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N ORDER TO CAPTURE THE SOCIETY-

WIDE, organized, and institutional character of
racism [ build my altetnative theory around the
notion of racialized social systems.' This term
refers to societies in which economic, political,
social, and ideological levels are partially structured
by the placement of actors in racial categories or
races. Races typically are identified by their phe-
notype, but (as we see later) the selection of some
human traits to designate a racial group is always
socially rather than biologically based.

racialzed social systems The idea that society is organized along
racial lines and that economic, political, sacial, and even psychotogical
rewards ditfer according to one’s ptacement in a racial hierarchy. Gnee
established, the system of racial hierarchy takes on a life of its own,

These systems are structured partially by race
because modern social systems incorporate two
or more forms of hierarchical patterns. Although
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processes of racialization are always embedded in
other forms of hierarchy, they acquire autonomy
and have independent social effects. This implies .
that the phenomenon that has been conceived as a -
free-floating ideology in fact has its own structural
foundation.” - R SO A
Tn all racialized social systems the placement of
actors in racial categories involves some form of hier-
archy? that produces definice social relations among
che races. The race placed in the superior position
tends to receive greater economic remunetation and
access to better occupations and prospects in the
tabor market, occupies a primary position in the
political system, is granted higher social estimation
(e.g. is viewed as “smartet” or “better looking™),
often has the license to draw physical (segregation)
as well as social (racial etiquette) boundaries between
itself and other races, and receives what W.E.B. Du
Bois called a “psychological wage.™ The totality of
these racialized social relations and practices consti-
tutes the racial structure of a society..- -
Although all racialized social systems are hierar-
chical, the particular character of the hierarchy, and,
thus, of the racial structure, is variable. For example,
the domination of blacks in the United States was
achieved through dictatorial means during slavery,
but in the post-civil rights petiod this domination
has been hegemonic—that is, in the Gramscian
sense of the term, achieved through consent rather
than coercion.! Similarly, the form of securing
domination and white privilege is variable too.
For instance, the racial practices and mechanisms
that kept blacks subordinated changed from overt
and eminently racist in the Jim Crow era to covert
and indirectly racist in the contemporary period,
The unchanging element of these systems is racial
inequality—that the subordinated races’ life chances
are significantly lower than those of the dominant
race, This is the feature that ultimaely distinguishes
this form of hierarchical social organization. Gener-
ally, the higher the level of racial inequality, the more
racialized the social system, and vice versa. -
~ Because the races receive different social rewards
at all levels, they develop different interests, which
can be detected in their struggles to eicher trans-
form or maintain a particular racial order. These

interests are collective rather than individual, are

based on relations among races tather than on par-
ticular group needs, and are practical; that is, they
are related to concrete struggles. Although one race’s

- general interest may ultimately lie in the complete

elimination of a society’s racial structure, its array
of alternatives may not include that possibilicy.
For instance, the historical struggle againse chat-
tel slavery led not to the development of race-free
societies but to the establishment of social systems
with a different kind of racialization. Race-free
societies were not among the available alternatives
because the nonslave populations had the capacity
to preserve some type of racial privilege. The histor-
ical “exceptions” occurred in racialized societies in
which the nonslaves’ power was almost completely
superseded by that of the slave population.’
A simple criticism of the argument I have
advanced so far is that it ignores the internal divi-
sions of the races along class and gender fines. Such
criticism, however, does not deal squarely wich the
issue at hand. The fact that not all members of the
dominant race receive the same level of rewards and
(conversely) that not all members of the subordinate
race or races ate at the bottom of the social order does
not negate the facr that races, as social groups, are in
cicher a superordinate or a subordinate position in a
social system. Historically the racialization of social
systems did not imply the exclusion of other forms
of oppression. In facr, racialization occurred in social
formations also structured by class and gender. Hence,
in these societies, the racialization of subjects is frag-
mented along class and gender lines. The important
qucstion—-Whjch interests move actors o struggle?—
is historically contingent and cannot be ascertained
a priori.f Depending on the character of racialization
in a social order, class interests may take precedence
over racial interests as in contemporary Brazil, Cuba,
and Puerto Rico. In other situations, racial interests
may take precedence over class interests as in the case
of blacks throughout most of U.S. history.

