
RACE 
‘Race’ is a term for the classification of human beings into physically, biologically and genetically distinct 
groups.The notion of race assumes, firstly, that humanity is divided into unchanging natural types, recognizable 
by physical features that are transmitted ‘through the blood’ and permit distinctions to be made between ‘pure’ 
and ‘mixed’ races. Furthermore, the term implies that the mental and moral behaviour of human beings, as well 
as individual personality, ideas and 
capacities, can be related to racial origin, and that knowledge of that origin provides a satisfactory account of the 
behaviour. Race is particularly pertinent to the rise of colonialism, because the 
division of human society in this way is inextricable from the need of colonialist powers to establish a 
dominance over subject peoples and hence justify the imperial enterprise.Race thinking and colonialism are 
imbued with the same impetus to draw a binary distinction between ‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ and the same 
necessity for the hierarchization of human types. By translating the fact of colonial oppression into a justifying 
theory, however spurious, European race thinking initiated a hierarchy of human variation that has been 
difficult to dislodge. Although race is not specifically an invention of imperialism, it quickly became one of 
imperialism’s most supportive ideas, because the idea of superiority that generated the emergence of race as a 
concept adapted easily to both impulses of the imperial mission: dominance and enlightenment. In this respect, 
‘racism’ is not so much a product of the concept of race as the very reason for its existence.Without the 
underlying desire for hierarchical categorization implicit in racism, ‘race’would not exist. Racism can be defined 
as: a way of thinking that considers a group’s unchangeable physical characteristics to be linked in a direct, 
causal way to psychological or intellectual characteristics, and which on this basis distinguishes between 
‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ racial groups. Physical differences did not always represent an inferiority of culture or 
even a radical difference in shared human characteristics. In the period of the Crusades, the racial difference of 
black African Coptic saintwarrior St Maurice is clearly recorded without prejudice in a statue in Magdeburg 
Cathedral which shows him to be a black African, even including his facial lineage cuts (Davidson 1994: 330). 
But with the rise of European imperialism and the growth of Orientalism in the nineteenth century, the need to 
establish such a distinction between superior and inferior finds its most ‘scientific’ confirmation in the dubious 
analysis and taxonomy of racial characteristics. ‘Race’ is first used in the English language in 1508 in a poem by 
William Dunbar, and through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it remained essentially a literary word 
denoting a class of persons or things. It was only in the late eighteenth century that the term came to mean a 
distinct category of human beings with physical characteristics transmitted by descent. Humans had been 
categorized by Europeans on physical grounds from the late 1600s, when François Bernier postulated a number 
of distinctive categories, based largely on facial character and skin colour. Soon a hierarchy of groups (not yet 
termed races) came to be accepted, with white Europeans at the top. The Negro or black African category was 
usually relegated to 
the bottom, in part because of black Africans’ colour and allegedly ‘primitive’ culture, but primarily because 
they were best known to Europeans as slaves. Immanuel Kant’s use of the German phrase for ‘races of mankind’ 
in his Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764) was 
probably the first explicit use of the term in the sense of biologically or physically distinctive categories of 
human beings. Kant’s stress on an intuitive, non-rational form of thought ‘allowed the Romantics to posit the 
notion of an unchanging inner essence within human beings’, an essence that ‘found expression through the 
sense of “race”’ (Malik 1996: 77).Debates about whether human variation was caused by descent or 
environment raged throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.But with the ascendancy of the 
biological sciences in the late nineteenth century, descent emerged as the predominant model. It was 
encapsulated in the transition of ‘race’ from signifying, 
in its literary sense, a line of descent that a group defined by historical continuity,to its scientific sense of ‘race’ as 
a zoologically or biologically defined group. Despite its allegedly scientific grounding and application, the term 
‘race’has always provided an effective means of establishing the simplest model of human variation – colour 
difference. Colour became the means of distinguishing between groups of people and of identifying the 
behaviour to be expected of them. In 1805, the French anatomist Cuvier, who was particularly significant in 
the development of ‘race’ theory, postulated the existence of three major ‘races’: the white, the yellow and the 
black. The division of the whole of humanity into three such arbitrarily designated genetic groups seems so 
vague as to 



