
Can we deconstruct "race" in the public discourse?

Item Type text; Thesis-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors LaBore, Catherine

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 14:03:05

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/291681

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/291681


INFORMATION TO USERS 

The most advanced technology has been used to photograph and 

reproduce this manuscript from the microfilm master. UMI films the 

text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and 

dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any 

type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in 

reduced form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly 

to order. 

. University Microfilms International 
A Bell & Howell Information Company 

300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA 

313/761-4700 800/521-0600 





Order Number 1341228 

Can we deconstruct "race" in the public discourse? 

LaBore, Catherine M., M.A. 

The University of Arizona, 1990 

Copyright ©1990 by LaBore, Catherine M. All rights reserved. 

U  M I  
300 N. Zeeb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





CAN WE DECONSTRUCT "RACE" IN THE PUBLIC DISCOURSE? 

by 

Catherine LaBore 

Copyright © Catherine LaBore 1990 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

19 9 0 



2 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This thesis has been submitted in partial fulfillment of 
requirements for an advanced degree at The University of 
Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be 
made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable without 

special permission, provided that such quotation accurately 
represents the sense of the original context, and that 
accurate acknowledgement of source is made. Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of 
this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 
copyright holder. 

This thesis has been approved on the date shown below: 

SIGNED 

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR 

Ellen B. Basso 
Professor of Anthropology 

Date (J 



3 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES 4 

ABSTRACT • 5 

PREFACE 6 

CHAPTER 

1 Introduction 13 

The construction of 'race' in European and American thought 17 

Humanity's earliest classifiers: The eighteenth-century 
naturalists 22 

The nineteenth century: Emergence of the racial sciences .... 27 

Crania Mania: Race and the measurement of skulls 31 

Racial typology 33 

Hierarchy and the Great Chain of Being 35 

Monogenists and polygenists: The origin of 'races' 37 

The impact of evolutionary theory 42 

Conclusion 45 

2 The Deconstruction of 'race' 46 

3 Introduction 71 

Diacritics of identity 73 

Diacritics of 'race' 80 

Cultural definitions of identity 86 

Conclusion 97 

4 Introduction 98 

Survey results 99 

Conclusion 115 

APPENDIX 126 

REFERENCES 128 



4 

LIST OF TABLES 

I The human 'races* as listed by American University Students .. 101 

II Synonym preference 112 

• 



ABSTRACT 

The concept of 'race' is examined from its earliest uses in 
European languages through the era of 'racial' sciences in the 
nineteenth century. The meanings acquired by the word 'race' 
are shown to be related to scientific thinking which has since 
been discredited. The history of efforts to discredit or 
eliminate the concept in science by twentieth-century 
anthropologists and others is shown to be complete, but the 
persistence of the word in public discourse is noted. 
Ethnographic examples of the problematic nature of the concept 
are introduced. Results of a study of American college 
students' understandings of the word are examined, and 
implications and recommendations for future efforts to 
discredit its use are presented. 
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PREFACE 

Historically, both scientific and lay concepts of race have 
served to support the economic and political privileges of 
ruling groups who regarded themselves as superior by virtue 
of phylogenetic heritage rather than because of the acci
dents of cultural history (Marshall 1968:160). 

'Race' is and always has been a word describing a system of classi

fication, "invented by Europeans," as Michael Banton (1975:8) puts it, 

"first, to press the political claims of groups within European coun

tries; then to represent the relations between these countries; only 

later when the potentialities of this way of labeling people had been 

extended and biological theories integrated with social ones, was it 

imposed upon the rest of the world." 

The idea that a social classification could be based on a scientifi

cally sanctioned determination of human affinity has been with us for a 

relatively short period of time, and has been authorized by relatively few 

intelligent minds. Yet it has been both popular and persistent, and this, 

I believe, stems from two fundamental causes. One is a faith in the objec

tivity of science and scientists, ultimately a faith in the nature of 

truth to "will out" under the continued scrutiny of human intelligence. 

The other is harder to conceptualize, but is perhaps best viewed as the 

need to make moral choices on the basis of defensible criteria. 

We make moral choices when we determine with whom we choose to asso

ciate, what our responsibilities towards them are, how we behave 

towards those with whom we have chosen to disassociate, and for what 

reasons and to what degree we choose not to accept responsibility for 
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their well-being. Many complex factors enter into these choices, but 

the inescapable fact is that science cannot make them for us, and 

should not presume to. 

Responsible scientists know this, and deplore the extent to which 

individuals point to science as a justification for and ratification of 

what are essentially the responsibilities of individuals and groups. A 

scientific basis for justifying social and economic exclusion has at 

one time or another appeared to many as objective and therefore just. 

This is the irony of the pretensions to universal, objective descrip

tion once claimed by the sciences. A sophisticated, contemporary under

standing of scientific epistemology would view the objective descrip

tion of reality as a fundamentally narrow part of the scientific en

deavor, but for those who choose not to struggle with the philosophical 

problems presented by the limits of objective description, science can 

be and has been used to validate any notion of 'the way things are.' 

Virginia Dominguez (1986:6-9), in her study of social relations 

based in the concept of "creole" identity in Louisiana, has reiterated 

some recent questions asked by scientists about social classification. 

Are these determined by a normative social structure, based on social 

consensus? Or are such social structures themselves illusory, the 

product of a continuous negotiation and renegotiation of social pro

cesses by individual actors? Both of these positions have been held by 

social anthropologists, but Dominguez comes to the conclusion that "the 

individual exercise of choice takes place within sociohistorical envi
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ronments that deem only certain kinds of choices possible". 

In examining some of the same questions, John Comaroff (1987:303) 

takes the position that "classification, the meaningful construction of 

the world, is a necessary condition of social existence." But he chal

lenges the Weberian idea that any such classification is based on some 

"primordial", substantial identity. Identity is formed by historical 

forces, in opposition to relations of structured inequality. "[I]t is 

the marking of relations—of identities in opposition to one another— 

that is 'primordial,' not the substance of those identities," he writes. 

It has been suggested that 'race' was originally an attempt to na

turalize and explain human inequality, a project which enabled European 

peoples to avoid the problem of morality implicit in the fact of an 

institutionalized structure of inequality. I would add that the "natural

ness" of social norms and structures is widely invoked to explain why 

some individuals are privileged and others are not. In reality, there 

is nothing more necessary than the accident of birth in most social 

structures. All systems of social classification are arbitrary. 

"The study of race, like the theory of numbers, is something which 

drives men mad," Michael Banton and Jonathan Harwood tell us in their 

introduction to The Concept of Race (1975:9). They go on to explain 

that this is so only if one makes the assumption that everyone belongs 

to some 'race' and that it is the job of the student of race to devise 

a scientific, objective basis for classification that cannot be disproved. 

While I agree that the study of race drives men (and women, too) mad, I 



9 

disagree with the assessment that this can occur only if one accepts the 

possibility of classification. For this student, madness lay in the fact 

that, despite the volumes written on the subject, most of which have 

attempted to discredit the concept of 'rape1, the most perfidious notions 

attached to it are still with us. As we approach the twenty-first century, 

nineteenth-century European epistemological assumptions are still very 

much at play in our debates about 'race'. 

The race concept was in large part constructed by anthropology. It 

could be said that they at one time constructed each other, for at one 

time the study of race defined anthropology. It is my position that anth

ropologists must take an active role in the deconstruction of 'race.* 

But, though it is a term that has been disavowed by most, anthropologists 

cannot just agree to strike the language of science from the concept of 

race any more than they can agree to strike the word itself from every

day language. The deconstruction of 'race* would ideally be integral to 

what seems to be the central project of anthropology today: the attempt 

to understand, value and preserve the diversity of human responses to 

the world and each other. This in turn can only happen in the context 

of a general social agreement that humans can learn to tolerate dif

ference . 

I am aware that I am characterizing anthropology here as relativist, 

and I am also aware of the ethical dilemma this presents for some. Per

haps it would be better to characterize the value for diversity as a 

metavalue, one that emerges from the tacit agreement that humans are 
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willing and able to engage in the negotiation and renegotiation of moral 

and ethical standards, that these are not universal standards but social 

contracts. 

I've used the word 'deconstruction' in this paper with some misgivings. 

Speaking about the word 'deconstruction' in this context is a little like 

trying to taste one's own tongue, but I'm going to define my understanding 

of the word and then I'm going to explain to what extent I think this 

might be a process of deconstruction, even if it might not be deconstruc

tion in the strict (Derridaean) sense of the word. 

When I asked one of my professors to please give me a somewhat con

cise definition of the proper way to use the word 'deconstruction,' he 

told me that it was used theoretically to name a process of revealing 

the subtexts behind a text, of linking a text to the philosophical posi

tions behind it. Usually, this means describing the contradictions be

tween the text and the subtext, contradictions which derive from unex

amined metaphysical assumptions implicit in those positions, many of 

which are inherited from those who passed them down to us. Deconstruc

tion also tries to describe the ideological power of these metaphysical 

assumptions, who has that power and why they believe they are worthy 

of, indeed entitled to, remaining in power. 

In trying to become a part of a scientific tradition myself, I've 

come to see that education—in my culture—entails the trying on of 

many layers of traditions, each working out the contradictions and the 

false assumptions of the traditions preceding it. This is a process 
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which is never complete, because those layers unfold in their own 

unpredictable order when and where they will; often when one new in

sight takes hold, another reveals itself to be false, or incomplete, or 

meaningless, in the light of the new one. The process of education also 

entails learning how to begin and to nurture ones own process of adding 

on new layers and peeling away the old ones. 

Scientists, in ray understanding, try as much as possible to work free 

of ideology, or, because that is not possible, to be aware of the ideo

logical possiblities entailed in their work. They do not always succeed, 

but the goal is to describe reality, as closely as possible. For this 

reason, perhaps naively, I've chosen to deemphasize ideology and to em

phasize ignorance. Vhile it is true that we are all influenced by our 

time, there is still a vast difference between a Robert Knox and a Franz 

Boas. 

I have chosen to examine the "subtext" that has at one time or another 

been readable behind a single word. I had hoped also to discover what the 

legacy of those subtexts might be, not in the way scientists use the 

word today—because scientists rarely use the word 'race1, today—but in 

the way that most Americans use it. Does the word 'race* mean that there 

are people with whom I cannot be fully human? in the way that I feel 

humans must or should be? 

If skin colour, hair form and physique are inherited, surely 
much else is inherited too? If the environment exercises a 
selective influence favouring individuals with a natural 
resistance to local diseases, surely it similarly favours 
certain mental characteristics? Is the concept of race one 
that needs to be taken seriously as an explanation of be
haviour? Or is it basically a mystification elaborated by 
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Europeans to justify their plundering the lands of weaker 
peoples? (Banton and Harwood 1975:10) 

If a single word might be said to constitute a "text," a word like 

race is probably a good candidate. 'Race', as applied to human beings, 

is one of the most historically loaded words in the language. Our use 

of it shows that we are reluctant and wary. At the same time, we are 

not unaware of the power of this word, even today, to appeal to the 

emotions. "In a racially-motivated incident..." the journalists begin, 

and no one claims to be unmoved. Guilt, fear, anger, indignation, 

shame, and even pride linger around the edges of this word at all 

times. We are the heirs of those who would set themselves apart, who 

have divided humanity against itself with this word alone. Race: 'they' 

are of an accursed race, therefore 'they' must serve a superior race. 

It is the destiny of 'their' race. It is long past time to rid the 

language of this divisive nineteenth-century concept. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE RACE CONCEPT: 
A HISTORY OF ITS EARLY USE AND SCIENTIFIC CONSTRUCTION 

The word 'race* was given a great variety of meanings in the 
eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was used 
to refer to cultural, religious, national, linguistic, eth
nic and geographical groups of human beings. At one time or 
another, the 'Jews', the 'Celts', the 'Irish', the 'Negro', 
the 'Hottentots', the 'Border-Scots', the 'Chinese', the 
'Anglo-Saxons', the 'Europeans', the 'Mediterraneans', the 
'Teutons', the 'Aryans', and the 'Spanish Americans' were 
all 'races' according to scientists (Stepan 1982: xvii). 

After discussing modern human biology from a sophisticated 
viewpoint, many recent authors still feel impelled to do 
something with races, and of course all one can do with them 
is to list them. Hence the awkward and arbitrary lists which 
embarrass such works as Coon, Garn, and Birdsell (1950), 
Gam (1961), and Newman (1963) (Brace 1964:313). 

INTRODUCTION 

Explanations of human differences reflect historically situated 

speculations on the nature of the self, the relationship oii self to 

other and the relationship of the individual to the categories and 

practices of his or her social environment. Out of the raw material of 

culture and desire we become what we believe ourselves to be only in 

some proportion to the desire of others to make what they wish us to 

be. 

Many anthropologists believe that identity is something we construct 

for ourselves in relationship to the constraints others would impose on 

it. These constraints are shaped by specific social, cultural and 

historical contexts, which are in turn reflections of those ideas and 

meanings which, far from being timeless and universal, encode the 
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spirit of the era and place out of which they arise. We are told by the 

philosophers of language who shape our own age that we can discover 

those ideas and meanings by studying the linguistic symbols which carry 

them. When shifts of meaning occur, earlier meanings are not always 

replaced. To the extent that these meanings continue to be referenced, 

do they prevent the establishment of understandings more appropriate to 

our present circumstances? To look at the discourse of the past on its 

own terms is admirable, to the extent that it is possible, if it can 

help us to understand the historical nature of our own discourse. 

Among American beliefs about science is a strong faith that it is an 

essentially progressive enterprise. This is certainly among my own 

beliefs about science, and perhaps it is this optimism that inclines me 

toward what the intellectual historian George Stocking (1968:2-12) 

called a "presentist" approach to history. Taking a presentist approach 

entails viewing history in the light of the contemporary state of 

things; it is to study "the past for the sake of the present." It looks 

for progress and it judges the past against a purportedly timeless 

standard of rationality that is really the standard of the present. By-

contrast, the historicist approach studies "the past for the sake of 

the past," eschewing the rational for the "reasonable," viewed as an 

historical position. It attempts to understand, rather than judge, the 

thinking of historical actors. 

Stocking stresses that this is an ideal-typical dichotomy, not that 

historicists take one approach to the exclusion of the other. The 
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discipline of history, he suggests, is more oriented toward histor-

icism, but he believes that there "is a sort of implicit Whiggish 

presentism virtually built into the history of science": 

However disillusioned we may have become with the idea of 
progress in other areas, however sophisticated in the newer 
philosophy of science, most o£ us take it for granted that 
the development of science is a cumulative ever-upward 
progress in rationality (1968:6). 

Stocking believes that the historicist approach is gaining ground in 

the sciences, and cites Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions as 

example. I question whether a problematic and morally troubling concept 

such as 'race' can be viewed without at least the hope of progress, 

though Stocking's own work is exemplary in its absence of polemicism. 

In any event, as my concern is primarily with the vestiges of the past 

in an idea still vital in the present, I have certainly written a 

presentist account of the 'race' concept. Nevertheless, I have tried to 

show that past thinking about race changed partly because of the 

movement from a "traditional and absolutistic Weltanschauung" to the 

recognition of the inherent moral problem implicit in such a world 

view. Subsequent attempts to discredit the race concept grew out of the 

recognition that we cannot productively think about a species which 

exhibits so wide a range of variation as does Homo Sapiens by examining 

it from a single direction. 

In the case of 'race,' because it was constructed by science and 

given the status of objective reality by that science, it is important 

to demonstrate the fact that the allegedly objective phenomena of 
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'race' have eluded empirical verification. Some would argue that 

empirical verification of 'races' has been provided, but even they 

would readily admit that what has been pinned down into gene frequency 

counts scarcely bears a resemblance to the cephalic indices, coeffi

cients of racial likenesses, and percentages of 'negritude' that once 

comprised that evidence for others who also believed in the reality of 

'race'. 

The attempt to become conscious of the biases incorporated into sci

ence has produced a significant volume of writings on the concept of 

'race.' Much of what I have done here is a recapitulation of the 

history of the debates over the many facets of the concept. This debate 

has first constructed, then deconstructed, the notion of 'race' in the 

discourse of science. Social scientists today use the term to describe 

a folk category and a set of ethnographically specific folk categories. 

Thus, I have followed the first two chapters with an attempt to show, 

through the use of ethnographic examples, liow differing concepts of 

'race' and how 'racial' categories function "on the ground" to deter

mine social position—that is, how such definitions constitute the 

social reality of group identity and exclusion in several different 

regions and communities. Finally I include a discussion of the answers 

to a survey designed to elicit aspects of the 'race' concept held by 

some American college students. The survey results, together with the 

ethnographic examples, suggest that study of such concepts can be very 

fruitful in understanding the problematic of 'race*. Research in this 
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area could enable anthropologists and other educators to better assess 

approaches to the teaching of anthropological concepts such as 'race' 

or 'ethnicity'. 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF 'RACE'* IN EUROPEAN AND AMERICAN THOUGHT 

'Race', as a concept, has had many meanings, from its use by animal 

breeders to designate a line of descent, to its use in designating the 

practitioners of a particular religion as genetically "unfit." It has 

been used to describe lineage, clan, tribe and political allegiance, 

expanded to include all inhabitants of nation states, and expanded 

again to describe the autochthonous populations of geographical regions 

exceeding continental boundaries. It has incorporated land, language, 

customs, character, appearance and morals. It has been steeped in the 

atavistic language of origin and in the exclusivist rhetoric of genea

logical progress. For much of its history it conveyed the notion of 

essential and unchangeable difference. 

What does not change in these conceptions of 'race' is the use of 

the term to form a 'political idea.' "A political idea," writes Eric 

Voegelin (1940: 283-84) "does not attempt to describe social reality as 

it is, but it sets up symbols, be they single language units or more 

elaborate dogmas, which have the function of creating the image of a 

* Throughout this paper, I have marked the words 'race' and 
'racial' in single quotes when I am referring to either the words 
themselves or to one or more of their meanings, connotations or denota
tions. Though I prefer other terms to designate human groups, in such a 
paper as this it is impossible to avoid. Thus, I have not marked every 
occurrence of these words with quotes. 
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group as a unit...What welds the diffuse mass of individual life into a 

group unit are the symbolic beliefs entertained by the members of a 

group." Such symbols of identity as descent from a distinguished ances

tor, linguistic affinity or distinctive cultural practices are often 

viewed as 'natural', but it is important, Voegelin says, to keep in 

mind that "it is beside the mark to criticize a symbol, or a set of 

dogmas, because they are not empirically verifiable...it is not the 

function of an idea to describe social reality, but to assist in its 

constitution." 

Anthropologists have long been aware that de facto political lin

eages don't always truly resemble real biological relationships, let 

alone that there is any 'natural,' obligatory de jure rule for con

structing such lineages. Even a strictly-followed system of simple 

unilateral primogeniture is only one among many ways of maintaining 

continuity of rule. While Stocking (1968:36) attempts to show the shift 

in emphasis from a "quest for European origins" to an "expression of 

attitudes toward dark-skinned... peoples," I believe that these two 

perspectives on 'race' are not only inseparable, but central to the 

mixture of biology and culture long embodied in the concept of 'race', 

a crucial contributor to its pivotal role in the formation of modern 

European and American identity. 

The history of the word 'race', Voegelin (1940:294-98) believes, 

probably began with a Semitic word, "ras," meaning "origin," "begin

ning," "head" and was probably used mainly by animal breeders. As it 
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passed first into Spanish, then French and English, it acquired "such 

meanings as 'parentage,1 'lineage,' 'stock.'" In German it continued to 

carry such associations with the animal realm that Blumenbach, in using 

it in his 1795 edition of De generis humani varietate nativa, was 

criticized for bringing human beings down to the level of beasts. 

In the written languages of Europe 'race' is traceable as far back 
/ 

as the mid-fifteenth century. British Sociologist Michael Banton 

(1987:45), who has done important and detailed work on the history of 

the concept, begins with 1438, when the word raza was used in Spanish 

writing, "primarily with reference to Jewish converts to Christianity 

because those who wished to despoil them were ready to maintain that 

they were not of pure blood." It is difficult to surmise what the 

notion of "pure blood" meant in this context. Banton goes on to assert 

that the word had several meanings throughout the next four centuries. 

Its most common usages pertained to the sense captured in what Montagu 

(1965:8) tells us was the "first use of the word in printed English" 

when John Foxe wrote in his Book of Martyrs, second edition, published 

in 1570, of "the race and stocke of Abraham." Another signification can 

be discerned in Milton's reference to "the race of Satan" (Banton 

1977:18). Citing French historian Jacques Barzun, Banton notes that 

'race' was used in French historical writings from the sixteenth to the 

O 
Voegelin says that in the scholarly Latin of the time, gens and 

gentilitius meant respectively 'race' and 'racial', but actual use may 
not have been so restricted. 
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eighteenth century in regard to relations between fifth and sixth 

century Gauls and Franks. In these writings its meaning is close to 

what we would today call "tribe," "lineage" or "clan," that is, it 

refers to a group of people descended from a putative founder or to a 

group united under a political or military leader. So, for example, by 

virtue of his having conquered the Gauls, followers of Clovis called 

themselves Franks ('free'), and inherited the right to occupy positions 

in the ruling class. It took only two hundred years for the Franks and 

the Gauls to become a single political entity, according to Banton, but 

three hundred years more before historians ceased describing them as 

separate 'races' (1977:16). 