In general, the systemic salience of class in rela-
tion to race increases when the economic, political,
and social inequality among the races decreases
substantially. Yet this broad argument generates at
least one warning: The narrowing of within-class
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differences among racial actors usually causes more
tather than /ess racial conflict, at least in che short
run, as the competition for resources increases.”
More significantly, even when class-based conf]i‘;t
bcc.omes more salient in a social order, this cannot
be interpreted as prima facie evidence that race has
subsided as a social factor. For instance, because
o‘f the way in which Latin American raci;l fortna-
tions rearticulated race and racial discourse in the
nm.ett:enth-ccntury postemancipation era,® these
societies silenced from above the political s, ace for
public racial contestation. Yet more than 1(5)0 edr.
after these societies developed the myth of r};ciaj
fiemocracy, they have more rather than less racial
inequality than countries such as the United States.?
Because racial actors are also classed and enl
dered (that is, they belong to class and ngder
groups), analysts must control for class and g:::nder
to ascertain the marerial advantages enjoyecgl by a
dorpmant race. In a racialized society such as ll:{hc
United States, the independent effects of race are
ass?sscd by analysts who (1) compare data between
whites zjmd nonwhites in the same class and gen-
der positions, (2} evaluate the proportion as %vcll
as the general character of the races’ participation
in some domain of life, and (3) examine racial
f:lata at all levels—social, political, economic, and
ideological——to ascertain the general positi(; f
racial groups in a social system. "
N The ﬁrtst of these procedures has become stan-
rd practice in sociology. No serious sociologist
would present racial statistics without controll?:)
for gendcr and class (or at least che class of f
sons’ socioeconomic status). By doing this, ana-ig:ts
:fsuﬁscm‘e tll'u:y can meastife the unadulterated effects of
scrimination” manifested in unexplained “residu-
als. .Desplte its usefulness, however, this technique
provides only a partial account of the “race cffgct”
bccaus:.e (1) a significant amount of racial data cannot
be“rcmevcd through surveys and (2) the technique
of “controlling for” a variable neglects the obviou.?—-—
why a group is over- or underrepresented in certain
categories of the control variables in the first place.1®
Moreover, these analysts presume that it is .i-
ble to analyze the amount of discrimination iﬁc

