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  Introduction




  Enter racism into Google and you will be informed that about thirty million websites contain the word. If nothing else, this piece of trivia tells us that racism is alive and

  well and probably here to stay. If so many pages on the Internet can be filled by the subject, one would be right in asking how a short book like Racism: A Beginner’s Guide could

  even start to cover adequately the subject of racism.




  Nonetheless, racism is a subject that most people – in Western societies at least – seem to have an opinion on. Everyday conversations can contain references to racism that can leave

  us perplexed as to what it really means. The French sociologist, Michel Wieviorka, noted that it is commonplace to hear talk of ‘anti-youth racism’, or ‘anti-worker racism’.

  So, is racism just anything that discriminates? Apparently not, because when probed further, racism provokes a ‘don’t go there’ attitude which reveals that it is something we are

  both deeply familiar with and profoundly troubled by. But do we really know why?




  The purpose of this book is to go beyond common-sense or gut feeling reactions to racism that imply that we know all we need to know about it. It aims to reveal the complexity and heterogeneity

  of racism from its historical, theoretical, contemporary sociological, and – most importantly – political dimensions. Yet this will be done in a straightforward way that demystifies

  rather than complicates this perpetually thorny issue.




  While it is more and more common to hear that racism is as old as civilization and that no society has been free of it, this book will be based on the argument that the origins of racism are to

  be found in Europe, in the modern era. This setting of racism in place and time is important because, as the late British sociologist Ivan Hannaford (1996: 4), reminds us:




  

    

      In the modern world we have become so accustomed to thinking within a framework of race and ethnicity that we are quite unable to conceive of a past that may not have had

      this framework.


    


  




  My argument in this book is that, besides being historically inaccurate, seeing racism as perennial is not conducive to imagining a future without it. This should be the aim of

  those interested in deepening their knowledge of the origins and functions of racism. In addition, by demonstrating how racism developed since the Enlightenment and with the advance of modern

  nation-state building, I reveal how and why racism continues to be such an important factor in society today.




  Isn’t racism natural?




  When we ask why racism is apparently still so important, despite the end of colonialism, slavery, and the Holocaust, frequently the answer comes back: ‘It’s natural,

  isn’t it?’, followed often by references to the ‘survival of the fittest’ and ‘natural selection’. The success and longevity of Social Darwinism – the

  extrapolation of Charles Darwin’s theories on animal behavior and their application to human societies – astounds. It also reveals the degree to which the legacy of the racial theory of

  the nineteenth century is hardwired into our knowledge.




  For many, the naturalness, or primordiality, of racism is as obvious as its permanence in time. This is linked to the way in which the word racism has entered into everyday speech and,

  therefore, our consciousnesses. The idea of racism is so widespread that we easily mistake it for something that is just there: a fact of life. Racism is associated in this way to the fear and even

  hatred that human beings are commonly expected to have of each other.




  A story told to me by a mother who claimed that her child was scared of black men illustrates this. This intrigued me because the mother and child are both black themselves. On enquiring further

  I learned that the toddler had once been frightened by his grandfather, an African man with a gruff deep voice. Being the child of a single mother, he was unused to seeing men and hearing male

  voices. The story demonstrates how attitudes are learned through interaction with society and disproves the common-sense idea that racism is a natural human reaction. However, if I had not

  questioned my colleague further, I may have been left with the impression that fear based on racism is inherent and that, therefore, there is no need to ask why it exists or what causes it to

  persist.




  Just how mistaken this is can be seen in the solutions that have been commonly proposed to racism since the end of the Second World War and the discovery of the horrors in which racism, taken to

  its extremes, can result: the Nazi genocide of millions of Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and others. Advisers to governments and international institutions, such as the United Nations, who made

  proposals for combating racism, generally explained it in pathological terms. Racism was seen as an individual problem, arising either from delusions, akin to those associated with madness, or

  ignorance. According to this logic, the Holocaust could be explained in large part by the personal fanaticism of Adolf Hitler. Racism could be solved by increasing our knowledge of ‘other

  cultures’.




  Both the identification of the problem and the proposed solution suppose that racism is essentially apolitical. It is likened to a disease that inexplicably spreads from the individual mind to

  attack unwitting societies. This is clearly an unsatisfactory explanation, belied by the fact that racism continues to play such an important role in Western societies, despite decades of

  post-colonialism and immigration leading to the multicultural societies in which almost all of us live. Getting to know people from other cultures, although clearly beneficial, has proven to be

  insufficient for ending racist discrimination.




