Racial and Ethnic Relations

BIG PICTURE QUESTIONS

=Why and how have human beings developed the
powerful ideas of “race” and ethnicity?

= How does racial or ethnic discrimination
become institutionalized?

*How do people respond to racial and ethnic
oppression in the United States?
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n the 1980s, Susie Guillory Phipps, a woman
living in Louisiana, went to court to try to get
the racial designation on her birth certificate at
the Louisiana Bureau of Vital Records changed
from “colored” to “white.” A 1970 Louisiana “blood”
law required that persons with one thirty-second
(1/32) or more “Negro blood” (ancestry) were to be
designated as “colored” on birth records; before
1970, “any traceable amount” of African ancestry
had been used to define a person as colored. The
light-skinned Phipps was the descendant of an eigh-
teenth-century white plantation owner and an
enslaved black American, and her small amount of
African ancestry was enough to get her classified as
“colored” on her official government birth certifi-
cate. Phipps lost her case.!

This significant controversy raises the question
of how a person comes to be defined as white or not
white in U.S. society. Only under traditional racist
assumptions does having one black ancestor make
one_black, whereas having one white ancestor
does.not make one white. If one white ancestor
made a person white under Louisiana law, many
black residents there—those who have at least one
white ancestor (often a white slaveholder)—could
be classified as white! This revealing case illustrates
that racial categories are constructed and defined
socially and politically, not scientifically.

. Alogical place to start in making sense out of this

“U.S. system of racial and ethnic categorization is

“'with basic terms and concepts. People have often
1 used such terms as racial groups.and prejudice with-
“out specifying their meaning. Because these are basic

concepts in the study of intergroup relations, we will
«-analyze them in detail.

45

Issues of Race and Racism

w:&.i Groups and Racialized Hierarchies

Both racial group and race have been used in a num-
ber of senses‘in social science and. popular writings.
Human race, Jewish race, white race—such terms in the
literature suggest a range of meanings. In sixteenth-
and early seventeenth-century Europe, the concept
or word race was typically used for descendants of
a common ancestor, emphasizing kinship linkages
rather than physical characteristics such as skin
color, hair type, or facial features. Only in the eigh-
teenth century did race generally come to mean a
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category of human beings with distinctive physical char-
acteristics transmitted by descent, and set in a clearly
racialized hierarchy.?

Soon, racial hierarchy, a stratification of and substan-
tial inequality among physically distinct groups, came to
be widely accepted, with white Europeans at the top.
The often darker-skinned people from African and
Native American societies were relegated by Euro-
pean observers to the bottem, in part because of their
physical characteristics and allegedly “primitive”
cultures, but also because they were subordinated
by Europeans. Economic and political oppression
resulted in a low position in the white classification
system, or what can be termed racial subordination.?

Immanuel Kant’s use of the German phrase for
“races of mankind"” in the 1770s was one of the early
uses of the term race in the modern sense of biolog-
ically distinct, hierarchical categories of human be-
ings. In 1795, Johann Blumenbach, a prominent
German anatomist, established a racial classification
system that became an influential typology. At the
top of his racial hierarchy were the Caucasians (Eu-
ropeans), followed in order by the Mongolians
(Asians), the Ethiopians (Africans), the Americans
(Native Americans), and the Malays (Polynesians).
Blumenbach was the first to use the term Caucasian;
he felt that the Europeans in the Caucasus Moun-
tains of Russia were “the most beautiful race of
men.” Ever since, people of European descent have
been called by a racist term that originally applied
only to a small area of Europe.?

The concept of race as a biologically distinctive,
hierarchical category was fully developed by north-
ern Europeans who, for much of their histories, had
been largely isolated from contact with people who
differed from them physically or culturally. Before
the development of large sailing ships in the late
1400s, Europeans had little contact with people from
Asia, Africa, or the Americas. Soon, however, colo-
nizing Europeans established slave systems in the
Americas. Slave colonies were rationalized by colo-
nizing Europeans, including the English, who clas-
sified enslaved Africans as a “lesser race.” The idea
of .race was not developed from scientific observa-
tions of all human beings. Rather, it was a social
“classification, a product of popular beliefs about
human differences that evolved from the sixteenth
through the nineteenth centuries.””

From the eighteenth century to well into the
twentieth century, most white biologists, physical
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