Across the channel, a similar political situation produced a similar 

interpretation of history. Through the persistence of what Banton calls 

"a myth in the correct sense of the currently much abused word" we can 

follow the shifts in the central concept of British "Anglo-Saxon" 

identity by tracing the uses of 'race' in writings about the 'Norman 

yoke on the Saxon's neck.' In 1605, answering political expediencies 

posed by Stuart attempts to weaken parliament and claim hereditary 

right to rule, historian Richard Verstegan identified the British 

people as descendants of the "German race." According to Banton, the 

political subordinates of the ruling Normans were descendants of 

Hengist and Horsa, the Saxon chieftains who settled Britain in the 

fifth century. In fact, Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinum relates 

that in the "barbarian conspiracy of 367, the Picts, Scots, Attacotti 
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were allied with Saxons against the Romans." Hengist and Horsa were 

Jutes, brothers invited by Vortigern, ruler of another tribe, the 
I 

Britons, to overthrow Ficts and Scots. In any case, historians now 

regard the fifth century Saxon tradition as apocryphal. In the six

teenth century, however, the British viewed themselves as inheritors of 

a Gothic tradition of limited monarchy—indeed, a parliamentary demo

cracy—and Hengist and Horsa as the founders of the British 'race.' 

Normans, on the other hand, were seen as foreigners, oppressors whose 

conquest had reduced a noble people to inequality and exploitation. 

This interpretation of British history incorporated a nascent racial 

identity that Banton believes came into full flower in the last quarter 

of the nineteenth century, after the term 'race' had picked up connota

tions that went beyond lineage, clari or tribe (1977:15-21). 

Before acquiring the scientific baggage which will be examined in 

detail in the next section, the term 'race' seems to have evolved along 

with the concept of nationalism until it was being used nearly as we 

today would use 'nation' or 'ethnic group.' As late as 1799, usages 

such as "the Kimmerian and Keltic race" shared space, apparently 

interchangeably, with notions of "the Scythian, Gothic, and German 

tribes" and "the Slavonian and Sarmantian nations" in Sharon Turner's 

History of the Anglo-Saxons (Banton 1977:19). But by the time Sir 

Walter Scott immortalized the myth of the Norman yoke in his romantic 

novel Ivanhoe (1820), 'race' had begun to denote not only political 

group but special attributes associated with that group. 
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Scott's novel is an important marker not only because he depicts the 

opposition of the Normans and Saxons as that of two 'races'— each 

characterized by special talents and dispositions, but also because, as 

Banton points out, his characters possessed a racial consciousness, 

speaking "of 'my race' and 'thy race'." Thus was laid the foundations 

of an identity that was later to accept a national mandate "'to fulfil 

the Mission of the Anglo-Saxon race, in spreading intelligence, free

dom, and Christian faith wherever Providence gives us the dominion of 

the soil'" (Banton 1977:26, quoting Edward Lord Lytton 1874). As used 

in nineteenth century popular English literature, the term 'race' had 

innatist and hierarchical connotations. Europe had acquired racial 

consciousness. 

HUMANITY'S EARLIEST CLASSIFIERS: THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY NATURALISTS 

Banton does not specifically identify the causes of a shift in 

meaning in the concept of 'race' in eighteenth century British and 

French usage. But the word began to change its signification around the 

same period of time that the Comte de Buffon, perhaps the first to use 

O 
the word to designate a taxonomic category, published his Natural 

History in 1749. Voegelin (1940:296) writes that when referring to the 

human species, Buffon's used the term 'race' "frequently but without 

definite meaning, signifying sometimes a variety, sometimes a group 

comprising several varieties." Walter Scheldt (1950:360) credits Buffon 

® The history and impact of the use of the term by animal breed
ers to describe stock lineages have not, to my knowledge, been examined 
in the literature on the concept of 'race'. 
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with introducing the word "race" into the natural sciences, and notes 

that the publication of this book was greeted with a reception that 

"especially among the educated laity hardly was matched in its day by 

any other work in science." Scheldt notes that Buffon was a far more 

popular writer than his contemporary Linnaeus, who wrote in Latin. He 

was particularly influential in popularizing natural history, espe

cially in conveying its more philosophical aspects to a broad public. 

An Enlightenment thinker, Buffon was a believer in the unity of hu

mankind and in the influence of environment on the characteristics 

which distinguished his "races." Along with such morphological traits 

as skin color, stature and physique, physical constitution and certain 

character traits such as gentleness, ferocity or stubbornness were the 

results of the influence of climate and latitude. Thus, Buffon believed 

(1950 (1749):14-15) that climate was the "chief cause of the different 

colours of men," the most temperate climate "produces the most handsome 

and beautiful men" and so "[i]t is from this climate that the ideas of 

the genuine color of mankind, and of the various degrees of beauty, 

ought to be derived." Like his contemporary, Blumenbach, Buffon be-, 

lieved that the people of Georgia were among the most beautiful in the 

world. His categories were: the Laplander or Polar Race; the Tartar or 

Mongolian Race; the Southern Asiatic Race; the European Race; the 

Ethiopian Race; and the American Race. Buffon noted the similarities 

between the "Oriental Tartars" and the Americans, so many that "if they 

were not separated by a vast sea, we should believe them to have sprung 
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from the same nation. 

Linnaeus was the first scientist to include humankind in a sys

tematic schema of nomenclature for the natural world. The species homo 

was included in the same order as the apes. To situate humans within 

the natural world was to have far-reaching implications as Europe 

entered the age of the Enlightenment. Linnaeus's classifications were a 

systematic reworking of Aristotelian categories, and they laid the 

foundation for a scientific approach to the study of humanity, a 

foundation that was shortly to support the edifice of evolutionary 

theory, but also a concept of the divisibility of humanity into dis

crete, ideal-typical categories, bounded by nature's manifestations of 

difference. 

Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, frequently called 'the founder of Anth

ropology, believed that all the "varieties" of mankind had "degen

erated" from a "primeval race," which he identified as the Caucasian 

race. According to Banton (1987:47), Blumenbach seems to have meant 

"not deterioration but the modification that arises as one generation 

succeeds another." Still, this is an interesting contrast to later 

views which held that Caucasians were the last to evolve. But Blumen

bach' s pre-Darwinian ontology was biblical, not evolutionary. The 

causes of this degeneration were somewhat mystical; Blumenbach wrote of 

^ Buffon was not the first to set the Lapps apart from the rest of 
Europe. The philosopher G.V. Leibniz classified humankind into Lapland
ers, Ethiopians, Orientals or Mongolians and Occidentals or Europeans. 

® Seligman 1939:39; Fortney 1977:36; Scheidt 1950:362 
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the nisus formativus, the "formative force," one kind of "vital force" 

(Scheldt 1950s364), which was produced by certain stimuli, which he 

named. They were climate, diet, mode of life, hybrid generation, and 

"hereditary peculiarities of animals from diseased temperament" (Blu-

menbach 1950 (1776):31). On the inheritance of acquired traits he 

presented both sides of the argument without taking a stand on either. 

Though in this first edition Blumenbach used the term "varieties" 

for his classifications, in subsequent editions he used 'race', as when 

he referred to Caucasians as a variety of the "Georgian" race. This 

would seem to support the view that for men of his time the designation 

of nationality was a common enough usage of 'race', but Blumenbach 

distinguished Georgians by their skull form and skin color. His Europe

an aesthetic was the basis for determining which human 'variety' was 

original, primeval—the 'autochthones'—and to Blumenbach the Georgian 

'race' represented humankind's ideal type (1950:36). 

Blumenbach was more emphatic than Linnaeus in rejecting an old idea 

that would re-emerge under the pressures of polygenetic theory in the 

nineteenth century, that of a Great Chain of Being, which viewed human

kind as one end of a continuous progression of earthly life forms. 

Thus, unlike Linnaeus, he classed humans in a separate order from other 

primates. His notion of degeneration was not incompatible with the 

belief that humans were set apart from nature. On the contrary, human 

custom, as he saw it, was one of the possible causes of degeneration. 

But strictly speaking, Blumenbach did not view human varieties as 
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immutable, though they might 'solidify' and become more or less en

trenched. 

Blumenbach's discussion of human variation in itself did not escape 

the observation that great difficulty attended any attempt to create 

classifications. "The varieties of mankind run into one another by 

insensible degrees," he wrote. "No variety exists, whether of colour, 

countenance, or stature &c., so singular as not to be connected with 

others of the same kind by such an imperceptible transition, that it is 

very clear they are all related, or only different from each other in 

degree" (1950:34). 

While eighteenth-century concepts of 'race' were beginning to take 

on scientific meanings, and while there was surely a great deal of 

ethnic conceit involved in the discussion of human variation, they were 

influenced by the Enlightenment thinkers, who saw humanity as unified, 

created by God from a single pair, and subject to the influences both 

of nature and culture. 

These authors inhabited a mental world suffused with religi
ous concerns. They sought to know God through nature and 
they were constrained in their speculations by the power of 
organized religion. As [John C.] Greene remarks [in The 
Death of ^dam], most of the eighteenth century writers on 
race were more concerned to explain the origins of races 
than to classify them. Samuel Stanhope Smith, indeed, dis
missed attempts at classification as 'a useless labour' 
since it was so difficult to draw the necessary distinctions 
(Banton 1987:47). 

Banton points out that forming classification principles in the natural 

sciences was in general hampered by uncertainties about the definition 

of 'species'. The move toward more divisive definitions of 'race' took 
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place at the conjuncture of a new era in both political and intellec

tual history, particularly the history of the development of the 

science of anthropology. 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY: EMERGENCE OF THE RACIAL SCIENCES 

This thesis contends that distinctive scientific and intellectual 

currents of the nineteenth'century were instrumental in fashioning the 

concept of 'race' in Euro-American thought and that twentieth-century 

thinking has only partially succeeded in displacing nineteenth-century 

connotations. This chapter will focus on the intellectual currents of 

that century, so as to lay the groundwork for an examination of the 

concept of 'race' today. 

Stocking (1968:36) has examined one of these currents, "that intel

lectual reorientation which we call the Romantic reaction to the eigh

teenth century Enlightenment." Several historians, in fact, have noted 

that the intellectual positions of the Enlightenment were under attack 

® While political events and pressures, particularly the interests 
of slave traders and holders, are obviously important to understanding 
the kinds of influences and pressures on intellectual enterprises, it 
is my position that colonialism and slavery did not define 'race,' 
though racist support for slavery may have flourished in the climate of 
nineteenth century scientism. While Stepan (1982:x) ranks scientific 
use of 'race' as a human category co-equal in influence with slavery on 
European preoccupations with human difference, its usefulness to slave
holders does not explain why that preoccupation has persisted so long 
after slavery was abolished. Stepan points out that the institution of 
slavery predated the obsession with 'race' by centuries. Similarly, 
Banton (1977:13-14) prefers to take a broader perspective in viewing 
racial concepts as the product of multiple influences, among them 
colonialism and increasing contacts with the peoples of other con
tinents, but also including social changes within Europe. I have chosen 
here to focus on the contributions of scientists. 
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from various quarters. In contrast to the progressivist thinking of the 

eighteenth century, with its faith in human reason, the Romantics saw a 

return to a hierarchical order of social relations as a 'natural' 

condition and the solution to the threat of anarchy posed by egalitar

ian social movements. Placed at the bottom of the hierarchy, the non-

white people encountered by Europeans and American colonists would be 

viewed as occupying their rightful place as servants and inferiors. 

Noble or not, 'savages' were incapable of learning civilized ways, and 

justifications for their enslavement now proposed their innate suita

bility to servitude. 

At the same time, scientific thinking was being changed by increas

ing contact with other peoples and cultures. Notions of 'race* in the 

nineteenth century moved away from 'environmentalism' as an explanation 

for human variation, as it became clear that dark skin did not lighten 

in temperate climates, nor did the European 'degenerate' in tropical 

ones. Alternative explanations of human variability were being sought, 

and the racial categories formed by Enlightenment scientists like 

Buffon and Blumenbach underwent a change in meaning, becoming fixed, 

deterministic, and based on biology, a biology that increasingly was 

being studied mainly by physical measurement. 

Measurement of bones and skulls fit in well with a new emphasis on 

meticulous methodology in science. The time was right for a 'science of 

man,' a new field which called itself Anthropology, and which was 

preoccupied with the quantification of human differences by 'scien-
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tific' method. Setting the stage for a period when biology would be 

thought truly to coincide with destiny, the measurement of human 

proportions, particularly cranial capacity, was seen as the proper 

basis for such a science. Culture, if it was thought of at all, was 

believed to be almost entirely dependent on physiological characteris

tics, the capacity for cultural 'advancement' determined by brain size. 

This idea owes much to the then-prominent science of phrenology. 

As British historian Nancy Stepan points out, the dismissal of 

phrenology as long dead and buried has left unexamined its intellectual 

legacy, particularly its importance in understanding the physiological, 

deterministic connotations of 'race.' 

Phrenology held that there was a correlation between the shape of 

the people's heads and their mental abilities. It was an Austrian 

anatomist, Johann Franz Gall, that proposed this correspondency in 

1795. By the 1840s, phrenology was regarded by most scientists as too 

imprecise to predict behavior, but as late as 1898, Alfred Russel 

Wallace praised Gall's discoveries as being substantially factual. 

In her excellent work on the concept of race in British science, 

Stepan reminds us that "many scientists were drawn to phrenology and 

continued to defend its principles long after phrenology itself was 

discredited." It was popular with both scientists and the public, and 

the notion that brain size determined almost everything combined with 

the scientific passion for grouping and classifying to produce racial 

and national 'types' with corresponding character, intellectual capaci
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ty and 'racial* destiny. Never before had racial categories possessed 

such physiological reality for so many people, and that reality per

sisted long after phrenology was discredited as a science. Phrenology 

was to leave its innatist, typological stamp on the concept of race 

well into the twentieth century. 

Its fundamental claim, that the brain was the organ of mind, 
was taken by most biologists to be correct. Biology, not 
philosophy and metaphysics, was to be the key to animal and 
human actions...In this way did phrenology help solidify the 
tendency in the scientific study of man to think in terras of 
a natural hierarchy of races, and to widen the scientific 
categories to include cultural behaviour. It yoked biology 
to culture, and made biology a cause of culture (Stepan 
1982:30, emphasis added). 

As the phrenologists inspired new methods of quantifying human 

difference and 'race' began to take on connotations of timeless im

mutability, the need to find alternative explanations for the origins 

of those differences led to the development of two distinct theories. 

The first of these, still clinging to the ideals of the Enlightenment, 

was a protoevolutionary view now referred to as monogenism. The other 

viewpoint, polygenism, saw the way out of what appeared to be an 

insoluble dilemma in the seemingly more definite category of species. 

The by now well-established 'races' or 'varieties' were descendants of 

different primal ancestors. According to French Anthropologist Paul 

Broca (1950:72), Europeans were Adamites, "God's people... there may 

have been other human beings with whom the sacred writer had no con

cern... it is nowhere said that the sons of Adam contracted incestuous 

alliances with their own sisters." The monogenists, of course, had God 
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on their side, or at least scripture, but the reliance on revelation 

was becoming less and less acceptable to science. The publication at 

mid-century of the Origin of Species, unfortunately, did not immediate

ly resolve the debate. 

CRANIA MANIA: RACE AND THE MEASUREMENT OF SKULLS 

The contribution of Georges Cuvier to the newly emerging racial 

sciences was to be decisive for over a century. What Stanton (1960:25) 

referred to as the period when "calipers replaced aesthetics" in retro

spect appears merely ludicrous. In the nineteenth century, however, it 

emerged as the basis for the study of human variation. The practice of 

cranial measurement was to be of great importance to American anthro

pology, inspiring Samuel G. Morton's Crania Americana and the measure

ment of literally thousands of human skulls. As Stepan (1982:xix) 

notes, "for most of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth 

century, to be a race scientist meant to a large extent to be a measur

er, a student of the skull, and to dwell in museums." 

This passion for measurement had by mid-century resulted in the de

velopment of precision instrumentation and attempts to determine the 

racial composition of Europeans by measuring their heads. Literally 

thousands of heads were subjected to the calipers, but agreement on how 

many varieties should be distinguished, or whether they should be re

ferred to as 'races' or 'varieties,' was difficult to come by. 

What was not doubted was the importance of the measurements 
made. When a single family was found to contain dolicho- and 
brachycephalic members, no one suggested head shape was a 
variable trait, perhaps a response to selective pressures; 
instead the evidence was taken as proof of the different 
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racial elements that had come together in the making of the 
family (Stepan:101). 

Cuvier published Varieties of the Human Species in 1817. A central 

concern of this work was the refutation of any of the various theories 

of environmentalism, and he took part in the discrediting of Lamarck's 
t 

theories and the ruin of his reputation. Cuvier's theory of the origin 

of human variation was that it was "the result of...the exercise of the 

Creator's will through geological catastrophe and repopulation" (Stan

ton 1960:24). Cuvier was the first to establish "beyond doubt that 

extinction was a reality" (Stepan 1982:13). Though he believed that the 

idea of a Great Chain had "proved...detrimental to the progress of 

natural history in modern times" (1982:11), Cuvier also believed in a 

correspondence between nervous structure and animal function, graded in 

organizational complexity throughout the animal kingdom. Stepan argues 

that this idea was later used by British Scientist Sir William Lawrence 

in 1822 to introduce a new variant of the old chain idea. 

Banton has shown that English translations of Cuvier's The Animal 

Kingdom provide us with evidence of a striking change in the concept of 

'race.' Races, translated as 'varieties' in the 1827 publication, was 
4 

subsequently translated as 'races'. Banton argues that prior to the 

nineteenth century, the word in biological use had added to its older 

sense of 'lineage' the additional sense of 'variety.' Around Cuvier's 

time, these two senses merged, and thus confused the two notions with 

each other, making them synonymous. In natural history 

people began to classify plants and animals, and named the 
least general classes genera, species and varieties. Similar 
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specimens were classed together. They were similar because 
they were of common descent. So membership in a historically 
constituted unit (race) and membership in a classification 
made at a moment in time with little information about 
antecedents (genus, species or variety) seemed two ways of 
saying the same thing. That they were not may be clarified 
by a simple example. According to the Old Testament, Moses 
was a Levite who married a Midionite woman, Zipporah, who 
bore him two sons, Gershon and Eliezer. Later he married an 
Ethiopian woman (his brother and sister 'spoke against him' 
for doing so). Imagine that this wife also bore him a son. 
That son would be just as much of the race of Levi as Ger
shon and Eliezer. But if some contemporary anthropologist 
had set out to classify the individuals, Moses, Gershon and 
Eliezer would have been accounted Semites and Moses' third 
son a hybrid; he would not have been assigned to the same 
'race' as Gershon, Eliezer and Moses, using race in the 
sense of variety (Banton 1987:51). 

The distinction, Banton maintains, was appreciated in Cuvier's day—it 

was the distinction, made by Kant, between Naturbeschreibung and Natur-

geschichte, the former being a static description of individual spec

imens based on similarity, the latter the relationships between them 

over time. What might appear to be separate classes in the former could 

be regarded as races in the latter "if it seemed probable that they had 

all descended from a common stem." 

RACIAL TYPOLOGY 

One of the most striking and long-lived results o£ the passion for 

measurement was the notion of racial 'types'. French anthropologist 

Paul Topinard was in his day the foremost exponent of a typological 

approach to race classification. Aware of the unreality of ideas of 

racial purity common in his day, he eschewed such an essentialist 

approach in favor of the concept of 'type,' due to his own failure to 

find any reality in the notion of homogeneous races. "Notions of 
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'racial purity1," Stocking (1968:59-60) tells us, "were so widespread 

as to make further documentation superfluous. Doubtless in many cases 

they are best regarded as a kind of folk science." The notion of a type 

was a compromise between one reality—that of racial heterogeneity and 

continuity of individual form—and another, that of "the reality of 

race" 

If races were only abstract conceptions "of continuity in 
discontinuity, of unity in diversity," they nevertheless 
existed even for Topinard: "we cannot deny them, our intel
ligence comprehends them, our mind sees them, our labor 
separates them out; if in thought we suppress the intermix
tures of peoples, their interbreedings, in a flash we see 
them stand forth—simple, inevitable, a necessary conse
quence of collective heredity." Even Topinard found it hard 
not to believe that somewhere beneath the patchwork surface 
of contemporary populations were to be found the "pure 
races" whose mixtures had produced the present heterogenei
ty. 

The idea of types took on very material dimensions in cephalic 

indices, the basis of Topinard's classifications.- As Banton (1977:28) 

points out, the notion of 'type,1 divorced as it was from "any par

ticular level in zoology," was convenient because (quoting V.F.Edwards) 

"it suits equally well the distinctions between variety, race, family, 

species, genus, and other categories yet more general." It was, in 

other words, an avoidance of responsible classification, if there could 

be such a thing, altogether. In French biologist Paul Broca's case, the 

term was as accurate as 'race' and the two must be distinguished. 

The popular view that people with hair of different colour 
did not belong to the same race seized the true meaning of 
the terra race, whereas only the scientist, studying the 
ensemble of characters common to a natural group, could 
constitute the type of that group. Human types were abstrac
tions and were not to be confused with actual groups of men 
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(Broca cited (1846) in Banton 1977:46). 

