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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The term “racism” is often used in a loose and unre-
flective way to describe the hostile or negative feel-
ings of one ethnic group or “people” toward an-

other and the actions resulting from such attitudes. But
sometimes the antipathy of one group toward another is
expressed and acted upon with a single-mindedness and
brutality that go far beyond the group-centered prejudice
and snobbery that seem to constitute an almost universal
human failing. Hitler invoked racist theories to justify his
genocidal treatment of European Jewry, as did white su-
premacists in the American South to explain why Jim Crow
laws were needed to keep whites and blacks separated and
unequal.

The climax of the history of racism came in the twenti-
eth century in the rise and fall of what I will call “overtly
racist regimes.” In the American South, the passage of seg-
regation laws and restrictions on black voting rights re-
duced African Americans to lower-caste status, despite the
constitutional amendments that had made them equal citi-
zens. Extreme racist propaganda, which represented black
males as ravening beasts lusting after white women, served



I N T R O D U C T I O N

to rationalize the practice of lynching. These extralegal exe-
cutions were increasingly reserved for blacks accused of of-
fenses against the color line, and they became more brutal
and sadistic as time went on; by the early twentieth century
victims were likely to be tortured to death rather than sim-
ply killed. A key feature of the racist regime maintained by
state law in the South was a fear of sexual contamination
through rape or intermarriage, which led to efforts to pre-
vent the conjugal union of whites with those with any
known or discernible African ancestry.

The effort to guarantee “race purity” in the American
South anticipated aspects of the official Nazi persecution of
Jews in the 1930s. The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 prohibited
intermarriage or sexual relations between Jews and gen-
tiles, and the propaganda surrounding the legislation em-
phasized the sexual threat that predatory Jewish males pre-
sented to German womanhood and the purity of German
blood. Racist ideology was of course eventually carried to a
more extreme point in Nazi Germany than in the American
South of the Jim Crow era. Individual blacks had been
hanged or burned to death by the lynch mobs to serve
as examples to ensure that the mass of southern African
Americans would scrupulously respect the color line. But
it took Hitler and the Nazis to attempt the extermination
of an entire ethnic group on the basis of a racist ideology.

Hitler, it has been said, gave racism a bad name. The
moral revulsion of people throughout the world against
what the Nazis did, reinforced by scientific studies un-
dermining racist genetics (or eugenics), served to discredit
the scientific racism that had been respectable and influen-
tial in the United States and Europe before the Second
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World War. But explicit racism also came under devastating
attack by the new nations resulting from the decolonization
of Africa and Asia and their representatives in the United
Nations. The civil rights movement in the United States,
which succeeded in outlawing legalized racial segregation
and discrimination in the 1960s, was a beneficiary of revul-
sion against the Holocaust as the logical extreme of racism.
But it also drew crucial support from the growing sense
that national interests were threatened when blacks in the
United States were mistreated and abused. In the competi-
tion with the Soviet Union for “the hearts and minds” of
independent Africans and Asians, Jim Crow and the ideol-
ogy that sustained it became a national embarrassment
with possible strategic consequences.

The one racist regime that survived the Second World
War and the Cold War was the South African, which did
not in fact come to fruition until the advent of apartheid
in 1948. The laws passed banning all marriage and sexual
relations between different “population groups” and requir-
ing separate residential areas for people of mixed race
(“Coloreds”), as well as for Africans, signified the same ob-
session with “race purity” that characterized the other rac-
ist regimes. However, the climate of world opinion in the
wake of the Holocaust induced some apologists for apart-
heid to avoid straightforward biological racism and to rest
their case for “separate development” mainly on cultural
rather than physical differences. The extent to which Afri-
kaner nationalism was inspired by nineteenth-century Eu-
ropean cultural nationalism also contributed to this avoid-
ance of a pseudoscientific rationale. No better example can
be found of how a “cultural essentialism” based on nation-
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ality can do the work of a racism based squarely on skin
color or other physical characteristics. The South African
government also tried to accommodate itself to the age of
decolonization. It offered a dubious independence to the
overcrowded “homelands,” from which African migrants
went forth to work for limited periods in the mines and
factories of the nine-tenths of the country reserved for a
white minority that constituted less than a sixth of the total
population.

The defeat of Nazi Germany, the desegregation of the
American South in the 1960s, and the establishment of ma-
jority rule in South Africa suggest that regimes based on
biological racism or its cultural essentialist equivalent are a
thing of the past. But racism does not require the full and
explicit support of the state and the law. Nor does it require
an ideology centered on the concept of biological inequal-
ity. Discrimination by institutions and individuals against
those perceived as racially different can long persist and
even flourish under the illusion of nonracism, as recent stu-
dents of Brazilian race relations have discovered.1 The use
of allegedly deep-seated cultural differences as a justifica-
tion for hostility and discrimination against newcomers
from the Third World in several European countries has led
to allegations of a new “cultural racism.” Similarly, those
sympathetic to the plight of poor African Americans and
Latinos in the United States have described as “racist” the
view of some whites that many denizens of the ghettos and
barrios can be written off as incurably infected by cultural
pathologies. From the historian’s perspective such recent
examples of cultural determinism are not in fact unprece-
dented. They rather represent a reversion to the way that
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the differences between ethnoracial groups could be made
to seem indelible and unbridgeable before the articulation
of a scientific or naturalistic conception of race in the eigh-
teenth century.

The aim of this book is to present in a concise fashion
the story of racism’s rise and decline (although not yet,
unfortunately, its fall) from the Middle Ages to the present.
To achieve this, I have tried to give racism a more precise
definition than mere ethnocentric dislike and distrust of the
Other. The word “racism” first came into common usage
in the 1930s when a new word was required to describe the
theories on which the Nazis based their persecution of the
Jews. As is the case with many of the terms historians use,
the phenomenon existed before the coinage of the word
that we use to describe it. But our understanding of what
beliefs and behaviors are to be considered “racist” has been
unstable. Somewhere between the view that racism is a
peculiar modern idea without much historical precedent
and the notion that it is simply a manifestation of the an-
cient phenomenon of tribalism or xenophobia may lie a
working definition that covers more than scientific or bio-
logical racism but less than the kind of group prejudice
based on culture, religion, or simply a sense of family or
kinship.2

It is when differences that might otherwise be consid-
ered ethnocultural are regarded as innate, indelible, and un-
changeable that a racist attitude or ideology can be said to
exist. It finds its clearest expression when the kind of ethnic
differences that are firmly rooted in language, customs, and
kinship are overridden in the name of an imagined collec-
tivity based on pigmentation, as in white supremacy, or on a
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linguistically based myth of remote descent from a superior
race, as in Aryanism. But racism as I conceive it is not
merely an attitude or set of beliefs; it also expresses itself
in the practices, institutions, and structures that a sense of
deep difference justifies or validates. Racism, therefore, is
more than theorizing about human differences or thinking
badly of a group over which one has no control. It either
directly sustains or proposes to establish a racial order, a
permanent group hierarchy that is believed to reflect the
laws of nature or the decrees of God. Racism in this sense
is neither a given of human social existence, a universal
“consciousness of kind,” nor simply a modern theory that
biology determines history and culture. Like the modern
scientific racism that is one expression of it, it has a histori-
cal trajectory and is mainly, if not exclusively, a product of
the West. But it originated in at least a prototypical form
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries rather than in the
eighteenth or nineteenth (as is sometimes maintained) and
was originally articulated in the idioms of religion more
than in those of natural science.

Racism is therefore not merely “xenophobia”—a term
invented by the ancient Greeks to describe a reflexive feel-
ing of hostility to the stranger or Other. Xenophobia may
be a starting point upon which racism can be constructed,
but it is not the thing itself. For an understanding of the
emergence of Western racism in the late Middle Ages and
early modern period, a clear distinction between racism
and religious intolerance is crucial. The religious bigot con-
demns and persecutes others for what they believe, not for
what they intrinsically are. I would not therefore consider
the sincere missionary, who may despise the beliefs and
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habits of the object of his or her ministrations, to be a racist.
If a heathen can be redeemed through baptism, or if an
ethnic stranger can be assimilated into the tribe or the cul-
ture in such a way that his or her origins cease to matter
in any significant way, we are in the presence of an attitude
that often creates conflict and misery, but not one that
should be labeled racist. It might be useful to have another
term, such as “culturalism,” to describe an inability or un-
willingness to tolerate cultural differences, but if assimila-
tion were genuinely on offer, I would withhold the “R”
word. Even if a group—for example, Muslims in the Otto-
man Empire or Christians in early medieval Europe—is
privileged in the eyes of the secular and religious authori-
ties, racism is not operative if members of stigmatized
groups can voluntarily change their identities and advance
to positions of prominence and prestige within the domi-
nant group. Examples would include the medieval bishops
who had converted from Judaism and the Ottoman gener-
als who had been born Christian. (Of course mobility may
also be impeded by barriers of “caste” or “estate” that dif-
ferentiate on a basis other than membership in a collectivity
that thinks of itself, or is thought of by others, to constitute
a distinctive “people,” or “ethnos.”)

Admittedly, however, there is a substantial gray area
between racism and “culturalism.” One has to distinguish
among differing conceptions of culture. If we think of cul-
ture as historically constructed, fluid, variable in time and
space, and adaptable to changing circumstances, it is a con-
cept antithetical to that of race. But culture can be reified
and essentialized to the point where it becomes the func-
tional equivalent of race. Peoples or ethnic groups can be
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endowed with national souls or Volksgeister, which, rather
than being inherited by any observable biological or ge-
netic process, are passed on from generation to generation
by some mysterious or even supernatural means, a kind of
recurring gift from God. The long-standing European belief
that children had the same “blood” as their parents was
more metaphor and myth than empirical science, but it
sanctioned a kind of genealogical determinism that could
turn racial when applied to entire ethnic groups.3

Deterministic cultural particularism can do the work
of biological racism quite effectively, as we shall see in more
detail in later discussions of völkisch nationalism in Ger-
many and South Africa. Contemporary British sociologists
have identified and analyzed what they call “the new cul-
tural racism.” John Solomos and Les Back argue, for exam-
ple, that race is now “coded as culture,” that “the central
feature of these processes is that the qualities of social
groups are fixed, made natural, confined within a pseudo-
biologically defined culturalism.” Racism is therefore “a
scavenger ideology, which gains its power from its ability
to pick out and utilize ideas and values from other sets of
ideas and beliefs in specific socio-historical contexts.” But
there are also “strong continuities in the articulation of the
images of the ‘other,’ as well as in the images which are
evident in the ways in which racist movements define the
boundaries of ‘race’ and ‘nation.’”4 These continuities sug-
gest to me that there is a general history of racism, as well
as a history of particular racisms, but knowledge of specific
contexts is necessary to an understanding of the varying
forms and functions of the generic phenomenon with
which we are concerned.
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My theory or conception of racism, therefore, has two
components: difference and power. It originates from a mind-
set that regards “them” as different from “us” in ways that
are permanent and unbridgeable. This sense of difference
provides a motive or rationale for using our power advan-
tage to treat the ethnoracial Other in ways that we would
regard as cruel or unjust if applied to members of our own
group. The possible consequences of this nexus of attitude
and action range from unofficial but pervasive social dis-
crimination at one end of the spectrum to genocide at the
other, with government-sanctioned segregation, colonial
subjugation, exclusion, forced deportation (or “ethnic
cleansing”), and enslavement among the other variations
on the theme. In all manifestations of racism from the mild-
est to the most severe, what is being denied is the possibility
that the racializers and the racialized can coexist in the
same society, except perhaps on the basis of domination
and subordination. Also rejected is any notion that individ-
uals can obliterate ethnoracial difference by changing their
identities.

The French sociologist Pierre-André Taguieff has dis-
tinguished between two distinctive varieties or “logics” of
racism—“le racisme d’exploitation” and “le racisme d’ex-
termination.”5 One might also call the two possibilities the
racism of inclusion and the racism of exclusion. Both are
racist because the inclusionary variant permits incorpora-
tion only on the basis of a rigid hierarchy justified by a
belief in permanent, unbridgeable differences between the
associated groups, while the exclusionary type goes further
and finds no way at all that the groups can coexist in the
same society. The former would obviously apply most
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readily to white supremacy and the latter to antisemitism.
But historical reality is too messy to enable us to use these
dichotomies consistently in a group-specific way. For long
periods in European history, Jews were tolerated so long as
they stayed in “their place” (the ghetto), whereas African
Americans migrating to the northern states during the era
of slavery and afterward often found themselves exposed
to what the psychologist Joel Kovel has called “aversive rac-
ism” to distinguish it from the “dominative” variety that
he finds ascendant in the South.6 Antebellum “black laws”
forbidding the immigration of free African Americans into
several Midwestern states were conspicuous examples of
aversive racism, as were the various schemes for colonizing
blacks outside of the United States. Depending on the cir-
cumstances of the dominant group, and what uses, if any,
it has for the subalterns, the logic of racism can shift from
inclusionary to exclusionary and vice versa.

My conception may at first seem too broad to have the
historical specificity that I promised to give it. It is possible
that relations among peoples before the late Middle Ages
were sometimes characterized by the kind of hostility and
exclusiveness that betokens racism. But it was more com-
mon, if not universal, to assimilate strangers into the tribe
or nation, if they were willing to be so incorporated. There
might be non-Western forms of prejudice and ethnocen-
trism that would be hard to exclude under the terms of my
definition. The traditional belief of the Japanese that only
people of their own stock can truly understand and appreci-
ate their culture, with the resulting discrimination against
Japanese-born Koreans, might be an example.7 Another
might be the feudal-type hegemony exercised by the ethni-
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cally distinct Tutsi herdsmen over the Hutu agriculturalists
in Rwanda and Burundi before colonization.8 But I will con-
centrate on racism in Europe and its colonial extensions
since the fifteenth century for several reasons. First, even if
it has existed elsewhere in rudimentary form, the virus of
racism did not infect Europe itself prior to the period be-
tween the late medieval and early modern periods. Hence
we can study its emergence in a time and place for which
we have a substantial historical record. Second, the varieties
of racism that developed in the West had greater impact on
world history than any functional equivalent that we might
detect in another era or part of the world. Third, the logic
of racism was fully worked out, elaborately implemented,
and carried to its ultimate extremes in the West, while at
the same time being identified, condemned, and resisted
from within the same cultural tradition.

What makes Western racism so autonomous and con-
spicuous in world history has been that it developed in a
context that presumed human equality of some kind. First
came the doctrine that the Crucifixion offered grace to all
willing to receive it and made all Christian believers equal
before God. Later came the more revolutionary concept
that all “men” are born free and equal and entitled to equal
rights in society and government. If a culture holds a prem-
ise of spiritual and temporal inequality, if a hierarchy exists
that is unquestioned even by its lower-ranking members,
as in the Indian caste system before the modern era, there
is no incentive to deny the full humanity of underlings in
order to treat them as impure or unworthy. If equality is
the norm in the spiritual or temporal realms (or in both at
the same time), and there are groups of people within the
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society who are so despised or disparaged that the uphold-
ers of the norms feel compelled to make them exceptions
to the promise or realization of equality, they can be denied
the prospect of equal status only if they allegedly possess
some extraordinary deficiency that makes them less than
fully human. It is uniquely in the West that we find the
dialectical interaction between a premise of equality and an
intense prejudice toward certain groups that would seem
to be a precondition for the full flowering of racism as an
ideology or worldview.

Writing an overview of the history of Western racism
is possible because of the labors of many historians who
have worked on particular aspects of the question. My en-
deavor is inevitably an attempt at synthesis, although a por-
tion of the scholarship I will be synthesizing is the product
of my own original research. Readers interested in placing
this work in a fuller scholarly (and autobiographical) con-
text might at this point turn to the appendix, which traces
the career of the concept of racism in historical discourse
since the term (or its near equivalent) was first used in the
1920s. I pay particular attention there to how investigations
of antisemitism and white supremacy have, for the most
part, gone their separate ways. In the main body of the
book I attempt an extensive comparison of the historical
development over the past six centuries of these two most
prominent expressions of Western racism. (To my knowl-
edge no one has previously attempted such a study.) Chap-
ter 1 deals with the segue between the religious intolerance
of the Middle Ages and the nascent racism of the Age of
Discovery and the Renaissance. Particular attention is paid
in this chapter to Spain, the first great colonizing nation and
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a seedbed for Western attitudes toward race. The second
chapter concerns the rise of modern racist ideologies, espe-
cially white supremacy and antisemitism, in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. It concludes with a comparison
of the rise—in response to “emancipation” as prospect or
reality—of antiblack racism in the United States and racial
antisemitism in Germany. The final chapter is mainly an
examination in the context of world history of the rise and
fall of the “overtly racist regimes” of the twentieth cen-
tury—the American South in the Jim Crow era, Nazi Ger-
many, and South Africa under apartheid. The epilogue
speculates on the probable fate of racism in the new cen-
tury that is upon us.
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It is the dominant view among scholars who have stud-
ied conceptions of difference in the ancient world that
no concept truly equivalent to that of “race” can be

detected in the thought of the Greeks, Romans, and early
Christians. The Greeks distinguished between the civilized
and the barbarous, but these categories do not seem to have
been regarded as hereditary. One was civilized if one was
fortunate enough to live in a city-state and participate in
political life, barbarous if one lived rustically under some
form of despotic rule.1 The Romans had slaves representing
all the colors and nationalities found on the frontiers of
their empire and citizens of corresponding diversity from
among those who were free and proffered their allegiance
to the republic or the emperor.2 After extensive research,
the classical scholar Frank Snowden could find no evidence
that dark skin color served as the basis of invidious distinc-
tions anywhere in the ancient world. The early Christians,
for example, celebrated the conversion of Africans as evi-
dence for their faith in the spiritual equality of all human
beings.3
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O N E Religion and Invention of Racism

It would of course be stretching a point to claim that
there was no ethnic prejudice in antiquity. The refusal of
dispersed Jews to accept the religious and cultural hege-
mony of the gentile nations or empires within which they
resided sometimes aroused hostility against them. But
abandoning their ethnoreligious exceptionalism and wor-
shiping the local divinities (or accepting Christianity once
it had been established) was an option open to them that
would have eliminated most of the Otherness that made
them unpopular. Jews created a special problem for Chris-
tians because of the latter’s belief that the New Testament
superseded the Old, and that the refusal of Jews to recog-
nize Christ as the Messiah was preventing the triumph of
the gospel. Anti-Judaism was endemic to Christianity from
the beginning, but since the founders of their religion were
themselves Jews, it would have been difficult for early
Christians to claim that there was something inherently de-
fective about Jewish blood or ancestry. Nonetheless there
was an undeniable tendency to consider the Jews who had
not converted when Christ was among them as a corporate
group that bore a direct responsibility for the Crucifixion.
“For the organization of Christianity,” writes the French
historian Léon Poliakov, “it was essential that the Jews be
a criminally guilty people.”4 In Matthew 27:25 Jews who
called for the death of Christ cry out after the deed has
been done: “His blood be upon us and our Children.”