domain (e.g., income, occupational status) “without

analyzing the extent to which discriminari
affects the factors they hold consta_nI:’l’l'J‘lﬁ:Sc: 1:3
evaluate “race effects” in any domain, analysts must
attempt to make sense of their findings in relation to
a ra;es ivtinding in other domains.
ut what s the nature of races or, mor. J
of racialized social groups? Omi and W;l:[a);‘zpsiii
that races are the outcome of the. racialization pro-
cess, ?vhlch they define as “the extension of racial
meaning to a previously racially unclassified rela-
tionship, social practice, or group.”? Historicall
the dlassification of a people in racial terms haz
been a highly political act associated with practices
such as conquest and colonization; enslavement;
peonage; indentured servirude; and, more recentl ’
c'olomal and neocoloniaf labor immigration. Cate g’_’
ries sucl_1 as “Indians” and “Negroes” were invcn%cd
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to justify
the conguest and exploitation of various peaples.”
The invention of such categories entails 1 d.ialectic;a.l
process of construction; that is, the creation of the
category “Other” involves the creation of 2 catego
Same.” If “Indians” are depicted as “savages,” Ecirg
peans are characterized as “civilized™ if “bla::ks” are
defined as natural candidates for slavery, “whites”
are Flcﬁned as free subjects™ Yet although ’the racial-
ization of peoples was socially invented and did not
override previous forms of social distinction based on
class or gender, it did not lead to imaginary relations
but gfencrarcd new forms of human association with
f:lcﬁmte status differences. After the process of attach-
Ing meaning to a “people” is institured, race becomes
a real category of group association and identity.”
Bccause racial classifications partially organize
and 19’1}11: actors’ life chances, racial practices of
opposition emerge. Regardless of the form of racial
mtcf'acuon (overt, covert, or inert), races can be rec-
ognized in the realm of racial relations and positions
Vicwgd in this light, races are the effect of racial
practices of opposition (“we” versus “them”) at the
ccmll{:;m.lc, political, social, and ideological levels.!
ces, as most social scientists ackn,
not biolc_)gicaﬂy but socially deternﬁnczwi:ff;gz
of identity and group association. In this regard
Fhey are analogous to class and gender.” Actor;
in racial positions do not occupy those positions
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because they are of X or Y race, but because X
or Y has been socially defined as a race. Actors’
phenotypic (¢, biologically inherited) char-
acteristics, such as skin tone and hair color and
rexture, are usually, although not always, used to
denote racial distinctions.”® For example, Jews in
many European nations and the Irish in England
have been treated as racial groups.” Also, Indians
in the United States have been viewed as one race
despite the uremendous phenotypic and cultural
variation among nations. Because races are socially
constructed, both the meaning and the position
assigned to races in the racial structure are always
contested. Who is to be black or white or Indian
ceflects and affects the social, political, ideologi-
cal, and economic struggles among the races. The
global effects of these struggles can change the
meaning of the racial categories as well as the posi-
tion of a racialized group ina soctal formation.
This latter point is illustrated cleatly by the his-
torical struggles of several “white ethnic” groups
in the United States in their efforts to become
accepted as legitimate whites or “Americans.”* Nei-
ther light-skinned nor, for that matter, dark-skinned
immigrants necessarily came (o this country as
members of X or Y race. Light-skinned Europe-
ans, after bricf periods of “not-yet white,” became
“white” but did not lose their “ethnic” character.”
Their struggle for inclusion had specific impli-
cations: racial inclusion as members of the white
community allowed Americanization and class
mability. On the other hand, among dark-skinned
immigrants from Africa, Latin America, and the
Caribbean, the struggle was to avoid classification
as “black.” These immigrants challenged the reclas-
sification of their identity for a single reason: in
the United States, “black” signified a subordinate
status in society. Hence many of these groups Strug”
gled to keep their own ethnic or cultural identity,
o5 denoted in expressions such as “l am not black;
[ am Jamaican,” or “I am not black; T am Senega-
lese.”? Yet eventually many of these groups resolved
chis contradictory situation by accepting the duality
of their situation: in the United States, they were

phenotype A biologicat term that refers to how we leok (skin color,
facial features, hair texture, atc.).

classified socially as black yet they retained and
nourished their own cultural of ethnic heritage—a
heritage deeply influenced by Aftican traditions.
Alchough the content of racial caregories
changes over time through manifold processes and
struggles, race is nota secondary category of group
association. The meaning of black and white, the
“racial formation,” changes within the larger racial
structure. This does not mean that the racial struc-
wure is immutable and completely independent
of the action of racialized actors. It means only that
the socia! relations among the races become institu-
tionalized (form a structure as well as a culture) and
affect social life whether or not individual members
of the races want it to. In Frederick Barth’s words,
“Hihnic identity implies a series of constraints on
the kinds of roles an individual is allowed to play
fand] is similar to sex and rank, in that it constrains
the incumbent in all his activities.”* For instance,
free blacks during the slavery period struggled to
change the meaning of “blackness,” specifically 10
dissociate it from slavery. Yet they could not escape
the larger racial structuse that restricted their life
chances and their freedom.** :

The placement of a group of people in a racial
category stemmed initially’® from the interests of
powerful actors in the social system {e.g the capital-
ist class, the planter class, and colonizers). After racial
categories were employed to organize social relations
in societies, however, race became an independent
element of the operation of the social system.

What are the dynamics of racial issues in
racialized systems? Most important, after a social
formation is racialized, its “normal”  dynam-
ics always include 2 racial component. Societal