  Too much diversity?




  The common answer to this evident problem, that is met with increasing support in mainstream commentary, is that it is precisely the fact of living together in culturally

  diverse societies that leads to the persistence of racism. Whereas this was once an opinion expressed only by far right-wing political parties, it has gained in acceptance over recent years. For

  example, as is discussed in Chapter 5, David Goodhart, the editor of the magazine Prospect, wrote in 2004 that too much diversity has led to a decrease in social cohesion in advanced

  modern societies. Similar claims have been made in countries such as Australia, the US, and the Netherlands, where multiculturalism and diversity have been blamed for problems such as crime and

  violence, segregation and terrorism.




  In opposition to these attacks on multiculturalism that ultimately blame the victims of racism, I shall seek to draw out the complexities of racism that this type of finger-pointing masks.

  Throughout, this book opposes the idea that racism, both today and in the past, is the result of a natural inclination of human beings to fear or hate others they consider different to them, an

  idea that is growing with an increase in the diversity of our populations.




  The politics of racism




  Racism: A Beginner’s Guide is centered on the basic principle that racism is inherently political. It thus relies on particular political conditions in order to

  function. The expression ‘to play the race card’ acknowledges the well-documented tendency of political parties across the spectrum to use arguments about race to win votes. However,

  what I am arguing here goes further than the mere harnessing of racism to particular political purposes at various moments. Focusing too much on the ‘race card’ would suggest that

  racism is sporadic, to be used and discarded like a prop. On the contrary, racism is political in the sense that it has become inherent in the structures of our political apparatus: the

  nation-state. Racism emerges and becomes increasingly important in parallel to and in relation to the development of nation-states in Europe.




  Racism, in other words, needs a context in which to become relevant. The French philosopher Etienne Balibar has argued that there is a relationship of ‘reciprocal determination’

  between racism and nationalism. Racism cannot be reduced to nationalism, or vice versa, yet each aids and abets the other. By the mid nineteenth century, nationalism had emerged as the dominant

  political ideology and led to the construction of territorial and cultural nation-states. Therefore, it is the nation-state that is the main political vehicle for racism. To explain this, I focus

  on the origins of racism and how it became harnessed to the particular political developments of the modern era that lead to the modern state system as we know it today. Racism cannot be understood

  without a parallel understanding of how and why we have come to live as citizens of defined states, based on the idea of a common ethnic and political heritage, territorially bound by legal

  frontiers and with limited membership.




  Much of the book is dedicated to showing how racism is intertwined with issues such as national identity and living together in diverse societies, and the politics of immigration or the effects

  of legally dividing between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. It makes direct connections between the history of racism and nationalism and contemporary debates about immigration

  and asylum, multiculturalism and social cohesion, Islamophobia and the ‘war on terror’. The aim is to demonstrate the inherently political nature of racism as well as its ability to

  adapt itself to changing political, social, and economic circumstances. As Neil Macmaster (2001: 2) reminds us:




  

    

      Racism is always a dynamic process, a set of beliefs and practices that is embedded in a particular historical context, a particular social formation, and is thus

      continuously undergoing change, a plastic or chameleon-like phenomenon which constantly finds new forms of political, social, cultural or linguistic expression.


    


  




  The challenge for those interested in understanding racism is to conceive of how its malleability as an idea allows it to appear as both a natural and a non-political phenomenon

  when it is, in fact, the contrary. The key to this is to look firstly at the idea of race itself. It is important to distinguish between race and racism because it is still common today for the

  term ‘race’ to be used to define different human groups. That is not to say that race should be banished from the lexicon. Nevertheless, race cannot be used unproblematically. We can

  only refer to race in full recognition of the fact that it remains a salient term only because racism continues to exist. Despite the agreement among most social scientists that race is a

  social construct that has no scientific value, it persists because of the political power of racism and the fact that, despite proclamations to the contrary, it has become institutionalized in the

  structures of our societies.




  Referring to race in descriptive terms can only be of value if it takes account of racialization. Racialization is the process through which the supposed inferiority of black,

  colonized, non-whites, and non-Western people is constructed. Today, the idea of xeno-racism describes the fact that, in the post-Communist era, racism against white, Eastern European immigrants in

  the West follows the same patterns of racialization. Today’s global racism divides the rich and the poor worlds and is no longer a simple black-and-white issue.