The notion that Jews were collectively and hereditarily
responsible for the worst possible human crime—deicide—
created a powerful incentive for persecution. If it had been
believed that the curse fell on individual Jews in such a way
that they could never be absolved of it, racism would be a
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proper term for the prejudice against them. But the doc-
trine, as expounded by Saint Augustine and others, that the
conversion of the Jews was a Christian duty and essential
to the salvation of the world meant that the great heredi-
tary sin was not an indelible and insurmountable source of
difference. Anti-Judaism became antisemitism whenever it
turned into a consuming hatred that made getting rid of
Jews seem preferable to trying to convert them, and antise-
mitism became racism when the belief took hold that Jews
were intrinsically and organically evil rather than merely
having false beliefs and wrong dispositions.5

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the attitudes of
European Christians toward Jews became more hostile in
ways that laid a foundation for the racism that later devel-
oped. Once welcomed as international merchants and trad-
ers, Jews were increasingly forced by commercial competi-
tion from Christian merchant guilds into the unpopular and
putatively sinful occupation of lending money at interest.
But in this period of intense religiosity, it was the spiritual
threat Jews allegedly represented that inspired most of the
violence against them. Massacres of Jews began at the time
of the First Crusade in 1096. In a few communities, mobs,
stirred up by the rhetoric associated with the campaign to
redeem the Holy Land from Muslims, turned on local Jews.
Later Crusades stimulated more such pogroms. The church
and the civil authorities viewed Muslims as a political and
military threat to Christendom, while Jews had seemed to
them to be relatively harmless and even somewhat useful.
The church valued the presence of dispersed and suffering
Jews as witnesses to divine revelation, and rulers sometimes
employed them as fiscal agents. Consequently the ruling
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powers tried, with varying degrees of conviction and suc-
cess, to protect Jews from the murderous mobs and roving
bands that perpetrated violence against them in the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries. But even the mobs did not re-
gard Jews as beyond redemption. Most historians affirm
that to be baptized rather than killed was a real option.
That so many Jews chose to die was a testament to the
strength of their own faith and that of their executioners
rather than a prelude to the Holocaust.6

Nevertheless, in the heat of killing Jews and pillaging
their communities, some must have questioned the notion
that Jews had souls to be saved, and that they chose to be
the way they were rather than being naturally and irre-
deemably perverse. By the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries, a folk mythology had taken root that could put Jews
outside the pale of humanity by literally demonizing them.
The first claim that Jews had crucified a Christian child for
ritual purposes was made in England around 1150. Other
such accusations followed in England and elsewhere, often
combined with the assertion that Jews required Christian
blood for their most sacred ceremonies. After the doctrine
of transubstantiation was made an article of faith in 1215
came the most bizarre charge of all. Despite the traditional
notion that the Jews’ principal deficiency was their lack of
a belief in the divinity of Christ, some of them were accused
of stealing the consecrated host from Christian churches
and torturing it, thus repeating their original crime of tor-
turing and killing Jesus. (This myth presumed that what
was wrong with Jews was not their unbelief but rather their
evil disposition; like Satan himself they seemingly knew
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very well that Christ was the Son of God but nonetheless
arrayed themselves against him.)7

Increasingly in popular mythology, folklore, and ico-
nography, an association was made between Jews and the
Devil or between Jews and witchcraft. In the popular mind
of the late Middle Ages, the problem presented by Jews was
not so much their unbelief as their malevolent intent
against Christians and their willingness to enlist the Powers
of Darkness in their conspiracies.8 The highest authorities
in the church for the most part repudiated such fantasies
and generally adhered to the principle that the existence of
Jews must be tolerated because their ultimate conversion
was essential to God’s plan for the salvation of the world.
But the popular belief that all Jews were in league with the
Devil scarcely encouraged a firm conviction that they were
fellow human beings. According to Cecil Roth, a pioneer
historian of medieval antisemitism, the Jews’ “deliberate
unbelief” made them seem “less than human” and “capable
of any crime imaginable or unimaginable.”9 The verdict of
Joshua Trachtenberg, author of the classic study of medi-
eval associations of Jews with the Devil, was similar: “Not
being a human being but a demonic, a diabolic beast fight-
ing the forces of truth and salvation with Satan’s weapons,
was the Jew as medieval Europe saw him.”10 Although more
recent historians of medieval antisemitism have found this
picture to be exaggerated if taken literally, at least some
medieval Christians—a substantial minority, if not an actual
majority—undoubtedly felt this way about Jews.11 The ter-
minology and frame of reference continued to be religious,
but the conception of Jews as willing accomplices of Satan
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meant, at least to the unsophisticated, that they were be-
yond redemption and should probably be killed or at least
expelled from Christendom.12

At the time of the Black Death in the mid–fourteenth
century, thousands of Jews were massacred in those coun-
tries that had not already expelled them, because of a wide-
spread belief that Christians were dying, not because of dis-
ease, but because Jews had poisoned the wells. Peculiar to
the denigration of the Jews over the centuries, whether as
imps of Satan, international financiers, or fomenters of
world revolution, has been the role of mass paranoia. In-
tense irrational fears have been somewhat less central to
the racialization of other groups, who were more likely to
be viewed with a mixture of contempt and condescension.13

Jews have again and again served as scapegoats for whatever
fears and anxieties were uppermost in the minds of anti-
semites. Medieval Christians were concerned with the
growth of market economies, the enhancement of state
power and bureaucracy, and threats to religious orthodoxy
from a variety of quarters. Perhaps, as Gavin Langmuir has
suggested, some were beginning to doubt their own faith
and needed to be reassured by the kind of militancy that
hating and persecuting Jews (or heretics) signified.14 Always
a scavenger ideology, racism reared its ugly head in this
instance by adopting the garb of Christianity while implic-
itly repudiating its offer of salvation to all of humanity, in-
cluding Jews. Medieval antisemitism is sometimes distin-
guished from its modern manifestations on the grounds
that it functioned in a society premised on hierarchy, and
that discrimination against Jews was merely part of a gen-
eral pattern of group inequality. But to the extent that Jews
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were relegated to pariah status and isolated from the larger
society, they became external to the official hierarchy of
estates or status groups and therefore became truly Other
and expendable. The premise of equality that operated for
Christians was that all were equal in the eyes of God, what-
ever their earthly station. Those medieval Christians who
viewed Jews as children of the Devil in effect excluded them
from membership in the human race for which Christ had
died on the cross. (They also excluded non-Jewish witches
and heretics, but not because of their ethnicity.) The scrip-
tural passage most often quoted to associate Jews as a col-
lectivity with Satan was Christ’s denunciation of the Jews
who rejected him: “You are of your father the devil, and
your will is to do your father’s desires” ( John 8:44 RSV).

The historian Robert Bartlett has argued that the rac-
ism or protoracism of the late Middle Ages extended well
beyond the Jews. As the core of Catholic Europe expanded,
conquering and colonizing the periphery of the continent,
attitudes of superiority to indigenous populations antici-
pated the feelings of dominance and entitlement that would
characterize the later expansion of Europeans into Asia, Af-
rica, and the Americas. If the demonization of the Jews es-
tablished some basis for the racial antisemitism of the mod-
ern era, the prejudice and discrimination directed at the
Irish on one side of Europe and certain Slavic peoples on
the other foreshadowed the dichotomy between civiliza-
tion and savagery that would characterize imperial expan-
sion beyond the European continent. “On all the newly
settled, conquered or converted peripheries,” Bartlett
writes, “one can find the subjugation of native populations
to legal disabilities, the attempt to enforce residential segre-
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gation, with natives expelled into the ‘Irishtowns’ of colo-
nial Ireland, and the attempt to proscribe certain cultural
forms of native society. Ghettoization and racial discrimina-
tion marked the later centuries of the Middle Ages.”15 To
support his thesis that this intolerance was not purely cul-
tural or “ethnocentric,” Bartlett describes legislation in
parts of eastern Europe in the fourteenth century that
made German descent a requirement for holding office or
belonging to a guild and banned intermarriage between
Germans and Slavs. In Anglo-Irish cities, at about the same
time, guild membership was being denied to those of “Irish
blood or birth,” and “there were to be no marriages be-
tween those of immigrant and native stock.”16

What was missing—and why I think such ethnic dis-
crimination should not be labeled racist—was an ideology
or worldview that would persuasively justify such practices.
Bartlett’s account suggests that these ethnic exclusions
were usually the self-interested actions of conquering fami-
lies and lineages and were likely to be condemned by
church authorities as a violation of the principles governing
the rights and privileges of Christian fellowship. Where a
conquered population had not been converted to Christian-
ity, as in the case of the Muslims of Castille in the fifteenth
century, discrimination on religious grounds could be justi-
fied. But where the natives had embraced Catholicism, un-
equal treatment is best regarded as an illicit form of group
nepotism, lacking the full legitimacy that a racial order
would seem to require. The notion that Jews in particular
were malevolent beings in league with the Devil provided
such an ideology and gave antisemitism an intensity and
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durability that prejudice against the peripheral Europeans
would never quite attain. Suspicions that recent Slavic or
Scandinavian converts had not fully internalized the true
faith, and might even remain secret pagans, may well have
been justified in some cases. But unless—or until—it was
presumed that such infidelity was organic and carried in
the blood, it would not be proper to describe such an atti-
tude as racist.

It remains true, however, that medieval Europe was a
“persecuting society,” increasingly intolerant, not only of
Jews, but also of lepers and anyone whose beliefs or behav-
ior smacked of heresy or deviance at a time when religious
and moral conformity were being demanded more insis-
tently than ever before.17 It stands to reason that such a
drive for uniformity and homogeneity would engender re-
sistance to cultural pluralism and provide fertile soil for
ethnic intolerance. Encouraging and exacerbating this het-
erophobia were the tensions and anxieties resulting from
momentous social, economic, and political changes. The
gradual consolidation of countries such as England, France,
and Spain into relatively large dynastic states with definite
borders and a single predominant language was beginning
to threaten local autonomy, and an acceleration of urban-
ization and commercialization were bringing people of di-
verse culture and appearance into fractious contact and cre-
ating conflicts between feudal lords and an emerging
bourgeoisie. But in the fourteenth century the incredible
catastrophe of the Black Death inspired an especially urgent
hunt for scapegoats. As we have seen, the demonization of
the Jews in the popular Christian mind was brought to fru-
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ition by the widely believed allegation that they had poi-
soned the wells as part of a diabolical plot to exterminate
the followers of Christ.

If racial antisemitism had medieval antecedents in the
popular tendency to see Jews as agents of the Devil and
thus, for all practical purposes, beyond redemption and out-
side the circle of potential Christian fellowship, the other
principal form of modern racism—the color-coded, white-
over-black variety—did not have significant medieval roots
and was mainly a product of the modern period. In fact
there was a definite tendency toward Negrophilia in parts
of northern and western Europe in the late Middle Ages,
and the common presumption that dark pigmentation in-
spired instant revulsion on the part of light-skinned Europe-
ans is, if not completely false, at least highly misleading.

Before the middle of the fifteenth century, Europeans
had little or no direct contact with sub-Saharan Africans.
Artistic and literary representations of these distant and ex-
otic peoples ranged from the monstrous and horrifying to
the saintly and heroic. On the one hand, devils were some-
times pictured as having dark skins and what may appear
to be African features, and the executioners of martyrs were
often portrayed as black men. The symbolic association of
blackness with evil and death and whiteness with goodness
and purity unquestionably had some effect in predisposing
light-skinned people against those with darker pigmenta-
tion.18 But the significance of this cultural proclivity can be
exaggerated. If black always had unfavorable connotations,
why did many orders of priests and nuns wear black instead
of white or some other color?
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In conflict with this tendency toward the fear or dispar-
agement of black people was the medieval iconography as-
sociated with what the French cultural historian Henri
Baudet has called “le bon Nègre.”19 Building on scriptural
evidence that the first non-Jewish convert to Christianity
was an Ethiopian eunuch, exponents of spreading the gos-
pel honored black converts as living evidence of the univer-
sality of their faith. There was an unmistakable recognition
of Otherness in this tradition; it seemed to say that even
thosewho are as alien and different from us as black Africans
can be brothers and sisters in Christ.20 But in the late Middle
Ages, in the period between the latter Crusades and the
Portuguese encounter with West Africa in the mid–fif-
teenth century, a favorable, sometimes glorified, image of
blacks seems to have become ascendant in the western Eu-
ropean mind. At roughly the same time that Jews were
being demonized, blacks—or at least some blacks—were
being sanctified.

A central element in late medieval Negrophilia was the
myth of Prester John, a non-European Christian monarch,
first identified with India, then with the Tartars, and ulti-
mately with the actual Christian kingdom of Ethiopia. Pre-
ster John’s prescribed role was to join Western Christians
in the struggle against Islam, which by the time that the
association with black Africa was clearly established in the
late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries had come to
mean primarily the Turkish expansion into the Mediterra-
nean and southeastern Europe. Hopes for an alliance with
Ethiopia and Prester John suffered a setback in 1442 when
representatives of the Ethiopian Coptic Church refused to
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bow to the authority of the pope at an ecumenical confer-
ence in Florence.21 When the Portuguese actually reached
Ethiopia by sea from the Indian Ocean in the early sixteenth
century, they were unimpressed with what they found, and
the Ethiopians were gradually relegated to the fringes of
the European imagination.

But while it lasted, the cult of Prester John and Ethiopia
was only one of several signs that blacks could be repre-
sented in a positive and dignified manner in the late Middle
Ages. Another was the practice that developed of represent-
ing one of the Magi in Nativity scenes as black or African.
(Caspar or Gaspar, as he was called, was held by some to
be the ancestor of Prester John.) Equally remarkable was
the cult of the originally white Saint Maurice, who quite
suddenly turned black—at least in the Germanic lands,
where the association of Africa with Christian virtues was
most strongly developed. Other blacks often presented in
saintly or heroic postures were Saint Gregory the Moor and
Parzifal’s mulatto half brother Feirefiz.22

The representation of the African as Christian saint or
hero was admittedly a relatively superficial cultural phenom-
enon. It provided no warrant for expecting that Europeans
would be greatly influenced by it when they came into sus-
tained contact with Africans under conditions that encour-
aged other attitudes. It does, however, weaken the argument
that Europeans were strongly prejudiced against blacks be-
fore the beginning of the slave trade and that color-coded
racism preceded enslavement. The one place where one can
perhaps find an anticipation of antiblack racism in the late
Middle Ages is in fourteenth- and early-fifteenth-century
Iberia. Here the association of blackness with slavery was
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apparently already being made. According to historian
James H. Sweet, it was during the period when Christians
and Muslims coexisted in Iberia that the former learned
from the latter to identify blackness with servitude.23

Historians Bernard Lewis and William McKee Evans
have presented much evidence to support the view that the
Islamic world preceded the Christian in representing sub-
Saharan Africans as descendants of Ham, who were cursed
and condemned to perpetual bondage because of their an-
cestor’s mistreatment of his father, Noah, as described in
an obscure passage in Genesis.24 Although medieval Arabs
and Moors had white slaves as well as black and thus did
not practice the purely racial slavery that Europeans carried
to the New World in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, they generally assigned blacks the most menial and
degrading tasks. In southern Iberia the most conspicuous
slaves of light-skinned or tawny Moorish masters were
black Africans, and it was natural for Christians, as well as
Muslims, to begin to associate sub-Saharan African ances-
try with lifetime servitude. When Portuguese navigators
acquired slaves of their own as a result of their voyages
along the Guinea Coast in the mid- to late fifteenth century
and offered them for sale in the port cities of Christian Ibe-
ria, the identification of black skins with servile status was
complete. Hence even before the discovery of America,
some Iberian Christians were more likely to conceive of
blacks as destined by God to be “hewers of wood and carri-
ers of water” than to view them as exemplars of the Chris-
tian virtues.25

The fact that Europeans were ceasing to enslave other
Europeans at the time when African slaves became sud-
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denly and readily available was at the root of white suprem-
acist attitudes and policies; although, for reasons that re-
main to be explored, it took a considerable time for
antiblack racism to crystallize into a fully elaborated ideol-
ogy. Once maritime contacts were established with West
Africa, the acquisition of slaves was relatively easy. Slavery
and trading in slaves were well developed in West Africa
before the arrival of the Portuguese. As John Thornton has
shown, productive and remunerative economic activity in
precolonial Africa depended heavily on slavery. Property in
land was not recognized in custom or law, but the owner-
ship of people’s labor was. Slavery in Africa may have been
very different in practice from what developed on the plan-
tations of the New World, but the principle that human
beings could be owned as instruments of production was
well established. Consequently Europeans did not generally
have to capture their own slaves; African rulers and slave
merchants were happy to do it for them.26

The practice of holding whites as slaves had been in
gradual decline in Europe since the early Middle Ages,
when the custom of ransoming or exchanging prisoners of
war began to replace the practice of enslavement. Further-
more, it had come to seem wrong to enslave other Chris-
tians, although heathens remained fair game. Africans were
not only available for purchase, but they were non-Chris-
tians. Hence the temptation to acquire them and to treat
them as unfree was a powerful one. It could even be ration-
alized as a missionary project: their souls might be saved
through contact with believers. Initially skin color probably
had relatively little to do with it, except as a means of identi-
fication or possibly as an indication of radical Otherness
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that made it psychologically easier to treat them with the
brutality that the slave trade often necessitated.27 The con-
versions of the last pagan Slavs of eastern Europe and Rus-
sia meant that there were virtually no European popula-
tions available for enslavement under the religious
sanction. If there had been, would they have toiled along-
side Africans on New World plantations? Quite possibly, but
of course it is impossible to prove a counterfactual. What
seems clear, however, is that the initial purchase and trans-
port of African slaves by Europeans could easily be justified
in terms of religious and legal status without recourse to
an explicit racism.

Closer to modern racism, arguably its first real anticipa-
tion, was the treatment of Jewish converts to Christianity
in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Spain. Conversos were
identified and discriminated against because of the belief
held by some Christians that the impurity of their blood
made them incapable of experiencing a true conversion. In
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Spain was, by medi-
eval standards, a tolerant plural society in which Christians,
Muslims, and Jews coexisted in relative harmony under
Christian monarchs who accorded a substantial degree of
self-government to each religious community.28 But in the
late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries an intensifica-
tion of the conflict with the Moors heightened religious
zeal and engendered an increase in discrimination against
Muslims and Jews. For Jews the growing intolerance turned
violent in 1391, when a wave of pogroms swept through
the kingdoms of Castille and Aragon. As in earlier pogroms
in northern Europe, Jews were given the choice of conver-
sion or death, but unlike the Jews of the Rhineland at the
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time of the Black Death in the mid–fourteenth century, a
large proportion of the persecuted Spanish Jews chose to
convert rather than become martyrs to their faith.29

In 1412, discriminatory legislation created another
mass of converts. Finally, when Jews as such were expelled
from Spain in 1492, many chose baptism as an alternative
to expatriation. Consequently Spain’s population in the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries included a group unique in
Europe composed of hundreds of thousands, possibly about
half a million formerly Jewish “New Christians” or conver-
sos. The sheer numbers of converts made traditional forms
of assimilation more difficult. Rather than absorption of
small numbers of individuals or families into Christian soci-
ety, it was now a question of the incorporation of what
amounted to a substantial ethnic group that, despite its
change of religious affiliation, retained elements of cultural
distinctiveness.30

Historians of Jews and Judaism disagree on the extent
to which these conversions created believing Christians or
secret Jews. There is no doubt, however, that the Inquisition
proceeded from the assumption that Jewish ancestry per se
justified the suspicion of covert “judaizing.” Both doctrinal
heresy and enmity toward Christians came to be seen as
the likely, even inevitable, consequence of having Jewish
“blood.”31 The dominant view of recent historians is that,
after the first generation at least, most of those with Jewish
ancestry who remained in Spain became believing Catho-
lics. In many cases, intermarriage with Christians dimin-
ished the salience of Jewish descent. Yet under the doctrine
of limpieza de sangre (purity of blood), they could still be-
came victims of a form of discrimination that appears to
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have been more racial than religious. In 1449, a rebellion
in Toledo resulted in violence against the conversos who
were in the royal service, and their exclusion from public
office in the city. In the century that followed, a number
of institutions and local governments enacted blood purity
laws, and in 1547 the archbishop of Toledo applied this ex-
clusionary principle to all the church bodies under his juris-
diction. Soon certificates of pure blood were required for
admission into many ecclesiastical or secular organizations
and orders. It is also highly significant that from the very
beginning of the settlement of the Americas, only those
thought to be of pure Christian ancestry were permitted to
join the ranks of the conquistadores and missionaries.32

To the extent that it was enforced, the Spanish doctrine
of purity of blood was undoubtedly racist. It represented
the stigmatization of an entire ethnic group on the basis of
deficiencies that allegedly could not be eradicated by con-
version or assimilation. Inherited social status was nothing
new; the concept of “noble blood” had long meant that the
offspring of certain families were born with a claim to high
status. But when the status of large numbers of people was
depressed purely and simply because of their derivation
from a denigrated ethnos, a line had been crossed that gave
“race” a new and more comprehensive significance. Ac-
cording to Léon Poliakov, the French historian of antisemi-
tism, the Spanish attitude toward the conversos that devel-
oped in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries implied that
“Jews were evil by nature and not only because of their
beliefs.” Thus, he contends, “sectarian hatred” became “ra-
cial hatred.”33 But B. Netanyahu’s claim that limpieza de san-
gre anticipated the Nazi attitude toward the Jews overstates
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the case. In the first place, the doctrine was applied un-
evenly and enforcement was irregular. Many offices and
opportunities remained open to those with Jewish ancestry.
The nobility itself was never purged of those with New
Christian antecedents. When certificates of pure blood
were required, they could sometimes be purchased, just as
in the Spanish colonies in the Americas, with their system
of castas based on color, certificates of whiteness could be
bought by those of Spanish culture but of part-Indian ances-
try who could afford to pay the bribe. Nevertheless, until
the nineteenth century it was a definite disadvantage and a
possible cause of discrimination to be of part-Jewish ances-
try in Spain. It was a skeleton in the family closet that could
be rattled by one’s rivals or enemies.34