struggles based on class or gender contain 2 racial
component hecause hoth of these social categories
are also racialized; that is, both class and gender are
constructed along racial lines. In 1922, for exam-
ple, white South “African workers in the middle of
a strike inspired by the Russian revolution rallied
under the slogan “Workers of the world unite for
2 white South Africa.” One of the state’s “conces-
sons” to this “class” struggle was the passage of
the Apprenticeship Act of 1922, “which prevented
Black woikers acquiring appn:ntic::shjl:vs.”IE In
another example, the struggle of women in the
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United States to attain their civil and human ri
has always been plagued by deep racial tcniix?f gts
N.on.ctheless, some of the strife that cxjsts: in
a racialized social formation has a distinct racial
character; 1 call such strife racial contestation—
the str'uggle of racial groups for systemic changes
regarding their position at one or more levels Sfch
a struggle may be social (Who can be here’. Wh
belongs here?); political (Who can vote? Ho‘;';r mu E
power sl.muld they have? Should they be citizens(;)‘
economic {Who should work, and what shouici
they do? They are taking our jobs!); or ideological
(Black is beautifull), R
AJthfaugh much of this contestation is expressed
at the. individual level and is disjointed pscnm'e
times it becomes collective and general a:nd cai
cfﬁ?ct meaningful systemic changes in a society’s
racial organization. The form of contestation n?;
be relatively passive and subtle (e.g,, in situation);
of fundamental overt racial domination such
slavcr){ and apartheid) or more active and oveii
(e.g, in quasi-democratic siruations such as th
contemporary United States). As a rule, howcvere
fundamental changes in racialized social systcm;
are accompanied by struggles that reach the point
of overt protest.”® This does not mean thata vici))fcn
raf:ta%ly based revolution is the only way of accomt—,
plls'hmg effective changes in the relative position of
racial groups. .It is simply an extension of the argu-
E‘lef‘lt that s»u_:lal systems and their supporters must
e “shaken” if fundamental transformations are to
take place.” On this structural foundation rests th
pheInomenonhlabclcd racism by social scientists )
teserve the term racial ideols .
of the ideological structute of a gcfglr tsl;:;f[iﬂtlﬁm
f:rystallizes racial notions and stereotypes. Ra '3
fdeoiogy provides the rationalization for social Cll'
ical, am?l economic interactions among the’faoc;—
chyenc[mg on the particular character of a racialized
social system and on the struggles of the subordi
nated races, racial ideology may be developed highllj_r

3 (as in apartheid) or loosely (as in slavery} and its con-

tent}a:;ﬁressed in overt or covert terms.

o ough r.ac1al ideology originates in race rela-
, it acquires relative autonomy in the social

sys ical

ystem and performs practical functions.® [n Paul

- Gilroy's words, racial ideology “mediates the world

of agents and the structures which are created b
!:hcli social ;’)ﬂraxis.”31 Racism crystallizes the chan }—(
ing “dogma” on which actors in che social s stcn%n
operate and becomes “common sense” it nfvid
Fhe rulcs' fo‘r perceiving and dealing wit’h t]:i Ot.h::
in a racialized society. In the United States, fo
instance, because racial notions about what bfack:
and whites are or ought to be pervade their enco
Eirs, whites still have difficulty in dealing wuxlt.l};
Tﬁd{ bankers, Iaw:yers, ptofessors, and doctors.”?
us, although racist ideology is ultimately false, i
ﬁﬂf;ﬂs t:lzli[;ractical role in racialized socictic); .
t point it is possi .
won:k of the racialized gd;bi;;;;%e;;l;ttiqm
soctal systems are societies that allocate Eiiﬁ'ercntiai
economic, political, social, and even psychological
mwds to groups along racial lines, lines that are
t;ally constructed. After a society becomes racial-
d, a S.Ct.OF social relations and practices based on
;agal distinctions develops at all societal levels. 1
lesignate the aggregate of those relations and prac-
tices as the racial structure of a society. Second [r’a
h.fl_stor-lc:{.l}y are constituted according to the pjrocﬁ
o raa‘a.hzatlon; they become the effect of relations of
opposition among racialized groups at all levels of a
socna.i fo.rmation. Third, on the basis of this structure
a iac:a.l ideology develops. This ideology is not simpl ’
:h supe'rstlructural” phenomenon (2 mere reflection o);
e racnahzed. system) but becomes the organizational
bm;?; that guides actions of racial actors in society. It
b url;lcs as real as the racial relations it organizes.
ourth, most struggles in a racialized social system
contain a racial component, but sometimes th
acquire or exhibit a distinet racial character. Raciz
cofestation is the logical outcome of a socict;r with a
Irl:acml hlcrafcl'{y. A social formation that includes some
orm of racialization will always exhibit some form of
racnal.contestation. Finally, the process of racial coo
testation reveals the different objective interests of tirnl-
races in 2 racialized social system. ’

