  in  about  200 cr i t ica l
genes  can  wel l  suppor t  spec ia t ion  in
p r i m a t e s .

So, does i t  mean that  about 1% genetic
difference can account for race classification

how I could have said what I am quoted as
having said. There is no scientific basis for
such a  bel ie f )  as  tendered by Dr .  Watson,
does not mean anything what-so-ever.  Also,
the denouncement by Human Rights  groups
tha t  Watson’s  remarks  a re  ‘ sc ien t i f i ca l ly
une th ica l  and  un jus t i f i ab le ’  does  no t  a l so
bear  much  sense  f rom the  ep is temologica l
and scientific points of view.

Whi le  many people  applauded  the
punishment  meted  to  Watson ,  o thers
sugges ted  tha t  Watson  was  the  v ic t im of
political correctness. Watson, the latter group
argued ,  i s  jus t  the  l a tes t  casua l ty  in  an
environment  that  does  not  a l low people  to
ask dangerous questions and test  dangerous
hypotheses.  Dr.  Watson has only expressed
a hunch.  In science,  a  hunch is  considered
impor tan t  and  in tegra l  to  i t s  advancement
and  progress ,  even  i f  the  hunch  i s  l a te r
proven  to  be  wrong .  There  should  no t  be
any  prob lem wi th  a  hypothes i s ,  no  mat te r
how offensive i t  might  seem, provided the
hypothesis is conceptually clear. But problem
of hypotheses involving intelligence and race
is that intell igence and race are themselves
ne i ther  pure ly  sc ien t i f i c  nor  unaf fec ted
concepts .

Human in te l l igence  i s  a  complex
col lec t ion  of  cogni t ive  capac i t i es ,  and  i t s
concept  has,  for  example,  been the subject
of controversy for many years in many fields.
While  we s t i l l  have much to  learn ,  we do
know tha t  in te l l igence  involves  a  huge
number  o f  our  genes ,  which  in te rac t  wi th
each  o ther  and  wi th  the  env i ronment  in
complex  ways ,  and  our  knowledge  in  th i s
regard is sti l l  in i ts  infancy.

The  prac t ice  o f  t es t ing  in te l l igence
has  been ,  as  a  mat te r  o f  fac t ,  even  more
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in human beings? Is  race then a biological
reality? We do not know to be sure. But we
do know that  there are many small  genetic
d i f fe rences  among human popula t ions ,
espec ia l ly  among those  tha t  evo lved  in
i so la t ion  f rom each  o ther .  Therefore ,  the
actual  quest ion is :  what  is  the signif icance
of  such dif ferences  in  biological  contexts?
Indeed ,  b io log ica l  d i f fe rences  wi l l  a lways
exist, but it will be up to us to give meaning
to those differences, to decide whether, and
in  what  con tex t ,  they  a re  s ign i f ican t .  For
example, biological differences may be overtly
s ign i f ican t  in  medic ine ,  in  tha t  ce r ta in
populations are at increased risk of developing
cer ta in  d i seases .  Many  race  rea l i s t s  a re
phys ic ians  who fear  tha t  de le t ion  of  the
notion of race will make diagnostic medicine
more difficult. Yet, is race a robust predictor
of  suscep t ib i l i ty  to  d i sease ?  I t  does  no t
appear to be so. It is now quite evident that
popula t ion  based  eu then ics  has  h igher
induc t ive  and  pred ic t ive  s ign i f icance  than
eugenics  in  the  success ion  of  hea l th  and
d i sease .

S imi la r ly ,  whi le  d i f fe ren t  popula t ions
are  l ike ly  to  d i sp lay  d i f fe ren t  cogni t ive
capacities, we have no reason to believe that

those differences will conform to our social
view of races.  And i t  appears scientif ically
untenable to group together all the populations
of  a  cont inent ,  especia l ly  the  cont inent  of
Afr ica ,  whose  popula t ions  con ta in  a l l  the
genet ic  var ia t ions  that  exis t  in  humani ty .

Whi le  we  know so  l i t t l e  about  gene t ic
and  po lymorphic  bases  o f  human race ,  i f
anything like this indeed exists, Watson (and
tha t  mat ter  anyone)  mean whi le  should  be
allowed to place and substantiate his views,
however ,  dangerous  those  may be .  On the
o ther  hand ,  no  body  i s  debar r ing  o ther
biologists to critically study and analyse the
proposed hypothesis from biological contexts.
If pure biology proves the hypotheses wrong,
in any case, his comments shall  be dumped
into the trash bin. Receiving punishment for
forward ing  a  wrong  hypothes i s  i s  a  much
greater offence than forwarding a potentially
wrong hypothesis i tself .  Doing mistake is a
much less of a problem than imposing terror
with whatever underlying intention may be.
Fundamental ism, in any form and at t i re ,  is
the main chal lenge against  a l l  lof ty human
facul t ies .  Sc ient i s t s  cannot  shy  away f rom
th is  s t ruggle  and  p lay  a  sa fe  neu t ra l  ro le
any  longer .
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