The fate of the Moriscos—those Muslims who were
forced to accept Christianity after the completion of the
Reconquista in 1492—was in some respects worse than that
of the conversos. An assault on all aspects of Moorish culture
followed the proscription of the Muslim religion and pro-
voked a rebellion in 1568, which was brutally suppressed.
In 1609–1614, the entire Morisco population, numbering
perhaps a third of a million, was driven out of the country,
never to return. But it is more difficult than in the case of
the conversos to distinguish between racism and ethnocen-
trism or “culturalism.” More than the Jewish converts and
their descendants, the formerly Muslim new Christians
lived in separate communities and adhered as much as pos-
sible to their traditional culture, including their religion.
Ex-Jews tended to be city dwellers, and many belonged to
the middle or professional classes. A substantial proportion
of them retained a pride in their Jewish ancestry and contin-
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ued to follow some Jewish customs, like refraining from
the eating of pork. An indeterminate number, after going
to Mass, secretly worshiped the Jehovah of the Old Testa-
ment at home. But it was to their advantage to conform at
least outwardly to what was expected of them as Christian
converts. The Moriscos, on the other hand, were mostly
peasants and artisans who lived in their own villages or
quarters. Because many of them resisted even the appear-
ance of assimilation, it would be easier to characterize the
feeling against them as based more on cultural than on
racial difference. But it remains true that limpieza de sangre
proscribed Moorish as well as Jewish ancestry, and that to
be truly Spanish in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
one had to claim to be of pure Christian descent.35

At the time that Spanish society was being purged of
Jews, Moors, and many of their genuinely or nominally
converted descendants, Spain was colonizing the New
World and encountering another kind of difference. Unlike
the Jews and the Moors, adherents to the great religions
that challenged Christianity in the Old World, the indige-
nous inhabitants of the Americas represented either primal
innocence or subhumanity. In the great debate that ensued
on which was the case, two traditions of thought about
difference influenced European—and, more specifically,
Spanish—thinking about the Indians of the New World.
One was the medieval belief that “monstrous races” or sub-
human “wild men” inhabited the fringes of the known
world. Some early explorers brought back tales suggesting
that the Indians were such creatures.36 The other relevant
tradition or precedent, at least for the Spanish, was the con-
quest and colonization of the Canary Islands. The native
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Canarians, thought now to have been of pre-Islamic North
African or Berber stock, were at first regarded as “wild
men” and enslaved. But the church protested that reducing
such “innocent” pagans to servitude hindered their conver-
sion, and the surviving indigenes were eventually freed,
converted, and successfully assimilated through intermar-
riage into the Spanish settler population.37

It is significant that when Columbus recorded his first
encounter with Native Americans, he described them as
being similar in color to the Canary Islanders. He also man-
ifested the bifurcated image that would characterize Euro-
pean perceptions of Indians for centuries to come. Those
Indians who greeted him with apparent friendliness were
viewed as simple children of nature who would be receptive
to tutelage in civilization and Christianity. But the hostile
Indians from islands other than the ones on which Colum-
bus first landed were written off as “cannibals” who must
be subdued by force or exterminated. Thus was born the
dichotomy of the Indian as either a noble savage who could
be civilized or a wild beast who could at best be tamed and
at worst should be exterminated.38

The great debate between Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda and
Bartolomé de Las Casas that took place in Valladolid in
1550 might be viewed as a dispute over which of Colum-
bus’s initial impressions was the more accurate and gener-
alizable. The critical question was whether Indians pos-
sessed reason, which was taken as the essential indicator of
whether they should be accorded full human status. Se-
púlveda, applying Aristotle’s conception of “natural slav-
ery” to all native Americans, argued in effect that Indians
were nonrational beings who could be made useful to the
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Spaniards and amenable to Christianity only by the applica-
tion of force—in other words, by being enslaved. They
were, he said in a classic statement of sixteenth-century
racism, “barbarous and inhuman peoples abhorring all civil
life, customs and virtue.”39 Las Casas, who had personally
observed the suffering and high mortality that had resulted
from Indian forced labor in the Antilles, contended that
Indians possessed reason and a capacity for civil life. They
therefore could be converted to Christianity and made use-
ful subjects of the Spanish crown through peaceful persua-
sion. Las Casas operated on the general principle that “[a]ll
the races of the world are men, and the definition of all
men, and of each of them, is only one, and that is reason.”40

He did not, however, object to the importation of enslaved
Africans to do the work on the plantations and in the mines
that was proving so lethal to the Indians.41

Las Casas spoke for what became official Spanish policy
because his views were in conformity with those of the
Catholic Church and the Spanish monarchy. Sepúlveda ig-
nored the crucial distinction between pagans who had
never heard the word of Christ, and infidels, like Jews and
Muslims, who had been exposed to the gospel and had re-
jected it. The former, like the Canary Islanders and the
American Indians, could be brought to Christ through an
appeal to their innate rational faculties. Even if, as was com-
monly believed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
American Indians were descended from the lost tribes of
Israel, they were not burdened with the hereditary guilt of
Old World Jews; for they had been “lost” before the coming
of Christ and thus had not rejected him or been implicated
in the Crucifixion. Only the infidels—Jews and Muslims—
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had to be subjugated by force because of the evil in their
hearts. But what then was the justification for enslaving
Africans who were also pagans rather than infidels? The
Spanish authorization of black slavery proceeded primarily
from the differing legal status of conquered peoples and
those obtained as merchandise from areas outside of Span-
ish jurisdiction.42

More averse to making slaves than to buying them,
Spain and subsequent European colonizers either discour-
aged enslavement of indigenous peoples, as did the Dutch
and the French (who saw it as an obstacle to trade as well
as an unseemly business), or phased it out in a relatively
short time, as did the English in North America. Often per-
mitted, however, were forms of forced labor that did not
constitute slavery in the strict sense but came close to it,
such as the Spanish system of encomienda—the granting to
a Spaniard of the right to conscript the labor of an Indian
community—and the Dutch misapplication of the legal sta-
tus of “apprenticeship” to force the Khoikhoi or “Hotten-
tots” of the Cape of Good Hope into pastoral serfdom dur-
ing the eighteenth century.

If religion rather than race justified African slavery in
the beginning, how can we account for the apparent reluc-
tance of Europeans to enslave pagan populations within
areas that they were in the process of colonizing? In the first
place, as the Spanish case makes especially clear, enslav-
ability depended, at least in theory, on its relationship to
the missionary enterprise. The only way to save West Afri-
can souls, it was argued, was to enslave them, but this was
not true of conquered indigenes. However, awareness of
the West African’s unusually dark pigmentation (even when
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compared with that of the Khoikhoi of southern Africa,
who were usually described as being yellow or tan) soon
became part of the equation. Before the discovery of
America, it was commonly believed that what struck Euro-
peans as the African’s extraordinary color was the direct
effect of a tropical or equatorial environment. But when it
became clear that the natives of Brazil who lived in a cli-
mate similar to that of West Africa had tawny rather than
black skins, questions were raised about the origins of Afri-
can pigmentation. These sometimes led to speculation that
the blackness of Africans was permanent, either from some
physiological cause or as a result of the biblical Curse of
Ham or Canaan. Those Europeans who wondered why
blacks, alone of the “innocent” pagans encountered in the
course of Europe’s expansion, could be held in slavery with-
out qualms (and who were not taken in by missionary ratio-
nale) were tempted to see blackness as a curse signifying
that Africans were designated by God himself to be a race
of slaves.43

It is paradoxical to find that Spain and Portugal were
in the forefront of European racism or protoracism in their
discrimination against converted Jews and Muslims, but
that the Iberian colonies manifested a greater acceptance
of intermarriage and more fluidity of racial categories and
identities than the colonies of other European nations. The
failure of Spanish and Portuguese women to emigrate to
the New World in substantial numbers was of course a
major precondition for the intermixture that took place.
Indians were brutally exploited by the possessors of encomi-
enda and the proprietors of silver mines and haciendas, but
the purity-of-blood doctrine was never systematically ap-
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plied to those with part-Indian or even African ancestry. An
attempt to order society on the basis of castas defined in
terms of color and ethnicity eventually broke down because
the extent and variety of mestizaje (interracial marriage and
concubinage) created such an abundance of types that the
system collapsed into the three basic categories of white,
mestizo, and Indian. Those categories lacked the rigidity of
true racial divisions, because aspirants to higher status who
possessed certain cultural and economic qualifications
could often transcend them.44

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spain is critical to
the history of Western racism because its attitudes and
practices served as a kind of segue between the religious
intolerance of the Middle Ages and the naturalistic racism
of the modern era. The idiom remained religious, and what
was inherited through the “blood” was a propensity to her-
esy or unbelief rather than intellectual or emotional inferi-
ority. Innocent “savages” who embraced Spanish civiliza-
tion and Catholicism did not carry impure blood.
Discrimination against Indians persisted after they were
baptized, but it was based on culture more than ancestry.
Mestizos who had adopted Spanish ways could be admitted
to religious orders that excluded Jewish conversos. The prob-
lem that was created for the Spanish by Jews and Moors
was that their conversion (especially if forced, as it normally
was) did not necessarily induce them to sacrifice their eth-
nic identity or pride in their ancestry. Such ethnic differ-
ence, even if accompanied by a sincere profession of Chris-
tian faith, became intolerable in peninsular Spain, if not to
the same extent in the colonies, at a time when a strong
national identity was being formed. As Hispanidad was
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being constructed in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,
limpieza de sangre was a way of excluding those who did
not meet the requirements for a new and more exacting
conception of what it meant to be Spanish. The context
was the Reconquista, a heightened emphasis on Spain as the
champion of the True Church, and the growth of an empire
that would serve as an arena to demonstrate Spanish hero-
ism and piety.45

One might be tempted to draw a parallel with the rela-
tion of German national identity to racial antisemitism in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but such an anal-
ogy should not be pressed too far. One factor that makes
the Iberian case different is the role that religion played.
National identity and a universalistic religious commitment
were made synonymous, and national unfitness was de-
fined as an inherited inability to believe in the One True
Faith as defined by the Inquisition. What we have here,
therefore, is a quasi-racialized religious nationalism and not
a fully racialized secular nationalism of the kind that arose
in Germany. (It would take the Enlightenment and reac-
tions against it to make this possible.) The more benevolent
official attitude that the Spanish adopted in regard to the
Indians was consistent with a belief that Jewish or Muslim
infidelity did not taint the blood of the American natives.46

Nevertheless, Indians and Mestizos were not purely
Spanish, and the attitude of Las Casas and the church did
not prevent conquistadores and colonists from treating them
on many occasions as if they were subhuman. Although it
was a propagandistic exaggeration, the “black legend” of
Spanish cruelty toward the Indians propagated by the En-
glish had more than a grain of truth in it. One way to un-
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derstand the gap between religious doctrine and social prac-
tice is to explore the effect of limpieza de sangre on ordinary
Spaniards who could claim pure Christian descent. In Spain
itself, travelers were astounded to find peasants and artisans
claiming to be of noble blood because they had no Jewish
or Moorish ancestry. Sancho Panzo in Don Quixote declared
himself to be “of good birth and at least an old Christian.”
It was in Spain that a widely shared pride in origin first
became the basis for a kind of Herrenvolk egalitarianism.47

This “caballero complex” was carried to America in slightly
modified form, where it survived into the early nineteenth
century. “In Spain it is a kind of title of nobility not to de-
scend from Jews or Moors,” wrote Alexander von Hum-
boldt. “In America, the skin, more or less white, is what
dictates the class that an individual occupies in society. A
white, even if he rides barefoot on horseback, considers him-
self to be a member of the nobility of the country.”48

The growth of a religious racism or a racialized religi-
osity can also be found in sixteenth- and seventeenth-cen-
tury views of Africans. As was suggested previously, a
purely religious difference could justify slavery. It could not,
however, readily legitimize the retention of blacks in slav-
ery after they had been baptized. The presumption of
“Christian freedom” was of particular importance to Prot-
estants, because membership in a Protestant church created
a sense of religious status that was normally higher and
more demanding than permission to attend Mass in a Cath-
olic parish.49 In 1618 the Dutch Calvinist Synod of Dort
forbade the sale of Christian slaves and declared that they
“ought to enjoy equal right of liberty with other Chris-
tians.” But, despite this language, it did not actually require
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their manumission.50 In the slave colonies established by the
Dutch and English in the seventeenth century, relatively
little mission work was carried out among the slaves be-
cause of the masters’ expectation that baptism would give
them a claim to freedom.

One possible rationale for holding Africans in servitude
regardless of their religious status was the myth of the
Curse of Ham or Canaan based on a mysterious passage in
the book of Genesis. Ham drew the wrath of God because
he viewed his father, Noah, in a naked and apparently in-
ebriated state and mocked him. For this transgression, his
son Canaan and all Canaan’s descendants were condemned
to be “servants unto servants.” The value of this legend to
the ancient Hebrews was that it justified their conquest and
subjugation of the Canaanites. But among medieval Arabs
importing slaves from East Africa to the Middle East, the
emphasis shifted from Canaan to Ham, widely believed to
be the ancestor of all Africans, and the physical result of
the curse became a blackening of the skin.51 Medieval Euro-
peans had very confused conceptions of who the accursed
really were. Notions of geography before the fifteenth cen-
tury were so uncertain that a clear sense of distinct conti-
nents to which racial types could be assigned was lacking.
The curse was variously applied, sometimes to people who
would later be considered Asians, like the Tartars or the
inhabitants of India. It was also used during the medieval
period to explain why some Europeans were the hereditary
slaves or serfs of other Europeans.52 Only in the mid–fif-
teenth century, with the Portuguese explorations of West
Africa, was serious attention drawn to the possibility that
the curse explained black slavery. The earliest description
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of the Portuguese discovery of Guinea referred to a biblical
curse but confused Ham with Cain.53

The first known invocation of the curse in English writ-
ing was in George Best’s 1578 account of Martin Frobisher’s
voyage in search of the Northwest Passage. As Benjamin
Braude has revealed, Best felt impelled, as a promoter of
far-flung imperialist adventures, to refute climatic or envi-
ronmental theories of physical differentiation among
human beings. He worried about the tendency of such the-
ories to discourage English or European expansion into the
torrid or frigid parts of the earth. Would Europeans freeze,
turn black, or become antipodal monsters if they wandered
too far from home? Not, Best replied, if racial type was
immune to the effects of the physical environment—if, in
other words, racial identities were fixed for all time by di-
vine decree, as in the understanding of the Curse of Ham
that consigned blacks to perpetual slavery.54

Between the sixteenth century and the nineteenth,
slave traders and those who purchased their merchandise
referred frequently, if casually and inconsistently, to the
curse as an explanation of why all their slaves happened to
be black or African. For many of them, the curse may have
helped rationalize holding black Christians in bondage. It
undoubtedly helped to inhibit condemnations of black slav-
ery as contrary to Holy Writ. But why was it that baptism
did not lift the curse? Jews had also been cursed—for their
alleged role in the Crucifixion—but it remained the official
view of the Catholic Church that conversion meant the re-
mission of this ancestral sin—although, as we have seen,
many ordinary European Catholics believed that the curse
had entered the blood. (Spanish bishops condoned discrimi-
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nation against conversos, but only on the assumption that
many New Christians were really secret Jews and thus not
true converts. They never denied that an authentic Jewish
conversion was possible, if unlikely.) To a considerable ex-
tent, the irreversible Curse of Ham, like the literal demon-
ization of the Jews, operated on the level of popular belief
and mythology rather than as formal ideology. In fact it
was refuted by learned authorities, who merely had to note
that the curse fell on Canaan specifically and not on his
brother Cush, who, according to the standard biblical exe-
gesis of sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was the actual
progenitor of the African race. Justifications of black servi-
tude as a divinely ordained punishment for the descendants
of Ham or Canaan were rare or inconspicuous in the trea-
tises and pamphlets concerning slavery that appeared be-
fore the nineteenth century. Some proslavery polemicists in
the antebellum United States (those who rejected scientific
racism on religious grounds) were the first to make sus-
tained and elaborate use of the Hamitic legend to show
that racial slavery was divinely sanctioned.55

The lack of a serious attack on slavery before the mid–
eighteenth century made a fully developed ideological de-
fense unnecessary, but it did not prevent the growth of pop-
ular attitudes and beliefs that stigmatized black people as
servile and inferior. In late-seventeenth-century Virginia a
series of laws made it clear that conversion did not entail
freedom. This legislation had the effect of changing the
rationale for slavery from heathenism to heathen ancestry
and thus served an implicitly racist function similar to that
of limpieza de sangre. To the extent that Protestants believed,
as many did by the mid– to late seventeenth century, that
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a person of faith should be the slave of no one but God
himself, the chattel servitude of a genuine believer could
be troubling. To maintain that the state of the soul had no
necessary effect on earthly status was an ancient Christian
doctrine, but it was losing its force in the face of the Puritan
revolution and the rise of radical Protestant sects such as
the Quakers and the Anabaptists. In this more egalitarian
climate of religious opinion, making a heathen background
the legal basis for slavery was another way of asserting in-
nate difference and thus resisting the homogenizing effect
of baptism. As in the case of antisemitism a conflation of
religion and race in the popular mind would prepare the
ground for the more explicit and autonomous racism that
would emerge in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.56

One can therefore trace the origins of the two main
forms of modern racism—the color-coded white suprema-
cist variety and the essentialist version of antisemitism—to
the late medieval and early modern periods. Since the
idiom of this period was primarily religious rather than nat-
uralistic or scientific, it could only be through some special
act of God that some peoples could have been consigned
to pariah status or slavery. But any such invocation of what
might be called supernaturalist racism came into conflict
with the main thrust of Christianity—the salvation of the
entire human race, which, according to the New Testa-
ment, was of “one blood.” It was because he argued from
this perspective that Las Casas was more persuasive than
Sepúlveda. On a popular level the great curses served to
make it easier for Christians to treat other human beings
as less than human. Europeans might seek to affirm their
status and self-worth through the allegation that the blood
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in their veins was superior to that of people descended from
Jews, or because the color of their skin made them the
natural masters of Africans. And they could find passages
of the Bible that seemed to confirm their prejudices. But to
achieve its full potential as an ideology, racism had to be
emancipated from Christian universalism. To become the
ideological basis of a social order, it also had to be clearly
disassociated from traditionalist conceptions of social hier-
archy. In a society in which inequality based on birth was
the norm for everyone from king down to peasant, ethnic
slavery and ghettoization were special cases of a general
pattern—very special in some ways—but still not radical
exceptions to the hierarchical premise. Paradoxical as it
may seem, the rejection of hierarchy as the governing prin-
ciple of social and political organization, and its replace-
ment by the aspiration for equality in this world as well as
in the eyes of God, had to occur before racism could come
to full flower.
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When Europeans of the late medieval and early
modern periods invoked the will of God to
support the view that differences between

Christians and Jews or between Europeans and Africans
were ineradicable, they were embracing a racist doctrine.
The curses on Jews for the killing of Christ and on blacks
for the sins of Ham could serve as supernaturalist equiva-
lents of biological determinism for those seeking to deny
humanity to a stigmatized group. But the highest religious
and temporal authorities generally avoided sanctioning this
form of ethnic predestination. Because of their deviation
from Christian universalism, these notions lacked the sys-
tematic exposition and promulgation that would give them
substantial ideological authority. As a set of folk beliefs or
popular myths they could create distance enough to dull
the sensibilities of slave traders or enflame the passions of
mobs bent on killing Jews. But the churches, for the most
part, persisted in affirming that Jews and blacks had souls
to be saved and were thus the legitimate targets of evangeli-
zation. Furthermore, it was not clear that blacks were
cursed at all, since the divine malediction in Genesis fell on
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Canaan rather than his brother Cush, generally thought to
be the ancestor of Africans.