CONCLUSION
My central argument in this [readiﬁg] is thaf the

Eommocrllfcnsc understanding of racism, which is
o . »
t much different than the definition developed by
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mainstream social scientists or even by many critical
analysts, does not provide an adequate theoretical
foundation for understanding racial phenomena.
Witch notable exceptions,” analysts in academia are
siill entangled in ungrounded ideological interpre-
rations of racism. Lacking a structural view, they
cend to reduce racial phenomena to 2 derivation of
che class structure (as Marxist interpreters do) or
the result of an irrational ideology (as mainstream
social scientists doj. ~ © - - :
In the racialized social system framework, I sug-
est, as do Omi and Winant, char racism should be
studied from the viewpoint of racialization. I contend
that after a society becomes racialized, racialization
develops a life of its own* Although racism intet-
acts with class and gender structurations in society, it
becomes an organizing principle of social relations in
iself. Race, as most analysts suggest. is 2 social con-
struct, but that construct, like class and gender, has
independent effects in social life. After ractal strati-
Fication is established, race becomes an independent
criterion for vertical hierarchy in socety. Therefore
different taces experience positions of subordination
and superordination in society and develop different
interests. This framework has the following advan-
tages over traditional views of racism: -

Rucial phenomena are regarded as the “nor-
mal” outcome of the racial structure of a society.
Thus we can account for all racial manifestations.
Instead of explaining racial phenomena as deriving
from other structures or from racism (conceived of as
a free-floating ideology), we can trace cultural, polit-
ical, economic, social, and even psychological racial
phenomena to the racial organization of that society.

The changing nature of what analysts label
“pacism” is explained as the normal outcome of
racial contestation in a racialized social system.
In this framework, changes in racism are explained
cacher than described. Changes ate due to specific
struggles at different levels among the races, result-
ing from differences in interests. Such changes may
cransform the nacure of racialization and the global
character of racial relations in the system (the racial
structure). Therefore, change is viewed as a normal
component of the racialized system. - .
The racialized social system framework allows
analysts to explain overt as well as covert racial

behavior. The covert or overt nature of racial con-

tacts depends on how the process of racialization is

manifested; this in turn depends on how race orig-

inally was articulated in 2 social formation and on

the process of racial contestation. This point implies
that racher than conceiving of racism as 2 universal
and uniformly orchestrated phenomenon, analysts
should study “historically-specific racisms.”® This
insight is not new: Robert Patk, Oliver Cox, Pierre
van den Bergue, and Marvin Hatris described vari-
eties of “situations of race relations” with distince
forms of racial interaction. :

Racially motivated behavior, whether or not the

actors are conscious of it, & regarded as “rational ™—
shatis, based on the given races individual interests”
This framework accounts for Archic Bunker—type
racial behavior as well as for more “sophisticated” vari-
eties of racial conduct. Racial phenomena ase viewed as
systemic; therefore all actors in the system participate
1 racial affaits. Some members of the dominant racial
group tend to exhibit less virulence toward members of
the subordinated races because they have greater control
over the form and outcome of their racial interactions.
When they cannot control that interaction—as in the
case of revolts ot blacks maving into “their” neighbor-
hood—chey behave much like other members of the
dominant race: :

The reproduction of racial phenomena in
contemporary socteties is exxplained in this frame-
waork not by reference to a long-distant past but
in relation to its CORtEMPOTArY SETUCTUTE. Because
racism s viewed as systemic (possessing a racial
structure) and as organized around the races’ dif-
ferent interests, racial aspects of social systems
today are viewed as fundamentally related to hier-
archical relations among the races in those systems.
Elimination of the racialized character of a social
system entails the end of racialization, and hence
of races altogether. This argument clashes with

social scientists’ most popular policy prescription
for “curing” racism, namely, education. This “solu-
Gion” is the logical outcome of defining racism as a
belief, Most analysts regard racism as a foattet of
individuals subscribing to an irrational view, thus
the cure is educating them to realize that racism is
wrong, Education is also the choice pill prescribed
by Marxists for healing workers from racism. The

alternative theory offered here implies that beca .
ie phenomenon has structural consequences l;j;
b e ;acc:s, t}_le o.nly way to cure society of racism is
y eliminating its systemic roots. Whether this can
be acc?mplishcd democratically or only thro Cag
revolutionary means is 2n open qucstior): and e
that dc‘pends on the particular racial stuctur Oﬂ‘;
the society in question. o°