But of course they were confused and would continue to be confused into 

late twentieth-century anthropology textbooks, some of which still 

depend on the concept of type. Banton (1977:46) notes that there are 

four distinctive features of the doctrine of racial typology: 

First, that variations in the constitution and behaviour of 
individuals were to be explained as the expression of dif
ferent underlying biological types of a relatively permanent 
kind; second, differences between these types explained 
variations in the cultures of human populations; third, the 
distinctive nature of the types explained the superiority of 
[one group over another]; fourth, friction between nations 
and individuals of different type arose from innate charac
ters . 

Banton has written that the theory of racial typology may have con

tributed more to the widespread belief about 'natural inferiority' than 

did slavery, one of the principle institutions that embodied those 

beliefs. 

HIERARCHY AND THE GREAT CHAIN OF BEING 

Stepan (1987:6) argues that by mid-century, the idea that human var

iation was a manifestation of the hierarchical gradation of nature had 

become "one of the cornerstones of racial science." Arthur 0. Lovejoy, 

in his classic work (1936:183) on an enduring European intellectual 

tradition, has demonstrated that the Great Chain of Being or scala na

turae was an eighteenth century idea that had its foundations firmly in 

the Platonic and Aristotelian principles of "plenitude, continuity, 

gradation." It was an idea used by monogenists and polygenists to 

support a hierarchical view of human intellectual and cultural capacity 
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which placed the African at the bottom and the European (sometimes 

specifically the Anglo-Saxon or the Frenchman) at the top. Banton 

(1977:29) believes that Linnaeus's classification had been influential 

in discrediting the idea that "each form shaded imperceptibly into the 

next one" an idea that it was futile to attempt discrete categoriz

ation. Lawrence was not a defender of the Great Chain of Being and had 

heaped his share of ridicule on it during the period when it was under 

attack. Apparently it did not appear inconsistent to Lawrence to rein

troduce it, as Stepan (1982:15) puts it, "in a Cuvierian sense"—that 

is, if gradation was taken to mean a "merely progressive simplification 

of structure and function within the human species, then the truth of 

the chain was 'incontestable'" The problem with the idea of the Great 

Chain of Being is that it was based on what appeared to be a 'natural' 

hierarchy, where the complexity of higher organisms was conceptualized 

as built upon the simpler forms. This concept of the order of nature 

was then extended to explain human diversity. 

Science was at this juncture still a long way from separating 

culture and biology, and everything in the intellectual environment of 

the nineteenth century worked against any consideration of such a 

separation. Moreover, the human passion for order has always been a 

hindrance in dealing adequately with nature's varietal abundance, which 

science often forces into its own orderly packaging. In 1835, for 

example, William Smellie insisted that "independently of all political 

institutions, nature herself has formed the human species into castes 
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and ranks." Seligman (1939:40) notes that 

Scientists and propagandists alike forgot Buffon's dictum 
that "Nature knows not our definitions; has not arranged her 
works by scale nor beings by genera," and proceeded to make 
precise their own definitions where seemingly nature had 
been fecundly lax and profusely remiss. 

MONOGENISTS AMD POLYGENISTS: THE ORIGIN OF RACES 

As the explanation of human variation through environmental ism broke 

down under the weight of evidence coming in from all parts of the 

colonial empires of Europe, those scientists who held firmly to mono-

genetic theories of human origins were hard pressed to explain indis

putable physical differences. "Generation" and "heredity" were explana

tions which obviously begged the question. "Hybridization" was open for 

the discussion of the formation of new races, but this did not answer 

the primal question either. Under this kind of pressure, an incipient 

evolutionary explanation developed. "Evolutionary ideas were com

monplace prior to 1859 when Darwin explained how evolutionary processes 

could actually operate," Banton writes (Banton 1977:25). And British 

scientist James Cowles Prichard came close to the answer with his 

version of a sexual selection mechanism, which was crude but could 

explain those occasional accidents of breeding in domesticated animals, 

known as 'sports'. Observing that standards of beauty varied in other 

parts of the world, he proposed that, since marriage partners were 

chosen on the basis of these aesthetics, over a period of time certain 

features would be emphasized in a population. Combined with an elemen
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tary understanding of the adaptive advantages of certain characters, 

Prichard proposed a crude sexual selection scenario. Criticism of this 

idea focused on the refutation of certain ethnocentric notions of 

racial variation and the inability of the theory to separate cause from 

effect. "Though he admitted the variety of opinions of female beauty 

might after a while be an effect rather than a cause of national or 

racial diversity, nevertheless the evidence suggested a principle which 

'would tend to widen, if they have not in the first instance produced, 

the physical differences of nations'" (Stepan 1982:39). The fact that 

this explanation was so unsatisfying to many who viewed the gap as not 

merely wide but impassable must have made polygenist explanations all 

the more attractive, and in two subsequent editions of his Researches 

into the Physical History of Man, Prichard returned to environmentalism 

as an explanation of race. 

Given the difficulties with environmentalist explanations, the 

polygenists viewed the task of bucking orthodoxy as less challenging 

than the task of explaining human variation. By the time Broca wrote 

his defense of polygenism in 1855, it was clearly impossible to support 

the position that such features as skin color and head shape were due 

to the influences of geographical latitude. "Vhence have the monogen-

ists derived the requisite perseverance and courage to impose upon 

their reason such continuous restraint, and to resist the testimonies 

of observation, science, and history?" Broca inquired (1950 (1855):70). 

All that was left to refute was the criterion of intraspecific fer
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tility. He attacked this from two perspectives. He asserted first that 

viable offspring had been produced from interspecific matings in the 

case of "dogs and wolves, goats and sheep, camels and dromedaries, 

hares and rabbits, etc." and second, "that certain human crossings 

yield results notably inferior to such as constitute in animals eugene-

sic [sic] hybridity." (1950:71) Of this second point he was less 

certain than of the first, though it was to have a much longer life 

than his version of interspecific fertility. 

Broca did not feel compelled to invoke the Great Chain of Being. His 

argument was with the definition of species, and for this purpose the 

supposition that all creation graded imperceptibly from one form to 

another was not helpful. The real issue seemed to hinge on the defini

tion of a species, but Broca's point, in an era when the Bible was the 

main obstacle to a polygenist argument, was that humans were not all 

descendants of Adam. 

The monogenist/polygenist debate and the use of the idea of a Great 

Chain of Being point up the difficulties that the concept of 'race' has 

encountered at every stage of its history. When scientific investiga

tion is distorted or ignored, as it would be in many future race 

controversies, there is nothing to inhibit the idea of 'race' from 

intruding on social and political decisions of all kinds. But science 

puts the stamp of respectability on ideas both dubious and reasonable, 

and scientific attempts to classify human beings on some kind of objec

tive criteria are bound to run into trouble. Until intraspecific fer
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tility was established as the definition of species, it was as easy to 

make an argument for human speciation as against it. Yet 'species' has 

had a longer tenure as an agreed-upon concept than 'race', 'variety' or 

•type'. The polygenist Ernst Haeckel (1950 (1892):124-25) wrote that 

The difficulties met with in classifying the different races 
or species of men are quite the same as those which we 
discover in classifying animal and vegetable species. In 
both cases forms apparently quite different are connected 
with one another by a chain of intermediate forms of transi
tion. In both cases the dispute as to what is a kind or a 
species, what a race or a variety, can never be determined. 

Haeckel believed that, were it not for the Bible, which prejudiced the 

classification by stating that all "races of men" were descended from 

Adam and Eve, biologists would long ago have recognized that, as a 

prominent paleontologist of the time (Quenstedt) stated, "Negroes and 

Caucasians...represented two very different species, which could never 

have originated from one pair by gradual divergence." 

Stepan argues that one of the most influential of the race scien

tists was Robert Knox, writer of The Races of Hen, published in 1850. 

In summarizing his position, I would like to emphasize another implica

tion of racial thinking that polygenecist arguments had for the concept 

of 'race.' 

Knox's orientation was somewhat incoherently caught up in a theory 

that he called 'transcendental anatomy.' His Races of Men: A Fragment 

(1850) "opened with a deliberate rejection of Prichard's monogenist and 

historical approach to man" (Stepan 1982:42). According to Knox, 

whether they were called 'races' or 'species,' the varieties of human
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kind were clearly distinct, zoologically and psychically. This deter

minism was structural, and so powerful that it could not thrive in any 

but that environment suited to its fullest realization. Thus, the 

Englishman could not hope to master civilization in Africa. Africa was 

for Africans, who would never produce anything like high civilization 

(that was not their 'racial' destiny), "but because Africans were at 

least suited to the climate while the Saxons were not...A Tasmanian," 

claimed Knox (quoted in Stepan 1982:43), "could migrate to Britain and 

even become an Englishman. What he could never become was a Saxon." 

Knox was not the only race scientist who stressed the importance of 

geography on 'local' races, (Nott and Gliddon published the same 

opinion in Types of Mankind in 1854) but his use of this notion was the 

most elaborated. It was also to enjoy a long life in racial thinking, 

and the idea that some 'races' "belong" to a delimited geographical 

area was to periodically reemerge in racialist thinking. Nationality 

and race, moreover, were in this statement separated, the one being a 

mutable category, the other permanent, though it is difficult, given 

his biological determinism, to imagine in what way Knox thought a 

Tasmanian could be an Englishman. This contrasts with Prichard's 

thinking on the subject. For Prichard (cited in Banton 1977:30), 

'races' were "properly successions of individuals propagated from any 

given stock"; a species was immutable: 

...the word race has been used as if it implied a distinc
tion in the physical character of a whole series of 
individuals. By writers on anthropology, who adopt this 
term, it is often tacitly assumed that such distinctions 
were primordial, and that their successive transmission has 
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been unbroken. If such were the fact, a race so charac
terised would be a species in the strict meaning of the 
word, and it ought to be so termed. 

THE IMPACT OF EVOLUTIONARY THINKING 

At mid-century, as Charles Darwin was preparing his Origin of 

Species for publication in Europe, the question of whether or not, all 

of humanity had common origins was still under debate. Darwin's con

tribution merely added a plot device by which either scenario could be 

played out. In an equivocating passage, Darwin (1950:138) wrote that 

The most weighty of all arguments against treating the races 
of man as distinct species, is that they graduate into each 
other, independently in many cases, as far as we can judge, 
of their having intercrossed. Man has been studied more 
carefully than any other animal, and yet there is the great
est possible diversity among capable judges whether he 
should be classed as a single species or race, or as two 
(Virey), as three (Jacquinot), as four (Kant), five (Blume-
nbach), six (Buffon), seven (Hunter), eight (Agassiz), 
eleven (Pickering), fifteen (Bory St. Vincent), sixteen 
(Desmoulins), twenty-two (Morton), sixty (Crawfurd), or as 
sixty-three, according to Burke. This diversity of judgement 
does not prove that the races ought not to be ranked as 
species, but it shows that they graduate into each other, 
and that it is hardly possible to discover clear distinctive 
characters between them. 

This dilemma was to be echoed by many others, even after the definition 

of species was firmly established. At the turn of the century, few of 
4 

the terms used to describe human difference had been clearly defined, 

let alone agreed upon. In 1892, Paul Topinard (1950:175-76) advised 

against taking the definition of 'race' "given by stock-breeders and 

horticulturists." 

We find no such definition! The word 'race' is hardly used 
by naturalists when speaking o£ wild animals and plants. 
They prefer the term 'variety', which leaves unsettled the 
question of permanence, the condition sine qua non for 
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race...A race, they say,...is the uninterrupted succession 
of individuals issuing from a known stock, of which the 
unions have been at least carefully supervised, if not 
registered ...as soon as supervision stops, and engenesis is 
left to itself, there no longer are races...Among street-
dogs, strays, chance alone takes charge of association of 
traits; one sees neither permanent type nor race...Now, man 
as we know him is exactly in the same situation as the 
domestic animals and plants. In him, just as in the street-
dog, engenesis has free play, all sorts of unions take place 
and they are always fertile...Hence no races. That once it 
should have been otherwise, that in some islands there may • 
still be a relative isolation, is possible. But today the 
rule is that new types no longer are formed and that old 
types are disintegrating. 

While Darwin did not fully participate in a debate that he viewed as 

centering mainly around the words used to describe populations, his own 

position was more sympathetic to the monogenist. But as Stocking notes, 

the evolutionary explanations of Darwin were "equally congenial" to 

both positions. 

Nancy Stepan (1982:30) points out that "Eolygenesis had in fact 

always been the popular answer to the question of why different human 

races existed."^ It has been assumed, as Stocking puts it, that the 

polygenist perspective died with the discovery of the mechanisms of 

natural selection, and modern genetics should certainly have nailed 

shut the coffin. But he notes (1968:45) that 

From a broader point of view, however, polygenism and mono-
genism can be regarded as specific expressions of enduring 
alternative attitudes toward the variety of mankind. Con
fronted by antipodal man, one could marvel at his fundamen
tal likeness to oneself, or one could gasp at his iramediate-

^ While I was collecting data on college students' understandings 
of the concept of 'race,1 one student queried me on what I was up to. 
Upon learning that I was attempting to discredit the concept, she asked 
me if I meant that "we're all descended from the same ancestor." 
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ly striking differences. One could regard these differences 
as of degree or of kind, as products of changing environment 
or immutable heredity, as dynamic or static, as relative or 
absolute, as inconsequential or hierarchical. Considered in 
these terms, polygenist thinking did not die with Darwin's 
Origin of Species, nor is it entirely dead today. 

Stepan (1982:84) analyzes the reasons why 'race' continued to be 

viewed typologically, "a curious synthesis," she writes "between racial 

traditionalism and evolutionism." First of all, natural selection was 

not immediately accepted as the important evolutionary force. Darwin 

himself had rejected natural selection of racial traits in humans and 

emphasized sexual selection instead. Secondly, racial formation was 

seen by Darwin and other evolutionists as something that happened in 

the distant past. "Instead of treating races as arbitrary divisions of 

populations in which many traits arise independently of each other as a 

result of selective pressures, it was easier to see human races as 

discrete units which were relatively unchanging, or if changing, units 

in which traits varied together in racial packages. Struggle, competi

tion and survival, instead of occurring between individuals in popula

tions, occurred between racial types" (1982:86). It is still not easy, 

Stepan points out, to see the operations of natural selection in humans. 

Only after modern population genetics, dependent on statistical methods 

unknown until the middle of the twentieth century, were applied to the 

problem, were the actions of natural selection and adaptation seen as 

factors in human variation. Racial 'types' were also viewed as fixed 

because of the general acceptance of Wallace's theory that selection 

ceased to operate once human inventiveness is able to circumvent it. 
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CONCLUSION 

I have argued that the concept of race was constructed largely by a 

nineteenth-century science, albeit a science pressured by social and 

historical circumstances such as colonialism, slavery and social reform 

movements. Among the concepts built into the idea of 'race' during this 

crucial time were the notions of biological determinism, the conflation 

of language and culture with physiology, biological hierarchical 

separation of humans into typological groups, that these types were 

ideally located in specific climes and latitudes for physiological 

reasons, and the notion that such typological groupings have a fixed, 

permanent character. Among the criteria for classifying types were, 

first and foremost, headform, but also skin color and hair type. The 

concept of 'race' changed during the nineteenth century, growing from a 

simple concept of kinship or group affinity to a hierarchical, essen-

tialist doctrine of human difference. In the next chapter, I will argue 

that the seeds of its demise were sown along with the fertilizer that 

fed it. 
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CHASTER TWO 

THE DECONSTRUCTION OF 'RACE' 

Disagreement about what constitutes the definition and implications 

of 'race' and racial categories has been a feature of anthropological 

writings on the subject since the early nineteenth century. Attempts 

truly to discredit the entire concept—as well as the entire science of 

race*—did not really begin in earnest until the mid-twentieth century, 

after the world had had its most horrifying example of the use of 

racial science to justify hideous crimes on the most massive scale in 

human memory. But in looking back on the view of many nineteenth 

century scientists that 'race* was a clear, distinct and fixed taxono-

mic category, we should not lose sight of those who have questioned the 

concept in one way or another. 

As early as 1850, English ethnologist Robert Gordon Latham, recog

nizing that there was little agreement on the meaning of the term, 

wrote that 'race' "is subjective" (author's emphasis) and tried to 

avoid using it in his writing. In the nineteenth century, to do normal 

* Many commentators have called race science a "pseudoscience." 
Nancy Stepan (1982:xvi) makes the point that, while nineteenth century 
scientists were by today's standards "guilty of bias in the collection 
and interpretation of their data, of failing to consider contrary 
evidence, and of making hasty or facile generalisations, few of them 
knowingly broke the accepted canons of scientific procedure of their 
day." This seems to me to be a fair assessment of many of the early 
physical anthropologists, and I have followed her lead in removing the 
quotes often found around the word 'science' in this context. As for 
the twentieth century, I have not taken on the task of judging when and 
where the work of a particular individual might deserve to be called 
pseudoscience. 
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science was to work toward the discovery of objective reality, so 

Latham's complaint was not trivial. But it was not just ethnologists 

who had trouble with the term, although ethnologists and sociocultural 

anthropologists would be influential in the attack on the concept. In 

1879, Topinard examined the definitions of 'race' as used by "zoolo

gists and botanists, by the stockbreeders and horticulturists, by the 

historians and the linguists" and came to the conclusion that three 

different usages emerged from the three groups. The first stipulated 

that races were "permanent natural varieties," while the second assumed 

the skeptical position that 'race' had to be pragmatically demonstrated 

before it could be accepted at all. The third group, (which by this 

time no doubt included ethnologists) "confused race and people and 

O 
The definitions of both ethnology and anthropology were also 

debated at this time, as Banton (1977:33) reports. Cuvier, for example, 
made a distinction between an anthropology which studied "physique and 
culture" in an attempt to define a theory which would explain them both 
by biological law, and an ethnology which "drew a sharp distinction 
between man's physical nature and his culture, believing that the 
latter demanded explanations of a different kind." Latham was more in 
tune with his contemporaries in seeing anthropology as the study of the 
biological relationship of humans to other mammals, ethnology as the 
biological relationships of the different "varieties" of humans to each 
other: "both were concerned with physical influences and the study of 
moral causes was the province of history." On the other side of the 
channel, Stepan notes that one of Robert Knox's disciples, James Hunt, 
formed the Anthropological Society of London, to distinguish it from 
the Ethnological Society. The latter was dominated by a "Prichardian" 
monogenism, and Hunt wished to emphasize the polygenist similarity to 
the Anthropological Society of Paris, founded by another polygenist, 
Paul Broca. Latham's definition of ethnology survived for a time in a 
curious and ironic place. J. Anthony Paredes (1984:127) has pointed out 
that the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale, sometimes used to try and 
determine the intelligence of individuals belonging to so-called 
•racial' groups, contained the item, "What is Ethnology?" The correct 
answer, until the test's 1981 revision, was "The study of races." 
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characterized them together by language." 

Then I examined the question itself, and established the 
following: (1) That nowhere in the world do we find a popu
lation completely untouched by intermixture and manifesting 
a single type. (2) That the anthropological materials which 
we work with and from which we extract the double notion, 
first of type then of its temporal continuity, are nothing 
but peoples; (3) That even if with labor we can get hold of 
the first factor, type, the second, its temporal permanence, 
is only a conjecture that cannot be demonstrated; (4) That 
as a result the notion of race in both factors, especially 
in the second, is only a subjective notion, a conception 
within our minds; the peoples and their histories being the 
sole objective realities (Topinard 1950:171). 

In 1900, Joseph Deniker (1950:208) proposed that most of the groups 

named as racial categories were in reality ethnic groups, "formed by 

virtue of community of language, religion, social institutions, etc., 

which have the power of uniting human beings of one or several species, 

races, or varieties." It would appear that Deniker, not really certain 

which of the three words—species, race and variety—was the ap

propriate one, was attempting to cover all possible ground. In fact, 

Deniker had his own definitions for each of these, and yet felt all to 

be inappropriate. Deniker (1950:209) still clung to "the formula of 

Cuvier" to define a species: 

"The species is the union of individuals descending one from 
the other or from common parents, and of those who resemble 
them as much as they resemble each other"... It is necessary 
then that beings, in order to form a species,, should be like 
each other, but it is obvious that this resemblance cannot 
be absolute...it is bound to vary within certain limits 
(Quoting Cuvier, italics are Deniker's). 

Deniker was also careful to define 'variety' and 'race' as subspecific 

categories. The former, he said, was applicable to "wild animals living 
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solely under the influence of nature," while the latter was used only 

for domesticated species being bred "under artificial conditions 

created by an alien will, that of man." It was obvious, therefore, that 

human beings could be described by neither of these, since they neither 

lived in a state of nature nor under conditions imposed by a non-human 

agency, and therefore their "evolution is not directed by a 'breeder' 

or a 'domesticator'." 

Stepan (1982:93) argues that "far from this being a recognition of 

the real arbitrariness of the word 'race', or a realisation that racial 

traits vary and are selected independently in human populations, it was 

merely a statement that the original races of mankind were lost to 

immediate view."® A realization of the independence of 'racial' traits 

would have to await the development of the techniques of population 

genetics. Nevertheless, even those who used the concept were aware of 

its inaccuracy, the fact that its definition varied according to which 

branch of the sciences was using it, and that the state of knowledge 

about human inheritance was not advanced enough to refine it. Hence 

Deniker's attempt to replace it. 