The orthodox Christian belief in the unity of mankind,
based on the Bible’s account of Adam and Eve as the pro-
genitors of all humans, was a powerful obstacle to the de-
velopment of a coherent and persuasive ideological racism.
During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a few ven-
turous free spirits like Giordano Bruno and Christopher
Marlowe included among their heretical speculations the
theory that mankind had three ancestors, and that Adam
was the forefather of the Jews only. In 1655 the Frenchman
Isaac de la Peyrère, a Protestant of Jewish descent, provided
the first full exposition of the theory that Adam was not
the first man but only the first Jew. The theory of polygene-
sis, or multiple human origins, challenged the orthodox
doctrine of a single creation and “one blood” for all of hu-
manity and could be applied in an extremely racist fashion.
If Adam and Eve were to be thought of as simply white
rather than specifically Jewish, and if the pre-Adamites were
considered black and inferior (somewhere between the de-
scendants of Adam and the beasts of the field created ear-
lier), Africans could be even more effectively dehumanized
than through the invocation of the Hamitic curse. Such
doctrines might find some oblique support in Scripture
(whence, for example, came the people in the Land of Nod
among whom Cain found a wife?), but they remained diffi-
cult to reconcile with the orthodox reading of the book of
Genesis. The theory of polygenesis would thrive only when
the power of biblical literalism declined.1

The modern concept of races as basic human types
classified by physical characteristics (primarily skin color)
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was not invented until the eighteenth century. The term
for “race” in Western European languages did have relevant
antecedent meanings associated with animal husbandry
and aristocratic lineages. The recognition of superior
breeds of horses and dogs obviously foreshadowed the bio-
logical ranking of human beings with differing physical
traits. Heredity was commonly associated with blood, and
titled families were thought to manifest their royal or noble
blood through recurring somatic characteristics. In 1611 a
Spanish dictionary included among the definitions of raza
an honorific use—“a caste or quality of authentic horses”—
and a pejorative one, as referring to a lineage that included
Jewish or Moorish ancestors. The “blood libels” against
Jews that began in the Middle Ages were rooted in a belief
that blood could convey sacred or magical properties. The
notion, implicit in these accusations, that Christian blood
differed from Jewish was clearly affirmed in the sixteenth-
century Spanish conception of limpieza de sangre. But the
fact that different varieties of animals of the same species
could interbreed, as could all humans, meant that such pre-
modern hereditarianism did not threaten the orthodox be-
lief in the essential unity of humankind. In the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries and beyond, the term “race” or
its equivalent was also frequently used to refer to nations
or peoples—as in “the English race” or “the French race.”
Whenever and wherever it was used, however, the term
implied that “races” had stable and presumably unchange-
able characteristics.2

The notion that there was a single pan-European or
“white” race was slow to develop and did not crystallize
until the eighteenth century. Direct encounters with Afri-
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cans had of course made Europeans aware of their own
light pigmentation, but in other contexts whiteness, as op-
posed to national and religious affiliations, was not a con-
scious identity or seen as a source of specific inherited traits.
At a time when social inequality based on birth was the
general rule among Europeans themselves, color-coded
racism had little scope for autonomous development. In
the New World, where European pigmentation could be
readily compared to that of black slaves or copper-toned
Indians, color soon became one—but only one—of several
salient identities. In the North American colonies, ac-
cording to Winthrop Jordan, “the terms Christian, free, En-
glish, and white were for many years employed indiscrimi-
nately as metonyms.”3

By the early seventeenth century you had to be black
to be a slave in the American colonies, but it was legal
and religious status rather than physical type that actually
determined who was in bondage and who was not. In every
New World slave society, some proportion of the popula-
tion of African descent was acknowledged to be free or
semifree. In early- to mid-seventeenth-century Virginia, for
example, blacks might be slaves, indentured servants, or
freemen, depending on the circumstances of their arrival in
the colony and, in some cases, on whether or not they were
Christians. Blacks frequently sued for their freedom on the
grounds that they had been wrongly enslaved.4 Slaves on
plantations might be treated as grossly inferior to their mas-
ters, but white indentured servants were not treated much
differently, at least on a day-to-day basis. When they bar-
gained for cargoes on the Guinea Coast of Africa, Europe-
ans were forced to treat the indigenous rulers or entrepre-

54



neurs with whom they dealt as equals. The black servants
who were imported into England and France during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were automatically at
the bottom of society, but they were not a separate caste
below the white lower class. Intermarriage among white
and black servants occurred in both countries. In Britain it
was more or less taken for granted, but in France it became
a matter of official concern and led to restrictions on the
bringing of black slaves back from the colonies to serve in
French households. (In 1778 the French government en-
acted a formal ban on intermarriage, but the law was not
enforced.)5

In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the
status of Jews in Europe improved somewhat (their read-
mission to England and France was perhaps the strongest
indication of this relative tolerance), although religiously
based antisemitism remained endemic. The entrepreneur-
ial Jews of central Europe were able to widen their eco-
nomic opportunities by shifting from moneylending to gen-
eral commerce. A fortunate few acquired great wealth and
influence as “Court Jews”—financial advisers and money-
raisers for the Hapsburg emperor and for the lesser rulers
and bishops of the German-speaking principalities. “The
most conspicuous characteristic of the economic life of
Jews in the period,” according to David Sorkin, “was . . .
the incidence of destitution at one extreme and the accu-
mulation of great wealth at the other.”6 The impoverished
greatly outnumbered the wealthy. “Up to the end of the
eighteenth century,” writes Peter Pulzer, “the great major-
ity of Jews of the German states lived lives that were mar-
ginal to the economy and the rest of society, engaged in

55



T W O The Rise of Modern Racism(s)

peddling or begging at a near destitution level. Above them
was a smaller middle stratum of small-scale merchants, cat-
tle-dealers, tavern-keepers, rabbis, teachers, and doc-
tors. . . .”7 Because of the marginal and relatively fixed posi-
tion of western and central European Jewry, a “Jewish
question” had not yet emerged, and outbreaks of virulent
and aggressive antisemitism, such as pogroms and accusa-
tions of ritual murder, were fairly rare. There was as yet no
clear conception of a Jewish race with innate characteristics
that made them a despised and eternal Other for non-Jew-
ish Europeans.

The scientific thought of the Enlightenment was a pre-
condition for the growth of a modern racism based on
physical typology. In 1735, the great Swedish naturalist Carl
Linnaeus included humans as a species within the primate
genus and then attempted to divide that species into varie-
ties. This early stab at the scientific classification of human
types included some mythical and “monstrous” creatures;
but the durable heart of the schema was the differentiation
Linnaeus made among Europeans, American Indians,
Asians, and Africans. Although he did not explicitly rank
them, Linnaeus’s descriptions of the races clearly indicated
his preferences. Europeans he described as “acute, inven-
tive. . . . Governed by laws.” Blacks, on the other hand, were
“crafty, indolent, negligent. . . . Governed by caprice.”8

The most authoritative classification of the races pro-
duced by the Enlightenment was Johann Friedrich Blumen-
bach’sOn the Natural Varieties of Mankind, published in 1776.
Rightly deemed the father of physical anthropology, Blu-
menbach had no doubt that all humans belonged to a single
species and that they had a common remote ancestry. He
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also recognized that his categories were abstractions or
ideal types rather than discrete units. “Innumerable varieties
of mankind run into each other by insensible degrees,” he wrote.
His fivefold division into Caucasians, Mongolians, Ethiopi-
ans, Americans, and Malays was a reasonable deduction
from what was then known about the dominant physical
types on each of the continents or regions of the known
world, and his description of each race stressed purely so-
matic characteristics rather than intellectual or moral traits.
He went out of his way to refute the common claim that
Africans were “nearer the apes than other men.” But as a
white European he could not escape ethnocentric bias. He
was the first to trace the white race to the Caucasus, and
he did so because of the reputed beauty of its inhabitants.
He then went on to hypothesize that those he dubbed
“Caucasians” were the original human race from which the
others had diverged or degenerated. They were, he af-
firmed, “the most handsome and becoming,” having “the
most beautiful form of the skull.”9

Whatever their intentions, Linnaeus, Blumenbach, and
other eighteenth-century ethnologists opened the way to a
secular or scientific racism by considering human beings
part of the animal kingdom rather than viewing them in
biblical terms as children of God endowed with spiritual
capacities denied to other creatures. Earlier versions of “the
great chain of being” extending from God to the most hum-
ble of his creations had posited an unbridgeable gap be-
tween the human and the nonhuman that was now being
closed.10 The efforts to demote Africans from human to
ape or half-ape status that Blumenbach sought to discredit
revealed how a purely naturalistic chain of being could be
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employed to deny full humanity to non-Caucasians. But as
Blumenbach’s degeneration theory suggested, eighteenth-
century ethnological thinkers did not for the most part
question the notion that humanity had a common origin
and that the variations currently observed must have been
environmentally induced. The comte de Buffon, the great-
est of Enlightenment naturalists, expressed the prevailing
view when he attributed variations in skin color to the ef-
fects of climate in the various regions of the world inhab-
ited by the distinct races. To Buffon, it seemed obvious that
the contrast of black and white pigmentation could be at-
tributed mainly to the differing effects of sun and tempera-
ture in Africa and Europe.11

But an environmental explanation for the variations did
not prevent naturalists like Linnaeus or Buffon from rank-
ing the races. Buffon, for example, assumed that Europeans
were intellectually superior to Africans. He attributed their
greater ingenuity to the difficulty of raising food on barren
soil. The ease with which Africans could provision them-
selves made them “large, plump, and well made but . . .
simple and stupid.”12 Characteristics induced by climate and
customs were not likely to change unless the environment
was radically altered, and no one knew how long it would
take for the effect of a new milieu to reverse the “degenera-
tion” caused by climate or other physical conditions. Some
racial environmentalists in the early American republic
fully expected imported Africans to turn white in the more
temperate climate to which they were now exposed, but
the process seemed to be taking a very long time.13 There
was little doubt among whites on either side of the Atlantic
that Africans were currently less “beautiful” than whites,
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more barbarous in their habits, and probably less intelli-
gent. Hence, for most practical purposes, they were mem-
bers of an inferior race. The possibility of uplifting them
was not foreclosed, but in the meantime there was no rea-
son to think of them as cultural and intellectual equals or
as potential compatriots.

The purely aesthetic aspect of eighteenth-century racial
attitudes deserves more attention than it has received. In
Outline of the History of Humanity, published in 1798, the
German philosopher Christoph Meiners correlated physical
beauty with intelligence in his ranking of human types.
“Fair” people were superior in both respects, while the
“darker, colored peoples,” he deemed both “ugly” and at
best “semi-civilized.”14 In his Notes on Virginia, Thomas Jef-
ferson reflected the most sophisticated European ethnol-
ogy of the day when he made blacks the equal of whites in
their innate moral sense and gave only a tentative endorse-
ment to the popular belief in their intellectual inferiority.
But he had no doubts whatever that they were the uglier
race.15 Both Jefferson and Charles White, a British surgeon
who wrote in 1799 on the differences among men and ani-
mals, were particularly impressed with the fact that only
white women could blush. Furthermore, asked White,
“[w]here, except on the bosom of the European woman,
[shall we find] two such plump and snowy white hemi-
spheres, tipt with vermilion?”16

The neoclassical conceptions of beauty that prevailed
in eighteenth-century Europe and America were based pri-
marily on Greek and Roman statuary. The milky whiteness
of marble and the facial features and bodily form of the
Apollos and Venuses that were coming to light during the
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries created a standard
from which Africans were bound to deviate. The Dutch
sociologist Harry Hoetink has attributed to nations or eth-
nic groups “somatic norm images” or stereotypes of the
beautiful that influence their attitudes toward people they
perceive as physically different from themselves.17 But these
images are themselves cultural constructions that change
over time. Because of the classical revival, Europeans of the
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries valued
extreme paleness, as well as the facial features and phy-
siques thought to have characterized the ancient Greeks
and Romans.

While critical to these aesthetic judgments about
human types, skin color was not the be-all and end-all. The
common admiration for the appearance of North Ameri-
can Indians was based on an appreciation of the physiques
of young warriors. Before they became “redskins” in the
late eighteenth century, their tawny complexions were ei-
ther ignored or attributed to artifice rather than nature.18

On the other hand, the most denigrated of all races encoun-
tered by Europeans before the nineteenth century—the
Khoikhoi or “Hottentots” of southern Africa—were not
black or even dark brown but yellowish tan in pigmenta-
tion. They were viewed as the lowest of the low both be-
cause their nomadic, nonagricultural way of life was con-
sidered highly uncivilized and because in physique and
physiognomy they were perceived as deviating more from
the European somatic norm than did other (and much
darker skinned) Africans.19 What such reactions reveal is
that the predominating belief in the unity of mankind and
in the environmental sources of physical divergences
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among groups of human beings did not preclude an aes-
thetic revulsion against some non-Europeans as ugly, if not
monstrous, in appearance. A heightened emphasis on the
physical, as opposed to the inner or hidden sources of
human character, was also evident in the greater attention
to what was thought to be the “ugliness” of the typical
Jew.20 Aesthetic prejudice may have been more central to
the negative assessments of non-Europeans and Jews in the
eighteenth century than the tentative and ambiguous ver-
dict of science about their intellectual capacities.

Although the racial typologies of the eighteenth cen-
tury established a framework for the full-blown biological
racism of the nineteenth, much of the ethnological thought
of the Enlightenment was without immediate practical ap-
plication. Before the mid–nineteenth century, as Michael
Adas has shown, Europeans did not generally regard their
penetration and dominance of other parts of the globe as
the result of their innate biological superiority. They saw it
rather as the fruit of acquired cultural and technological
advantages. In the specific case of British India, he notes
that British officials remained convinced that their colonial
subjects were capable of being fully civilized long after so-
cial discrimination against Indians and half-castes had devel-
oped in the late eighteenth century. He concludes from
such evidence that “popular racism can arise with little or
no validation from the writing of social theorists and other
intellectuals.”21

The obverse of this proposition is also true, as the case
of Voltaire illustrates. An intellectual can be a theoretical
racist without contributing significantly to the growth of
popular prejudice or actual discrimination. By quoting
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from the scattered references to Jews and blacks in the vast
corpus of his writing, one can easily portray Voltaire as the
first thoroughgoing modern racist. His direct contacts with
blacks were extremely limited, if not nonexistent, but he
may have been inclined toward antisemitism by unpleasant
experiences with Jewish bankers. His main animus, how-
ever, was against Christianity, and he attacked Judaism
mainly because of its links to the New Testament and the
religion that it inspired. Rejecting the orthodox biblical ac-
count of human origins, he contended that the human
races were distinct species that had developed separately
and with permanently unequal capacities. His opinion of
the black or African “species” can only be described as ex-
tremely dismissive and derogatory. His reading of the Old
Testament and his observations of the contemporary de-
scendants of the ancient Hebrews made him thoroughly
unsympathetic, not only to Judaism, but also to Jews. In
fact, he anticipated the secularized racial antisemitism of
the late nineteenth century by implicitly attributing to Jews
a permanent set of undesirable traits. But their defects, in
his view, were the opposite of those that nineteenth-cen-
tury antisemites would ascribe to them. For Voltaire Jews,
past or present, symbolized religious fanaticism and intoler-
ance as opposed to reason. (Romantic nationalists would
later castigate them for their extreme rationalism.) His dis-
belief in the promises of the New Testament denied the
power of conversion and gave Jews no role whatever in the
drama of human redemption or progress.22

On another level, however, his general defense of reli-
gious toleration and civil liberties promised more to Jews
than did the traditional Christian view that they were wit-
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nesses to divine revelation and predestined converts. De-
spite his contempt for blacks, Voltaire was generally critical
of slavery and condemned Christianity for having tolerated
it. His primary enemy was traditional religious and secular
authority, and his ethnological heresies were one small part
of a campaign to attack orthodoxy at any point where it
seemed to conflict with human reason and experience. De-
spite his own prejudices, he contributed to the growth of
an antislavery based on reason rather than revelation and to
ethnic and religious tolerance as a public policy. No thinker
better illustrates the dual character of Enlightenment ratio-
nalism—its simultaneous challenge to hierarchies based on
faith, superstition, and prejudice and the temptation it pre-
sented to create new ones allegedly based on reason, sci-
ence, and history.23

The role of ethnology in the debate over the abolition
of the British slave trade shows that theories denying the
unity of humankind were basically irrelevant to the policy
questions concerning slavery and race that arose at the end
of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nine-
teenth. Edward Long, a militantly proslavery Jamaica
planter, attempted to defend the trade on the grounds that
blacks belonged to a separate and inferior species naturally
endowed with bestial and servile qualities. But most other
proponents of the slave trade shunned his arguments. In-
deed they provided more ammunition for the opponents of
the trade than for its defenders. Abolitionists like William
Wilberforce quoted Long’s strictures on black humanity in
parliamentary speeches to illustrate the callousness, immo-
rality, and religious infidelity that the master-slave relation-
ship engendered.24
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Until the American, French, and Haitian revolutions,
most Jews remained in ghettos and most blacks were on
slave plantations, which meant that a “race question” did
not emerge with great urgency. Strong incentives to elabo-
rate a systematic racist ideology for the purpose of main-
taining domination or inciting persecution did not yet exist.
In the English-speaking world, an evangelical revival that
reemphasized the spirituality of human beings and their
equality under God countered the tendency to deny the
humanity of non-Europeans and Jews.25 The secular En-
lightenment, on the other hand, was a double-edged sword.
Its naturalism made a color-coded racism seemingly based
on science thinkable and thus set the stage for nineteenth-
century biological determinism. But at the same time, it
established in the minds of some a premise of equality in
this world rather than merely in heaven or under God, an
assumption that could call into question the justice and ra-
tionality of black slavery and Jewish ghettoization. The En-
lightenment thus managed to give new salience and po-
tency to the concept of race while at the same time making
it possible to question whether its use as a basis for social
ranking and privilege was just and reasonable.

The age of democratic revolution that dawned in the
last quarter of the eighteenth century brought serious chal-
lenges both to the institution of black slavery and to the
legalized pariah status of European Jews. The doctrine that
“all men are created equal” and endowed with individual
rights derived from nature or reason was difficult to recon-
cile with lifetime servitude and forced ghettoization, unless
blacks and Jews were to be considered less than human. In
the wake of the struggle for independence from England,
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the northern states of the new United States of America
gradually abolished slavery. A combination of the economic
interests involved in the emergence of cotton as a major
export crop and the racial anxieties of whites in areas of
heavy black concentration prevented the South from fol-
lowing suit and set the stage for the great American sec-
tional conflict of the mid–nineteenth century. The separa-
tion of church and state decreed in the United States
Constitution, and eventually in those of all the states,
meant that the few Jews residing in the early American re-
public would suffer less than their coreligionists in the
mother country and other European nations from the per-
sistence of legal and political disabilities.

The French Revolution seemed at first to go even fur-
ther than the American in extending democratic rights to
previously oppressed racial and ethnic groups. In the early
1790s, slavery was abolished throughout the French colo-
nies. The resistance of planters in Saint Domingue to the
decrees of the French National Assembly provoked the
slave revolution that gave birth to the world’s first indepen-
dent black republic. At the same time, the Jews of France
were emancipated from special taxes, restrictions on move-
ment, and political and social segregation, and they were
made citizens of the republic. But Napoleon’s rise to power
and his subsequent creation of an empire saw the reestab-
lishment of slavery in the remaining French colonies and
the passage of new laws discriminating against Jews. Great
Britain, which did not have a democratic revolution but did
have a potent humanitarian movement, moved decisively
against the slave trade in 1807 and became the first Euro-
pean nation to abolish slavery on a permanent basis in 1833.
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In their own gradual and consensual fashion, the British
also moved during the first half of the nineteenth century
to provide legal and political equality for Jews. Britain thus
escaped the full brunt of “the Jewish question” that agitated
the Continent, especially the German states.26

Ethnological discourse in the early to mid–nineteenth
century focused more than before on the question of
whether human beings were “of one blood,” as the New
Testament proclaimed, or three to five separately created
species with greatly differing aptitudes and capacities. Sci-
entific racism of the explicitly or implicitly polygenetic kind
did not take hold in England until after the mid–nineteenth
century, mainly because of the strength of evangelical
Christianity and its commitment to the belief that all
human beings descended from Adam. James Cowles Prich-
ard, the leading British ethnologist of the early nineteenth
century, was a staunch proponent of monogenesis, but he
nevertheless rejected the climatic theory of racial differenti-
ation that had been so favored during the Enlightenment.
He argued instead that changes in the physical and mental
characteristics of the races were by-products of a civilizing
process that Europeans had undergone, but that most dark-
skinned peoples had not.27 While such a theory might not
justify slavery, it was compatible with imperial expansion
based on the belief that Europeans were embarked on a
“civilizing mission.” French ethnology was more open to
polygenesis, and the belief that the color-coded races were
separate and unequal species of the genusHomo gained sub-
stantial credibility between 1800 and 1850.28 On the other
side of the Atlantic, an “American School of Ethnology,”
which came to prominence in the 1840s and 1850s, pro-
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voked resistance from the religiously orthodox by pre-
senting reams of “scientific” evidence to support the propo-
sition that the country’s three main races—whites, blacks,
and American Indians—belonged to separately created and
vastly unequal species.29

In France ethnological discourse was uninhibited by
Protestant evangelicalism and could take a more radical
turn than in Britain or even the United States. Polygenesis,
or more generally the view that the differences that made
the races unequal were of great magnitude and unalterable,
had the support of leading French scientists and intellectu-
als, beginning with Henri de Saint-Simon’s justification of
Napoleon’s reenslavement policy. The revolutionaries had
made a mistake, Saint-Simon wrote a year after the re-
scinding of emancipation, when they “applied the principle
of equality to the Negroes.” If they had asked men of sci-
ence, “they would have learned that the Negro in accor-
dance with his formation, is not susceptible under equal
conditions of education of being raised to the same level of
intelligence as [the] European.”30 A leading French advocate
of polygenesis, who later influenced proslavery writers in
the United States, was Jean-Joseph Virey, whose “scientific”
conclusions about blacks included the assertions that they
copulated with apes in Africa and had brains and blood the
same color as their skin.31 Polygenetic theory dominated
French anthropology right through the second emancipa-
tion of colonial slaves in the 1840s. The proceedings of the
Ethnological Society of Paris for 1841–1847 contain ex-
treme racist statements that aroused little dissent. The aes-
thetic aspect of blacks’ inferiority was not forgotten in the
increased attention to their intellectual shortcomings. Ac-
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cording to Victor Courtet de l’Isle, the races could be mea-
sured through an assessment of how close the faces of each
type approximated the Greek statues of Apollo. There was,
however, something theoretical and unworldly about the
French discussions of black ugliness and stupidity. At times
members of the society advocated, in all seriousness, the
crossbreeding of colonial whites and blacks as a way of im-
proving the latter. Mulattoes, it was asserted, were scarcely
if at all inferior to whites. Nothing could have been more
remote from the phobias that characterized North Ameri-
can attitudes toward the prospect of intermarriage with
people of African ancestry.32