  Racialization involves endowing the characteristics, appearances, traditions, and lifestyles attributed to groups of different ‘others’ with negative signifiers that are deemed to be

  natural and insurmountable. The development of a racialized discourse about a group of people provides justification for their discrimination. It puts into words the very thing about a particular

  group that is said to disturb us and pose a threat to our way of life. A clear contemporary example of the way racialization operates is the response to the attacks of 11 September 2001 and other

  acts of ‘Islamist terrorism’. The attacks of 9/11 have etched the impression on our minds that there is something particular about Muslims and/or Arabs that makes them capable of

  carrying out such acts. The association of Arabs and Muslims with threats against our personal security is the lynchpin of Islamophobia. The paranoia and fear caused by the image of the

  ‘Muslim terrorist’ mirrors the antisemitism of 1930s Europe which saw Jews as responsible for the economic and political problems that plagued the continent.




  The fact that racialization and racism are repeated, affecting different groups over time, does not mean that racism is inevitable. Rather, it shows that considerable transformations of our

  political systems, our social and cultural infrastructure, and our discourse – the very way in which language is used – needs to change if racism in Western societies is to be

  overcome.




  Theory and practice




  Each of the book’s chapters deals with a specific factor in the analysis of racism, always relating it to the political dimension that underpins the discussion as a whole.

  Chapter 1 deals with the origins of the idea of race, from racial science to the marriage with the politics of nationalism, and historically as a specifically European phenomenon. In Chapter 2, the

  experience of racism within the particular context of colonialism is dealt with. This is connected to the processes of racialization and how these impact on the daily lives of the people who racism

  affects.




  Chapter 3 examines the case of antisemitism. Antisemitism, and in particular the tragic events of the Nazi Holocaust, are often held up as the example of racism par excellence. This can be

  misleading because it means that racism in other circumstances can be overlooked or denied. On the contrary, the case of antisemitism serves to exemplify how racism in general works and, in

  particular, how it can shape both society and politics.




  In Chapter 4 we fast-forward to the present day and debate the idea that we are living in a post-racial age. Theories of the new racism, which focus on culture rather than biology, have been

  used to infer that ‘real racism’ is a thing of the past. The cases of antisemitism and Islamophobia reveal how both culture and biology have been used interchangeably in the

  construction of racist arguments. Yet it is too early to discount biological racism: work in genetics on ‘human genome diversity’ demonstrates that race still influences scientific

  interpretations of human difference, with a host of political repercussions.




  Finally, Chapter 5 looks at racism in the context of contemporary immigration and the war on terror. The nexus of asylum seekers, illegal immigrants, terrorists, and Muslims is shown to blend

  into a single target seen as threatening the West. Draconian immigration controls, racial profiling in anti-terrorist policing, and the roll-back of civil liberties are some of the outcomes of the

  racialization of the war between the rich and poor worlds under the guise of a so-called ‘clash of civilizations’.




  In January 2007, the British media was caught in a storm over allegations of racism in the Celebrity Big Brother house. The popular reality television program was

  marred by the racist language used against Indian Hindi movie star, Shilpa Shetty, by a cohort of her housemates. The affair caused a furore with tens of thousands of people calling the British

  broadcasting regulator to launch their complaint. Ordinary people around the world were outraged about the name-calling and racist stereotyping meted out to the actress. The echo was heard by

  Britain’s top politicians. Tony Blair said that everyone ‘must oppose racism in all its forms’. His successor, Gordon Brown, called for Britain to be ‘seen as a country of

  fairness and tolerance’ despite the evidence to the contrary from the Big Brother house.




  Public and vindictive racism of the type exhibited on Big Brother disrupts the notion that most Western countries have of themselves as havens of diversity and tolerance. However, much

  less is said about the everyday banal racism experienced by those whom the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has referred to as ‘wasted life’ – the illegal immigrants and asylum seekers

  desperate to seek out a better life, whose bodies are regularly washed up on the shores of Europe’s beaches, and the Muslim families whose lives are wrecked by anti-terrorist raids that

  ultimately reveal nothing. The complex of reasons that causes migration and terrorism, used by Western governments to justify ‘legal racism’, may go unnoticed by many of the same TV

  viewers who called up in Shilpa’s defense. Why this is the case and what it is about the way in which Western societies have evolved that has caused racism to become such a fundamental

  – yet unspoken and often unseen – element of our lives is the subject of this book. It is a platform for further exploration and, hopefully, debate about how racism can be given the

  attention it unfortunately still continues to require.




  







  1




  Racism, history, and politics




  

    

      Fundamentally, all racism/s are a cultural manifestation, a reflection or expression of tensions or problems within a society, rather than a phenomenon derived from an

      autonomous and somehow ‘objective’ sphere of scientific investigation and theory.