be entirely useless for any kind of analysis,but the concept has remained influential for the ideological reason 
that this typology rested upon a gradation from superior to inferior. Cuvier’s typology of race influenced such 
works as Charles Hamilton Smith’s (1848) The Natural 
History of the Human Species; Robert Knox’s (1850) The Races of Man;Count de Gobineau’s (1853) Essai sur 
l’inégalité des Races humaines; and Nott and Gliddon’s (1854) Types of Mankind. The assumptions underlying 
this racial typology, though continually contradicted by actual observation, have remained stubbornly persistent 
to the present day, even when the categories are more elaborately defined as ‘caucasoid’, ‘mongoloid’ and 
‘negroid’. These assumptions are: first, that 
variations in the constitution and behaviour of individuals were to be explained as the expression of different 
biological types; second, that differences between these types explained variations in human cultures; third, that 
the distinctive nature of the types explained the superiority of Europeans and Aryans in particular; and fourth, 
that the friction between nations and individuals of different type emerged from innate characteristics. The 
simple clarity of this view of race,more or less based on colour, was superseded by the implications of Darwin’s 
The Origin of Species (1859).Natural selection now offered a mechanism for species alteration – either the 
superior races might be contaminated through contact with the inferior, or deliberate human intervention 
might maximize the 
benefits of selection and advance the emergence of pure races. In either case, the fundamental assumption of the 
hierarchy of races remained secure. Darwin’s contribution was to provide the theory of race with a mechanism 
of change in the idea of natural selection, and consequently 
to offer the possibility for planned racial development (eugenics) – a central tenet of the school of thought that 
came to be known as Social Darwinism. Social Darwinism, in both its positive and negative implications, 
concurred readily with imperial practice, particularly the paradoxical 
dualism that existed in imperialist thought between the debasement and the idealization of colonized 
subjects.On the one hand, the debasement of the primitive peoples could find in Social Darwinism a 
justification for the domination and at times extinction of inferior races as not only an inevitable but a desirable 
unfolding of natural law. On the other hand, the concept of racial improvement concurred with the ‘civilizing 
mission’ of imperial ideology, which encouraged colonial powers to take up the ‘white man’s burden’ and raise 
up the condition of the inferior races who were idealized as child-like and malleable. The assumption of 
superiority thus supported by scientific racial theory could pursue its project of world domination with 
impunity. The latter perception of blacks as helpless beings in need of care, protection and advancement was 
quickly overtaken in the nineteenth century by the former view of them as primitive and indolent savages, as 
colonial expansion found the need for increasing supplies of labour to service its enterprises. The evangelical 
anti-slavery impulse that had 
achieved the abolition of slavery in the 1830s began to give way to a virulent form of racial hostility. Thomas 
Carlyle’s notorious Occasional Discourse on the Nigger Question (1849) vigorously propounded the right to 
coerce the ‘indolent’blackman into the service of colonial plantation 
agriculture,and by the 1870s,before the last phase of imperial expansion into Africa,such prejudice,supported as 
it was by Social Darwinism,had virtually overshadowed liberal brands of thought on issues of race. The 
usefulness of the concept of race in both establishing the innate 
superiority of imperial culture as it approached its zenith, and at the same time lumping together the ‘inferior’ 
races under its control, can be seen in the example of English commentary on the ‘races’of Britain itself – 
particularly the Irish. In early writings, although the Irish were initially seen to be physically much the same as 
the English,Irish culture was seen as alien and threatening. Rich(1986) traces the process from1617 when Fynes 
Moryson found the language of the Irish crude, if indeed it 
was a language at all, their clothing almost animal-like and their behavior shocking. Edmund Spenser refers to 
the ‘bestial Irishmen’, while William Camden in 1610 recounted the profanity, cannibalism, musicality, 
witchcraft, violence, incest and gluttony of the ‘wilde and very uncivill’ Irish. In this description the Irish sound 
remarkably like Africans as described by nineteenth-century English commentators. Indeed, by 1885, John 
Beddoe, president of the Anthropological Institute, had developed an ‘index of Nigrescence’ that showed the 
people of Wales, Scotland, Cornwall and Ireland to be racially separate from the British. More specifically, he 
argued that those from Western 
Ireland and Wales were ‘Africanoid’in their jutting jaws’and ‘long slitty nostrils’, and thus originally immigrants 
of Africa (Szwed 1975: 20–1). Bizarre though this might seem, it is a consumate demonstration of the 
exclusionary impetus of imperialism that operates so energetically in the concept of race. The linking of the 