The fact that pre-Darwinian scientific racism flowered
in France and the United States more than in England may
derive to some extent, paradoxical as it may seem, from
the revolutionary legacies of nation-states premised on the
equal rights of all citizens. Egalitarian norms required spe-
cial reasons for exclusion. Simply being a member of the
lower orders would not suffice. Civic nationalist ideology
(operative by virtue of the egalitarian Code Napoléon even
when France was having one of its nineteenth-century im-
perial or monarchical episodes) hindered legal and political
acknowledgment of the hierarchy of classes and orders that
slowed the emergence of mass democracy in Great Britain.
The one exclusionary principle that could be readily ac-
cepted by civic nationalists was biological unfitness for full
citizenship. The precedent of excluding women, children,
and the insane from the electorate and denying them equal-
ity under the law could be applied to racial groups deemed
by science to be incompetent to exercise the rights and priv-
ileges of democratic citizenship. In France, the question
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was theoretical because there were no significant racial mi-
norities. But in the United States, a true “Herrenvolk democ-
racy” emerged during the Jacksonian period, when the
right to vote was extended to all white males and denied
to virtually all blacks, including some who had previously
voted under a franchise restricted to property holders.33

Napoleon’s discriminatory laws of 1808 were only a
temporary setback for French Jews on the path to equal
citizenship. But in the German lands invaded and occupied
by Napoleon, the reaction against everything that the
French Revolution stood for encouraged an exceptionally
hostile attitude toward Jews, not least because one of the
egalitarian reforms forced by Napoleon on defeated or
compliant German principalities was Jewish emancipation.
During the course of the nineteenth century, the Germans,
more than any other western Europeans, repudiated the
civic nationalist ideal inspired by the Enlightenment and
the eighteenth-century revolutions in favor of a concept of
national membership based predominantly on ethnic ori-
gins rather than human rights. Defining themselves cultur-
ally and linguistically rather than in terms of territorially
based rights of citizenship originally served as compensa-
tion for the failure of the German-speaking peoples to unify
politically and become a single nation-state.34 The civic
form of nationalism, in which citizenship is allegedly based
on universal human rights rather than ethnic particularities,
can become extremely oppressive or exclusionary if some
segment of the population is viewed as less than fully
human. If, however, biological racism can be refuted or
discredited, a polity inspired by the ideals of the Enlighten-
ment could become a racially inclusive democracy. Where
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nationality is ethnic, and if ethnicity is thought to derive
from the blood or the genes, those of the wrong ancestry
can never be accepted as sons and daughters of the nation.

The herald of the German reaction against Enlighten-
ment universalism, and the forefather of nineteenth-cen-
tury romantic nationalism, was the philosopher Johann
Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803). Herder was a cultural
pluralist who professed respect for all peoples, including
Africans, explicitly disavowed biological theories of hu-
man variation, and was personally opposed to slavery and
colonialism. But his contention that each ethnic group or
nation possesses a unique and presumably eternal Volksgeist
(or folk soul) laid the foundation for a culture-coded form
of racism. Although he was in many ways a man of the
Enlightenment, Herder substituted a spectrum of incom-
mensurable cultural essences for the dominant eighteenth-
century belief in a universal human nature. Those essences
were manifested above all in language, but also in folk-
lore, poetry, and the arts. To preserve and nourish its Volks-
geist, Herder asserted, a people should remain in one
place reacting poetically to the same physical environment
that had inspired its ancestors. Foreign or cosmopolitan cul-
tural influences were a source of contamination and should
be resisted. Hence an uprooted or displaced people was
both very unfortunate and a problem for those settled peo-
ple among whom they were forced to dwell. Herder re-
garded the Jews of Europe as an Asiatic, desert-dwelling
people, clearly out of their element. Showing that he was
not a strict hereditarian, he expressed the hope that they
could be culturally and politically assimilated, but in the
state that he found them at the turn of the nineteenth
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century, they were “a parasitic growth on the trunk of other
peoples.”35

Herder’s tolerant pluralism—his refusal to associate
cultural difference with inferiority—was not maintained by
the romantic nationalists who came to dominate patriotic
discourse in Germany during and after the Napoleonic in-
vasions. For idealist philosophers and writers like Fichte,
Schlegel, and their successors, Germany stood for the life
of the spirit against the arid rationalism of the French Revo-
lution. It also stood for Christian belief against the infidelity
of the Philosophes. Initially the French themselves were the
main target of the romantic reaction. But the efforts of the
Napoleonic invaders to emancipate the Jews of the German
states they occupied or influenced implicated Jews in the
conspiracy to impose alien, cosmopolitan values on the
Germanic peoples. In Germany, “the Jewish question”
arose initially when the German “nation” was only a cul-
tural and linguistic community and not yet a unified state.
The question of how Jews would fit in when cultural and
linguistic identity became the basis of citizenship, and the
Volksgeist was embodied in a Volksstaat, could be answered
in only one of two ways. Either Jews had to surrender their
Jewishness and become good Germans or there would be
no place for them. At the end of the eighteenth century
and the beginning of the nineteenth, a liberal assimilation-
ist perspective was ascendant in German thought, but be-
neath it lurked a deep intolerance of the Jew who remained
distinctive. In 1793, the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte,
who professed to be advocating that Jews be given “human
rights,” put the choice before them in starkly brutal terms:
“As for giving them [the Jews] civil rights, I see no remedy

71



T W O The Rise of Modern Racism(s)

but that their heads should be cut off in one night and
replaced with others not containing a single Jewish idea.”36

Historian Peter Pulzer has incisively described the essence
of the Jewish question in nineteenth-century Germany:
“Those who governed Germany, and those who strongly
influenced public opinion, could not decide between the
insistence that Jews should assimilate more and the convic-
tion that they were incapable of ever doing so.”37

The growth of a firm conviction on the part of some
Germans that assimilation was impossible was the main-
spring of the antisemitic racism that developed after Ger-
man unification in 1870. Explicit biological racism was not
applied to Jews in Germany until well after it had been
invoked to rationalize white American attitudes toward
blacks. The older tradition of antisemitism, which stressed
cultural differences and, at least in theory, made conversion
to Christianity the miraculous cure for Jewishness, sur-
vived. For a time an expectation of full Jewish inclusion in
German life was reinforced by the liberal conception of
the state as guarantor of individual rights, a viewpoint that
competed with the more mystical and authoritarian con-
ceptions of the state that eventually triumphed. A transi-
tional figure who embraced the coercive, culturally intoler-
ant, and increasingly pessimistic assimilationism that served
as a segue between the old religious intolerance and the
new racism was the famous professor and public intellec-
tual Heinrich von Treitschke. When he wrote in 1879 that
“the Jews are our misfortune,” he was referring mainly to
an influx of culturally alien immigrants from Poland rather
than to the German-born Jews who he thought still might
be turned into good subjects of the Reich.38
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The closest American analogue to this highly qualified
and increasingly tenuous assimilationism might be found
in the characteristic attitude of late-nineteenth-century re-
formers, missionaries, and government officials toward
American Indians. The belief that Indians, unlike blacks,
were capable of being civilized, but only under conditions
that they were likely to resist, gave way around the turn of
the century to a conviction that Indian resistance to white
ways was genetically programmed and could not be over-
come by education and indoctrination.39

The United States had its own variant of romantic na-
tionalism in the early to mid–nineteenth century. There
was no Jewish question, partly because there were relatively
few Jews in the country, but principally because religious
toleration and the separation of church and state barred
official discrimination on the grounds of faith. The status
of blacks as slaves and pariahs highlighted the advantages of
a white racial identity but conveyed little sense of America’s
cultural or ethnic specificity. If the Germans endowed
themselves with a “racial” identity and then excluded oth-
ers from it, Americans tended to racialize others and con-
sider themselves simply human—citizens of the “Universal
Yankee Nation” and beneficiaries of what was promised to
“all men” by the Declaration of Independence.

But during the 1840s the arrival of vast numbers of Irish
immigrants and the war with Mexico under the banner of
Manifest Destiny created a desire for finer distinctions. The
Irish were at least legally white, and so were the “Spanish”
inhabitants of the parts of Mexico coveted and eventually
acquired by the United States. In this context, as Reginald
Horsman has shown, the belief took hold that Americans
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loved liberty and showed an aptitude for self-government,
not so much because these were universal human traits, as
because their Anglo-Saxon ancestors invented democratic
institutions in the forests of Germany, carried them to En-
gland, and then to the United States. Whether such Anglo-
Saxon virtues were inherited in the blood or acquired
through upbringing and education was an issue that was
left unresolved during the antebellum period. Supporters
of the Democratic Party, which appealed to Irish immi-
grants and kept alive the residue of Anglophobia left behind
by two wars with England, preferred to think of a newly
emerging “American race,” which would be a vigorous hy-
brid of all the European immigrant nationalities. But these
same Democrats were likely to be white supremacists who
were horrified at the prospect of any amalgamation of this
emerging white American race with any non-European or
colored races.40

Before the turn of the century, when advocates of re-
stricting immigration from eastern and southern Europe
began to promulgate the idea of northern European racial
superiority, Americans tried to embrace the democratic
universalism of the Enlightenment, while at the same time
being proud bearers of a specific ethnoracial identity that
was sometimes conceived of as Anglo-Saxon, sometimes as
northern European, but most often as simply European or
white.41 The particularistic and universalistic impulses
could be reconciled, at least superficially, if it were under-
stood that the capacity for self-government, and the claim
to equal political and social rights that went with it, came
more naturally to some peoples or “nations” than to others.
Germany by contrast came to embrace an ethnoracial
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particularism that was explicitly anti-Enlightenment and
antimodern, one that affirmed traditional divisions of es-
tate or class among the dominant group but left no place
for Jews as Jews. Nevertheless, a consistently naturalistic or
biological racism was not applied to Jews in Germany until
well after it had been invoked to rationalize white Ameri-
can attitudes toward blacks. Surviving until the end of the
century and beyond was the older tradition of antisemi-
tism, which stressed cultural differences and, at least in
theory, made conversion to Christianity (or at least the re-
nunciation of a Jewish identity) the miraculous cure for pa-
riah status.

Racism is always nationally specific. It invariably be-
comes enmeshed with searches for national identity and
cohesion that vary with the historical experience of each
country. It is therefore expedient to narrow the focus to the
United States and Germany in the period between the mid–
nineteenth century and the early twentieth and attempt a
bilateral comparison of the nexus between emancipa-
tions—of blacks in one case and Jews in the other—and the
crystallization of racist thought and action. To achieve its
full development as what Michael Omi and Howard Wi-
nant call “a social formation,” racism must, in their words,
become a “political project” that “creates or reproduces struc-
tures of domination based on essentialist categories of race.”42

The projects that brought racism to ideological fruition and
gave it the independent capacity to shape the societies and
polities of the United States and Germany in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries were organized efforts
to reverse or limit the emancipation of blacks in the former
country and of Jews in the latter.
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“Emancipation” is the central theme of both black and
Jewish history in the nineteenth century. There were of
course obvious differences between suddenly liberating a
people from chattel servitude and the normally gradual
and piecemeal elimination of the special taxes, residential
restrictions, public stigmatization, and limited communal
autonomy that set Jews apart from Christians in Europe
before the late eighteenth century. But if we define emanci-
pation inclusively as the process of elevating the civil and
political status of an entire ethnic or racial group from legal
inferiority to equal citizenship, comparisons can be made.
As already suggested, both emancipations gained great im-
petus from the democratic revolutions of the late eigh-
teenth century. The white or gentile reformers who were
active in both crusades—the abolitionists of Britain, the
United States, and France, as well as the liberal nationalists
who championed Jewish emancipation in various European
countries—aimed, at least in theory, at the obliteration of
difference through the acculturation and assimilation of the
Other. They tended to have a low opinion of the actual
cultural and moral condition of those whose freedom they
advocated and whose “elevation” they sought. But unlike
true racists they attributed these deficiencies to an oppres-
sive environment rather than to nature.

Jewish emancipation from the status of social and politi-
cal pariahs confined to ghettos took place throughout west-
ern and central Europe between the late eighteenth and late
nineteenth centuries.43 The process was relatively painless
in England and France, at least until the Dreyfus affair led
to a dramatic spasm of antisemitism in France around the
turn of the century. But in the German-speaking states and
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later in the newly unified Germany of Bismarck there was
significant opposition to carrying emancipation to the logi-
cal outcome of full equality. By the late nineteenth century,
political movements to reverse the process had arisen in
Germany and Austria.44 One reason that Germany in partic-
ular had a more persistent “Jewish question” was that it had
more Jews than its neighbors to the west, but they were still
a minuscule minority of the population—about 1 percent
in 1900. Although Jews were granted limited rights in some
German principalities and cities during the 1820s, it was not
until the convening of the all-German Frankfurt Assembly
in 1848 that the principle of full Jewish equality was pro-
claimed. But the Frankfurt Assembly was an abortive, revo-
lutionary effort to unify Germany on a liberal basis. In 1849
the lower house of the Bavarian Parliament passed a bill
equalizing the civil status of Jews in the kingdom. But a
great popular outcry against Jewish emancipation impelled
the upper house to reject the bill in 1850.45 A second-class
citizenship that permitted some official discrimination was
the best that most Jews could hope for in most of the states
of a still-divided Germany in the 1850s and 1860s. When
Germany was unified by Bismarck, full citizenship was
granted to Jews, first throughout the North German Feder-
ation in 1869 and then in the entire Reich in 1871. But some
restrictions based on religion persisted in the member states
of the federation: in Prussia, for example, unconverted Jews
could not serve the state as military officers, diplomats, bu-
reaucrats, or even schoolteachers. Throughout the Reich,
Jews who had not become Christians were often denied ac-
cess to civil service positions, university professorships, and
military commissions.46
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Despite the barriers, German Jews became increasingly
prosperous during the nineteenth century. The opportuni-
ties in commerce that opened up in the first half of the
century became the launching pad that enabled the next
generation to go to the university (admission was not re-
stricted) and achieve success in the “free professions” of law
and medicine. Jews also found opportunities in the arts and
journalism, while continuing to be prominent in the busi-
ness world, not only in banking and finance but also in
retail trade and light manufacturing. “By 1871,” according
to David Sorkin, “fully 80% of German Jewry qualified as
bourgeois.”47 But the fact that Jews were overrepresented
in some lucrative or prestigious fields of endeavor and vir-
tually absent in others provided the raw material for antise-
mitic agitation. It is in the context of this asymmetrical pat-
tern of exclusion and success that “the Jewish question” was
discussed in late-nineteenth-century Germany. Exclusions
from governmental and military service reflected the preju-
dice that continued to exist, primarily or at least nominally
on religious grounds. The success in some other areas
aroused anxieties about Jewish power and potential domi-
nation among people who tended to believe that emancipa-
tion had gone too far. Fear of Jewish success became in the
minds of pioneer racists like Wilhelm Marr, who coined
the term “antisemitism” and founded the Anti-Semitic
League, a settled conviction that Jews were well on their
way to establishing their hegemony over those of pure Ger-
man descent. Marr’s book The Victory of the Jews over the
Germans, published in 1879, was the first systematic presen-
tation from a secular perspective of the view that Jews were

78



corrupt by nature and not because of their beliefs.48 Marr
was the earliest of many theorists who argued that Jews
were innately evil and beyond redemption. In 1880, Karl
Eugen Dühring published The Jewish Question as a Problem
of Racial Character, a fuller and more sophisticated exposi-
tion of the new racist antisemitism.49 The time would
come, Marr, Dühring, and others warned, when the Ger-
man victims of Jewish aggression would strike back and
punish the Jews for their diabolical conspiracies.

In the United States racism as an ideology of inherent
black inferiority emerged into the clear light of day in reac-
tion to the rise of northern abolitionism in the 1830s—as a
response to the radical demands for emancipation at a time
when the federal government was committed to the protec-
tion of slavery.50 Defenders of black servitude needed a justi-
fication of the institution that was consistent with the de-
cline of social deference and the extension of suffrage rights
among white males, a democratization process that took
place in the South as well as the North. They found it in
theories that made white domination and black subservi-
ence seem natural and unavoidable. Some proslavery politi-
cians and publicists had recourse to the American School
of Ethnology and its contention that the “types of man-
kind” were created separate and unequal. But this apparent
revision of the book of Genesis was unpalatable to many
of the orthodox evangelical Christians who were becoming
increasingly influential in the religious life of the South.
Those who were versed in scientific ethnology but wished
to avoid contradicting the Genesis story simply adopted
the eighteenth-century theory that blacks had degenerated
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from the original race of white Adamites, and then went
on to contend that the deviation had become irreversible.
They could thus preserve the concept of inherent black in-
feriority and slavishness without overtly contradicting
Scripture.51 Popular among less sophisticated religious de-
fenders of slavery was the reassertion of the hoary myth
that God had placed a curse on the allegedly black descen-
dants of Ham, condemning them to be “hewers of wood
and carriers of water” or “servants unto servants.”52

It was, however, the hostile and discriminatory treat-
ment of the “free” blacks of the northern and border states,
who had been emancipated after the Revolution, that
showed American white supremacy in its starkest form.
Slavery was a legal status that could be, and often was,
defended on grounds other than race. One religious de-
fense was simply that slavery had existed in biblical times,
was never condemned by Christ, and therefore could not
be regarded as sinful (the standard charge of abolitionists).
Conservatives who had refused to adapt to “the age of the
common man” declared that a social hierarchy with a me-
nial class at the bottom was essential to any society, al-
though some special reason still had to be found why blacks
(and only blacks) were at the base of the pyramid.53 But the
segregation, discrimination, and violence that were visited
upon the ex-slaves in areas where slavery had been abol-
ished, or where large-scale manumission had occurred,
conveyed the clear message that being the wrong color was
an insuperable obstacle—in and of itself—to membership
in the nation.54 When the Supreme Court declared in the
Dred Scott decision of 1857 that free blacks could not be
citizens of the United States, because the framers of the
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Constitution had assumed that they had “no rights which
the white man was bound to respect,” the racist foundation
of the American polity was laid bare.