      (MacMaster 2001: 7)


    


  




  Racism is a political phenomenon rather than a mere set of ideas. To analyze racism we must go beyond the texts of the racial ‘scientists’ and philosophers. Instead

  we must look at how certain political conditions during particular historical contexts led to some of the ideas proposed by racial theorists being integrated into the political practices of

  nation-states. This chapter focuses on racism as both a political idea and a practice with effects on policy. Racism is taken to be a modern phenomenon and inherently a Western one. These three

  aspects – the political nature of racism, its modernity, and its grounding in the history of the West – are fundamental to understanding racism’s continuing hold over contemporary

  Western societies.




  Revealing the political foundations of racism is particularly important today. The end of the era of decolonization, of Jim Crow and of apartheid in South Africa, and the establishment of

  immigration societies across most of the West has led to the shattering of many of the taboos that surrounded racism. Cultural relativism, once an anti-racist tool of the well-meaning left wing, has been turned on its head. Cultural relativists aimed to show that non-European peoples were equal but different to Europeans and that their supposed lack of progress was

  merely due to the historical ‘chance’, as the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1975) put it, that the industrial revolution took place in the West. Today, non-Europeans are

  portrayed as being equally able to exert force as Europeans. Indeed, they are commonly envisioned as posing a greater threat because, while they have the capacity to damage the West, they are said

  not to have the level of civility to evaluate the consequences of their actions.




  It is common to suggest, therefore, that talk about racism has become redundant. The idea that society is ‘beyond racism’ has important bearings on the way history is told and

  taught. For example, it has become acceptable to discuss the history of colonialism in a positive light in a way that would not have been possible in recent times. What does this mean for the way

  in which racism and the various forms it has taken – colonialism, slavery, genocide, and discrimination – is interpreted, taught, and publicly debated?




  The popularity of revisionist readings of the history of colonialism and slavery, for example, is not unrelated to the tendency to brush racism under the carpet. For example, historians such as

  the Harvard Professor Niall Ferguson, whose television series, Empire: How Britain made the modern world, which presents an historically revisionist account of the positive effects the

  British Empire had on the lands it colonized, have become bestsellers. The Prime Minister of India, Manmohan Singh, in his address on receiving an honorary doctorate from Oxford University in July

  2005, encapsulates this positive reassessment of colonial history:




  

    

      Today, with the balance and perspective offered by the passage of time and the benefit of hindsight, it is possible for an Indian Prime Minister to assert that India’s

      experience with Britain had its beneficial consequences too. Our notions of the rule of law, of a Constitutional government, of a free press, of a professional civil

      service, of modern universities and research laboratories have all been fashioned in the crucible where an age old civilisation met the dominant Empire of the day.


    


  




  The growing acceptability of the revisionist approach to colonial history and its influence on policymaking, particularly in education, makes it all the more important to insist

  on an historicized, political approach to the analysis of racism. When the analysis of racism as an individual attitude, rather than a political idea, is coupled with the drive to frame colonialism

  in a positive light and blame the problems encountered in diverse societies on the cultural incompatibility of immigrants and their ‘unhelpful’ victimization on the grounds of racism,

  it becomes even more pressing to analyze racism from a political point of view.




  Racism and modernity




  In Race: The History of an Idea in the West, Ivan Hannaford examines race and racism from antiquity to the twentieth century. He takes a firm stance against the idea

  that race (namely, fixed biological differences between human groups) has any serious bearing in philosophical, scientific, historical, or philological terms. He calls for us ‘not to

  accept that the history of Western thought has always been, and will always be, a history of racial thought’ (1996: 4). By going so far back in his analysis, Hannaford lends weight to the

  thesis being put forward here that race really only comes into political being with the advent of modernity.




  Hannaford bases his book on three further arguments:




  1. The word race as used in Western languages is first found as late as the period 1200–1500. Only in the seventeenth century did it take on a separate meaning from the Latin word

  gens, or clan, and was related to the concept ‘ethnic group’. ‘In other words’, Hannaford insists, ‘the dispositions and

  presuppositions of race and ethnicity were introduced – some would say “invented” or “fabricated” – in modern times . . .’ (ibid. 6) and, in any case, were

  not given the meaning they have today until after the French and American revolutions.