A racialings;
racialization framework accounts for the -

ways in which racial and ethnic stereotypes
Setr:r:rfe, are rmmﬁrm.ea’, and disappear. R?Z;al
e types are crystallized at the ideclogical level
a social system. These images ultimately indi-
cate—although in distorted ways—and just);fy the
stereotyped group’s position in a society. Stcréof
typt;s‘ may originate out of (1) material realities or
;:_: mggs endured by the group; (2) genuine igno-
o ct:i:lea ut tjhc group; or (3) rigid, distorted views
o th tgl:oups physical, cultural, or moral nature.
rdate‘_alc){l emerge, however, stereotypes must
r t ough not necessatily fit perfectly—to
€ group’s true social position in the racialized
gstcnfl if they are 1o perform their ideological
netion. S'tercotypes that do not tend to reflect
a group’s situation do not wotk and are bound 1o
d‘lsappcar. For example, notions of the Irish as st
pid or of Jews as athletically talented have all bu-
vanished since the 1940s, as the Irish moved N
the c‘ducatjonal ladder and Jews gained acc -
multiple routes of social mobility. Generall e::l o
stereatypes are reproduced because they rc}:ﬂec‘:n’
group’s distinct position and status in sociery, As z

stereo i ied pi
e te:z::c?’si;n?;lfled p|c1lure we paint of an entire group of people
_ generalize about everyone in th .
s to ger at
g:eg::rance, llrnltf.-d infarmation, or prejudice. Exampgl:;u:l‘ ha5f3d
ypes: all Asians are good at math, white people cant jr::r::ul

and all black people have rhythm.
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corollary, racial or ethnic notions about a o . di
appear only when the group’s status mi ors chat of
appear onl ‘ . mirrors that of
ant racial or ethnic group in the society. |
] The f‘ramework of the racialized social systemtyi.s |
i ;z jctim'lvcrsal' t%leory expla.im:.ng racial phenomena
n societies. It is intended to trigger a serious dis
snon-of how race shapes social systems. More:vl:as—'
ic important question of how race interacts anfi
intersects with class and gender has not yet b
addressed satisfactorily, Provisionally I :min ain
tha.ta-la nonfunctionalist reading of the conccpiaj;”
:ggeﬁzs;::f;::Z g}iv.e us cluc.:s for comprehending
soctets struch ed in damt‘mmce, to use Stuart
articulate differc(l)lctlsctt:isc:urc VI(CWCd e e
res (organizi inci
on which sets of social relationsg:rnclz;;s%cir]’;?gifs
patterned), it is possible to claim that ra(:,t:——asI w I}lr
as gcndc_er—has both individual and combi cd
(interactive) effects in society. "
To test the usefulness of the racialized social
:m framework as a theoretical basis for rcsearsc}:’;d
ine ;::;sr perfo'rm' comparative work on racialization’
n ous sacieties. One of the main objectives of
this comparative work should be to determine the
specific mechanisms, practices, and social relati
;:1‘:1 Sprc’r(_:lhuca':'amd reproduce racial inequality ato:lj
—that is, uncover the sociery’ i
m-li Unlike analysts who beiicveetthyai ‘r‘::;;:niirlli;
:{1 ccr::ed away, | argue that the persistent inequality
exXp enced by blacks and other racial minoriti
in t}'xc United States today is due to the conti 162
albeit changed existence of a racial structur"u;
contrast to race relations in the Jim Crow ei.' dn
bowech, racial practices that n:produceP r lo'ai
!nequallty in contemporary America are (1) incacl
fngl_y covert, (2) embedded in normal operatiorcas%
institutions, (3) void of direct racial termi ?5 .
and (4} invisible to most whites, R