But the decision was in effect for only about a decade.
The slaves’ emanicipation occurred in 1863 as the by-prod-
uct of a war to save the Union from southern secession.
During the Reconstruction period that followed the war,
the exigencies of the struggle between the Congress and
President Andrew Johnson over the terms under which the
seceded states could be readmitted to the Union led to the
nullification of the Dred Scott decision. The Fourteenth
Amendment, ratified in 1868, wrote equal citizenship for
all people born in the United States (except “Indians not
taxed”) into the Constitution. But the federal effort to en-
force civic and political equality for blacks during Recon-
struction failed because the government proved unwilling
or unable to commit sufficient resources or apply enough
force to overcome the violent white resistance to black
equality that erupted in the South. Antiblack racism peaked
in the period between the end of Reconstruction and the
First World War, the era that historian Rayford W. Logan
has called the “nadir” of the African American experience.55

Emancipation could not be carried to completion be-
cause it exceeded the capacity of white Americans—in the
North as well as in the South—to think of blacks as genuine
equals. A sectional consensus emerged after Reconstruc-
tion to the effect that the nation was well rid of slavery, an
institution that had retarded the economic development
and prosperity that a system of capitalism based on wage
labor now made possible. But efforts to extend the meaning
of emancipation to include black civil and political equality
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awakened the demons of racism to a greater extent than
the polemical defense of slavery had done. The rhetoric of
the latter had been leavened by a good deal of condescend-
ing paternalism that had stressed the inherently “childlike”
nature of African Americans. Postwar racism, especially in
some of its popular manifestations, portrayed black males
as beasts lusting after white women, some of whom needed
to be hanged or burned alive by lynch mobs to keep the
rest properly cowed and respectful of white authority.56

These two flawed or limited late-nineteenth-century
emancipations—of the Jews in Germany and of blacks in
the United States—may seem very different in both context
and character. But there are some intriguing analogues that
make a close comparison worthwhile, even if, in the end,
the differences are more significant than the similarities. In
both cases, first of all, federalism served as an obstacle to
equal citizenship. The American Civil War may have deter-
mined that a state cannot be sovereign, but resolution of
this constitutional issue did not prevent the states from hav-
ing rights that could, given a Supreme Court respectful of
their prerogatives, make it extremely difficult to protect
blacks from discrimination. As we have already seen, Ger-
man citizenship in the Reich after 1871 did not prevent dis-
crimination on the state level under the cover of established
religion. Second, in both the United States and Germany,
rapid industrialization and economic growth gave rise to
situations where members of the majority were in competi-
tion or at least potential competition with members of the
outgroup for jobs or other economic opportunities—some-
thing that would have been inconceivable in the era of the
ghetto and the slave plantation.57
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A third similarity is that in both cases the success of
emancipation depended on the fortunes of a liberal-to-radi-
cal political movement. It is one of the great commonplaces
of modern German history that the fate of the Jews was
linked to the fate of liberalism. Emancipation occurred at
a time when Bismarck was allied with the center-left Na-
tional Liberals. When he repudiated the Liberals in 1879
and associated himself with conservative and aristocratic
political elements, the situation of the Jews immediately
worsened and political antisemitism emerged for the first
time.58 The rights of blacks were similarly dependent on
one of the majority political parties or factions—the Radical
Republicans—who had passed the Reconstruction Acts of
1867 and 1868, partly out of idealism and partly out of polit-
ical calculation. (They hoped to use black votes to gain po-
litical leverage in the southern states.) Analogous to the
way that the decline of liberalism in Germany had made
Jews vulnerable to antisemitic assaults, the Republicans’
failure to prevent the South from becoming solidly Demo-
cratic after 1876, along with a decline of the influence of
the Radical element within the national party, exposed
blacks to white supremacist terror and Jim Crow segrega-
tion. German liberalism and American Radical Republican-
ism were by no means identical. The former was more
elitist and less committed to popular democracy than the
latter. But if newly freed African Americans could think of
themselves as fully enfranchised citizens of a democratic
polity, German Jews had good reason to think of themselves
as part of a new elite based on achievement rather than
birth. By the early twentieth century, liberalism had lost
much of its ideological influence in Germany and Austria,

83



T W O The Rise of Modern Racism(s)

leaving middle-class Jews without powerful political allies.
In the United States, the Republicans had become a pro-
business party with little further interest in the rights of
blacks, while the Democrats appealed to a coalition of
southern whites and northern working-class immigrants
and were therefore even less friendly to black aspirations.

Concomitant with the loss of political allies was the rise
of parties and factions committed to exploiting Negropho-
bia or antisemitism. White supremacy was the central ral-
lying cry of the post-Reconstruction southern Democrats,
to be stressed whenever disadvantaged whites unfurled the
banner of class grievance and challenged the elite of plant-
ers and businessmen who controlled the party machinery
and the state and local governments that served their inter-
ests.59 In Germany, an antisemitic party first had an impact
in the election of 1881, but its success was engineered from
above by Bismarck and the Conservatives, who were using
hostility to the Jews to lure middle-class voters away from
the Liberals. In the 1890s a more spontaneous and populist
antisemitism entered the electoral arena with enough suc-
cess to induce the Conservatives to emulate their tactics.
The incorporation of an antisemitic appeal into the Conser-
vative program led to the decline and disappearance of the
single-issue anti-Jewish parties by the late 1890s. Like the
Democrats in the southern United States, the German Con-
servatives learned that racism could be used, whenever ex-
pedient or necessary, to steal the thunder of their populist
rivals and keep themselves in firm control.60

Although it is more accidental or contingent than the
other similarities, both German Jews and American blacks
were impeded in their struggles for equality by the interna-
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tional economic downturn that began in 1873. In Germany
the crash raised doubts about who benefited from financial
capitalism, and drew attention to the Jews who had been
involved in some of the failed financial schemes of the day.
The notion that Jewish swindlers had fleeced German in-
vestors became a staple of antisemitic propaganda from
that time on.61 No one blamed African Americans for the
Panic of 1873, but some of the remaining Republican-domi-
nated state governments in the South, with which blacks
were associated as supporters and officeholders, had over-
extended themselves and were forced into insolvency.
Northerners seeking reasons to abandon the Radical Re-
publican experiment in biracial democracy were given a
stronger justification by evidence pointing to the corrup-
tion or fiscal extravagance of the “black and tan” govern-
ments.62 The depression that followed the panic gave rise
to violent confrontations between labor and capital in the
industrializing North. As a result, fears of class warfare
helped to smother what was left of the middle-class human-
itarianism inherited from the antislavery movement and ex-
pressed in the activities of the freedmen’s aid societies dur-
ing the immediate postwar years.63

These similar or analogous developments provided
contexts favorable to the rise of racist ideologies. In the
United States “racial Darwinism” made a stronger case for
innate black inferiority than the older polygenetic theories
that had seemed implausible or heretical to many. The the-
ory of evolution provided an explanation of how new spe-
cies could emerge over a vastly extended period of time
and become permanently differentiated in their capacities.
It also suggested that human races were in competition,
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and that inferior breeds would not survive in “the struggle
for existence.”64 In both the United States and Germany the
eugenics movement, which began in England as a biologi-
cal approach to class differences, was eventually applied to
racial and ethnic groups. The belief that government inter-
vention was required to weed out or neutralize inferior
breeding stock could justify a variety of policies, including
immigration restriction, prohibition of interracial mar-
riage, the forced sterilization of undesirables, and ulti-
mately the euthanasia of entire categories of people.65

Nevertheless, despite all these similarities between the
context and character of emergent racism in the United
States and Germany toward the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the beginning of the twentieth, the differences are
even more significant. In the first place, the economic and
social competition set off by emancipation involved differ-
ent classes or strata of society. The freed slaves in the United
States competed mainly with lower- or working-class
whites. Employers who wished to undermine the ability of
their white workers to organize and bargain from strength
frequently used African Americans as strikebreakers. It was
in this context that a distinctive white working-class racism
took shape on the assumption that only white men were
loyal to their fellow workers. Blacks and Chinese immi-
grants (and at times even swarthy newcomers from south-
ern and eastern Europe who did seem quite white) were
deemed genetically incapable of class solidarity and were
therefore potential tools of exploitative employers.66 In the
rural South, the many white farmers who were losing land
and independence during the long cotton depression of the
late nineteenth century clung more desperately than ever
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to the automatic social status that inhered in their white
skins. In the words of W.E.B. Du Bois, “the white group of
laborers, while they received a low wage, were compen-
sated in part by a sort of public and psychological wage.
They were given public deference and titles of courtesy be-
cause they were white.”67 To acknowledge that working-
and lower-class whites felt particularly threatened by blacks
is not to exempt the middle and upper classes from racial
prejudice. But a greater sense of status and security permit-
ted privileged whites to be more relaxed and paternalistic
in their relationship with blacks, whom they encountered
mainly as servants or service workers.68

In Germany, on the other hand, the zone of actual or
potential competition between Jews and gentiles was in the
middle or professional classes. The successful beneficiaries
of the increase in rights and opportunities that came with
the unification and industrialization of Germany were
doing quite well by the end of the century in commerce,
journalism, medicine, and the law, as well as in the realms
where small numbers of Jews had traditionally been able to
situate themselves—banking and finance. Hence Jews were,
unlike African Americans, in direct competition with mem-
bers of the ethnic majority’s middle class. Jewish-owned
department stores, for example, sometimes drove gentile
shopkeepers out of business. What was more, Jewish busi-
nessmen often employed clerks, white-collar workers, and
even servants who belonged to that majority. Almost never
in the United States during this period were blacks in a
position to exert authority over whites. (The fact that Jew-
ish babies in Germany were sometimes wet-nursed by
Christian women, a practice that the Nazis later outlawed,
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highlights the radical difference in the social status of the
two groups. White women nursing black babies was of
course inconceivable in the United States.) It was therefore
not in the working class but rather in the Mittelstand, or
lower middle class, that resentment of Jewish advancement
was greatest. Traditional stereotypes about Jewish unscru-
pulousness and clannishness created the impression, partic-
ularly among those who were relatively unsuccessful them-
selves and saw Jews moving ahead of them, that Jewish
achievement was undeserved and resulted from a malevo-
lent conspiracy to dominate German life. The historian John
Weiss has described the dynamic at work: “Belief in the su-
periority of German blood enabled men of lesser rank and
status to maintain their pride as Jews rose rapidly in com-
merce and the professions. Sales clerks and bureaucratic me-
nials, semi-skilled and with a weak grasp on the lower rungs
of the middle-class ladder of success, clung to racism to con-
firm a supposed latent superiority. . . .”69 The working-class
movement in Germany, which found political expression in
the Social Democratic Party, was relatively immune to anti-
semitic racism, far more resistant, it would appear, than the
American labor movement of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was to the color-coded variety.

These differing economic and social contexts help to
explain why racist ideologues in the two countries also dif-
fered in their characteristic obsessions. The traditional ste-
reotypes associated with Jews and blacks were given new
applications that served immediate needs or interests. Anti-
semites in the Wilhelmine Reich did not accuse Jews of
incompetence or intellectual inferiority but claimed rather
that they were innately incapable of participating in Ger-
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man cultural life and were indomitably hostile to it. A reac-
tionary romantic nationalism—fostered by Wagnerian
music dramas set in the pre-Christian Teutonic past, the
folktales of the Brothers Grimm, and histories of the Ger-
mans that portrayed them as an ancient, brave, and virtu-
ous race—prepared the way for the belief in an eternal
Volksgeist that could not be acquired through acculturation,
especially by Jews, whose innate characteristics were con-
sidered the absolute antithesis of those possessed by Ger-
mans. Germans were spiritual, Jews materialist; Germans
were intuitive and poetic, Jews hyperrational; Germans
were honest and honorable, Jews unscrupulous and un-
trustworthy. Völkisch nationalism, more than evolutionary
biology, was at the core of the racist antisemitism that
emerged in the 1870s and crystallized by the turn of the
century.70 It would take the Nazis to synthesize effectively
the kind of scientific racism that had not previously focused
on the Jews in particular with the mainstream German anti-
semitism associated with völkisch antimodernism. It was the
latter, as articulated by thinkers like Houston Stewart
Chamberlain, that did most of the damage prior to the
1920s.71 It portrayed Jews as the symbols and agents of un-
wanted changes and thus created a powerful hostility to-
ward them, at least on the part of many who felt over-
whelmed, disoriented, or displaced by the extraordinarily
rapid transformation of Germany from a loose association
of predominantly rural and agricultural principalities into
an urban and industrial nation. The process took less than
half a century, and it was not made more palatable by the
ascendancy of the kind of liberal ideology that, in countries
like Great Britain and the United States, heralded such
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changes as “progress” and supplemented them with demo-
cratic reforms. Unable to accept socialism because of its
attack on private property and traditional values, but never-
theless alienated or threatened by aspects of capitalist devel-
opment, many in the Mittelstand found irresistible the
temptation to blame the Jews for what had gone wrong.

Late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century German
antisemitism differed most obviously from the American
white supremacism of the same period in the contrasting
ways that the targets of racist aggression were stereotyped.
Germans feared that, under modern competitive condi-
tions, which allegedly reward the clever and unscrupulous,
Jews might be their superiors. Discrimination was justified,
therefore, as a means of self-preservation.72 Most white
Americans, on the other hand, believed that blacks were
innately incompetent in all ways that mattered. The danger
that they represented for extreme racists was the disease,
violent criminality, and sexual contamination that a large
population in the process of degenerating, or “reverting to
savagery,” could present to their white neighbors.73

If the “they” were different in each case, so were the
“we.” Germans were not simply whites or Caucasians; they
were members of a superior branch of the Caucasian
race—the Aryans. The political purpose of the Aryan
myth (which had arisen from linguistic studies that traced
German and other Indo-European languages to ancient
Sanskrit) was to distinguish Germans and other northern
Europeans from Jews. Since ethnologists generally re-
garded Semites as a branch of the Caucasian race, mere
“whiteness” would not do to designate the master race.
In the United States, despite occasional doubts about
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the full claim to “whiteness” of various southern and east-
ern European immigrants, “Caucasian” was the designa-
tion that mattered in the end and served to distinguish all
those of European descent from blacks, Asians, and native
Americans.74

Although still generally valid, this contrast requires
some qualification to take account of recent scholarship on
the period between the 1880s and the 1920s. During those
years, the ideology that political scientist Rogers M. Smith
calls “ascriptive Americanism” presented an especially
strong challenge to the competing ideology of Enlighten-
ment universalism. It did so by making exclusionary distinc-
tions among European “races,” as well as between Europe-
ans in general and Africans and Asians. Nativists seeking
to restrict immigration from eastern and southern Europe
stressed an association between a capacity for self-govern-
ment and Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-American, or Nordic (not
simply white or European) ancestry. Hence the United
States was not immune from its own variety of ethnic na-
tionalism.75 But what the right kind of people inherited
from their ancestors was the capacity to be liberal or demo-
cratic in the manner prescribed by the Enlightenment and
the founding fathers. In Germany, völkisch nationalism was
explicitly promoted as antithetical to liberalism and the
heritage of the Enlightenment, and it had relatively weak
opposition from those who sought to make the national
project a prototype for humanity as a whole or even a large
segment of it.

At the turn of the century, American white supremacist
ideology was based on an interpretation (or distortion) of
the Enlightenment philosophy on which the nation was
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founded. Science was expected to determine a group’s un-
fitness for full citizenship before it could be excluded. Ger-
man antisemitism, on the other hand, was based on a rejec-
tion of rationalism, universalism, and the political values
that went with them. The American choice in regard to
blacks was either acknowledgment of their full equality as
human beings or their relegation to lower-caste status. In
logic, if not in the inevitable messiness of social practice,
no other possibilities existed. In 1900, the prevailing opinion
was that science had resolved the issue in favor of black
inferiority. But the issue would be resolved differently half
a century later. In Germany there was no such choice or
dilemma, because antisemitism was relentlessly particular-
istic. According to the German ideology that would come
to fruition in the Nazi era, it is peoples or Völker who have
rights, not individuals. As a unique and superior Volk, Ger-
mans were entitled to defend themselves by any means nec-
essary against alien blood and values. The crimes against
humanity perpetrated by Germans in the twentieth cen-
tury were rationalized as much by the idealization of them-
selves as by hatred of the Other.

What do these differences tell us about the deep under-
lying factors determining what British sociologist John Rex
calls “race relations situations”?76 A critical variable in both
of our cases is the economic role the victims of racism
played and with which they had become identified. Jews in
Germany and central Europe were perceived as “an entre-
preneurial minority,” the kind of group that is likely to be
deeply resented and readily turned into a scapegoat when
conditions are unstable and times are hard. Total elimina-
tion of the group by deportation or worse is likely to be
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proposed by its domestic enemies and is sometimes acted
upon. Other examples of such minorities would be the Indi-
ans of East Africa and the Chinese of Southeast Asia.77 Afri-
can Americans, on the other hand, spent most of their first
three hundred years on the North American continent as a
servile labor force. Slave masters or landlords with share-
croppers have a stake in the preservation of the subordi-
nated group because its labor is essential to their prosperity.
So long as members of the group stay “in their place,” they
may be treated with the paternalism that is often associated
with vast power differentials. But if they seek to rise out of
their place and demand equal rights with members of the
dominant group, they are likely to be exposed to a furious
and violent form of racist reprisal.78

But the stereotypes that economic relationships have
produced or reinforced may survive a change in the actual
economic functions performed by the groups. Some Jews
originally became members of an entrepreneurial minority
because of medieval religious prejudices, and the occupa-
tional diversification that followed their emancipation in the
nineteenth century did not eradicate the image of them as
usurious moneylenders and devious traders. The migration
of blacks in the United States from the directly oppressive
conditions in southern rural areas to the somewhat freer
atmosphere of the urban North did not alter the conviction
of most whites that they were lower-caste people, born to
serve. A culture of racism, once established, can be adapted
to more than one agenda and is difficult to eradicate.

The political context is another variable that has inde-
pendent significance. As we have seen, the American con-
ception of citizenship had to include blacks once their full

93



T W O The Rise of Modern Racism(s)

humanity was acknowledged. But the logical outcome of
the blood-based folk nationalism increasingly embraced by
the Germans was the total exclusion or elimination of Jews.
The implications of this difference would become apparent
only in the mid–twentieth century. If we take 1900 as our
vantage point, there is no question that the American color
line was much more rigid than the barriers between Jews
and gentiles in Germany. Perhaps future developments in
Germany were not inevitable. Without further crises, frus-
trations, and ideological developments, Jewish assimilation
into a more tolerant and pluralist Germany might well have
occurred. Similarly, Americans might not have repudiated
their legalized racial caste system and embraced public
equality in the 1960s if it had not been for some domestic
and international political contingencies. Historical precon-
ditions do not usually become determinants unless there
are some intervening circumstances or contingencies.79

Perhaps the most profound lesson to be drawn from
the comparison concerns the relation of racism to moder-
nity or modernization. Sources of resistance to capitalist
economic development and the individualistic values that
went with it were significantly weaker in the United States
than in Europe, and perhaps stronger in Germany than in
any other western European nation.80 Jewish immigrants,
in the long run at least, adapted well to the American mod-
ernist ethos and prospered within it. Blacks, on the other
hand, were associated in the white mind with the primitive,
the backward, or the irredeemably premodern. The heri-
tage of slavery and beliefs about the savagery of Africa en-
gendered a white supremacist myth that blacks were an
inherently unprogressive race, incapable of joining the
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modern world as efficient and productive people. If the rel-
ative weakness of antimodernism in the United States pro-
moted the toleration of Jews, it had the effect of exacerbat-
ing the disdain for blacks. The relation of the two groups
to America’s commitment to the modern seems to me a
better explanation for the relative weakness of American
antisemitism than the conventional theory that Jews were
not needed as universal scapegoats because blacks already
performed that function.

In Germany, where modernization was uneven, disrup-
tive, and sharply contested, it was the traditionalist or reac-
tionary resistance to aspects of capitalist-inspired economic
and social development and, above all, to the political liber-
alism with which it was associated in other nations that led
to Jews’ being made the symbols and putative agents of
frightening or unwanted change. If African Americans were
not modern enough, German Jews were too modern. The
penalties that had to be paid for serving as the antitheses
of prevailing conceptions of national character were ex-
ceedingly high in both cases.
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To conceive of racism as a natural and virtually inev-
itable human response to encounters with strang-
ers or aliens is to take the subject outside of history

and into the realm of psychology or sociobiology. But if we
continue to think of it as a historical construction associated
with the rise of modernity and with specific national or
international contexts, we have to conclude that it came to
a hideous fruition in the century that has just ended. Its two
most persistent and malignant manifestations—the color-
coded or white supremacist variety and antisemitism in its
naturalistic or secular form—both reached their logical ex-
tremes. White supremacy attained its fullest ideological
and institutional development in the southern United States
between the 1890s and the 1950s, and in South Africa be-
tween the 1910s and the 1980s, but especially after 1948.
Antisemitism of course reached its horrendous climax in
Nazi Germany between 1933 and 1945. Several historians
have made comparisons between the two versions of legal-
ized white supremacy, but none to my knowledge has at-
tempted in any systematic way to compare either or both
with what the Nazis did to the Jews. All of these racist
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regimes have been overthrown, and the ideologies on
which they were based have apparently been discredited.
But a final issue that will have to be confronted in the epi-
logue is whether their demise also means that the virus of
racism has been exterminated or that it has merely mutated
into new and still-virulent forms.

As we have seen, something that can be legitimately
described as racism existed well before the twentieth or
even the late nineteenth century. Prejudice and discrimina-
tion, fortified by ideologies claiming that the differences
between human groups of apparently divergent ancestry
are immutable and have implications for social inclusion or
ranking, have a history that goes back to the late Middle
Ages. But racist principles were not fully codified into laws
effectively enforced by the state or made a central concern
of public policy until the emergence of what I will call
“overtly racist regimes” during the past century.1 John Cell’s
conception of American and South African segregation as
the “highest stage of white supremacy” draws attention to
the relation between modernization and legalized racism.2

When the unequal treatment of people based on their race
is bureaucratized and “rationalized” in the Weberian sense,
one can say that racism has been modernized. The most
deadly outcome of a racist regime—the Holocaust—re-
quired more than antisemitic ideology and sentiment. It
was thoroughly dependent, as Zygmunt Bauman has em-
phasized, on modern bureaucratic methods and advanced
technology.3

What are the distinguishing features of an overtly racist
regime that would distinguish it from the general run of
ethnically pluralistic societies in which racial prejudice con-
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tributes significantly to social stratification? First, there is an
official ideology that is explicitly racist. Those in authority
proclaim insistently that the differences between the domi-
nant group and the one that is being subordinated or elimi-
nated are permanent and unbridgeable. Dissent from this
ideology is dangerous and is likely to bring legal or extrale-
gal reprisals, for racial egalitarianism is heresy in an overtly
racist regime. Second, this sense of radical difference and
alienation is most clearly and dramatically expressed in laws
forbidding interracial marriage. The ideal is “race purity,”
and the bans on miscegenation reflect the maintenance or
creation of a caste system based on the presumed racial
differences. Third, social segregation is mandated by law
and not merely the product of custom or private acts of
discrimination that are tolerated by the state. The object is
to bar all forms of contact that might imply equality be-
tween the segregators and the segregated. Fourth, to the
extent that the polity is formally democratic, outgroup
members are excluded from holding public office or even
exercising the franchise. Fifth, the access that they have to
resources and economic opportunities is so limited that
most of those in the stigmatized category are either kept
in poverty or deliberately impoverished. This ideal type of
an “overtly racist regime” applies quite well to the Ameri-
can South in the heyday of Jim Crow, to South Africa under
apartheid, and to Nazi Germany. Nowhere else were the
political and legal potentialities of racism so fully realized.