  2. The reason why the notion of race became such a powerful and attractive idea is due to the ‘deliberate manipulation’ of texts by scientists and historians to show that a racial

  order has always structured humanity. This manipulation is part of the classical tendency to see political processes as the main means of understanding society and the introduction instead of

  biologized or naturalized accounts of human relations.




  3. The idea of race is not proper to Western civilization from a longitudinal historical perspective. Rather it emerges with the Enlightenment as a means of explaining the complexities of modes

  of human organization such as castes or tribes. However, in Hannaford’s view, this explanation is built on a history that has nothing whatsoever to do with race. In other words, race cannot

  explain the historical evolution of ethnic groups, tribes, or castes.




  Hannaford insists that race is both modern and inextricable from politics. There is significant argument about when to date the period known as modernity. For some scholars it is the

  post-medieval period, from the 1400s and the invention of the printing press; for others it is as late as the period following 1860. I have taken modernity to date back to the Age of Enlightenment,

  thus, broadly, the eighteenth century: a period of great political transformation made possible by the French revolution, the origins of nation-states as we know them today, and the beginnings of

  technological and scientific ‘advancement’. How does identifying the emergence of racism with the development of Enlightenment thought help us to understand the modernity of racism?




  Hannaford divides the period over which the idea of race develops into three stages: 1684–1815, 1815–70, and 1870–1914. This final period is known as

  the ‘Golden Age’ of racism, a time when it was possible for the British Prime Minister of the time, Benjamin Disraeli, to proclaim: ‘Race is all. There is no other

  truth.’




  The word race is first used in its modern sense in 1684 when François Bernier published his ‘Nouvelle division de la terre par les différents espèces ou races qui

  l’habitent’. In Bernier’s essay, race stands for divisions among humans based on observable physical differences. At this stage, race is used as a simple descriptor and there

  is no intention of superiority or inferiority meant by presenting humanity in this way. Nonetheless, dividing humanity up in the manner proposed by Bernier would have been impossible only years

  earlier. Radical changes in methodology at this time made it possible to speak about humanity being divided into proposed ‘races’. It is this methodological shift in the way Western

  scholars started to think about what it means to be human that fundamentally changed the way we think about the origins of human life, the universe, and society. It is the basis for the way we

  think about these things to this day.




  The most significant change was in the fact that theological and metaphysical explanations about life and the universe were replaced by a ‘more logical description and classifications that

  ordered humankind in terms of physiological and mental criteria based on observable “facts” and tested evidence’ (Hannaford, 1996: 187). Philosophers like René Descartes,

  Thomas Hobbes, and John Locke, who are largely synonymous with the evolution of Enlightenment thought, along with others such as Immanuel Kant, were responsible for these important changes. The

  rational thought, based on observable evidence, that these thinkers initiated made it possible for things to be divided and classified systematically. This ordering procedure could be applied to

  everything, living or not, but where it took on the greatest importance was in reference to humans.




  Based on the newly discovered possibility of thinking about the development of humanity in rational terms, several scholars – most influentially Johann Friedrich

  Blumenbach (1752–1840) – began to question the classical (Aristotelian) political tradition. Politics at the time of the Enlightenment challenged the absolute sovereignty of a monarch

  over his or her people. The French revolution eventually proved that kings did not have a divine right to rule. These challenges led to questions about where the legitimacy for rule did

  come from. Several scholars, using new methods of classification that saw human beings within a general scheme of things that included all species, posited the natural origins of contemporary

  politics as an alternative to the Greco-Roman roots subscribed to by Europeans until this stage. The growing influence of the study of natural history by the mid eighteenth century, while as yet

  unable to refute completely either the Bible or the classical tradition, sowed the seeds for alternative accounts of the origins of humankind (e.g. evolution), no longer traced uniquely back to

  Jerusalem, Greece, and Rome.




  MacMaster has made it clear that, at the time of Enlightenment, racial divisions cannot be seen as having the same pernicious connotations associated with the racism of later years.

  Nevertheless, it is important to look back to this time in order to understand the influence of Enlightenment thought on the evolution of full-scale modern racism.




  The rational ordering and classification of people into biologically determined groups made possible by advances in thought at this time, and the nascent challenges to traditional

  interpretations of the origins of humankind based on classical and biblical accounts were fundamental to the eruption of racism by the late eighteenth century. However, racism – an inherently

  political phenomenon – could not take root in the absence of favorable political conditions that the rise of nationalism and anti-Enlightenment thinking brought about.