Meanwhile problems related to category definitions were being ad

dressed by scientists who questioned prevailing approaches to determin

ing classifications based on characteristic traits. Many scientists at 

O 
This of course implies a polygenist viewpoint. Stocking 

(1968:43) would argue that such implications were often hidden to 
individuals because the range of alternatives available for considera
tion in any historical context is conditioned by (among other things) 
the kinds of questions asked and the way in which they are being asked. 
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this time felt that those traits being used to define racial categories 

varied wildly, and included many which had proven themselves unreli

able. They advocated careful scrutiny to eliminate those which did not 

truly qualify. Deniker was not alone in his attempt to separate cul

tural traits from morphological ones. Thomas Henry Huxley, for example, 

condemned the mixing of linguistic and biological criteria for deter

mining race.'* Long before Ripley and Boas argued for the separation of 

race, language and culture, Huxley (1950:109; Count 1950:xxiii. See 

also Stepan 1982:98-99) condemned the co-equivalence of language and 

1 race1. 

Aside from obvious traits such as language, the critique of racial 

markers was an attempt to discover just which morphological traits were 

permanent enough to qualify as indicators of 'race'. More and more, 

single traits were found to be either subject to environmental influen

ces, or to vary widely within populations. The fact that racial charac

teristics were felt to be permanent and distinctive caused no little 

problem for those who tried to define and redefine racial categories as 

first one, then the next, physical indicator was found to be inade

quate. 

^ Writing on nineteenth-century conceptions of race in 1950, Earl 
V. Count noted that linguistic groupings were mixed with biological 
criteria to designate races up into the twentieth century. Thus, the 
confusion over the term 'Aryan' to designate the 'pure' European race 
of Nazi propaganda is derived from the fact that, as German is des
cended from the 'Indo-European' family of languages, therefore speakers 
of the oldest language in the family must represent the original, pure 
'race.' 
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Stepan writes that, due to the effort to sustain a typological 

system of classification, attempts to eliminate spurious indicators of 

race approached the ridiculous as stability became the determining 

characteristic of bona fide racial denominators. Darwin had distin

guished between specific characters and the characters of varieties, 

which existed because they were useful. In 1908, British scientist J.T. 

Cunningham commented on the about-face that biologists had performed in 

no longer regarding racial characters as adaptive. 

[B]y the end of the nineteenth century, biologists, most of 
them evolutionists, drew a distinction between changeable 
and adaptive characters, which were traits that were evolu
tionary [sic] useful but could not be used for race class
ification, and small, stable, diagnostic traits, which were 
essential for racial identification, 'The more useless a 
character is, the more valuable it is as an indication of 
affinity1...So important was the idea.of the reality of 
types and the permanence of the racial 'packages' upon which 
identification of the type depended, that the argument about 
racial change was often turned on its head. If a trait in a 
population of human beings were shown to be changeable, then 
it could not be a racial trait. The very biological meaning-
lessness of a trait now insured its meaningfulness for 
racial science (Stepan 1982:91; 102). 

Stocking (1968:163) believes that it was the very faith ih "the 

revelation of headform," producing as it did an obsession with measure

ment, which eventually weakened "the underpinnings of that faith." The 

sheer volume of measurements was inevitably to confound attempts to 

define discrete, unchangable categories. 

One of the challenges to typological classification methods came 

from the statistical work of someone who not only continued to use the 

concept of types, but used them to support a staunchly eugenicist 
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philosophy. This was Karl Pearson, whose critiques, based on biomet

rics, were published in the early part of the twentieth century. The 

eugenics movement proposed a new, clearer direction for the racial 

sciences. The goal, as Stepan describes it, 

...was to explore the hereditary nature of traits in human 
populations that seemed desirable or undesirable, and to 
establish their variability in individuals or classes of 
individuals. Mental ability, moral character, insanity, 
criminality, and general physical degeneracy, were all 
studied by biometric or Mendelian methods (Stepan 1982: 
119). 

It need hardly be added that the study, along 'racial' lines, of ways 

to limit or eliminate from the gene pool these undesirable traits was 

also a goal of the eugenicists. 

Stepan points out that Pearson's eugenicist leanings were dependent 

upon a typological approach that was at odds with his critique of 

typology, a critique stemming from a statistical, biometric approach to 

biological phenomena. This contradiction, she writes, was never recog

nized by Pearson himself, but his critique of simple typological 

conceptions was a sophisticated populational and statistical approach 

that paralleled Boas's approach in the United States. Pearson's later 

craniometric research, which produced the 'coefficient of racial like

ness' in 1926, was essentially a reversion to the very typological 

approaches he had earlier criticized. It is tempting to view a con

tradictory figure like Karl Pearson as evidence of the strength of 

ubiquitous social conceptions about 'fitness' which were based in folk 

models of evolution. 
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The work of Franz Boas is important in and of itself, yet the tre

mendous influence that he had on American cultural anthropology enlar

ges that importance. It was an influence to continue challenging eth

nocentric bias in the social sciences and thus set the parameters of an 

emerging discipline at a crucial juncture. As far as 'race science1 was 

concerned, historian Thomas F. Gosset (1964:429-30) holds him respon

sible for turning the tide against scientific racism, putting them on 

the defensive, and doing so with the authority of his work in both 

physical and cultural anthropology. 

Boas found the classification of human types in the science of his 

day to be "naive" (Boas 1911:46) and lacking any basis in statistical 

reality. Alert to the general problem of arbitrary classification, he 

was extremely critical of contemporary typological approaches. Never

theless, Boas believed that types could be determined; they merely 

needed refining. Methods of statistical analysis of variance did not 

exist when Boas wrote The Mind of Primitive Man, but, like Pearson, he 

believed that heredity could only be studied by the analysis of large 

amounts of data using careful biometric methods, though he saw such 

statistical approaches as only part of the solution. "A purely statis

tical treatment cannot solve the problem of the biological relation of 

races, but it is necessary to bear the statistical considerations in 

mind when we attempt a biological study," he wrote (1911:59). Though he 

refused to participate in the activities of racial classification and 

racial history, Boas nevertheless saw the study of "the genesis of the 
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types of man" to be the proper goal of anthropology (Stocking 1968:183-

84). 

His most durable contribution to the critique took the form of 

exhaustive studies of immigrant children, a project which grew out of 

his interest in human physical development. These studies have often 

been cited as fundamental in the discrediting of cephalic measurement 

as a way of distinguishing any kind of inheritance. In 1909, Boas and 

his students analyzed data collected from measuring the crania of 

almost 18,000 immigrants who had differing periods of American residen

cy. Drawing on the large reserves of data from European anthropolo

gists, his results showed beyond doubt that significant changes in 

headform occured in the children of European immigrants. He also found 

that "the longer the immigrant parents had been living in the new 

environment of America, the greater the average deviations of the 

children's cephalic indices from the parental averages" (Stepan 

1982:163). Thought this "plasticity" of headform was "strictly limi

ted," leading Boas to caution against a "melting pot" interpretation of 

his results, the study was significant enough to send a shock wave 

through physical anthropology. In fact, many physical anthropologists 

felt that the study of human variation was based upon the study of 

headform, and refused to believe that the cephalic index could be so 

unstable. British anthropologist H.J. Fleure "was confident that Boas's 

interpretation of the data was wrong. If Boas were right, he said, 'it 

would destroy the foundations of anthropological research for race 
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history'" (Fleure cited in Stepan 1982:102). As late as the mid-thir

ties, many key figures in physical anthropology, including Deniker, 

refused to accept Boas's conclusions, though they have since held up 

under strict scrutiny. 

Biometrics, Stepan asserts, was at that time unable seriously to 

challenge typological concepts of race for several reasons. Physical 

anthropologists, in the main, had little training in mathematics, Boas 

being an obvious exception. 

Second, they based many of their suppositions about racial evolution on 

paleontological material, 

where large series of skulls and bones did not exist. Even 
today, human paleontology finds 'typological' thinking hard 
to avoid for this reason. Third, and this is more specula
tive, it appears that for a very long time, anthropologists 
did not think that what the biometricians were doing was 
racial analysis, and therefore they concluded the biometri
cians' work was not important (1987:138). 

Biometrics would later contribute to a more precise understanding of 

the nature of human variation, but the concept of type has proven 

extremely durable. Typological thinking persists to this day, even in 

current physical anthropology textbooks.® But the evidence which would 

support a concerted effort to discredit it 6egan accumulating right 

along with its use, even at the time when Topinard observed that 

"...type is an abstract conception, a picture that we create" (Count 

1950:389). As Stocking notes: 

...the more precise and extensive the observation and the 

® See for example Brues 1977; Mettler, Gregg and Schaffer 1988:47-
48; Harrison, Tanner, Filbeam and Baker 1988:326. 
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measurement of mankind, the more tenuous was the "reality" 
of the races they served to define. The natural variability 
of biological phenomena combined with the laws of particu
late inheritance to make it increasingly difficult to main
tain in practice the view that race is a phenomenon ex
pressed in the individual human being (Stocking 1968:57-58). 

By the early years of the war, the laws of genetics were being 

rediscovered. In 1939, Lancelot Hogben published his Nature and Nur

ture, in which he pointed out that "it was impossible to divide nature 

from nurture, and therefore impossible to weigh the importance of one 

over the other numerically" (Stocking 1968:148). This challenge went 

deeper than just the separation of the clearly cultural, such as 

language, from the clearly biological. It questioned stereotypic 

conceptions of particular talents and capabilities as derived from 

membership in a 'racial' group: 

With full responsibility for my words as a professional 
biologist, I do not hesitate to say that all existing and 
genuine knowledge about the way in which the physical char
acteristics of human communities are related to their cul
tural capabilities can be written on the back of a postage 
stamp (Hogben quoted in Benedict 1959: 63). 

This did not immediately change anyone's conception of 'race', and 

Harris (1968:266) points out that it was only when Franz Boas and his 

students collected sophisticated linguistic evidence of the complexity 

of American Indian languages and proved their adequacy to handle high 

levels of abstraction that anthropological thinking on the matter began 

to change. Boas and his students, with their historical particularist 

approach to anthropology, formulated the guidelines for cultural rela

tivism, and the concept of 'race' began to fade in importance in socio-
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cultural anthropology. 

Despite the attempts o£ Boas, Ripley, Huxley, Hogben and others to 

separate biology from culture in anthropology, popular conceptions of 

•racial character', of 'fitness' and natural selection', were given the 

imprimateur of science by eugenicists, and had become so widespread as 

to render- inaudible the voices of scientific dissent. The tragic conse

quences of this conception of 'race' were becoming horrifyingly ap

parent, and the attempts to discredit it by those who saw its arbitrary 

and dangerous character now took on an urgency that was to impel major 

change. The deconstruction of what Montagu has called "Man's Most 

Dangerous Myth" began in earnest. 

As European and American anthropologists became aware of the abuses 

of 'race' theory by Nazi eugenicists, they mounted an attack, mainly on 

the persistent problem of the linkage of biology to culture. In 1943, 

Boas's student Ruth Benedict coauthored a pamphlet on race. It was 

ordered in quantity by churches, schools, civic and educational or

ganizations—a total distribution o£ 750,000 copies. Benedict was a 

popular writer; her name was well known to the American public. Her 

book Patterns of Culture, published in 1934, was widely read, and like 

her colleague, Margaret Mead, who also believed in the importance of 

writing for a popular audience, she was an authority with name recog

nition. 

The tone of these writings contrasts sharply with pre-war writings 

on the subject, and they were aimed at widespread misconceptions about 
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the concept of 'race'. Typical was Carl C. Seltzer's The Jew—His 

Racial Status, published in 1939, which traced the history of Semitic 

peoples, described their migrations and the spread of the Jewish 

religion into Europe and Africa and stated unequivocally that Jews did 

not constitute a race. Others attacked the 'Aryan race' nonsense used 

by the Nazis to justify their 'racial hygiene' programs, still others 

attempted to point out the fallacy of the notion of 'racial purity'. 

In 1942, Ashley Montagu published the first edition of Man's Most 

Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race, a full-scale attack on the concept 

of 'race' itself. Among others, he took to task Carlton S. Coon, one of 

the best known of the racialist branch of mid-century American physical 

anthropology. Montagu criticized Coon for taking 

for granted the one thing which [he was] attempting to 
prove, namely, the existence of human "races.Coon simply 
assumes that within any group a certain numerical preponder
ance of heads of specified diameters and, let us say, noses 
of a certain shape and individuals of a certain stature are 
sufficient to justify the creation of a new "race" or "su-
brace." Few biologists would consider such a procedure 
justifiable...this kind of overzealous taxonomy, which has 
its origin principally in the desire to force facts to fit 
preexisting theories ...does not even require the sanction 
of facts to be put forward...the concept of "race" repre
sents one of the worst examples we know of a viewpoint which 
from the outset begs the whole question (Montagu 1974:7-8). 

In 1950, the General Conference of UNESCO passed a resolution 

calling for the collection of scientific material concerning the "race 

question" for dissemination to the public in a series of brochures 

entitled 'The Race Question in Modern Science'. Among the contributors 

were anthropologists from Mexico, Scotland, the United States and 
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France. Concepts such as cultural relativism and ethnocentrism were 

explained, and the thrust of all of the scientific papers published was 

to campaign against prejudice based on 'race'. UNESCO adopted a popula-

tional definition of 'race': 

the term 'race' designates a group or population charac
terized by some concentrations, relative as to frequency and 
distribution, of hereditary particles (genes) or physical 
characters, which appear, fluctuate, and often disappear in 
the course of time by reason of geographic and/or cultural 
isolation...Because serious errors...are habitually com
mitted when the term 'race' is used in popular parlance, it 
would be better when speaking of human races to drop the 
term 'race' altogether and speak of ethnic groups 
(UNESCO:497). 

The scientists who prepared this statement recognized the arbitrary 

nature of the term 'race' as it was being used at this time. While they 

recommended that its use be discontinued, the wording "when speaking of 

human races" is evidence that at least some of the Unesco committee 

members accepted the existence of 'races', and in their next statement, 

one year later, the word was still used in an unmarked manner. In fact, 

the concept of 'ethnicity' was to enjoy considerable status in Anthro

pology in the years to come, proving to be analytically useful in ways 

that 'race' never was. 

Stepan (1982:170) argues that, in physical anthropology and human 

biology, the question of 'race1 had become, if not moot, then at least 

deemphasized by 1960. Most physical anthropologists had quietly allowed 

the study of 'race'—in the fashion of the nineteenth-century project— 

to drop, in favor of discussions of population genetics, adaptation, 

and natural selection. Among some anthropologists, zoologists and 
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biologists, however, the subject of 'race' was by no means dead, and 

debate now began to focus on the concept itself. 

The momentum from anthropological attempts to push culture out of 

race, and to push race out of the public's attention and into the 

realms of myth, continued throughout the 50s and 60s. Publication on 

scientific conceptions of race was frequent, and students and col

leagues of the late Franz Boas, at Columbia University, were especially 

involved in this. The civil rights movement kept such issues at the 

forefront of American consciousness. But while publications aimed at 

popular audiences focused mainly on the most pernicious of the older 

connotations of the word, publications in academic journals began to 

reflect the conceptual debate. 

The publication which sparked the serious attempts of some anthro

pologists to discredit the concept was On the Non-Existence of Human 

Races, by Frank B. Livingstone (1962:279). Aside from the statement 

which was to be echoed many times in the ensuing debate, that "[t]here 

are no races, there are only clines," this paper was rather modest in 

its arguments for abandoning the concept. The arguments basically were 

three: 

1. That human variability does not conform to the discrete packages 

labeled races. 

2. That subspecific categories are particularly problematic in wide-

ranging species, since they exhibit discordant variability. Varia

tion is discordant if the geographic variation of any given genetic 
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character does not correlate to any other. They are Independent, so 

that a classification based on one trait would show variability of 

any other trait. This makes classification almost pointless; varia

tion in single traits is seldom meaningful vis a vis variation in 

any other. 

3. That explanations of human variability based on 'race' do not take 

into account the basic cause of variation, natural selection. Widely 

separated populations may exhibit the same characters due to similar 

selective pressures. 

Livingstone suggested that the main task of physical anthropology is 

the explanation of human variability. Instead, it had long been the 

focus of physical anthropology to study non-adaptive traits, since by 

not being subject to the laws of natural selection such traits could be 

assumed to be 'racial'. Explanation for human variability could best be 

undertaken, he maintained, by applying the mathematical theory of 

population genetics to counts of gene frequency, describing them by 

using Huxley's concept of clines, and thus avoiding the use of the word 

'race' altogether. 

Livingstone's article was answered by Dobzhansky (1962:179-80), who 

said that indeed races did exist, that the fact that human populations 

do exhibit different gene frequencies meant that they were racially 

distinct, and that not all races should be named. The proliferation of 

"racial or subspecific" names, he admitted, had "gone beyond the limits 

of convenience." 

There is nothing arbitrary about whether race differences do 
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or do not exist, but whether races should or should not be 
named, and if they should how many should be recognized, is 
a matter of convenience and hence of judgement. Names are 
given to races, species, and other categories because names 
are convenient in writing and speaking about the populations 
or the organisms discovered or investigated. 

Livingstone's reply to Dobzhansky's comment was that since "all dif-

ferences in gene frequency between populations are racial differences" 

we should name races after the traits, so we would have "a high sickle 

cell gene frequency race," and a "low sickle cell race," as well as a 

"high color-blind race," and a "low color-blind race," but that the 

term 'race' would still imply to most biologists a general Linnean 

taxonomic category. 

The publication of this debate sparked the entry of others opinions 

on the matter, and the two sides began to be known as the "lumpers" 

(who presumably wanted to lump humanity into one group) and the "split 

ters" (who wanted to divide it into races). 

In 1966, a symposium on 'race' was held at the meetings of the 

American Association for the Advancement of Science in Washington, D.C 

Two years later an anthology of papers sparked by that symposium was 

published under the editorship of Margaret Mead and Theodosius Dobzhan 

sky, among others. This compilation was divided into three parts: 

Behavioral-genetic analyses and their relevance to the construct of 

g 
Is it worth noting here that these terms could have been re

versed, that "lumpers" wanted to lump individuals into 'races' and 
"splitters" emphasize for individual variation? I only mention this 
because it seems to me that these terms echo the positions of the 
monogenists and polygenists. 
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race; Biological aspects of race in humanity; and social and psycholo

gical aspects of race. The central question for all of the contributors 

was the question of the utility of the concept of race. 

In the first section, for example, Peter Kilham and Peter H. Klop-

fer, both of the Zoology department at Duke University, argued for the 

utility of the construct. In zoology, the authors contended, the 

concept is necessary. They wrote of "races of ducks," "races of the 

deer mouse," and the like. Domestic animals, they maintained, can be 

divided into "strains or races" for experimental purposes."^ Kilham and 

Klopfer entered their argument by analyzing data that they collected on 

"perceptual preferences" in black and yellow "strains" of chicks, that 

is, assessing how the birds reacted when faced with "a choice between 

approaching one of their own or one of an alien kind" (Kilham and 

Klopfer 1968:18). They did not tell us what the difference between 

'strain' and 'race' is or why the term 'race' is necessary when, 

throughout the rest of their article, they used 'strain' and 'variety' 

^ This is an interesting contrast to Deniker's statement that, in 
domestic animals we see 'races', while in wild animals we see 'varie
ties', page 28 above, and is an indication of the great variation in 
the way that the term has been used throughout its history, even within 
the more biologically oriented sciences. This is, of course, true for 
many words, which evolve in their meanings, but scientists are general
ly required to agree on such definitional points when they use terms 
for analytic purposes. I could also argue that 'race' is a unique case, 
in that not only did it evolve meanings within the biological sciences, 
but those meanings leaked into popular usage at different points in its 
history and then remained there long after science had discarded them. 
That there were unusually pernicious connotations involved is, of 
course, the impetus behind attempts to get rid of the whole complex of 
meanings by discrediting the entire concept. 
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for the chicks. They did, however, remind us (1968:17) that "domestic 

strains or races are in their degree of genetic similarity more nearly 

equivalent to siblings, even twins, than to human races." 

I have no idea how common it was in 1968 (or is today) to use the 

word 'race' when referring to animals. However, the discussant for this 

section, psychologist J.P. Scott, (1968:60) pointed out that what is 

learned about the relationship of genetics to behavior in animals is 

almost never applicable to humans. "[T]he human species is genetically 

unique, and one cannot apply any conclusion derived from another 

species directly to our own." The other discussant, psychologist Edmund 

W. Gordon (1968:71), also urged his listeners not to equate "genetic" 

with "determined." "All behavior is genetically based," he wrote, "but 

not solely genetically determined." 

The definition of 'race' that was used by participants in this 

session was 

a Mendelian population, a reproductive community of 
individuals sharing a common gene pool. The level at which 
the reproductive community is defined depends upon the 
problem one is interested in investigating. There is no 
absolute, final, or "true" level at which these reproductive 
communities are defined. (Buettner-Janusch quoted in Kilham 
and Klopfer 1968:17, italics theirs) 

It was suggested by Scott that the concept 'population' might be an 

acceptable substitute for 'race'. 