Many other societies have had a significant racist di-
mension, and some could be accurately described as “ra-
cialized societies,” but they would nevertheless fall short of
meeting the criteria for an overtly racist regime. Whites
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occupied a highly advantaged position at the expense of
indigenous populations in all of the European colonies in
Africa, Asia, and the Pacific. But effective domination and
a modicum of respect for the professed ideal of a “civilizing
mission” normally required exceptions to the color line for
native elites that had either assimilated the culture of the
colonizing power (as in French and Portuguese possessions)
or were allowed to maintain a measure of their precolonial
authority under the systems of indirect rule favored espe-
cially by the British.4 It appears that the only early-twenti-
eth-century imperial power that officially banned intermar-
riage between colonists and nonwhites, including those of
mixed blood, was Germany (a fact that will prove relevant
to our subsequent discussion of the origins of Nazi racism).

Latin American societies with significant black or In-
dian populations discriminated informally against those
who were not white or European (i.e., branco, blanco, or
ladino), but did not pass Jim Crow laws or ban intermar-
riages, which occurred with relative frequency. In such soci-
eties, ideologies sanctioning or even glorifying race mixture
could in fact serve as an apparently nonracist facade for
the persistence of great social and economic disparities that
correlated roughly with differences in phenotype.5 Despite
all the de facto discrimination and negative stereotyping
that prevailed in the northern United States between Re-
construction and the 1950s, it did not have an overtly racist
regime. Many states tolerated intermarriage, and public
facilities remained, insofar as the law was concerned, un-
segregated. The historian George Reid Andrews contrasted
the unofficial racism of the American North and Brazil with
the “crudeness and visibility” of white supremacy in the
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southern United States and South Africa, concluding that
“the absence of state-mandated segregation has made racial
injustice significantly more difficult to struggle against.”6

But he might have added that the burdens it imposed on
its victims were also less onerous.

Finally, antisemitism was endemic to most central and
eastern European nations in the early twentieth century—
Austria and Poland are the most conspicuous examples—
but it did not lead to anything comparable to the massive
assault on Jewish rights that took place in Germany in the
1930s, at least not until Anschluss or conquest put these na-
tions under direct Nazi rule. Austria did manage to outdo
Germany in the strength and vitality of the political antise-
mitism that emerged around the turn of the century, and
Vienna is where Adolph Hitler formed his attitude toward
Jews. But racial antisemitism did not gain clear ascendancy
over the older, Catholic tradition of viewing Jews as unbe-
lievers redeemable through conversion.7 The closest ap-
proximation to a full-blown racist regime among pre-Nazi
European states was Czarist Russia, which anticipated as-
pects of South African apartheid by attempting to confine
Jews to particular geographical areas. But its massive mis-
treatment of Jews drew more on religious and cultural
chauvinism than on an overtly racist ideology. Before the
early twentieth century the principle that a Jewish convert
“became a Christian like any other” was official doctrine.8

A justification for focusing on the admittedly excep-
tional and extreme cases of Nazi Germany, apartheid South
Africa, and the Jim Crow South is that they taught the
world a lesson about the consequences of rampant and un-
checked racism that eventually changed the standards for
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internationally acceptable conduct. The emergence of rac-
ism as a central human rights issue during the course of the
century resulted mainly from the attention paid to these
regimes by people beyond their borders. Their rise and fall
were major events, not only in the history of these coun-
tries themselves, but also in the history of the world. They
should not therefore be considered or compared in isola-
tion but only in the international contexts that first influ-
enced their emergence and then contributed to their de-
mise. The story of racism in the twentieth century is one
story with several subplots rather than merely a collection
of tales that share a common theme.

As has been suggested, modernization or “becoming
modern” was a precondition for the overtly racist regimes.
Traditional face-to-face hierarchies of an informal or “pater-
nalist” sort, such as those that were found in black-white
relations in the rural South and South Africa of the premod-
ern era, could not be sustained in the urban and industrial
environments of the twentieth century. The maintenance
of white supremacy now required rules and regulations to
prevent blacks from taking advantage of the absence of per-
sonalized surveillance and thereby getting “out of their
place.”9 Similarly, the premodern European pattern of com-
munal separation between Jews and gentiles, with contacts
limited primarily to economic transactions, did not suffice
to maintain an ethnic status order based on religion and
ancestry in a age of heavy industry, big cities, increased
social and economic mobility, and the consolidation of na-
tion-states. The norm of common citizenship and equal
rights in modern nation-states could turn strong prejudices
into systematic exclusions of a kind that could be justified
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only if the excluded were regarded as less than fully human
or, at best, as inherently immature and thus incapable of
assuming the responsibilities of adulthood.

But since most modern or modernizing societies did
not develop overtly racist regimes, we are left with the
question of why the American South, South Africa, and
Germany did so. Ethnoracial demography is part of the
answer, but only a part. Relatively homogeneous societies
without a long history of ethnic hierarchy and division
would of course be relatively unlikely to develop racist re-
gimes. (The desire to remain ethnically or phenotypically
homogeneous, as reflected in immigration restrictions or
exclusions, could involve racist beliefs, as was the case, for
example, in the “White Australia” policy. But to the extent
that unwelcome aliens were effectively kept out, domestic
applications of these beliefs were not required.) Sheer num-
bers alone did not produce explicit racism. Brazil has always
had a larger proportion of people of African descent than
has the United States (or even its southern region), and
Poland and Hungary in the 1930s had a much larger per-
centage of Jews in their population than did Germany. Yet
it was Germany and a section of the United States that
generated overtly racist regimes. In South Africa, where
Europeans were a minority, numbers played a greater role,
but whites of relatively pure Spanish descent, as opposed
to mestizos and Indians, have long maintained their position
as a dominant minority in Mexico and Peru without re-
sorting to official racism to do so. The persistent strength
of the prejudices and stereotypes deriving from earlier rela-
tionships—the fruits of centuries of slavery, frontier con-
flict, intense religious bigotry, or bitter commercial rival-
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ries—would have to be a significant part of the explanation.
Negative feeling about blacks or Jews in the preindustrial
era were undoubtedly stronger and more salient in the
countries or regions that constructed overtly racist regimes
than in those that did not.

Another common factor of varying significance in the
three cases was the extent to which the racial Other came
to be identified with national defeat and humiliation. Afri-
can Americans, most of them newly freed slaves, gave an
essential boost to the northern cause in the Civil War when
more than 200,000 of them enlisted in the armed forces of
the Union. They were thus complicit in thwarting southern
hopes for independent nationhood. Adding insult to injury
in the minds of ex-Confederates was the way black votes
sustained the rule of Radical Republicans during Recon-
struction. After 1918, as we shall see, Adolph Hitler and
other German antisemites blamed defeat in the First World
War on the machinations of international Jewry and the
alleged disloyalty of German Jews. In the South African War
of 1899–1902, Africans generally supported the British side
against the Afrikaner republicans and were thereafter seen
as inveterate enemies of Afrikaner self-determination.10 In
all these cases, the actual perpetrators of defeat and humili-
ation—the American North, the Allies in World War I, and
Great Britain—were too powerful to be within the reach
of reprisal, at least in the short run. Scapegoating the avail-
able and vulnerable Other was one way of dealing with
the bitterness and frustration resulting from the failure of
nationalist projects. The impulse to adjust preexisting sys-
tems of racial hierarchy to modern circumstances would
have existed in any case, but the association of racism with
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nationalistic ressentiment gave to the effort an emotional
edge that made extreme measures more likely.

The fact that international wars had a decisive effect on
the development of radical antisemitism in Germany and
white supremacism in South Africa reveals how the course
of world history in the twentieth century could bring race
to the forefront of consciousness and encourage the con-
struction of regimes that were officially and unequivocally
racist. One cannot fully explain the emergence of these re-
gimes by isolating the “independent variables” that distin-
guish them from “racialized societies.” To be genuinely his-
torical, one must also take into account the concrete and
sometimes contingent ways in which the geopolitical his-
tory of the twentieth century impinged upon race relations
in the United States, Germany, and South Africa.

The Western imperialism that began in the late fif-
teenth century climaxed in late nineteenth with “the scram-
ble for Africa” and the seizure of new possessions or territo-
rial concessions in East Asia and the Pacific. The ideology
justifying the acquisition of new colonial territories by
France, Britain, Germany, and ultimately the United States
was transparently racist. Rudyard Kipling summed up this
ideology in the poem “The White Man’s Burden,” which
he wrote in 1899, in the wake of the Spanish-American War,
to encourage the victorious Americans to establish colonial
rule over the Philippines. The duty of the superior race,
according to Kipling, was to take responsibility for “new-
caught, sullen peoples, half-devil and half-child.” His trope
artfully combined a Darwinian emphasis on the competi-
tive fitness of the white man with the suggestion of a pseu-
dopaternalistic mission to uplift or improve the natives who

107



T H R E E Climax and Retreat

were coming under European or American hegemony.11

Racial Darwinism meant, according to Paul Gordon
Lauren, that “nations and races progressed only through
fierce competition” and therefore “had no choice but to
participate in the struggle for the survival of the fittest.”12

The climax of imperialism was driven as much, if not more,
by the status rivalry between Western nations as by a desire
for specific territories and the natural or human resources
that they contained. But the belief in the superiority of “civ-
ilized” whites over “barbarous” or “savage” peoples was an
essential rationale.

We would be wise, however, to heed the warning of
Michael Adas against making racism the ideological es-
sence of imperialism.13 Although some proponents of impe-
rialism believed that the colonized were subhuman and
therefore incapable of improvement beyond a kind of tam-
ing or domestication, others affirmed their capacity to be
educated and civilized, although the process might take a
long time. The view of colonial rule as a lengthy and prob-
lematic apprenticeship for civilized modernity can be
viewed as functionally racist to the degree that it justified
denying civil and political rights to indigenous populations
for the foreseeable future. But insofar as those relatively
few individuals who assimilated Western civilization could
actually gain such rights, the racist aspect was attenuated.
Colonial policies that allowed for a kind of emancipation
through assimilation, as the French in particular tended to
do, were highly ethnocentric, but not, strictly speaking, rac-
ist. It was also the case that extreme racists could be anti-
imperialists on the grounds that little or no good could
come out of close contact with the inferior breeds inhab-
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iting Africa and Asia, or from the effort to settle tropical
environments for which Caucasians were naturally ill
adapted. The principal English and French advocates of bio-
logical racism in the mid–nineteenth century—Robert Knox
and Arthur de Gobineau—were both highly skeptical about
the virtues of overseas imperialism. When the United States
became an imperial power after the War with Spain at the
end of the nineteenth century, many of the most fervent
advocates of Jim Crow in the South opposed acquisition of
the Philippines on the grounds that the nation had its hands
full with the problems created by inferior and degenerating
races at home.14 InMein Kampf, Adolph Hitler was retrospec-
tively critical of Germany’s joining in the scramble for over-
seas colonies in the period before World War I. Germany
should have let the British do what it could with the colored
races of the world, he averred, while Germany expanded
directly eastward. The only desirable colonies were those
that “seem in large part suitable for settlement by Europe-
ans.” Tropical regions that were thickly settled by non-Euro-
peans he deemed useless, and he thought that Germans
should have as little to do with them as possible.15

Nevertheless, the ideology of imperialism did inspire
the architects of segregation in the United States and South
Africa. At the beginning of the twentieth century, what be-
came South Africa was composed of two British colonies
and two Afrikaner republics (which were then in the pro-
cess of losing their independence and being absorbed into
the empire). From the end of the South African War in 1902
to the emergence of an autonomous, white-dominated
Union of South Africa in 1910, the British imperialists who
were in control laid the foundations for the policy that
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quickly became known as “native segregation.” Initially the
maintenance of a territorial separation between indigenous
and settler populations could be presented as more benefi-
cial to the former than to the latter. Settlers, both Afrikan-
ers in the former Boer republics and the English colonists in
Natal, were opposed to establishing large “native reserves,”
because they feared that this would interfere with their ac-
cess to black labor. For the imperialists, territorial segrega-
tion represented a humane and socially stabilizing alterna-
tive to direct domination, or what Afrikaners called baaskap
(literally, mastership). By ceding full control of “native pol-
icy” to a white settler minority in 1910, however, the British
imperial authorities sacrificed the interest of Africans and
made it inevitable that segregation would mean separate
and unequal—a facade for increasingly severe forms of dom-
ination and exploitation. In this case, one can see an imperi-
alist form of race domination evolving into an overtly racist
regime, a process that would not be complete until the
implementation of apartheid after 1948.16

The relationship of Jim Crow segregation in the Ameri-
can South to the highest stage of Western imperialism was
less direct but nevertheless significant. As C. Vann Wood-
ward first pointed out, America’s embrace of “the white
man’s burden” in the Philippines and elsewhere around the
turn of the century helped to disarm what remained of
northern resistance to southern treatment of blacks as ra-
cial inferiors.17 In the South, however, blacks were the vic-
tims of such hate-filled brutality in the early years of the
twentieth century that even a visiting South African segre-
gationist could find it appalling.18 In the era of what Joel
Williamson has called “radical racism,” white southerners

110



did things to African Americans that few, if any, imperial
powers would have allowed their white settlers to do to
“the natives” once they were subjugated. Not only were
Jim Crow laws passed governing even the most trivial forms
of social contact, but also black males were deprived of the
suffrage rights that many of them had once possessed, and
an epidemic of sadistic lynching parties and one-sided “race
riots” swept the South.19

Relatively liberal or progressive white supremacists—
those who believed that blacks were improving rather than
retrogressing and could make a contribution to the mod-
ernization of the South—were troubled by the violence and
disorder. After the horrendous Atlanta riot of 1906, they
used their influence on behalf of a racial separation that
might provide blacks some opportunity to “develop along
their own lines.” Black education, while remaining vastly
inferior to that provided for whites, survived a demagogic
threat to its very existence. By the time of the First World
War, the dominant discourse about blacks in the white
South was shifting from one expressing utter contempt and
even genocidal hatred to one characterized more often by
paternalism and condescending benevolence. By this time,
of course, blacks had been removed from the electorate,
and the Jim Crow system was not only fully established
but relatively immune to challenge from outside the South.
Hence an analogy with the imperialism of guardianship and
the “white man’s burden” became more plausible, espe-
cially at a time when the nation had acquired colonies of its
own.20 America’s mode of white supremacy, unlike South
Africa’s, originated primarily in the slave trade with Africa
rather than in the colonization of that continent. But it
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gained legitimacy from being arguably consistent with the
relationships between black and white that were being
forged in Africa during the high point of Western imperial
penetration and domination.

Germany’s belated overseas imperialism differed from
that of England, France, or even the United States in the
blatancy of the racism expressed by German soldiers and
settlers toward the people they were subjugating. Among
the European colonies in Africa in the early twentieth cen-
tury, only the German dependencies banned intermarriage
between whites and nonwhites, including Christian “half-
castes.” In 1905 such marriages were banned in South-West
Africa, and two years later both spouses in the unions that
had been sanctified and considered legal before 1905 were
deprived of civil and political rights. In the same colony, the
Germans also committed genocide against the rebellious
Herero tribe, reducing its numbers from 60,000–80,000 in
1904 to 16,000 in 1905. The survivors had escaped what was
meant to be a total annihilation by fleeing from German
territory. According to the general who gave the order,
“The Negro is not bound by any treaty but only by brute
force.” Another group that was the target of genocidal poli-
cies in South-West Africa were the Nama, the only surviv-
ing relatively pure-blooded descendants of the Khoikhoi or
“Hottentots” who had occupied most of southern Africa
before the great Bantu migration. According to historian
Helmut Bley, “Not only did the German official deliberately
intend to wipe out the Nama race, but the majority of the
settlers believed that the Nama were useless in the widest
sense of the term, and that there was no further point in
preserving the race.”21
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It is tempting to see the genocidal brutality of the Ger-
man officials and settlers in South-West Africa as reflective
of a peculiar mind-set that would later sanction the annihi-
lation of European Jewry. Perhaps Hannah Arendt was
right, at least in the German case, when she postulated that
the seeds of totalitarianism were sown during the colonial
experience in Africa.22 It needs to be noted, in all fairness,
however, that word of the order to exterminate the Hereros
aroused sufficient protest in Germany itself to oblige the
government in Berlin to disallow it, although it did so too
tardily and ambiguously to prevent the genocide from tak-
ing place.23 But the often overlooked tragedy of German
colonialism in southern Africa shows that pre-Nazi German
racism was not directed exclusively at Jews. Hitler’s view
of blacks as Untermenschen was not exceptional. The history
of German colonialism also suggests that “final solutions”
to the “problems” created by ethnoracial groups considered
useless or dangerous were acceptable to at least some Ger-
mans as early as 1904 and 1905.

The German Jews themselves enjoyed a temporary re-
spite from flagrant expressions of political antisemitism
during the period between the late 1890s and World War
I, partly because the attention of racial chauvinists and völ-
kisch nationalists was directed outward rather than inward.
This era saw the demise of the antisemitic parties and the
incorporation of antisemitism into the rhetoric of the Con-
servative Party and the Pan-German League as a theme
subsidiary to the main emphasis on the pursuit of national
prestige and power on the world stage. But this hiatus did
not mean that Jews were immune from prejudice and dis-
crimination. Antisemitism continued to function as a “cul-
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tural code” limiting the access of Jews to many realms of
German associational and professional life, even though
politicians were invoking it less often.24 So long as Germa-
ny’s ambition to be a dominant world power seemed on
the way to being fulfilled, there was no strong incentive
to make Jews scapegoats for national failure. But the basic
attitudes that would make Jews the most likely target of a
search for the inner sources of a German defeat and humili-
ation were already in place.

World War I had a great impact on group relations in
all three of the countries that had developed or would de-
velop overtly racist regimes. A significant indirect result
was its bringing an end to the age of Western imperial
expansion that had provided a context for the legitimization
of racial Darwinism. W.E.B. Du Bois may have exaggerated
somewhat when he attributed the Great War primarily to
the rivalries created by the scramble for Africa.25 But the
heavy cost of the conflict in life and treasure put a damper
on the pursuit of new possessions, at least until Italy in-
vaded Ethiopia in 1936. Germany’s African dependencies
were added to the colonial empires of England, France, and
the self-governing commonwealth of South Africa under
the League of Nations mandate system, which raised the
possibility of eventual self-government. Furthermore, the
Wilsonian slogan of “self-determination” helped to inspire
fledgling independence movements in many colonies. Ac-
tual decolonization would not occur until after another
even more devastating world war, but by the 1920s Western
nations had already lost much of the will and capacity to
maintain extensive overseas empires.

114



Being on the winning side and only marginally or belat-
edly involved in the European conflict, the United States
and South Africa were much less directly affected by the
war than was the loser, Germany. Nevertheless, the war
and its consequences significantly altered black-white rela-
tions in both countries. Labor shortages caused by the war-
induced decline of immigration from Europe in 1914 in-
spired the Great Migration of African Americans from the
rural South to the urban North that persisted into the post-
war years and nationalized a social issue that had previously
been regarded as a regional problem. Black soldiers, who
had fought in segregated units in France, returned seeking
renewed respect because of their contributions to the Allied
victory, only to encounter riots, lynch mobs, and a revived
Ku Klux Klan. But the militancy associated with the “New
Negro” and Garvey movements of the 1920s convinced
many whites—especially in the North, where blacks had
greater freedom of expression—that the southern image of
the “happy darky” was false. The growth of a more sympa-
thetic attitude toward blacks was reflected in white patron-
age of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, which had been founded in 1909, and in
the rise of a school of anthropologists led by Franz Boas
that attributed group differences primarily to culture,
rather than biological race, and also refrained from ranking
ethnoracial groups. Between 1917 and 1939 a series of Su-
preme Court decisions chipped away at the edifice of segre-
gation, curbing, for example, legal enforcement of residen-
tial segregation and the denial to blacks of access to state-
financed postgraduate education.
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Prominent among the liberal interracialists of the in-
terwar years were Jewish immigrants like Boas who could
identify with the victims of racism because of their own
experiences with European antisemitism. Changing white
attitudes reflected to some extent a growth in black political
power. The shift of African American population from the
South to the North made blacks once again voters. By the
1930s, they were numerous enough to decide close elec-
tions in some major cities and pivotal industrial states, and
the Democrats welcomed them into their urban/ethnic co-
alitions. In the South, however, conditions remained virtu-
ally unchanged in the postwar years. The new political
clout of northern blacks and the enhanced power of the
federal government as a result of the New Deal had yet to
be translated into an assault on the Jim Crow system, which
was still sustained by the constitutional doctrine of states’
rights and the southern Democratic Party’s wholehearted
commitment to white supremacy.