Irish and Welsh with Africa demonstrates remarkably clearly how imperial ideology operates to exclude and 
marginalize colonized peoples, whether in Britain or the Empire. Such a racial hierarchy was integral to the 
extension of the Empire. Kipling’s notorious formulation, in the poem ‘Recessional’ (1897: 328–329), of the 
non-Caucasian races as ‘lesser breeds without the law’ may stand as a classic instance: If, drunk with power we 
loose Wild tongues that have not Thee in awe, Such boastings as the Gentiles use, Or lesser breeds without the 
Law – Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet, Lest we forget – lest we forget. The most energetic period of 
imperial expansion in the last decades of the nineteenth century saw a rapid increase in anthropometric 
investigation of race differences. Disputes about the form of racial ‘types’ had raged throughout the century, but 
by 1886 anthropologists in Britain had reached a general consensus on the ‘cephalic index’: the discrimination 
of racial identity in terms of skull shape. Francis Galton, 
the founder of eugenics, measured 9,000 people at the International Health Exhibition in London in 1884, and 
the anthropological interest in race in the imperial context was reinforced at an Anthropological Conference on 
Native Races in British Possessions held in 1887 at the time of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee. By the late 
1890s many popular works began to appear, illustrating with lavish detail the nature and diversity of human 
races and the implicit superiority of the white 
Anglo-Saxon races and civilization. Despite the appearance of greater scientific rigour, the description of the 
negroid had not advanced much past the stereotype compounded by Carlyle. 
The twentieth century has seen great swings in the theoretical attitude to race, but the term continues to hold a 
resilient sway in the ordinary thinking of people throughout the world. The 1911 Universal Races Congress 
held in London was a major demonstration of liberal thought and the promotion of ‘monogenism’ – the idea 
that there was ‘only one species of man living on earth today’. But the universalist creed of the Victorian liberal 
tradition was considerably shaken by the First 
World War and the emergence of colonial nationalism which eroded confidence in the power of reason to 
ensure a growing unity between different races in a single world order (see Rich 1986: 49). In the early decades 
of the twentieth century,‘race’ continued to acquire a legitimacy through the ‘scientific’ study of racial variation, 
but the horror of the Second World War and the slaughter of millions of Jews, Slavs, Poles and gypsies on racial 
grounds led to the 1951 Unesco Statement 
of the Nature of Race and Racial Difference which pointed out that race, even from a strict biological 
standpoint, could at most refer to a group with certain distinctive gene concentrations. The statement asserts 
that mental characteristics should never be included in such classifications and that environment is far more 
important than inherited genetic factors in shaping behaviour. However, in the 1960s there was an upsurge in 
biological thinking about human behaviour once again, with writers such as Lorenz,Ardry and Morris asserting 
that individual behaviour was largely controlled 
by ancient instincts that could at best be modified by culture. This led the way for an upsurge in race thinking 
in popular science in the 1970s: Eysenck’s Race, Intelligence and Education (1971), Richardson and Spears’s 
Race, Culture and Intelligence (1972), Baxter and Sansom’s Race and Social Difference (1972) indicate some of 
a wide range of popular books that maintained the centrality of ‘race’ in debates about human variation. At the 
same time, the neo-biologism of the 1960s led to a much more rigorous development in the 1970s with the 
emergence of socio-biology, which views all individual behaviour, and cultures themselves, as the end products 
of biological selection processes. These developments lent an air of legitimacy to race thinking, which 
also analyses behaviour and performance in biological terms, and the relation between sociobiology and modern 
racism has been examined by Barker (1981). It is significant that academic debate during these decades sustained 
race rather than ethnicity as the centre of discussion. The sense of 
permanency that a dubious biological explanation offered, through an inexorable genetic determination and 
transmission, consolidated the concept of race at this time, rather than the more complex concept of ethnicity 
with its inherent plasticity and its basis in culture. Yet the 1970s and 1980s saw the gradual growth of interest 
and research into ethnicity, a growth that perhaps has not been reflected in popular thinking. In practice,‘race’ 
may be a major constitutive factor in determining 
ethnic categories, but to revive the idea that it is somehow ‘objective’ and less socially constructed than 
ethnicities founded on religious, linguistic or other more obviously culturally determined factors is to fail to 
recognize that race is a cultural rather than a biological phenomenon, the product of historical processes not of 
genetically determined physical differences. The most important fact about race was, as Fanon was the first to 
notice, that however lacking in objective reality racist ideas such as ‘blackness’ were, the psychological force of 
their construction of self meant that they acquired an objective existence in and through the behaviour of 



people. The self-images and self-construction that such social pressure exerted might be transmitted from 
generation to generation, and thus the ‘fact of blackness’ came to have an objective determination not only in 
racist behaviour and institutional practices, but more insidiously in the psychological behaviour of the peoples so 
constructed. This Fanonist stress on the objective psychological fact of race as a determining part of the social 
process of constructing individuals’ self-perceptions has been part of the response of many black commentators 
to the claims by critics such as Appiah that perceptions of race have acted only negatively in determining post-
colonial responses to European domination. However 
fictional race may be shown to be as an objective category, its power as a discursive formation remains 
unabated. Thus a fraught and volatile term, ‘race’, continues to hold centre stage while the theories on which 
concepts of race were established have become more and more blurred. In this way resistance becomes less and 
less able to dislodge the vague and untenable concept of race itself. Race in the time of neo-colonialism is just as 
vague and just as resilient as it was at the beginning of the history of European imperialism. It is perhaps up to 
the concept of ethnicity to change the direction of the debate. 
 

 

  