In introducing the next section, Dobzhansky (1968:78) wrote that 

classification is a necessity for science, and it was here that he made 

his famous statement that "[i ]f races did not exist they would have to 



65 

be invented." Since he, too, was using the Buettner-Janusch definition, 

it would of course be more correct to assert that in 1968, 'races' were 

being reinvented, since up until the mid-30s, 'race' was still a 

typological construct which did not involve Mendel.** 

One of the most outspoken of those questioning the utility of the 

concept, Morton H. Fried (1968:122), pointed out that investigations 

which were based on the concept of race were being carried on by many 

who did not bother with the kinds of scientific definition with which 

supposedly reputable scientists would be concerned. These studies 

merely assumed the existence of races and the researcher's own abili

ties to place individuals within racial categories without stating 

their criteria for doing so. Such studies, he wrote, have as their 

object "the discovery of the presence, nature, and degree of differ

ences in intelligence, ability, or achievement endowment between very 

large aggregates of people that are usually termed races." At the heart 

of Fried's argument lay the concept of "intersubjective identifica

tion." Social scientists, he asserted (1968:127), treat 'race' as a 

sociocultural construct, and are therefore constrained to take into 

account their own identification in these matters. 

the lay individual's views of his own racial identity or 
that of anyone else is incompetent and immaterial. A scien-

Q 
I do not know if it is necessary to state here that, in the 

sense Dobzhansky is invoking, it is not being argued here that varia
tion does not exist. When he goes on to say that "[s]ince they do exist 
they need not be invented, they need to be understood" (ibid), I would 
agree with the statement that variation does exist, needs to be under
stood, and can be studied, as Livingston, Brace and others suggest, 
without using the term 'race'. 
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tific definition of race and o£ specifically designated 
racial groups should be based on specifiable metrical and 
morphological features capable of intersubjective identi
fication. The use of "common-sense" categories is absolutely 
to be avoided. 

Fried concluded with a warning: that sociobiologists—whom he called 

"the new new-physical-anthropologists"—though by using "small popula

tions, well controlled for genetic information...should begin to meet 

the criteria for truly scientific studies," would find their work 

particularly attractive to racist use. 

Perhaps this is the time to point out that whatever 'race' was for 

physical anthropology, in cultural anthropology it had lost its utility 

as anything but a 'folk' category when the separation of language and 

culture from biology had become the accepted point of view. In fact, it 

is questionable whether socio-cultural anthropologists ever viewed it 

as particularly useful analytically. Sociologists however, particularly 

at mid-century, used the concept of 'race' a great deal, mainly in the 

area of 'race relations'. Gunnar Myrdal's An American Dilemma: The 

Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, extremely influential in sociology 

for over twenty years, was followed by an avalanche of sociological 

publications on the 'race problem'. But however it was used by cultural 

anthropologists, sociologists or psychologists, it is clear that the 

way 'races' were conceptualized was diverging from the way biologists, 

zoologists and physical anthropologists conceptualized it. At the 

height of the debate, biologists wrote that, for them, the concept of 

'ethnic group' was not useful, but at the time, no one suggested that 
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perhaps the biologists needed one term and the cultural anthropologists 

another. 

At the time Marvin Harris (1968:263) wrote his entry on 'race' in 

the 1968 edition o£ the International Encyclopedia of the Social 

Sciences, the distinction was being given more attention. 

Race engages the attention of social scientists both as a 
special constellation of cognitive or ideological categories 
and as a means of explaining sociocultural phenomena. Race 
is a recurrent ingredient in the ethnosemantics of group 
identity and intergroup relations. "Social races" are com
posed of socially defined and significant groups; the study 
of social race thus is a fundamental aspect of the study of 
social structure, especially in stratified state societies. 
Raciological (biological) explanations of sociocultural dif
ferences and similarities have attracted the support of a 
large and not infrequently preponderant scientific consen
sus. Evaluation of the relevance of racial differences to 
sociocultural theory thus becomes an inescapable obligation 
of the social sciences. 

Harris's contribution to the evaluation of "raciological" features in 

explanations of sociocultural categories will be examined in Chapter 

Three. 

CONCLUSION 

For most of its history, biology and culture were two themes woven 

into the concept of 'race1, though physical anthropologists were unable 

to agree on the meaning of the word. Classification systems based on 

physical measurements or other objective criteria have proved to be 

problematic, and the question of how to determine the criteria for 

classification has plagued human biologists up to the present day. The 

typological approach, when combined with evolutionary concepts such as 

selection and fitness, also lent itself to the dangerous pseudoscience 
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of eugenics. Until the time of Hogben, the notion that 'race is all' 

was pervasive; few suggested that "nurture" might be as important in 

determining such human traits as intelligence and moral character. 

Beginning with Ashley Montagu's attack in the 1940s, some physical 

anthropologists have been advocating the removal of the word 'race' 

from the vocabulary of scientists, and the end to studies based on the 

concept. They argue that such studies are not useful in the study of 

human variation, that 'races' do not exist, especially as conceptual

ized by the majority of people who use the term, and that the concept 

is dangerous in the hands of nonscientists and those doing substandard 

science. Others counter that 'race' is a useful concept, that 'races' 

do exist, and that the term needs only to be responsibly used. 

Up to this point I've traced the history of the concept of 'race' 

without making a clear distinction between its uses in the different 

branches of the sciences. Emphasis has been on physical anthropolo

gists. In the next section, I'll discuss other uses of the term. Uses 

of 'race' outside of physical anthropology, human biology and genetics 

are not completely isolated from the understandings of biological 

scientists, however. Science in general and the natural* sciences in 

particular have been a sure and informing presence in our models of the 

world since the Age of the Enlightenment. 'Race', far from being an ex

ception, has since Buffon's first attempt to describe the varieties of 

humankind been colored by the connotations and definitions of biology, 

most often by individuals who have an incomplete understanding of the 
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philosophical details of taxonomic necessity at best. At the same time, 

as Marshall (1968: 151) points out, it is also correct to assert "that 

scientific discusssions of race often reflect...popular notions about 

human variation." 

Even when scholars in the biological sciences devise or 
utilize racial classifications, these are generally no more 
than refinements of typologies used by laymen. Scientific 
racial typologies are usually based on presumptions about or 
intuitions regarding the distribution of genetic charac
teristics. The manifest bases for these typologies are 
variations in arbitrarily chosen phenotypical character
istics. Yet it is well known that the relationship between 
genotype and phenotype is not simple and that the effects of 
the operation of environmental forces on the phenotype are 
not genetically transmitted. Moreover, even when scientists 
make a serious attempt to base their racial typologies on 
genetic variants, they do not squarely face the problem that 
there should be some biologically relevant justification for 
the choice of the characters on whose variation the "races" 
are defined (Marshall 1968:156). 

To summarize some of the main problems with the word 'race' as it is 

currently used (and argued over) by scientists: 

1. within physical anthropology itself, critics of the 'race' concept 

charge that it is a misleading representation of reality, and that 

this in turn diverts physical anthropologists from asking the right 

questions about human variation. 

2. the word 'race' has been defined and redefined so many times, and 

has meant so many different things to so many people that it has 

indeed become a problematic signifier—pointing to biology but never 

satisfactorily indexing more than a preoccupation with categoriza

tion. 

3. 'racial' categories as they have been traditionally defined are 
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problematic for classifying any real individual. Instead, they index 

an abstract 'type' which stands in for the category, then that typo

logical category is reified to be used in reference to an indivi

dual . 

. the linkage with biology leaves the door open not only to irrespon

sible use, but to misinterpretation of what may be considered 

responsible use. Emphasis on statistical approaches, gradients, gene 

frequency, discordancy of traits and the like will not change the 

meaning of 'race' for the majority of people who use it and who 

define it the way Brace (1964:319) suggests most social scientists 

do, as "a group of mankind, members of which can be identified by 

the possession of distinctive physical characteristics." It would be 

naive to assume that redefining the word to a model of scientific 

correctness will enlighten general usage. As long as biologists do 

not make it clear that the word they now use has been redefined from 

old connotations which are otherwise available for reference by 

nonscientific users, that potential persists. The best way to make 

this clear would be to invent a new word for groups sharing genetic 

frequencies of biological traits, rather than trying to reinvent the 

old concept of 'race' without the typological, hierarchical and 

deterministic connotations that it has carried for so long. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

AMERICAN * RACIAL' IDENTITY 

INTRODUCTION 

Discrediting scientific concepts of 'race' leaves open the larger and 

more complex issue of how to deconstruct 'race' in public discourse. 

While scientific models of 'race' have certainly influenced nonscientists1 

use of the concept, there are other factors influencing the way that 

people use the word in everyday speech. 

Social scientists also continue to use the word 'race', although legi

timate social science research standards demand that if 'race' is to be 

used as a variable, it must be defined, and this is problematic.^ As 

noted above, the tendency in the social sciences is to use the term as 

a socially-defined category, and this means using self-identification 

as the main criterion for classification. 

My own concern is with the realm of public discourse. Folk concepts 

of 'race1, influenced by the official categories on census and other 

forms as well as in mass media usage, in turn influence action in many 

spheres, from private prejudice to public policy. In this chapter I 

would like to explore some of the dimensions of the folk concept and 

discuss some anthropological theories relevant to the social construc

tion of identity. 

University of Virginia sociologist William P. Nye (1978:346) argues 

' See, for example, Wilkinson and King 1987 for a review of problems 
associated with the use of the concept in the fields of medicine, public 
health and epidemiology. 
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that "the everyday idea or conception of race constitutes the fundamen

tal building block of "racism" in American society." The idea of 

1 ice', he maintains, is grounded in the notion, common to Western 

thought, of a "substantial self." The Judeo-Christian tradition 

conceptualizes the "substantial self" as the "soul." In modern secular 

thinking this "idea of soul, the metaphysical core of person-hood, was 

supplanted by the more scientific-sounding, Freudian "id" [sic] in the 

minds of many "better educated" Americans" (1978:348). This self may be 

referred to as a 'personality' or simply as one's 'self', in the sense 

that Americans speak of 'finding myself', 'being herself', or 

'expressing himself'. 

The notion of the substantial self interacts with socially defined 

'racial' categories to determine 'who one is'. To illustrate this, Nye 

(1978:353) points to the case of individuals whose identity vis-a-vis 

'race' does not match the identification of them made by others. A 

young woman who wrote a letter to the editor of Ebony magazine feels 

she has the right to identify herself as 'Black' even though her skin 

color or hair form do not fit her to the social category 'Black', as it 

is defined by those who might challenge that right. "Our skin and hair 

may not say black," she wrote, "but on the inside our souls say we're 

'black and beautiful and proud,' and that's where it counts." Nye 

believes (1978:357) that the repeated and unquestioned use of racial 

terms reinforces the social categories set out by them: 

Everyday racial terminology tends to maintain and perpetuate 
ineluctably divided collectivities of substantial selves 
simply by use in ordinary discourse...Judging from the way 
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people ordinarily talk, most Americans would appear to 
subscribe to the view that one's social race is an indis
putable and significant "fact" about the nature of one's 
self, a fundamental component of self which is believed to 
influence one's "attitudes" and behavior patterns in a 
myriad of vaguely articulated and poorly understood ways. 

Michael Banton (1988:8), in his discussion of racial consciousness, 

writes that there are three levels of abstraction involved in how 

people think about race. The first is the perception of physical 

difference. On the second level, "they use these perceptions as signs 

of expected behaviour. There may then be a third level in which they 

describe their ideas about who belongs where as a racial classifica

tion...The very use of this word ['race'] to identify such a kind of 

classification brings with it a host of cultural associations deriving 

from the historical circumstances in which the word acquired a special 

meaning." Banton elsewhere has argued (1987:51) that the concept of 

race in Europe has always been based on an American folk definition of 

race. He is an advocate of the deracializing of language, and quotes 

(1988:7) the observation of Everett and Helen Hughes that "'a consi

derable part of Sociology consists of cleaning up the language in which 

common people talk of social and moral problems'." 

DIACRITICS OF IDENTITY 

James Clifton (1989:26) remarks on the difference between the folk con

cept of 'race' and the folk concept of ethnicity in the following manner: 

The classification and the treatment of people by race 
presumes that they share inherent, intrinsic, inescapable 
characteristics. They are of a race automatically at birth, 
in the American idiom by blood, and this is a status and 
identity they cannot escape by their achievements, accom
plishments, or any form of mobility. Indeed, the presumption 
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is that they will always show evidence of their inherent 
racial nature in physiognomy and in their behavior. Eth
nicity, in contrast, is understood in different ways, being 
defined by mutable, extrinsic characteristics. Ethnicity is 
marked by a group's style of dress, by speech, by their 
learned, culturally patterned behaviors. The presumption is 
that people joined in an ethnic group share a common his
torical and cultural heritage, but this is not immutable. 
What is learned can be unlearned or abandoned and new man
nerisms and fashions can be mastered. There is, in addition, 
always the possibility of mobility from one ethnic status to 
another for both individuals and groups. 

Since 'ethnicity' has been suggested by several anthropologists as a 

more appropriate substitute for 'race', and since anthropologists today 

define 'race' as a 'folk category', we must first understand how social 

scientists analyze the concept of ethnicity. That is, 'race' may be 

better understood as a social category similar to 'ethnic group', but 

with the additional level of complexity posed by phenotypic characteris

tics. They become—as Brackette Williams (1989:414), following Ronald 

Cohen, would have it—an additional set of "diacritical markers." 

Williams has examined theories of ethnicity and race in anthropology 

and effectively demonstrates the analytic superiority of the former. 

She begins by reviewing Abner Cohen's notion of "detribalization" 

(Williams 1989:412), a process by which groups marked by ethnic charac

teristics subsequently pass into an unmarked sector of society, and by 

taking on the cultural practices of that society become part of it. In 

William's view, this does not mean that individuals from some groups 

become "empirically de-ethnicized", only that they become "invisible." 

This implies that the process of becoming invisible occurs contrary to 

our assumptions about "the nature of national cultural integration in 
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"old" nation-states" (1989:411). It is not due to taking on the charac

teristics of the reigning tribe but to the institutionalization of 

tribal members' particular practices as normative for all members of 

the nation-state: "homogeneity is selectively defined in terms of a par

ticular tribal past" (1989:420, emphasis added). The notion of "invisi

bility" explains the unmarked category as one where diacritical markers 

have been institutionally coded as consistent with a purported national 

identity. In effect then, the unmarked constellation includes an 

absence of "ethnic" non-institutionalized diacritics, those which are 

not part of the claimed national identity constellation. The smooth 

working of civil society is felt to be dependent on 'sticking with 

one's own kind.' Who one includes in the category of 'one's own kind' 

is determined by diacritical features and also by "value orientations." 

In his landmark essay on ethnic boundary maintenance, Frederik Barth 

(1984) criticized the notion that diacritical features alone are ade

quate to define ethnic groups and to explain the dynamic process of 

ethnic group boundary maintenance. Overt institutional forms, the 

"diacritical features that people look for and exhibit to show 

identity" such as "dress, language, house-form, or general style of 

life," constitute in Barth's view only one of two orders of features by 

which ethnic dichotomies are analyzable (1964:14). The other order is 

constituted of "basic value orientations" which are not empirically 

accessible to the ethnographer by observation alone. These value 

orientations include "standards of morality and excellence by which 



76 

performance is judged". In the discussion of 'racial' categories, 

diacritical features will be highlighted, but it is worth keeping in 

mind Barth's point about the inseparability of value orientations from 

the more empirical features of language, appearance and cultural 

practices in forming ethnic identity. 

Barth (1964:22) also stresses the permeability of cultural boun

daries. Under certain conditions, individuals may change ethnic 

affiliation. These conditions include "the presence of cultural 

mechanisms to implement the incorporation" such as formal adoption 

practices. Specific economic circumstances are another. 

It is important to emphasize that actors both within and outside of 

any group tend to think of diacritics (and perhaps also basic value 

orientations) as "essential" or "natural" once they have been identi

fied as distinctive features. Clifton (1989:9) argues that the "system 

of principles for assigning racial or ethnic identity" is among the 

features of cultural knowledge "that operate automatically, normally 

outside consciousness." Karen Blu (1980:24) notes that "believers in 

racial dogma" categorize human beings into hierarchical 'races' by 

physical and behavioral differences 

which are thought to be both "natural" and God-given. Reli
gious justifications range from the simple, "If God had 
intended men to be all alike, he wouldn't have made them 
different colors" to the sophisticated citation of the 
biblical story of Ham (Gen. 9:20-7). 

Blackness, according to the explanation in the Biblical story, is the 

physical manifestation of God's disapproval. Jane and Kenneth Hill 
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(Hill & Hill 1987:432) cite an example of naturalized difference in 

Julio de la Fuente's observation that Zapotec speakers equate the use 

of stone houses with a natural and timeless superiority, and view the 

use of stick and cornstalk houses by their southern Mixtec and 

Chinantec neighbors as evidence of their natural and unchanging in

feriority. 

The process described by Cohen suggests a process of dichotomization 

of groups rather than the absorption of one group into another, and 

Williams argues that the error is the result of conflating ethnicity 

and class. "All cultural forms made visible by their ethnic 'marking' 

are alternate forms of lower-class culture relative to the homogenized 

mainstream or other such references to a 'mass culture'," she writes 

(1989:412). Williams would reframe the analysis to include "differences 

in power between two categories of citizens: (a) those who claim 

ideologically patterns institutionalized in the nation's civic arenas 

as their 'tribal' past and (b) those identified with patterns not 

consistent with the institutionalized ones." For Ronald Cohen, on the 

other hand, a more dynamic model suggests that the "boundaries" of 

ethnic groups are "situational" (R. Cohen cited in Williams 1989:414) 

and fluid, depending on "a series of nesting dichotomizations of 

inclusiveness and exclusiveness". Membership in an ethnic group thus 

becomes a matter of how these markers are defined and redefined by the 

group, and any given individual's ethnic identification depends on the 

number of diacritical features he or she shares with the group. Ethni
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city for R. Cohen is "an historically derived lumping of sets of 

diacritics at varying distances outward from the person, so that each 

of these lumpings acts as a potential boundary...that can be identified 

with or referred to in ethnic terms, given the proper conditions" (R. 

Cohen cited in Williams 1989:415). The image that comes to mind here is 

of stelae, symbolic boundary markers which may be moved as historical 

conditions change, and which represent constellations of diacritics 

interpretable on "scales of distinctiveness." This concept helps us to 

understand the confusion many people experience when categorical 

definitions of ethnicity do not match the complexity of their "ethnic" 

identities. 

John Comaroff (1987:304-06) asserts that the process of classifica

tion is universal, but that the particular form it takes is historical: 

"ethnicity always has its genesis in specific historical forces, forces 

which are simultaneously structural and cultural" (Comaroffs italics). 

Comaroff argues that 'ethnicity' describes both a form of social clas

sification and a form of consciousness; "consciousness of identity and 

distinction." The particular historical structures which produce ethni

city include the establishment of asymmetrical relations 

The emergence of ethnic groups and the awakening of ethnic 
consciousness are, by contrast, the product of historical 
processes which structure relations of inequality between 
discrete social entities (1987:308). 

According to Comaroff, the form of consciousness produced by symmetri

cal relations is better described with a different term. He suggests 

"totemism." This contrasts with William's reading of R. Cohen, who sub-
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sumes the representation o£ both symmetrical and asymmetrical relations 

as "ethnicity" (Williams 1989:419). 

As it was defined by H.L.Bergson, totemism is the "primordial" human 

process of marking identity and classifying others in relation to it: 

• The genius of Bergson's insight lay in the observation that 
it was not the intrinsic nature of totemic objects ("their 
animality") that gave them their significance. It was, 
rather, "their duality"; the fact that relations between 
these objects stood for relations between social groups 
(Comaroff 1987:303). 

Comaroff's contrast between totemic consciousness and ethnic conscious

ness draws attention to the symbolic nature of ethnicity. He is arguing 

this distinction in representational terms, and he proposes that the 

difference between the forms of consciousness produced by the two ways 

of representing relations between groups help to reinforce the patterns-

-symmetrical or asymmetrical—of relations themselves. That is, he is 

concerned with the way in which social actors construe the signs and 

symbols by which they represent themselves and others. Again, we are 

reminded of the Hughes' observation on the task of Sociology. 

Ethnic affiliation for the subordinate, Comaroff says, "may 

originate in an attribution of collective identity to them on the part 

of others." It then comes to be redefined by that group "as an emblem 

of common predicament and interest" (1987:305). The we/they contrast-

set of ethnicity always involves the concept of 'minority/majority', in 

the sense that J. Vincent (Williams 1989:420) uses it, not as an 

indicator of relative number but as a reference of the "relative power 

and prestige among groups sharing a political and economic system." 
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Two other of Comaroff's propositions deserve attention here. The 

first is that 

while ethnicity is the product of specific historical pro
cesses, it tends to take on the "natural" appearance of an 
autonomous force, a "principle" capable of determining the 
course of social life...a dialectic is established between 
structure and practice that, in time, reproduces and/or 
transforms the character of the social order itself (Co
maroff's italics, 1987:313). 

Finally, Comaroff points out that, once 'ethnic' relations have emerged 

under specific historical circumstances and have become an objectified, 

'natural' order of relations, those relations may be "perpetuated by 

factors quite different from those that caused its emergence". 

DIACRITICS OF 'RACE' 

We are now in a position to see how phenotypical characteristics 

interact with cultural ones to form a social concept of 'race', a con

cept which has different degrees of distinctiveness from the concept of 

'ethnicity,' depending on the uses of physical and cultural diacritics. 