  MacMaster shows that ideas about racial differences between human groups that were developed during the Age of Enlightenment actually upheld the thesis of monogenesis:

  the idea that all human beings are descended from one original group. What he calls ‘humanitarian racism’ can be distinguished from the racism that emerges following 1870, in that it

  remains faithful both to the biblical notion of Creation and to Enlightenment ideals of the brotherhood of man. At this time, physical anthropologists, such as Blumenbach, who based their work on

  the accounts of ‘travel writers’ (missionaries, soldiers, or so-called explorers), saw all races as the descendents of one ancestral group. This group was believed to be white-skinned.

  Non-white races were understood to have ‘degenerated’ over time due to climate, disease, and way of life.




  Around the time of the 1789 French revolution, Enlightenment principles of equality encouraged the gradual abolition of slavery and the emancipation of European Jewry by the mid nineteenth

  century. This movement was seen as being entirely compatible with developments in the classification of races. The task of the European or white race, as direct descendents of the ancestors of all

  races, and, as it was believed, the natural rulers over the earth, was to ensure the spread of human progress. The ‘civilizing mission’ was seen as being the responsibility of the

  Europeans towards the ‘primitive peoples’. Although the racism of the Enlightenment has been seen as less harmful than the exclusionary and violent racism that followed it, its effects,

  particularly in the colonies, were just as damaging. It is in fact the seemingly paradoxical meeting of Enlightenment principles of humanism with reactionary nationalism that creates the conditions

  for racism to develop both in Europe and in the colonized world.




  No science without politics




  The German philosopher Eric Voegelin wrote two volumes on race which he published in 1933 after fleeing Nazi Germany. Voegelin was interested in race as

  being one of the main ideas structuring a theory of state. He believed that understanding race helps us to understand the nature of the state and politics. Voegelin wrote at a time when racism in

  Europe was coming to full political fruition with the rise of the Nazis to power. Since Voegelin, few authors have seen race as so fundamental to an understanding of politics, a fact which has led

  to racism being treated as marginal to state processes. What Voegelin helps us to understand is that racial science would be of no concern were it not for its influence on the political realm in

  Europe over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.




  Voegelin distinguishes between the concept and the idea of race. He sees the scientific concept of race as composed of a set of false notions with no actual basis in provable scientific fact. It

  is the race idea – a well-ordered system of political dogmas – that interests him. Voegelin’s approach demonstrates the importance of seeing the development of racial science from

  a political point of view. The pseudo-scientific notions that are now understood to be at the basis of racism could only have become as important as they did because they found resonance with

  political movements and agendas. Before turning to these agendas, in particular the ever closer relationship between racism and nationalism by the mid nineteenth century, let us take a closer look

  at the main developments in the ‘race concept’ from the Enlightenment to the Romantic period.




  Hannaford (1996: 214) points out that race only came into its own when it ‘developed a will to individual power based on a biology that distinguished superior and inferior

  races’. As we have seen, this was not the intention of the physical anthropologists of the Enlightenment such as Montesquieu or Blumenbach whose interest remained focused on thinking about

  humanity in terms of the laws of nature more generally. What steps had to be taken to move from a belief in monogenesis to one in polygenesis: the idea that different groups descended from various ancestral groups, an idea that radically diverges from the belief in Creation and the basic brotherhood of man?




  The first step was that of racial determinism. The British anatomist Robert Knox, in his The Races of Men (1850), set out the notion of an absolute biological divide between races. Knox

  believed that the impermeability of each racial group made it impossible for races to mix. He saw all racial groups as unchanging over time, as was the hierarchical structure in which they were

  placed: the white European at the top, the ‘negro’ at the bottom. The former was therefore destined to dominate the latter. MacMaster argues that the development of both racial

  determinism and polygenesis, as guiding concepts in the formulation of race theory, led to the emergence of racism. The idea that different human groups did not share the same ancestral

  lineage and were historically distinct from each other made it easier to believe in the destiny of white people to dominate ‘inferior’ races. We can see how the development of racial

  science in this direction facilitates the marriage between science and politics: a belief in the inferiority of blacks legitimated their domination and extermination as a consequence of the

  expanding imperialist politics of the time.




  These developments in racial science also led theorists to distinguish among European peoples, and not only between Europeans as a group – once seen as belonging to a single racial block

  – and non-European others. This racial sub-division of Europeans is central. It explains how race and nation come to be seen as synonymous and, therefore, how imperial competition and war

  between the European powers could be framed in racial terms. This ‘self-referential’ racism also explains how, in the period between 1870 and 1914, preserving the strong race from

  degeneration became a primary political concern.
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