"Not all individuals...[are] equally empowered to opt out of the 

labeling process, to become the invisible against which others' 

visibility is measured" (Williams 1989:420). Phenotypical features 

index constellations of non-physical features which include cultural 

practices and social position. Such features as skin color, hair form, 

^ The limitations of this paper cannot do justice to the scope of 
Comaroff's article, or the implications that it has for theorists such as 
Williams (see, for example, his arguments about stratification within 
ethnic groups and the dynamics of moving into dominant classes, 1987:315). 
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nose shape, mouth shape, eye shape and general physique, may disallow 

passing into the group that holds the definition of which particular 

tribal past shall define the homogeneous national identity. 

Phenotypical characteristics also strongly index descent, a central 

explanation for both the existence of a given constellation of diacri

tics and the naturalization of their boundary-marking function. This 

powerful indexical quality is due to their identification as empirical 

evidence of the "'facts of birth'": 

...biological features...place of birth, and descent". Such 
facts have historically provided all humans with the bases 
for distinctions because attached to these facts of birth is 
the general belief that those who "share common features fixed 
by birth are held to be of the same 'kind'". Which features 
are considered common varies across societies and periods in 
the same society (tfilliams, quoting Charles Keyes:424) 

I would like to call attention here to several of the words and phrases 

used to describe "facts of birth" which will figure in the American 

concepts of 'race' to be examined below. These are "biological," "fea

tures," "place of birth" and "descent." To these I will add the follow

ing: "appearance," "ancestry," "color" and "background." A common 

metaphor for all or some combination of these is "blood," which has 

already been identified by David Schneider (1980:22-24) as carrying the 

meaning of "shared substance." According to Schneider, in America, 

"blood" represents a substance which is present in some quantity in 

one's "relatives." The quantity is determined by the nature of the 

relationship, so that one has, for example, one half of one's blood 
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O 
from each parent, one quarter from each grandparent, and so on. "The 

degree to which such material is shared can be measured and is called 

distance." The relationship of "blood" is a permanent, unalterable 

relationship of identity: 

This is expressed as "being of the same flesh and blood." It 
is a belief in common biological constitution, and aspects 
like temperament, build, physiognomy, and habits are noted 
as signs of this shared biological makeup...The blood rela
tionship is...a relationship of substance, of shared biogen
etic material. 

"Blood" may also be viewed as metaphoric of culture, of identity and 

of legitimate claim to membership in the cultural group. For Charles 

Keyes, according to Williams (Williams 1989:424), the claim to shared 

descent 

must be marked by some particular attributes which the 
claimants share or believe they share. Although no single 
set of attributes always diagnoses ethnic distinctiveness, 
according to Keyes, claims are most commonly based upon 
language, origin myths, and folk histories that trace a 
shared experience. It is, however, the idea of shared des
cent as a principle associated with cultural rather than 
genealogical diacritica that determines the degree of ethnic 
affiliation. Hence for Keyes "degree of relationship" is 
traced by descent using the father's line, the mother's 
line, or all lines. Consequently, "blood," becomes the 
determining attribute of membership. 

Karen Blu (1980:24) calls blood "the mystical medium that transfers 

from parent to child physical characteristics and the moral, intellec-

O 
Schneider and his field workers did their study of American kinship 

in 1958-59. It would be interesting to see to what extent modern knowledge 
of genetics has had an impact on this conception in the decades since that 
time. 
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tual, and psychological qualities linked to them."^ Folk notions of 

biology hold that blood is the carrier of "mental capacities, moral 

sense, and character along with physical characteristics." It can be 

rated according to a moral and biological hierarchy, and has the power 

to purify or pollute. Superior blood can be dominated by even a drop of 

inferior blood, and inferior blood can be upgraded by superior blood. 

Appearance in general and skin color in particular are also capable 

of functioning as symbols for 'race': 

Skin color has come to stand powerfully for racial differen
ces. It is a part-for-whole symbol fraught with emotional 
intensity. For Whites, it stands for White biological super
iority (which carries with it moral, aesthetic, and intel
lectual superiority) and Black and Indian inferiority. The 
darker the skin, the more inferior the race (Blu 1980:27). 

Blu adds that appearances is a treacherous marker: human variation runs 

a tremendous range, and even those who unequivocally place themselves 

into one or another racial category sometimes find that others may have 

different ideas about it. 

To summarize, we can say that diacritics of race begin at the sur

face, with physical features, which are inalterably linked to culture. 

'Blood' is a metaphor for the constellation of physical and non-physi

cal features, it is the carrier of culture. Further, blood is shared or 

not shared, in quantifiable proportions, with others, and this defines 

^ Blu points out that an understanding of modern genetics and 
evolutionary biology has until very recently been out of reach in American 
communities such as the one in which she did her fieldwork. Even in the 
late 60s, evolutionary biology was not taught in Robeson County, North 
Carolina public schools. 



84 

closeness or distance to those others. Blood may be ranked or graded on 

a physical, intellectual and moral scale, a scale which is reflective 

of a "natural" order. Finally, it is the "aura of descent" implied by 

blood that assists in "naturalizing" 'racial' categories and the 

racemaking myth. 

These concepts provide a framework to understand the assumptions 

behind the attitudes of individuals like Clifton's (1989:12) English-

speaking Canadian student, who attributed her difficulties in learning 

the Ojibwa language to the fact that she was only "quarter-blood In

dian." It also helps us to understand the persistence of cultural 

features in the concepts of 'race' held by the American college stu

dents reported later on in this paper. 

If "blood" is metaphor of identity and purity, it is also a metaphor 

of ethnicity. The diacritics of 'invisible' groups may be so normative 

as to function metonymically for all others in the nation-state. Williams 

quotes Stanley Lieberson's neat illustration of the ease with which 

"American" may function as metonym for "white" but not "black." Because 

I find the word 'invisible' somewhat problematic since it is also used 

to describe the absence of marked groups from the public discourse, I 

will use the terms 'marked' and 'unmarked' to describe the asymmetrical 

categories of 'black' and 'white', 'minority' and 'majority'. 

According to P. Davis (Williams 1989:429), racemaking begins with a 

process of mythmaking. The American national myth, for example, is that 

of a group of white nation-founders who claimed by right of settlement 
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and development both the land occupied by undeveloped, nomadic hunting 

groups, and along with the territory, the right to define the stelae of 

ethnic and non-ethnic identity. 

Absent from the discussion of either diacritical features or value 

orientations is a factor which figures in many national mythmaking 

processes, that is, the issue of actual or putative tenure within 

national or regional boundaries. Thus, in one version of the American 

national myth, it is Anglo-Saxons (the Mayflower pilgrims),, who claim 

the longest tenure on American soil, therefore, the normative American 

is Anglo-Saxon. The diacritical features and value orientations of the 

unmarked group in America thus become those of Anglo-Saxons (sometimes 

shortened to 'Anglo'). The mythmaking process here involves not only 

the usurpation of tenure by only one group of immigrant Americans (when 

in fact there were many) but also the convenient forgetting of the con

tribution of others to the founding of the nation-state. Ironically, in 

the case of 'racial' categories in America, the presence of both Blacks 

and Native Americans have complicated the claim to tenure, the former 

because of the specific historical circumstances of the role of the 

« 

institution of slavery (they did not choose to immigrate to a country 

already dominated by white Europeans), and the latter because they 

would reverse the claim (they can rightfully claim greater tenure). But 

tenure becomes a factor in ethnic relations in many other contexts; 

currently in the U.S., for example, it is invoked in claims against the 

cultural practices of Southeast Asian immigrants, and in some cases 
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against Latinos as well. The "we were here first" argument is often 

used by Americans to insist on the cultural conformity of new 

immigrants arriving in their communities. 

CULTURAL DEFINITIONS OF IDENTITY 

There is an apocryphal story, Ernst Mayr (1968:104) once wrote, 

about the American newspaperman who went to Haiti and had an 
interview with the President. They started to talk about 
Haiti and its population, and most indiscreetly the American 
newspaperman asked the President what percentage of the 
people were white. And the President of Haiti said, "Oh, 
about 95 percent." The American newspaperman looked a little 
puzzled and said, "Veil, how do you define white?" And the 
President of Haiti said, "How do you define colored?" And 
the,American newspaperman said, "Well, of course, anybody 
with Negro blood is colored." Said the President: "Well, 
that's exactly our definition, too: anybody with white blood 
is white." 

Categories for 'racial' identity, as well as the particular diacriti

cal features used to place individuals into those categories, are cul

turally constructed. To illustrate this point, I will in this section 

review several examples from the ethnographic literature. It is impor

tant to recognize that such categories and practices vary even within 

national boundaries. However, in the first two cases to be summarized 

here, we can note the correspondencies between and divergences from, on 

the one hand, the features of the American racemaking myth sketched 

above and on the other, the specific ways that racial categories are 

conceptualized in the state of Louisiana and in Robeson County, North 

Carolina. 

Virginia Dominguez has titled her ethnography of Louisiana Creole 

society, White By Definition. Dominguez traces the use of the terra 
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'creole' from its earliest uses to describe "locally born persons of 

nonnative origin" (1986:14) to the multiple meanings listed in the 1976 

edition of Webster's dictionary. Dominguez's interest is the "manipul

ation of identity" and her work examines the definitional differences 

between the different segments of Louisiana social strata who identify 

themselves as Creoles. Thus, though the modern definitions include "a 

person of French or Spanish descent born in the Americas;" "a person of 

Negro descent born in the Americas; usually a Creole Negro;" and "a 

person descended from or culturally related to the original French 

settlers of Louisiana and New Orleans;" citizens of Louisiana may 

define the term so as to exclude persons of color, even if they count 

French or Spanish settlers among their descendants. Why do class-

ificatory terms "change over time in the context of a single society?" 

Dominguez asks (1986:9). Such definitional categories are manipulated 

because identities are manipulated: 

The unanswered questions have a theme in common: the im
plication that the individual exercise of choice takes place 
within sociohistorical environments that deem only certain 
kinds of choices possible...The problem. ..is how to inter
pret the struggle between individuals actively trying to 
exercise choice over who and what they are and epistemologi-
cal and institutional systems that seem to stand in their 
way. How frequently do such struggles take place? Under what 
conditions are individuals ever successful? And what makes 
certain manipulations possible when others do not even stand 
a chance? 

Dominguez opens her introduction with an account of the case of Susie 

Phipps. The case was given widespread publicity in the early 80s. A 

forty-eight-year-old Louisiana woman went to court to have herself 
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declared 'white*. She did so because, despite the fact that she had all 

her life perceived herself to be physically and culturally 'white', her 

birth certificate listed both of her parents as "Col.", the 

abbreviation for 'colored'. Officials at the Louisiana Department of 

Health and Human Resources refused to change it, citing genealogical 

evidence that "her great-great-great-great-grandmother was a Negress 

and a number of other ancestors mulattoes, quadroons, and octoroons." 

Louisiana is one of the few states that still has legal definitions 

of race boundaries. In the reconstruction era, most southern states had 

laws that prohibited marriage between persons classed as "negro" and 

persons classed as "white." These ranged from a 1903 Alabama law that 

defined as a person of color anyone "who has had any Negro blood in his 

ancestry in five generations" to the laws in Nebraska, Oregon, Virginia 

and Michigan,® where an individual had to have "one-fourth Negro blood" 

to be classed as a Negro (Stephenson 1969 (1910):15). In the case of 

Louisiana, a 1970 law held that, to be considered 'white', a person had 

to have one thirty-second or less of "Negro blood". Munro Edmonson, the 

anthropologist called by the court on behalf of Mrs. Phipps, told the 

newsmedia that 

modern genetic studies show that blacks in the United States 
average 25 percent white genes® and that whites average 5 

^ Of these four, only the first three had miscegenation laws at that 
time. These were all statutory (v. constitutional) laws (Stephenson 
1969:81). 

® The use <.l the phrases "white genes" and "black genes" may have 
helped Edmonson make his point to the court, but his unfortunate choice 
of metaphor does nothing to challenge the misconception that persons with 
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percent black genes, and that by these statistics, using the 
1/32 law, the entire native-born population of Louisiana 
would be considered blackl (Dominguez 1986:2) 

Edmonson also pointed out that the problem of Louisiana law was its 

derivation from both Latin and Anglo-Saxon perspectives on the nature 

of descent. Spanish and French laws traditionally recognize the 

offspring of mixed unions with various terms which recognized degrees 

of color. When Louisiana was purchased by the Americans, a two-caste 

system, subject to the traditional view of Anglo-Germanic people, 

entered the picture, and the move from one system to the other changed 

social stratification as well. Dominguez uses historical documents to 

show that the application of 'racial' terms in Louisiana had very real 

consequences for the individuals so classed, often determining whether 

their children were legitimate or illegitimate, whether or not they 

could inherit or bequeath property, what kinds of schools they were 

permitted to attend and which occupations they were permitted to enter. 

Dominguez also interviewed people who identified themselves as "Cre

oles" and "Negro Creoles." Many of the former would deny the term 

'creole' to the latter, saying that the "correct" use of the term would 

mean excluding people of color. On the other side, one-third of the 

Negro Creoles have "passed" as white. The legacy of the Latin system is 

expressed in the controversy over whether or not "creole" is a term 

that excludes "non-whites," whether it refers to those who call 

dark skin have a substantially different set of genes than do persons with 
light skin. 
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themselves "colored"-—persons neither pure-white nor "Negro," or 

whether it is a term that refers to an "ethnic" identity, the 

descendants of French and Spanish settlers who left a cultural heritage 

of distinctive food, music, language, festivals, and the like. 

Banton (1977:124-25) argues that a two-caste7 system is an economic 

necessity under conditions of segregation. In such circumstances, there 

are "pressures to prevent the emergence of any third racial category." 

Laws regulating 'miscegenation' also have some impact on how many 

groups are legally defined. The South African case illustrates how 

difficult a multi-caste system can be under such conditions. There are 

nine legally-enforced 'racial* categories in South Africa. 

Reclassification involves providing 'proof' that one was put into the 

wrong category. In 1988 

Nine whites became colored, 506 coloreds became white, two 
whites became Malay, 14 Malays became white, nine Indians 
became white, seven Chinese became white, one Griqua became 
white, 40 coloreds became Indian, 67 Indians became colored, 
26 coloreds became Malay, 50 Malays became Indian, 67 Indians 
became colored, 26 coloreds became Malay, 50 Malays became 
Indian, 61 Indians became Malay, four coloreds became Griqua, 
four Griquas became colored, two Griquas became black, 18 
blacks became Griquas, twelve coloreds became Chinese, ten 
blacks became other Asian, two other coloreds became Indian, 
and one other colored became black (Time Magazine 1989:54). 

Thus, while institutionalized segregation practices may, as Banton 

suggests, favor the development of simple caste systems, they do not 

always result in such systems. 

7 "Caste" is used here to imply the existence of barriers to social 
and biological mixture of designated groups. 
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Banton also suggests that expanding the number of categories from an 

original two-caste system involves redefining the original two, and he 

points out that this raises discomfiting ideological questions. Under 

these circumstances, a third racial category emerges in regions where 

there are large concentrations of persons who deny membership in either 

of the defined categories. This was the case in Robeson county, North 

Carolina, where Karen Blu did fieldwork among the Lumbee Indians. 

Blu traces the historical circumstances surrounding the emergence of 

Lumbee ethnicity from before the Civil War. North Carolina classified 

Indians as '"free persons of color' at least since the 1790 census. 

Revisions to the state constitution in 1835 disenfranchised persons 

from this category, and the ancestors of present-day Lumbee lost rights 

they had previously held as "free coloreds". According to Blu (1980:46-

48), the result was tension between the Indians and the White 

community. She builds her case out of court records at that time, much 

of which center on the activities of an outlaw band. Blu presents 

evidence that those activities were viewed by persons in the Indian 

community as heros avenging the wrongs, such as being abducted for 

forced labor, done to relatives. By 1871, Indian ancestors appeared in 

documents under the classification "mulattoes", though those who .used 

this term often had difficulty defining it. 

As legal conditions for non-Whites worsened in the reconstruction 

era, Indian efforts to change their classification increased. Jim Crow 

laws enacted during the constitutional convention of 1875 placed In
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dians, in a very real sense, into the bottom half of a two-caste 

system, as they were now required to enroll their children in Black 

schools. In addition, the laws ended local control over country 

governments and forbade miscegenation between Whites and non-Whites 

(1980:6*2). By 1885, efforts to establish themselves as a group separate 

from Blacks had won' a few influential White supporters, and legislation 

in that year made members of the groups "Indian", a status that most 

had claimed for years. It was a gain in status; Indians were able to 

obtain separate schools, a gain which consolidated their separate 

identity. 

Blu points out that early documents did not record much of what 

Indians had to say about their own identity. Wherever she did find such 

records, she included relevant portions in her ethnography. Thus we 

have the following speech made by an old Indian at a 1864 murder 

inquest: 

There is the white man's blood in these veins as well as 
that of the Indian. In order to be great like the English, 
we took the white man's language and religion, for our 
people were told they would prosper if they would take white 
men's laws. In the wars•between white men and Indians we 
always fought on the side of white men. We moved to this 
land and fought for liberty for white men, yet white men 
have treated us as negroes. Here are our young men shot down 
by a white man and we get no justice, and that in a land 
where our people were always free (McMillan 1888:17 quoted 
in Blu 1980:64). 

Ideas about Indian identity held by White Robesonians varied widely, 

and Blu maintains (1980:26) that this was a factor in the 

reconstitution of their identity, in the eyes of non-Indians, from 
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"free coloreds" or "mulattoes" to "Indians." The fact that they were 

not always considered to be Indians, however, may have had something to 

do with the absence of diacritical features White Americans expect to 

find in Indians, features like the language and religion alluded to by 

the Indian quoted above. Clifton (1989:6) believes that the 

contemporary American image of the Indian is an example of exaggerated 

stereotypic assumptions derived from the acquisition of "culturally 

patterned knowledge" that begins in childhood. Complete with war paint, 

cradle boards, breech-clouts and warbonnets, the childhood image 

progresses to the modern version of the noble redman versus the greedy 

and rapacious European: 

The terms used in these portrayals commonly use such stark 
contrasts as White versus Indian, assuming a monolithic 
unity of behavior and equivalence of motives for both popu
lations, making the former uniformly the victimizer and the 
latter the victim. Phrased in this manner, the assumption 
involves a racial confrontation and the stereotyped interpre
tations are often racist in style, except that it is persons 
of European extraction who are derogated...Thus, the White 
man is described as invading America, despoiling and dispos
sessing Indians, while Indians expand their territories 
peacefully by migration, or defend their "sacred holy lands" 
patriotically. The White man is motivated by greed, especially 
land hunger, but thoughtlessly desecrates the landscape, 
whereas the Indian worships and lives in perfect harmony 
with Mother Earth. The Indian enjoys a perfectly democratic 
and egalitarian social life, and the White man exercises 
centralized power ruthlessly, exploiting the weak and defen
seless. Although the Indian is content with the minimum of 
material goods, the White man lusts for an ever-increasing 
abundance. A crass materialism and disregard for the rights 
of others marks the White man but not the Indian, who is 
eminently spiritual and considerate of friend and stranger, 
young and old. 

Clifton believes that cultural knowledge about Indians in North America 
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is "more-or-less deliberately constructed." He points to early educa

tional practices—Thanksgiving school pageants are one example—which 

perpetuate the symbolic 'Indian' that serves as a core image, an 

expressive symbol of the history of North America. Here too, we see in 

operation the mythmaking process that constructs the 'racial' 

distinctiveness of the descendants of indigenous Americans. 

The necessity for encoding identity into law presents special prob

lems, as illustrated by the Susie Fhipps case, above. In the case of 

Indians, the distinctive rights accorded to members of legally-recog

nized groups necessitate the encoding of both group and individual 

identity. This has become problematic, as Clifton points out. He com

pares the old, patridominant Canadian system (changed recently by 

legislation) to the one-fourth rule in the United States. Both systems 

divide groups, not along cultural lines, but along 'racial' lines. In 

Canada, a woman of Indian status who married a nonstatus man "lost her 

official position as an Indian and all rights to membership in a recog

nized band" (1989:9) and so did her children. 

Conversely, women with no Indian ancestry wedded to Indian-
status males acquired the official identity of Indian at 
marriage...Thus, a recent Ukrainian immigrant woman who 
married a Blackfoot man was assigned the identity of a legal 
Blackfoot, whereas a woman of impeccable Cree heritage and 
antecedents who married an Irish-Canadian lost her legal 
identity automatically. This is a patridominant system pure 
and simple, one that follows a simple rule: women and their 
children take the legally defined racial or ethnic status of 
the husband/father. 

In the case of U.S. citizens, legal recognition of Indian identity 

is dependent on having more than "one-fourth Indian blood" but also 
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entails acceptance in a group that has been legally recognized as 

Indian. There has recently been some efforts "to accept as legally 

recognized Indians persons who can document any Indian blood 

whatsoever" (Clifton 1989:10), and this is due in part to the 

"increasing popularity of being defined and accepted as Indian in 

contemporary North America." This is yet another example of the 

pervasiveness of the powerful 'blood' metaphor, similar to the idea 

that a single drop of "Negro blood" makes one Black. This is what 

Marvin Harris (1964:57) calls "the rule of hypo-descent." This rule 

prescribes affiliation with "the subordinate rather than the 

superordinate group in order to avoid the ambiguity of intermediate 

identity." Thus, we have examples of persons raised in Euro-American 

culture who list themselves as 'Indian' on Affirmative Action forms 

simply because they had an Indian ancestor. This even though the 

greater number of ancestors may have been not only European, but 

ancestors involved in defrauding and exploiting the very Indians who 

are now invoked in the claim to Indian identity. 

Clifton argues that European and American ideas of identity at the 

time of contact were substantially different. The Europeans, he says, 

had the notion that "something called race inherently determines the 

identities and characteristics of individuals and groups." 

Originally, no native North American society subscribed to 
the idea of biological determination of identity or beha
vior...They were disinterested in skin color, the standard 
Euro-American sign of racial identity. On the contrary, they 
stressed as criteria of group membership learned aspects of 
human nature: language, culturally appropriate behavior, 
social affiliation, and loyalty. 
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As noted above, Latin views of racial categories differ from Anglo-

Saxon notions, and this can be shown in a comparison of the systems of 

classification in Latin American. Harris (1964:59-62), for example, 

writes that in Brazil, "There are no racial groups." There are individu

als exhibiting the full range of phenotypic characteristics, but Harris 

argues that racial prejudice in Brazil lacks the systematic character 

that it has in the United States. Brazilians discriminate on the basis 

of class, and when presented with photographs of different individuals, 

they insist that one must know the person to place him or her into any 

racial category. Indeed, according to Harris, the terms 'branco' and 

'preio' are often used to describe, respectively, 'ricos' and 'pobres' . 

The wide range of distinctions made by colonial society in Latin 

America resulted in the institution, in some areas, of the systema de 

castas, a system of terminology that included such terms as (in no 

particular order) mulato, loro, mestizo, pardo, lobo, indio, morisco, 

chino, zambo and zambaigo (Moerner 1967:56-59).® This is reminiscent of 

the modern South African case, and indeed, as Magnus Moerner (1967:60-

61) argues, the purpose of the system was a systematization of dis

criminatory practices, though in practice social stratification was 

along simpler lines. He believes that for status purposes there were 

basically six categories. 

® As Jack Forbes (1988:3) points out, terms with which we may be 
familiar today cannot be taken at face value, since there have been 
frequent changes in meaning over time. 
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CONCLUSION 

Use of the concept of 'race' in everyday speech presupposes the 

existence of categories to which any individual can be placed. In 

practice, the classifications do not so easily lend themselves to the 

purposes of those who would circumscribe the activities of persons 

placed within them. This is true whether their purpose is the complete 

separation of groups, as was the case in the American South and in 

South Africa today, or the mere designation of individuals belonging to 

'minority' groups. In the next section, I will examine the understand

ings of the concept of 'race' held by some American college students. 

Finally, I will examine some implications of the continued use of the 

concept in legal use, as well as in education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

AMERICAN COLLEGE STUDENTS' CONCEITS OF 'RACE' 

INTRODUCTION 

How is the word 'race' understood by Americans today? To what extent 

do its meanings reflect the meanings of the era of racialist science? Is 

it possible to discover the ideas of the nineteenth century (polygen-

ism, hierarchy, biological determinism, typological thinking) in the 

discourse of people today? To what extent do the aspects of 'ethnicity' 

discussed in Chapter Three (the ideas that ethnic boundaries are perme

able, that differences are 'natural' and automatically assumed, that 

certain diacritical features are 'unmarked' and that phenotypical 

characters index the constellation of other 'marked' or 'unmarked' 

features) apply to the concept of 'race' as it is understood by Ameri

cans? Ideally, the concepts which make up a folk model of 'race' could 

be elicited from informants and evidence of these concepts or their 

absence could be shown. In practice, 'race' is a touchy subject. 

When I was growing up in America, popular wisdom held that social 

etiquette demanded the avoidance of two topics of conversation: 

religion and politics. Whether or not this is still as true as it was 

then, it is certain that 'race', being a particularly sensitive 

political idea, is not a polite topic of conversation. Discussions of 

the concept of 'race' must be handled with great care. 

To collect some preliminary information on how Americans think about 

'race', I designed a survey to gather some answers to these questions. 
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As is usual in such preliminary studies, I discovered that one or two 

of the survey questions could have been better worded and that there 

are other questions which should have been asked but were not. Overall, 

I believe that the effective way to elicit the information so as to 

truly understand the use of the word 'race' is in the personal inter

view, not with the survey. 

Nevertheless, the results of the survey do give an interesting 

picture of some aspects of the concept. Rather than suggest that the 

racial terminology used by Americans is derived from a science context, 

I intend to show in this chapter that they owe as much to bureaucratic 

record-keeping as to physical or cultural anthropology, and that older 

usages of the term, such as 'lineage' or 'nationality', are still refer

enced when people think about 'race'. Nevertheless, there is some evidence 

that many Americans accept the existence of a scientific definition of 

'race' and that the belief in a scientifically verifiable and substan

tially documented basis for racial classification is still pervasive. 

SURVEY RESULTS 

The questionnaire (see Appendix) contained eleven questions and a 

place to include comments. Ninety-nine students in three undergraduate 

humanities classes were given surveys. This particular type of class 

was chosen because it fulfills a University requirement for undergrad

uates, the theory being that this would insure a more random selection 

of students than would be found in a non-required class. They were told 

that their participation was optional; two of them chose not to fill out 
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the forms. Of the ninety-seven who did participate, some chose to ignore 

some of the questions. The majority made an effort to answer all of them. 

For purposes of comparison, each question was coded with a key term 

and the resulting categories were looked at in two ways: comparison 

with the responses given in the same categories by other respondents, 

and, where relevant, comparison with the responses given in other 

categories by a single respondent. Key terms will appear in this report 

in brackets. 

Among the questions on the survey, for example, was a request [List] 

that the respondent list all the human races he or she knew. In this 

case, comparison to answers in other categories was made only when such 

terms as 'mongoloid' 'caucasoid' or 'negroid' appeared, since these 

terms might have been picked up in a class in human biology or physical 

anthropology. The most fruitful way to look at this category seemed to 

be to list the terms and count their occurance. 

The elicitation of the names of 'races' was intended to discover to 

what extent the old scientific categories, particularly 'Caucasian', 

'Negroid' and 'Mongoloid', would be listed, to what extent discredited 

categories like 'Jew' would show up, and to what extent national and 

tribal names would appear. 

The most popular categories were Black and Caucasian, which appeared 

38 times each. Oriental was next, with 32, followed by Hispanic, 30 

times. The following table lists any terms mentioned more than once, in 

order of frequency: 
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TABLE I - The Human 'Races' as listed by American University Students 

Caucasian or caucasoid 38 Arab 7 

Black 38 Afro-American 6 

Oriental 32 Anglo-Saxon 6 

Hispanic 30 Indian (Asian) 6 

Asian 26 Jewish 5 

Indian 24 German 5 

White 23 Russian 3 

African 23 Cuban 3 

Human* 17 Eskimo 3 

American Indian 15 African-American v 3 

Mexican 12 Latin 3 

European 10 Irish 2 

Chinese 10 Greek 2 

Japanese 9 Brown 2 

Negro 9 Yellow 2 

Spanish or Spaniard 8 Negroid 2 

Italian 8 Mongoloid 2 

Native American 8 Anglo 2 

*The answer "one people" was Included In the category "hunan". 

Aside from these, several other nationalities, such as "Polish", 

"Canadian", "Korean" were listed. In addition, the terms "Saxon", 

"Indigenous", "Aboriginal", "Chicano", "Wasp", "Mid-East", and the 

color term "red" each appeared once. Four respondents distinguished 

"African" from "Afro-American". 

Some of the repetition, i.e., listing both "Caucasian" and "white" 

or "Asian" and "Japanese" may be accounted for by the wording of the 

question: "What are the human races? Please list all you know of." This 

wording was intended to elicit different frames and seems to have been 
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successful. Seventeen students responded to this question with what I 

call the 'unity' answer, e.g., "There is only 1 human race," or 

"Truly - they are arbitrary." 

There is some evidence that these students derive their racial cate

gories from filling out forms which ask them to list their race. The 

frequency with which the term "Hispanic", often found on these forms, 

appears is one clue. The terms "Pacific Island," "Pacific Islander," 

"Philipino" and "Island (Samoan, Hawaiian)" each appear only once. This 

may indicate that form categories are not referenced by the other res

pondents. Another interpretation is that the term 'Asian' is used to 

cover the category of Pacific Islanders.^ 

Not all forms which ask for racial designations include the same 

categories. In 1975, the U.S. government authorized the use of five 

"racial/ethnic" categories on federal forms. They were: 

1.American Indian or Alaskan Native: A person having origins 
in any of the original peoples of North America 

I.Asian or Pacific Islander: A person having origins in any 
of the original peoples of the Far East, South-east Asia, 
or the Pacific Islands. This area includes, for example, 
China, Japan, Korea, the Philippine Islands, .and Samoa 

3.Black/negro: A person having origins in any of the black 
racial groups of Africa 

4.Caucasian/white: A person having origins in any of the 
original peoples of Europe, North Africa, the Middle East, 
or the Indian subcontinent 

5.Hispanic: A person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Cen

* It would be interesting to compare these survey results with data 
similarly obtained from students on the West Coast, where immigrants from 
the Pacific Islands, notably Philipinos, have settled in large numbers. 
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tral or South American, or other Spanish culture or ori
gin, regardless of race^ 

In 1977 the classification was revised, and people from the Indian 

subcontinent were moved into the second category. Attention has been 

drawn to the fact that category five differs from the others in that it 

includes the terminology "regardless of race." Hispanics, who are the 

fastest-growing segment of the American population, have become aware 

that their separated classification has made them into a 'race' in many 

q 
minds (see, for example, Melville 1988). 

The frequency with which these five categories appeared in one guise 

^ Source: Federal Interagency Committee on Education Report, vol. 
2(1), May 1975. Cited in Banton 1988:5) 

^ The 1990 census forms have new classifications, and these are 
listed in that form's section three, "Race": 
0 White 
0 Black or Negro 
0 Indian (Amer.) (Print the name of the enrolled or principal tribe.) 
0 Eskimo 
0 Aleut 

Asian or Pacific Islander (API) 
0 Chinese 0 Japanese 
0 Filipino 0 Asian Indian 
0 Hawaiian 0 Samoan 
0 Korean 0 Guanimanian 
0 Vietnamese 0 Other API 
0 Other race (Print race) 

Listed in section seven are another set of answers to the question "Is 
this person of Spanish/Hispanic origin? 
0 No (not Spanish/Hispanic) 
0 Yes, Mexican, Mexican-Am., Chicano 
0 Yes, Puerto Rican 
0 Yes, Cuban 
0 Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic 

Print one group, for example: Argentinian, Colombian, Dominican, 
Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, Spaniard, and so on.) 
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or another is another possible indication that categories correlate to 

forms. These variations on the five categories used by the form-makers 

appeared: White or Caucasian or European; Black or African (only nine 

students used the term "Negro"); Hispanic or Mexican or Mexican-Ameri

can; Asian or Oriental or Chinese; and Indian or Native American. 

Twenty students listed just five categories which corresponded to 

these. Fifteen others listed four of the five, and thirteen more listed 

the five with one or two extra, some of these redundancies. For 

example, one student listed "Caucasian, Black, Hispanic, Oriental, 

Indian, Asian." In contrast, only eight students named the three races 

stressed by the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century physical 

anthropologists. 

Other evidence of the influence of forms were categories that can 

sometimes be found on college admissions forms. Forms students are 

exposed to vary in the categories they present. One student listed, for 

example, "White/Non-Hispanic", "Hispanic", "Afro-American", "Asian" and 

"Other". Another listed "female", a possible indicator that these 

categories are viewed as coincident with Affirmative Action 

categories.^ Another student listed these six: "Black, White, Hispanic, 

Native American, Foreign, Anglo-Saxon". "Foreign" is a category that 

frequently appears on college admissions forms. 

^ Similarly, a student listed "ethnic, religious, man, woman" and 
another "Gender, Ethnic, Socioeconomic, Etc." as though the question were 
requesting the basis for such categories rather than the categories 
themselves. 
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Five students distinguished "Alaskan Indian" from "Eskimo," suggest

ing (along with the large number who named "Mexican") some influence of 

regional categories, or, again, the influence of the forms. 

In answer to the question "What is the meaning of "race" (as it is 

applied to people)?" [Meaning] one student directly implicated form-

categories: 

I understand it to be the method of grouping humans which 
utilizes the broadest conceptual terms. It's represented by 
the divisions found on FAF applications and the likes. 

"FAF" is the acronym for "Financial Aid Form," which many students are 

familiar with, but which does not in fact contain a section for noting 

either 'race' or 'ethnicity*. Another student wrote: 

I think it is terrible that students are constantly asked to 
identify themselves with a certain race on forms and surveys 
and then taught that race does not matter. 

In answering the question "How important do you think the concept o£ 

"race" is in American society?" [Importance] another wrote, 

Very Important. I base this on all the forms which I had to 
fill out when I immigrated from Holland to the U.S. On each 
form they ask you what race you are. My question everytime: 
What difference does it make! 

Evidence for the influence of science on the concept could be seen 

in the terminology used in some of the answers. An example in the [Mea

ning] question: 

Pertaining to a collectivity or group with genetic and often 
geographical descendancy - though within the group there is 
diversity, there are particular commonalities be
tween/amongst the racial group. 

It is a group of people sharing similar physical character
istics that come from small evolutional [sic] changes in a 
body structure to adapt to different environmental factors. 



106 

The latter could possibly have been a definition given in a general 

education context. 

The same student who wrote about FAF forms for the [Meaning] 

question wrote in the section headed "Please use the remaining space to 

write any comments, explanations or anything else you wish to say about 

your answers [Comments]: 

I suspect that racial divisions made by scientists may 
differ from those made by politicians or bureaucrats who 
write FAF forms. I wish you would take this [survey] your
self and post it so I had a more knowledgeable perspective 
on it. 

Another question which elicited responses influenced by a science 

model was "What makes one race different from another?" [Difference] 

This question was deliberately worded so that it might be interpreted 

either as 'what differentiates one race from another' or as 'what is 

the origin of racial differences'. Among those who took the latter, 

geographical origin was the most common explanation. Adaptationist 

explanations were favored by a few, some of whom also pointed to 

genetics: 

Different physical features that are a result of genetics 
and adaptation to different physical environments 

Though this particular individual had had a physical anthropology 

course,® it is not too different from the responses of some others who 

did not indicate they had had such a course. For example, "the way they 

® Students were asked, just before turning in the surveys, to code 
them with 'EA' if they had had a physical anthropology course or were 
currently enrolled in one. 
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adapted to their environment," "the like genes which particular groups 

hold together," and "relates to historic-geographic origin and genetic 

background." Another student who had had a physical anthropology class 

(hereafter, these students will be identified with the notation [FA]) 

retained enough knowledge to answer, "a few differences in the 

phenotype that are really insignificant in the genotype." It is 

significant that neither of these two [PA] students gave a 'unity' 

answer in the [List] question, despite the latter's answer to 

[Meaning]: "It has no basis in science or biological differences 

(notable or significant ones)". This student also listed the races as 

"Caucasian, Black, Hispanic, Oriental, Indian, Asian", arguably a 

forms-categories list. Another [FA] student, answering the [Difference] 

question, wrote: "Physical features - actually skin color and face 

shape [!]»though when asked to list the races, he or she wrote "It 

i& too difficult to separate Humans into races because people mate 

between races and most humans are results of many different "races"." 

Given a list of choices and asked the question "Race, as a 

scientific concept, is most like the following" [Scientific], students 

marked the following terms in the proportions given: 

Genus 
Species 
Ethnic Group 
Breed 
Variety 
Population 

12 
13 
46 
10 
12 
8 

£ 
Perhaps this student remembered, imperfectly, a discussion per

taining to the historical emphasis on cranial measurement. 
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Other (Specify) 5 

After "Other" one [PA] student wrote: "it is not a scientifically 

justified terra." Another did not tick off any of the choices, writing 

instead, "I don't think I can answer this. I don't feel Science has 

treated "race" very objectively." 

One of the clearest findings of this study was the fact that 

culture, attitudes and behavior are still conflated with biology in the 

concept of 'race'. In answering the [Difference] question, thirty-seven 

people gave answers which explained 'race' differences with a combina

tion of nature and nurture. One example: "Culture and physical 

characteristics". Ten others gave a strictly cultural or behavioral 

answer, the most troubling of which was "People who are of different 

races tend to act differently from others who are in other races." 

Twenty-four gave a strictly biological definition.^ Eightly-two people 

answered this question, and only eleven answers were counted as vague 

or unrevealing.® 

Looking at the evidence for the conflation of culture and biology on 

^ The [Difference] question better revealed the culture/biology 
dimension than did the [Meaning] question, which elicited several vague 
answers such as "that which distinguishes you" and such bizarre responses 
as "Race is the gender you belong to..." Some of the [Meaning] answers, 
such as "Race is the culture of a subdivision of people in homo sapiens", 
did reveal some connection to culture. Twenty-seven students used the 
terms 'ethnic' and 'ethnicity' in answering this question, though this may 
in part be due to the use of "ethnic group" in the instructions at the 
beginning of the survey. It could also reflect the use of such headings 
as 'Race/ethnic background' on forms. 

® Many students used such terms as "background" or "origin". 
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another dimension, the words 'culture' or 'cultural' were searched for 

in any context that would link it with 'race'. Thirty-one instances 

were found, in contrast to thirteen instances of the term 'culture' 

used specifically to distinguish 'race' from 'ethnicity'. Most of these 

were in response to the question "What is the difference between 

"ethnicity" and "race"? [Ethnicity]. In addition, eight other people 

contradicted themselves, using the term both to define race and to 

distinguish ethnicity from race. Six people indicated that they did not 

know the difference between 'race' and 'ethnicity'. One student, for 

example, wrote "except for physical attributes and cultural beliefs, 

I'm unsure if there are any "real" differences." Twenty said essen

tially that they were the same, and thirty-one answers used the cul

ture/biology dichotomy to distinguish race from ethnicity. In total, 84 

people answered the question on 'Ethnicity'. 

Students were asked, "Can a person change his or her race?" 

[Change?]. Seventy-seven percent of the students who answered this 

question said no. For them, 'race' is a bounded category. But surpris

ingly, seven out of the total of ninety-six said yes, and four 

expressed doubt. One person said people could change "certain physical 

features of their race" such as "eyes, nose, etc—sometimes even 

color." Another said a person could change "in the cultural meaning 

yes. In coloration, no". Six people distinguished between the 

possibiity of changing a classification and changing physical features. 

One student had heard about the process by which South Africans change 
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their racial status. Three others indirectly referred to the phenomenon 

of 'passing1: "you can change part of your mannerisms and speech so you 

can integrate into another race but you can't actually change your 

race." Typical of comments made for this question was the information 

that "you are born with it," "it is determined by your ancestors." Some 

of those who said no were quite emphatic: "Unchangeable. A person's 

heritage, together with their thoughts composes race. Race is not 

changeable." (Presumably this person cannot be persuaded to change 

his/her thoughts on the matter.) A similar response is "No, I think 

race is inherent in attitudes, philosophies, and decision-making." 

Another person said no because "A race a person belongs to is 

determined by what culture they belong to and consider themselves a 

part of." Yet another wrote (in answer to [Meaning]): 

Referring to someone's cultural and ethnic background. 
People of the same race often have similar ideologies, 
values, religious convictions and are often descendents of 
[a] particular place. 

Thus, even those who believe that 'you are what you think you are' also 

believe that you cannot change what you are. Altogether, forty-nine 

persons whose answers either conflated or confused 'race' with 'eth

nicity' and/or culture and/or behavior also said that 'race' was not 

something that could be changed. 

The request for the list of 'races' [List] was also useful for 

noting whether or not a 'race' was still thought of as nationality or 

lineage. Two students explicitly used nationality as the equivalent of 

race: "In this question I would say races are different nationalities. 
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Where a persons background is from" and "Different nationalities eg 

Italian, Black, Hispanic, English, etc." One student listed "Caucasian 

(American), Black, Asian, Native Americans, Spanish, etc, etc." One 

student, in answer to the [Meaning] question, wrote "Race is different 

nationalities which leads to different cultures, skin color and 

religions." 

Other students used such terms as 'lineage' and 'tribe', e.g., "A 

specific lineage of people generally delineated by variations in 

outward appearance." The same student answered [Difference] with 

"Ancestral lineage coupled with the ideologies and customs of those 

ancestors." Another student wrote, "Saxon, Celtic, etc. other European 

tribes) - White, Blacks, Asians, Hispanics American Indians and Indians, 

Indians, Indians." Another began his/her listing with "Indians -

Cherokee, Souix [sic], Apache, Comanche, etc..." One other student 

listed "Celtic" as a race. 

Five students still believe Jews constitute a race. One of these 

noticed the anomalous position of this item in his/her list, another 

wrote after "Jewish": "(yes, I think it is definitely a race)". 

Some c£ the data collected on these surveys does not lend itself to 

the analysis of the connotations of 'race' discussed above, but may be 

useful as indicators of further research directions. For example, stu

dents were asked to list synonyms [Synonyms] for 'race' and to rank 

both 'race' and their own synonyms on the following scale: Preferred 

(P) Acceptable (A) Neutral (N) Avoided (V) and Rejected (R). Quite a 
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few students did not do the ranking, or ranked only 'race' without 

ranking their synonyms, suggesting that the instructions were not 

clear. An Unranked (U) category for these responses is added here, and 

the order of the synonyms in the table below is placed to show the 

preference weighting: 

TABLE II - Synonym Preference 

P A N V R u T 

Race 18 30 13 4 4 13 82 

Ethnicity/ethnic gr. 10 12 12 6 0 6 46 

Culture 5 8 2 0 0 0 15 

Heritage 6 0 1 0 1 1 9 

Origin 3 0 3 1 0 2 9 

People 2 0 1 0 0 0 3 

Background 0 5 3 1 0 0 9 

Group 1 3 1 2 0 0 7 

Ancestry 1 1 2 1 0 0 5 

Creed 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 

Breed 1 0 0 0 1 0 2 

Color 1 1 5 10 10 1 28 

Type 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 

'Color1 stands out as a strongly rejected term, in contrast to 

'race' and 'ethnicity'. This by itself is so interesting as to warrant 

special attention in subsequent studies. In the 60s, the term 'colored 

people' came under attack, and the term 'Black' was used. Recently many 

minorities have begun referring to themselves as 'people of color,' 

'women of color' or 'men of color.' It is possible that the swing away 

from the term and then back reflects efforts in one historical period 
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to distinguish one group of persons—of African ancestry—from other 

groups like the Lumbee in Robeson County; subsequently a period when 

minorities emphasized unity may have led to emphasis on 'people of 

color*, or other examples like the 'rainbow coalition' in the 

presidential campaign of Jesse Jackson. 

The word 'color' appears in the survey in contexts describing 'race'-

-other than in the 'Synonym' question—thirty-nine times. This compares 

only with the vague term 'background' which appears forty-three times, 

and 'culture' which also appears thirty-nine times. Other descriptors 

include: 'physical', twenty-four times; 'appearance', fifteen times; 

'genetic' or 'gene', fourteen times; 'ancestry', twelve times; 'biolo

gical' only five times, and 'blood' only twice. Arguably, most 'racial' 

distinctions are distinctions of skin color. Several answers indicate 

that students are aware of this. Yet as a synonym for 'race' it is 

overwhelmingly disliked. 

Several students seemed to think of race as only an American 

phenomenon. So for example, one student listed "African-American Indian, 

Mexican-American, Anglo, White", another: "White, African-American 

(Black), American Indian, Oriental", and still another "African 

descent, Caucasian, Asian descent". 

The categories displayed a confusion of levels. For example, one 

student wrote "There are three in America - white black or other. 

However this is a generalization. There are hundreds in actuality" and 

another, "Arabic, Black, White, Red, Yellow. Each of these major 
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groups, is divided into many subgroups." Nationalities were frequently 

thrown in with color terms, continental terms such as "African" or 

covering terms such as "Oriental", linguistic terras such as "Arabic", 

and one or more of the old scientific terms such as "Caucasian." For 

example, "White, Black, Mexican, Indian, Italian, Hispanic, Oriental, 

Caucasian" and "German, Spanish, Mexican, Black, English, Irish, 

Canadian, French, Asian, Dutch, American (which could be any of the 

above). 

Overall, the survey reveals a very murky model. Confusion was ap

parent in both overt comments ("It's confusing once you think about 

it", "I'm not clear" and the like) and in the very vague or bizarre 

answers such as (in answering the 'Meaning' question) "People existing 

together in a group", or (in answering the 'Ethnicity' question) 

"ethnicity is how closely you resemble your race," and "race is more • 

what you believe in, ethnicity is more background." 

A mere five percent of the respondents demonstrated a clear 

awareness both that the concept refers to strictly biological traits and 

that it is, as one student wrote, "a social term we try to use to 

describe our appearance differences." I suspect that some students who 

are told that 'race' is a social construct are vulnerable to the 

misunderstanding that it is the 'racial' facts that construct the 

social and not the other way around. 

o 
This might suggest a model that views America as a melting pot 

surrounded by a world of homogeneous nation-states. 
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The fact that 'race' is a social construct does not appear to be 

widely recognized by these students. Because the fiction of 'race' has 

such a long scientific history, it may be being viewed as a scientific 

construct. It is definitely associated in the minds of most of these 

students with both culture and biology. Altogether, fifty-nine percent 

of the students used culture and cultural attributes to identify the 

'race' concept, while only eighteen percent clearly ruled culture out 

of the domain of 'race1. In talking about 'race1, most borrow from the 

physical domain such terms as 'skin color', 'physical makeup', 'bio

logy,' and 'genes'. 

CONCLUSION 

The question asked in the title of this thesis is "Can we 

Deconstruct 'Race' in the Public Discourse?" It may now be rephrased 

as, 'can we make these facts about the concept of 'race' more widely 

known to the American Public?' This is the question that I will address 

in the conclusion. But there are several prior questions that are often 

raised in regard to such a project. First, do we have the will to 

continue the project begun by Boas, Benedict, Montagu, Fried and.the 

others di'scussed in Chapter Two? Anthropologists do, of course, teach 

their students the meaning of cultural relativism, and they do their 

best in the classroom to teach students the meaninglessness of the 

'race' concept to any of the major problems that face our society. But 

the tradition of anthropological dialogue with public voices such as 

the mass media and political leaders must be continued. 
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Second, can the public discourse be changed, that is, will people 

stop using the word just because we tell them to? I would suggest that 

this is not actually a proper question to ask. We must continue to talk 

about the £acts concerning the concept of race whether we are listened 

to or not. The public vocabulary is responsive to such efforts. 

The more difficult and troubling question is whether or not the 

concept of 'race' might be useful to someone other than the elite 

groups who originally defined it. Michael Banton and Jonathan Harwood 

(1975:9) argue that 

The appeal to race is used to persuade black, brown and 
yellow peoples to cooperate against policies' identified with 
the whites. Europeans racialised the rest of the world, but 
if peoples elsewhere accept this kind of classification they 
can use it against its inventors. 

Some American journalists have begun to notice some of the problems 

with the concept of 'race'. An article on the Susie Ehipps case, 

written by Calvin Trillin, was published in the New Yorker (Trillin 

1986). Editors of Time magazine (1989:17) wrote an article on Mahin 

Root, a Greensboro, North Carolina teenager who refused to specify her 

race. She is of mixed antecedents, but her primary reason for not 

complying with the schools need to submit "racial data" to the 

government was religious—a belief in the oneness of the "human race" 

is a tenet of the Baha'i faith. The U.S. Department of Education office 

of Civil Rights advised the Greensboro schools attorney that she should 

be classified by using the "eyeball" test. The New York Times ran a 

story in September of last year about identity problems of mixed-race 
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children growing up in a world that sees black and white. "A child's 

wrenching choice can require denial of one parent," reads the headline, 

referring to the necessity to fill out forms. Alvin F. Poussaint, 

associate professor of psychiatry at the Harvard Medical School, is 

quoted as saying that though racial classification methods are "crazy" 

and "racist," "classification must continue. 'Minority groups have too 

much riding on it,' he said. 'It's needed to monitor their progress"' 

(Barringer 1989). 

Yet there must come a time when so divisive a concept has outlived 

its usefulness. If it can be shown to do more harm than good, surely we 

can agree that it must be discredited. The question is not whether we 

need 'racial' classifications to monitor the progress of minorities. It 

is rather, can grievances against the 'racial' discrimination of the 

past be redressed while yet we hold the concept legitimate in the 

present? Can we use the concept of 'race' to right the wrongs that it 

created? There is no doubt that abuses of the concept continue. And it 

is possible that the efforts made to redress past wrongs are thwarted 

by the very concept they use to frame those efforts. The language of 

'race', in short, may be the Achilles Heel of such efforts, for a 

conception constructed by elite members of society can still be twisted 

back to their own use in powerful ways. 

To illustrate this point, I would like to consider a case that is 

currently in front of the Supreme Court, involving Federal Communica

tions Commissions guidelines for radio station licensing which give 
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preference to women and minorities. Because this is such a revealing 

example, I will quote at length from a taped report by Nina Totenberg 

heard on National Public Radio, March 28, 1990: 

The FCC guidelines were set up with the goal of providing 
"a greater diversity of programming." The FCC's policy of 
encouraging minority and female ownership began in the 
1970s, after the Commission concluded that minorities and 
women had been virtually blanked out of ownership in the 
industry. When the FCC during the Reagan Administration 
tried to revoke those Affirmative Action policies, Congress 
stepped in and ordered the policies kept in place. 

The important thing to notice here is the intent of the guidelines, 

which have to do with representation of certain cultural groups. Though 

the guidelines in fact have to do with culture, the arguments of the 

Commission will be framed in terms of 'race'. 

But soon, the policies were challenged by white male, 
would-be-station-owners, who claimed that they were being 
discriminated against because of their race and sex. Allen 
Shurberg is one of those applicants for a station license: 
"We've urged the court, in effect, to eliminate Affirmative 
Action programs. Race has no business whatsoever in the way 
that the government deals with an individual." 

This is the familiar argument made against any Affirmative Action 

Program. Defenders of such programs are caught in the paradox of fight

ing fire with fire, racism with racism. By focusing on the issue of 

'race1, they leave the field of culture to their opponents, who will 

use it against them: 

At the Supreme Court today, the justices seemed to focus 
not on Affirmative Action programs in general, but on the 
FCC's stated justification for its policies, the goal of 
promoting greater diversification in broadcast programm
ing...most of the fire from Scalia and other justices was 
reserved for those defending the FCC's policies. When lawyer 
Daniel Armstrong, representing the FCC, argued that there's 
a connection between race and the kind of programming put 
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out on the airwaves, Justice Scalia snapped, "You mean white 
people think and express themselves one way and Asians 
another? I thought that's the kind of thing we were trying 
to get away from. How do you pick which minorities get the 
benefits? Why not Southern Baptists, or homosexuals? Why 
Hispanics and not Portuguese?" Answer: "Congress picked the 
groups." 

When lawyer Margaret Polivi, representing a minority 
owner, suggested that everyone in American society benefits 
by having a diversity of views on the public airwaves, 
Justice Scalia interrupted to say he thought the purpose of 
buying a station was to make money, and that in a community 
with a large number of Hispanics, for instance, the station 
owner would provide programming of interest to Hispanics to 
increase his ratings and make more money. Lawyer Polivi 
responded hotly, "Those seeking a license must serve the 
public interest, not just the public coffers. The underlying 
concept of a democracy," she said, "is to provide a diver
sity of viewpoints." Justice Scalia, acidly, "I thought the 
underlying concept is that people's voices are not to be 
judged by the color of their skins. Does this policy have 
anything to do with anything except blood? Who you are is 
what your race is?" 

The wording of Scalia's argument appears to indicate that even he is 

not aware of its implications. In saying that "people's voices are not 

to be judged by the color of their skin" he is not using the word 

"voice" to refer to actual vocal qualities, since these guidelines are 

not for the hiring of announcers but station owners. Instead, he is 

using "voice" as a metaphor for content or viewpoint, in the same way, 

for example, that someone speaking of 'a different voice' would use it 

to mean 'a different point of view.' He thus turns Polivi's argument 

around. Skin color, he is saying, does not determine a person's point 

of view. But Polivi is correct when she points to the responsibility of 

a democratic system to insure that minority viewpoints are fairly 

represented. Again, the problem arises when those 'viewpoints' are 
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associated with biological, rather than cultural, markers, indicated by 

Scalia's use of "blood" and "color of their skins" to link identity to 

race. 

Lawyer Roger Vollenburg seemed to answer back on behalf of 
minority station owners a few moments later. "The constitu
tion may be color-blind," he said, "but race seems always to 
be with us. And it may help to open up the broadcasting 
field to people who have been conspicuously shut out." 
Justice Scalia interrupted again. "Blood, Mr. Wollenburg, 
blood, you say, not background or environment." 

Scalia has chosen to use "blood" as the metonym for physical 

attributes. In distinguishing physical attributes from cultural ones, 

he is able both to take advantage of the biology/culture confusion in 

the race model and to place himself on the proper side of racism. Since 

it also indexes the substance 'blood' itself, Scalia's emphasis on it 

supports his implication that spurious criteria were being applied to 

the Affirmative Action intent, while it provides him with a verbal 

gavel to hammer that implication home. According to Totenberg's report, 

this begins to get through to the rest of the court: 

A moment later Justice Marshall, the Court's only black 
member, spoke for the first time, obviously angry. "What 
statistics do you have that show there is any difference in 
blood?" Lawyer Wollenburg: "I'm not talking about blood, 
your honor, rather that people with different skin colors 
have been treated differently." 

Here Wollenburg counters the Court's use of "blood" by another biologi

cal index of "race": skin color. Yet one of the very cultural groups 

used in these arguments is comprised of people whose skin color runs 

the full range of human variability: 

The last lawyer up at bat today was Harry Cole, attacking 
the FCC's rules on behalf of a failed white applicant. He 
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argued that there is no such thing as a black point-of-view, 
or a Hispanic point-of-view. Justice Scalia disputed that. 
"If you took someone with a Hispanic background, the odds 
would be 60-40 that he would like Mariachi bands." Chief 
Justice Renquist: "Suppose that in a Hispanic Southwest 
area, no station played Mariachi Band music. Couldn't the 
FCC require that kind of programming?" Lawyer Cole said 
there might be some problem with the government dictating 
programming content. 

Counselor Cole is correct to point out that there is no such thing as a 

Black point of view. The very problem is in the tendency to think of 

such things in stereotypic terms. That is, there is no single Black or 

Hispanic point of view. These labels describe groups too large to be 

represented by a single point of view. Rather, Blacks and Latinos have 

interests which are related to complex cultural facts, some of which 

are the result of discrimination on the basis of skin color or 

language.^ Many more of those interests relate to their membership in 

groups which do not decide which diacritics of homogeneous national 

identity shall define the unmarked category. 

The nature of the radio broadcasting industry makes this case inter

esting from two standpoints. One is that radio is indisputably a cul

tural agent of considerable importance. The other is that, being a non-

visual medium, it is more difficult to base a discrimination argument 

on morphological traits such as skin color or other features used to 

mark the normative 'racial* categories in America. 

For an insightful discussion of the problem of the American 
assumption of a monolithic Black identity, see Shelby's Steele's essay on 
the subject in the Epilogue to The Content of Our Character: A New Vision 
of Race in America. 
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The issue o£ minority participation in mass media is not just an 

issue of how much Mariachi music gets played in the Southwest. The 

issue could be better represented by the example of a non-Chicano 

station owner, who has no connection to the Chicano community, no know

ledge of Chicano music, art and political interests, and no interest in 

Chicano culture other than to make money selling it, deciding that 60% 

of his Hispanic listeners will want to hear Mariachi music. 

Rather, as cultural anthropologists have recently been saying, this 

is an issue of representation. European-Americans, for example, are not 

qualified to represent the viewpoints of people from other cultural 

groups. Euro-Americans must not be allowed to dominate cultural chan

nels. In a democracy, agencies like the FCC have a compelling interest 

in seeing that licensing guidelines are responsive to the cultural 

concerns of community constituencies. 

The heart of the FCC's interest is not 'racial' representation but 

cultural representation. By using the language of 'race* they and 

others like them weaken their very legitimate arguments in favor of 

cultural pluralism. Unfortunately for those interested in redressing 

the grievances of past discrimination, it is not as easy to define a 

"dominant" culture as it is to designate "white" as the skin color of 

the dominant group. Affirmative Action programs are fundamentally 

flawed by their emphasis on 'race', a concept with innatist, biological 

implications that enemies of redressive programs (like Scalia) can use 

to strike them down. They should instead be based on cultural concepts 
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such as ethnicity, but these require more complex definition. 

This is a complex problem, and it is not the intent of this paper to 

solve it. 1 would suggest, however, that there are individuals who have 

considerable experience and expertise in matters of ethnicity (such as 

the authors cited in Chapter Three, particularly Barth, Williams, Cohen 

and Comaroff). Agencies such as the FCC who have set as their agenda 

the promotion of cultural pluralism would do well to consult them in 

this regard. 

Similarly, educators face a dilemma in talking to their students. On 

the one hand, students are told that race is mere biology, having 

nothing to do with intelligence, language ability, the capacity for 

learning, or cultural practices. On the other hand, the press 

celebrates the election of minority political candidates as victories 

of representation. Like Justice Scalia, many students believe that 

there are points-of-view associated with particular 'races'. More to 

the point, they know this from their own experience. The resulting 

confusion shows up very well in the survey results. In that confusion, 

many individuals who do not wish to be 'racist' find that they are not 

even certain that they know how to avoid it, or how to avoid being 

perceived as racist. 

Anthropologists and others who grapple with the enigmas of ethnicity 

and representation must continue to try and erode the misconceptions 

that surround the concept of 'race'. The debunking of the 'race' 

concept should be accompanied by the teaching of theories more 
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appropriate for understanding human diversity. In physical 

anthropology, the concept of subpopulation has already supplanted the 

concept of 'race1. In social science courses, the concept of 

'ethnicity' should be discussed in terms that help students understand 

such concepts as the permeability of boundaries, the diacritics and 

value orientations which distinguish cultural groups, and the fact that 

some groups may be unmarked yet do not necessarily define desired 

norms. Students should be able to critically evaluate such arguments as 

the following: 

From a scholarly perspective, the 'logic' of evolving white 
racism (which has tended to classify people in very ar
bitrary ways) is neither the logic of genetics nor of bona 
fide ethnicity. The mixture of African and American does not 
make a person 'black' or 'negro' any more than it makes one 
automatically '.Indian'. Modern scholars must aver that it is 
both pernicious and dangerous to read into the evidence, and 
to affirm for earlier times, the pronouncements of a domi
nant social caste. Their myths, their prejudices, and their 
systems of classification and nomenclature must all be 
subjected to critical and empirical re-evaluation (Forbes 
1988:92). 

Here, Forbes' own use of 'white' in this context belies his own 

argument and raises serious questions. Is racism the exclusive province 

of 'whites'? Who is 'white'? Are all 'white' people members of a domi

nant social caste? Is it not possible to call into question prevailing 

"systems of classification and nomenclature" without invoking one of 

those categories? 

On the other hand, if we teach students that 'race' is socially 

defined, we must be very clear in acknowledging the fact that this 

definition is constructed primarily by elite groups. Non-elite groups 
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are left to salvage what they can out of racial consciousness that 

often mean a choice between, on the one hand, identifying oneself with 

those whose contributions have been ignored or slighted, or on the 

other hand, leaving behind one's own. Students should be taught that, 

while 'race' is not culture the concept of 'race' is a product of 

culture. 

Teaching students to value the contributions of other cultures might 

begin by undoing the teaching that they have received from their cul

ture: that 'races' exist, that 'race' is in some way associated with 

distinctive cultural practices, values, beliefs and abilities, and the 

contrary idea that 'race' is, first and foremost, something that is 

'hard-wired' genetically, a purely biological phenomenon. The mixing of 

messages about 'race' cannot help students avoid racism. 

At the same time, if 'ethnicity' is to be offered as a way of 

conceptualizing group differences in socio-cultural anthropology 

classes, these cautions are equally applicable. It is unfortunately as 

easy to reify 'ethnic group' as 'race'. Emphasis should be placed on 

such concepts as the fluidity and permeability of ethnic 'boundaries', 

the specificity of historical circumstances to the gensis and 

maintenance of ethnic distinctiveness in particular cases, and the 

movement of groups into marked and unmarked status. As for 'race', 

perhaps it is best to follow the example of Mahin Root and the 

teachings of her Baha'i faith: there is but one human race. 
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APPENDIX - QUESTIONNAIRE (Facsimile) 

This is a survey to find out what people mean when they talk about 
"race." Its purpose is to collect information about how we think about 
race, how we talk about it and write about it. It is not about racism, 
that is, it is not about those attitudes which are prejudicial to human 
equality. Nor is its purpose to find out how people feel about any 
particular ethnic group. Rather, it is to see if there are differences 
in the ways that people think about race. We are interested here in the 
concept, rather than the issue of race. 
The survey results are completely confidential and anonymous. If you 

agree to participate, please answer each question fully, and keep in 
mind that we would like to know what is your usual understanding of 
words connected with "race." 

How important do you think the concept of "race" is in American socie
ty? 

What is the meaning of "race" (as it is applied to people)? 

Can a person change his or her race? 

What are the human races? Please list all you know of. 

What does the phrase "a racial incident" mean to you? 

Please list some synonyms for "race" and indicate your preference for 
them, along with the word "race" itself. 

WORD PREFERENCE 
Preferred Acceptable Neutral Avoided Rejected 

Race 1 2 3 4 5 
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Race, as a scientific concept, is most like the following: 

Genus 
] Species 

Ethnic Group 
Breed 
Variety 
Population 
Other 

What makes one race different from another? 

What is the difference between "ethnicity" and "race"7 

Of these (race and ethnicity) which is more important in determining 
how people get along together? 

Of the following, please put an X by any that you believe could be 
determined in any way by genetic inheritance: 

Appearance Intelligence Athletic Ability 
Personality traits Blood type Artistic Ability 
Behavioral tendencies Temperament Character traits 
Physical strength 

From the list of races that you made on the other side of this page, 
please indicate which you identify with. 

Which do your parents identify with? 

Please use the remaining space to write any comments, explanations or 
anything else you wish to say about your answers. 

Thank you for your participation in this project. 
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