In South Africa a substantial migration of blacks from
the countryside to the cities during and after the Great War
was also accompanied by an increase in the extent and
intensity of African protest politics. But rather than an
enhancement of black power and a mellowing of white atti-
tudes, something like the reverse occurred. “Influx con-
trols” on migrants, along with confinement to segregated
townships or compounds of those who received permission
to remain in urban-industrial areas, set the basic pattern
for the system of labor coercion that would be fully and
ruthlessly implemented during the apartheid era. The in-
terwar period was one of increasing repression and denial
of rights, culminating in 1936 when all Africans were re-
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moved from the common voters’ roll in the Cape Prov-
ince.26 The debate among whites was not over the necessity
for segregation but only on the details of its implementa-
tion. Relatively liberal white intellectuals and academics
used the new cultural anthropology not to promote inclu-
sion of blacks, as Boas did in the United States, but rather
as a sophisticated defense of group separation, one that sub-
stituted cultural integrity for racial purity as the aim of the
policy.27 During the 1920s, working-class whites were given
a measure of security against black competition much
greater than that enjoyed by poor whites in the American
South after the abolition of slavery. The passage in 1924
and thereafter of new laws protecting “civilized labor” and
erecting “industrial color bars” pegged the wages of whites
at artificially high levels and gave them exclusive access to
skilled jobs and other kinds of desirable employment. In
1936 the South African parliament closed a glaring loophole
in the developing system of racial differentiation and sepa-
ration when, for the first time, it prohibited marriage be-
tween whites and Africans.

World War I and its aftermath was of course a much
more shattering and demoralizing experience for Germans
than it was for white Americans and South Africans. The
fact that Germany agreed to humiliating and debilitating
peace terms without actually being invaded and conquered
made the outcome an exceedingly bitter pill for militarists
and nationalists. The legitimacy of the Weimar Republic
was in question from the moment of its establishment. The
insistence of the victors on the full payment of reparations,
leading in 1923 to the French occupation of the Ruhr and
the subsequent hyperinflation, further discredited the gov-
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ernment and the liberal principles on which it was based.
As insecurity and dishonor turned into panic and despera-
tion, the Nazi Party, organized in 1921, emerged as one
response to the crisis. The history of the fall of the Weimar
Republic and Adolph Hitler’s rise to power has been told
many times. For our purposes, it suffices to reemphasize
the role of antisemitism.28

No careful reader of Mein Kampf, written in 1924 while
Hitler was in prison after the failure of the “beer hall putsch”
in Munich in 1923, can doubt that hatred and fear of the
Jews was the main obsession behind the political movement
that he led and personified. The text manifests the sincerity
of the fanatic more than the cant of the demagogue when-
ever Hitler is referring to “the Jewish menace” (although
the authenticity of his “socialist” commitment to the eco-
nomic welfare of the working classes might be questioned).
Jews were responsible, in Hitler’s eyes, for Germany’s loss
of the war, its collapsing economy, and the threat posed to
it by the Russian Revolution and the rise of Bolshevism.
The vast Jewish conspiracy that Hitler imagined was re-
sponsible for the threat coming from two seemingly con-
flicting sources—international capitalism and Soviet Com-
munism— both of which were antithetical to what he
conceived of as the German national soul, or Volksgeist. Jews
stood for all varieties of internationalism, cosmopolitanism,
and universalism. They were leading practitioners and pro-
moters of the transnational modern art that Hitler, the one-
time painter, believed was corrupting the aesthetic stan-
dards of the West. To the internationalism of the Jews,
Hitler opposed the nationalism of the Germans, which was
based squarely on race.29
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For Hitler, as for secular antisemites since the time of
Marr and Dühring, Jews (like Germans) were ultimately
defined not by religion or ethnicity but by biological race.
But Hitler managed to synthesize the mystical tradition of
völkisch nationalism with the new scientific racism inspired
by the eugenics movement. He and his disciples also tran-
scended the antimodernism of early antisemitic thinkers by
embracing advanced technology when it was in the service
of the German Volksgeist and not the Jewish “money
power.” This was the ideology that Jeffrey Herf has aptly
called “reactionary modernism.”30 But Hitler’s image of the
Jew also included a strong whiff of the ancient folk tradition
that imagined Jews to be minions of the Devil. They were
not merely biologically unfit but incurably malevolent; the
evil they represented was as much of the soul as of the
body.31

In a famous passage Hitler revealed the following
nightmare vision:

With satanic joy in his face, the black-haired Jewish
youth lurks in wait for the unsuspecting girl whom
he defiles with his blood, thus stealing her from her
people. With every means he seeks to destroy the ra-
cial foundations of the people he has set out to subju-
gate. Just as he himself systematically ruins women,
he does not shrink from pulling down the blood barri-
ers for others, even on a large scale. It was and it is
Jews who bring the Negroes into the Rhineland, al-
ways with the same secret thought and clear aim of
ruining the hated white race by the necessarily re-
sulting bastardization, throwing it down from its
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cultural and political height, and himself rising to be
its master.32

This text reveals more about the deep sources of ex-
treme racism than almost any that could be found. The
lynch mobs of the American South often justified their
atrocities by alleging the rape or attempted rape of white
women by black men. The fear of sexual pollution or viola-
tion by the allegedly subhuman race is close to the heart
of murderous or genocidal racism whenever and wherever
it appears. In the racist imagination, blacks have been
somewhat more likely than Jews to be viewed as violent
sexual predators. The myth of the oversized black penis
may be contrasted with the turn-of-the-century antisemitic
belief that the large Jewish nose signified a small penis, fur-
ther truncated by circumcision. Such images raised ques-
tions about Jewish masculinity or virility.33 But the villain-
ous eighteenth-century “Court Jew” in Viet Harlan’s 1940
film Jew Süss manages to rape a woman from a prominent
Christian family and is lynched as a result.34 The notion of
the Jew as a cunning seducer, and occasionally a violent
rapist, was a staple of Nazi propaganda. In the passage
warning against “the black-haired Jewish youth” Hitler also
manages to arouse fears of black sexuality when he blames
the Jews for the introduction into the Rhineland of soldiers
from the French African colonies, some of whom had af-
fairs with German women that resulted in children of
mixed ancestry. A Negrophobic white supremacist as well
as a racist antisemite, the future Führer identified the princi-
ple of racial equality being promulgated by Jews and Marx-
ists with “a bastardized and niggerized world” in which “all
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concepts of the humanly beautiful and sublime, as well as
all ideas of an idealized future of our humanity, would be
lost forever.”35 Hitler even claimed that the French tolera-
tion of black-white intermarriage and its seemingly color-
blind conception of assimilation was turning France into
an extension of Africa into the heartland of Europe.36

Like everyone else who was threatening German na-
tionality and racial purity, the French were of course doing
the bidding of the Jews—the ultimate enemy. At no point
in Mein Kampf does Hitler explicitly call for the extermina-
tion of the Jews, but the implication that they would have
no place in a resurgent and regenerated Germany is unmis-
takable. Furthermore, given the fact that they were able to
use nations like France and Russia as tools of their diaboli-
cal conspiracy, full security and fulfillment for Germany
would be guaranteed only if all the Jews in the world were
eliminated or at least rendered powerless. Something like
the Holocaust was not an illogical or far-fetched conse-
quence of such thinking. Something more than, or different
from, simple biological racism may be required for an un-
derstanding of Hitler’s phobic antisemitism and that of
some of his followers. In the statement he dictated to Mar-
tin Bormann shortly before his death in 1945, he called the
Jews “more than anything else, a community of the spirit
. . . with a sort of relationship with destiny.” Their “trait of
not being able to assimilate . . . defines the race and must
be reluctantly accepted as a triumph of the ‘spirit’ over the
flesh.”37 If Hitler’s racism had a nonmaterial or “spiritual”
foundation, it would have been quite consistent with the
beliefs of Alfred Rosenberg, the chief ideologist of the Nazi
Party from the time that he stood in for Hitler when the
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latter went to prison in 1924. Italicized in Rosenberg’s writ-
ings are adages like the following: “Soul means race viewed
from within: And vice versa, race is the externalization of Soul”
and “The life of a race does not represent a logically-developed
philosophy nor even the unfolding of a pattern according to law,
but rather the development of a mystical synthesis, an activity of
soul.”38 Hitler and Rosenberg may not have literally believed
in the Devil, but their sense of the malignant spiritual
power that Jews could exert depended on a nonrational
belief in supernatural agency as much as, if not more than,
on the findings of racially biased biologists and eugenicists.

More amazing than the fact that a paranoid and delu-
sional heterophobe like Hitler could find others who were
prone to see the world in the same way was his success
in making himself the absolute dictator of a modern and
seemingly enlightened Western nation. I will not try to re-
solve the vexed question of how much direct responsibility
the German people as a whole bear for the Nazi assault on
the Jews. Neither of the extreme views—that Hitler and a
few of his closest followers bear all of the guilt or that the
ordinary German was a potentially homicidal Jew-hater—
seems plausible to me.39 Saul Friedlander, the foremost
American authority on Nazi Germany and the Jews, notes
that Hitler’s appeal was broad and varied, that he offered
solutions to problems afflicting various sectors of German
society. (Indeed one thing that gave his movement a
broader appeal than those drawing exclusively on the anti-
semitism of the economically conservative members of the
middle class was that he professed sympathy for workers
being exploited by ruthless capitalists and promised to ad-
dress their grievances.) His international and domestic
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achievements of the mid-1930s—putting Germans back to
work, building the autobahn, occupying the Rhineland,
staging and winning the Olympics—created the “unshaken
faith” in him that “brought with it widespread acceptance,
passive or not, of the measures against the Jews.”40 Antise-
mitic policies thus became part of a package that could be
accepted only in its totality.

This does not mean, however, that ordinary Germans
were unlikely to harbor antisemitic sentiments. A belief in
the ineradicable Otherness of the Jew had become firmly
rooted in German culture as a result of decades, if not centu-
ries, of antisemitic discourse.41 But such prejudice can be of
relatively low intensity and does not automatically lead to
overtly racist regimes or holocausts. Hitler and the Nazi
leadership were the instigators and implementers of the per-
secutions of the 1930s and the exterminations of the war
years. What they required from most Germans was acquies-
cence rather than direct involvement. They would not have
received it, however, if Jews had been accepted as fellow
members of the national community, or Volksgemeinschaft.

From the time they came to power in 1933, the Nazis
harassed and abused Germany’s half-million Jews. But it
was with the passage of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935 that
Germany became a full-fledged racist regime, comparable
to those already established in the American South or com-
ing into existence in South Africa. One of the laws limited
German citizenship to those who were of German or re-
lated ancestry, which excluded all Jews. (Blacks in the Amer-
ican South were nominally citizens, but the rights associ-
ated with citizenship had been effectively nullified.)
German Jews thus became resident aliens in the land of
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their birth. Another law prohibited marriage and sexual re-
lations between Jews and German citizens. American laws
against marriage between whites and people of color, then
on the books in a majority of the states, were the main
foreign precedents for such legislation.42 (As we have seen,
South Africa did not begin to outlaw miscegenation until
1936.) It is of comparative interest, however, that the Nazi
definition of a Jew was never as stringent as “the one-drop
rule” that prevailed in the categorization of Negroes in the
race-purity laws of the American South. To be automati-
cally Jewish, one had to have three Jewish grandparents.
(Because many Jews, especially those with forebears who
had married Germans, lacked physical characteristics dis-
tinctive enough to distinguish them from Aryans, religious
affiliation had to serve as a surrogate for biological race in
the probing of ancestry.) Those who were one-fourth or
even one-half Jewish in ancestry (Mischlinge) could be con-
sidered German citizens if they did not practice Judaism or
marry Jews or other part-Jews. Allowing quarter-Jews to
marry full-blooded Germans, the Nazis concluded, would
not pollute the nation’s bloodstream to an intolerable de-
gree. But half-Jews were in practice allowed to marry only
Jews.43 To this limited extent, therefore, German antisemit-
ism was less rigorous in its attitude toward “racial purity”
than was American white supremacy. It was, however,
more consistent in its abhorrence of miscegenation; unlike
the American states, it banned extramarital interracial sex
as well as intermarriage. The apartheid regime in South
Africa would follow the Nazi example with its Immorality
Act of 1949.
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Unlike racist regimes in the American South of the Jim
Crow era and during South Africa’s transition from “native
segregation” to apartheid, the Nazi version did not evolve
out of a preexisting racial order based on slavery or colo-
nial-style domination. In fact the assault on the Jews was
the act of a revolutionary totalitarian regime that brought
radical changes in many areas, not just in Jewish-gentile
relations. Although Jews had certainly been discriminated
against before 1935, the Nuremberg Laws categorically
transformed their status. As the existence of many Mi-
schlinge suggests, the rate of German-Jewish intermarriage
before the Nazi era had been relatively high, whereas
American and South African antimiscegenation laws out-
lawed a practice that was quite rare. (The proportion of
Jews marrying non-Jews had in fact risen from almost 8
percent in the period 1901–1904 to just under 23 percent in
1929.)44 The revolutionary process did not stop with the
denial of citizenship and the banning of intermarriage.
After the officially sponsored Kristallnacht pogrom of 1938,
the public segregation of Jews was carried to extremes that
in some respects went beyond Jim Crow and apartheid (for
example, all access to public transportation was denied to
Jews, their children could no longer attend school, a special
curfew was imposed upon them, and they could shop only
during certain hours). In 1939, Jews were denied the right
to operate businesses and possess substantial property. The
aim now was not simply the subordination of Jews but their
elimination through forced emigration, or, if that failed,
internment in concentration camps that could become
death camps. The fact that Nazi Germany in the 1930s was
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on the path from being merely an overtly racist regime
to being a deliberately genocidal one distinguishes it quite
sharply from the American and South African cases.45

Nazi racism of course applied to all non-Aryans and
not simply the Jews. Proclamations implementing the Nur-
emberg Laws put Gypsies in the same pariah category as
Jews, and a substantial portion of them were placed in con-
centration camps within Germany in 1936, from which
some would eventually be sent East to die in the gas cham-
bers of Auschwitz. But, as a recent study has shown, much
confusion existed on the precise racial status of Gypsies,
and apparently no clear decision was ever made to extermi-
nate them as a race. It was the belief of Gestapo chief Hein-
rich Himmler that “racially pure” Gypsies were direct de-
scendants of the ancient Aryans and should be preserved as
subjects of ethnological research into the early develop-
ment of the contemporary “master race.” Consequently,
only Gypsy “Mischlinge” were sent to Auschwitz. Whereas
Jews of mixed descent were for a time treated with some-
what greater leniency than full Jews, the opposite prefer-
ence operated in relation to Gypsies.46 As for the hundreds
of mixed offspring sired on German women by French co-
lonial African soldiers in the Rhineland during the early
postwar years, they were rounded up and sterilized in 1937,
thus saving German blood from an intolerable source of
pollution.47 Had there been a significant black population
in Germany, they might conceivably have been sent to gas
chambers along with all the Jews who could be appre-
hended and some of the Gypsies. Nevertheless, the German
fixation on the Jews clearly did not depend on large num-
bers: they were only about 1 percent of the population
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when Hitler came to power. What it did reflect was the
belief that they were the enemy inside the gates, gnawing at
the vitals of the German nation on behalf of the worldwide
Jewish conspiracy that lay behind both Bolshevism and in-
ternational finance capitalism. Despite their much greater
relative numbers, blacks in the southern United States and
South Africa were of economic value and, after Jim Crow
and “native segregation” were firmly in place, were not
usually seen as constituting an imminent threat to white
domination.

The Second World War, into which Hitler plunged the
world, was the climax and turning point in the history of
racism in the twentieth century. It, and the Cold War that
followed quickly on its heels, revolutionized the context
within which groups thought of as “races” confronted each
other and interacted. Events in the 1940s and 1950s would
establish patterns of thought and action concerning race
and racism that would endure for the rest of the century.
The specific results of the war that most shaped attitudes
toward race were the Holocaust and the beginnings of de-
colonization in Asia and Africa. The first aroused wide-
spread soul-searching and moral revulsion by revealing
what happened when extreme racism was carried to its log-
ical outcome. The second eventually gave geopolitical sig-
nificance to many newly independent nations that were
composed of people whose skin color made them abhor
and denounce the persistence of white supremacy.

The events of the Holocaust are too well known to bear
repeating here. It is the reaction of the Western world to
the Nazis’ murder of six million Jews that is most germane
to our subject. A milder form of antisemitism had made
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countries like the United States and Great Britain reluctant
to accept many Jewish refugees from Germany before the
outbreak of the war, and it was hard for them to believe
the first accounts of “the final solution” that appeared in
1942–1943. But the horrible truth revealed by the liberation
of the death camps in 1945 could not be evaded. The re-
sulting shock and mortification did more to discredit rac-
ism—at least in its blatant ideological forms—than had any
previous historical event. As a consequence of the Allied
victory over the Nazis in World War II, according to the
German philosopher Jürgen Habermas, “the rug was
pulled out from under all claims to legitimacy that did not
at least rhetorically embrace the universalistic spirit of the
political Enlightenment.”48 What the Nazis had done was
so indefensible that later neo-Nazis would deny that the
Holocaust had taken place rather than try to justify it.

The eugenics movement, which had enjoyed scientific
respectability in the United States and Britain before the
war, did not survive the revelations of what the Nazis had
done in its name. Not all eugenicists had been racists or
even social conservatives, but the whole notion of using the
state to improve the human gene pool was under a dark
cloud for several decades after the war. The empirical ge-
netic science of 1950 was not very different from that in
1940, when the possibility that there were innate differ-
ences between races, and that crossing them might have
deleterious consequences, was still a respectable hypothe-
sis. But in 1950 most prominent geneticists and physical
anthropologists endorsed all or part of the UNESCO state-
ment declaring that science gave no support to the notion
that human groups differed in “their innate capacity for
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intellectual and emotional development” and that there
was “no reliable evidence that disadvantageous effects are
produced” by race crossing. The most important reason for
the repudiation of eugenic racism, one prominent geneti-
cist concluded, was “the revulsion of educated people in
the United States and England to Nazi race doctrines and
their use in justifying the extermination of the Jews.”49

Within the United States, there was a growing realiza-
tion among those concerned with international relations
that Jim Crow not only was analogous to Nazi treatment
of the Jews and thus morally indefensible but was also con-
trary to the national interest. The Commission to Study
the International Organization of the Peace reported in
1944 that “the cancerous Negro situation in our country
gives fodder to enemy propaganda and makes our ideals
stick like dry bread in the throat. . . . Through revulsion
against Nazi doctrines, we may, however, hope to speed up
the process of bringing our own practices in each nation
more in conformity with our professed ideals.”50 During
the same year, Gunnar Myrdal endorsed such hopes in his
seminal study of black-white relations in the United States,
An American Dilemma: “The War is crucial for the future of
the Negro, and the Negro problem is crucial in the War.
There is bound to be a redefinition of the Negro’s status in
America as a result of this War.” It was a central theme of
his book that “not since Reconstruction has there been more
reason to anticipate fundamental changes in American race rela-
tions, changes which will involve a development toward the
American ideals.”51

The conjunction of the Cold War and the decoloniza-
tion of Asia and Africa created enormous practical incen-
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tives for racial reform in the United States. Statesmen, pol-
icy makers, molders of public opinion, and even judges
became increasingly sensitive during the postwar years to
the international liability of America’s racial practices in the
struggle with the Soviet Union for the “hearts and minds”
of people in what came to be known as the Third World.52

The Communists had some natural advantages in this con-
flict. Marxist ideology was insistently “nonracialist”; the
various non-European nationalities in the Soviet Union
were, on paper at least, equal under the law; and blacks
from the West who visited Russia could be entertained in
a manner that seemed to demonstrate a total absence of
color prejudice. During the early Cold War, the Soviets
gained an enormous propaganda advantage in calling atten-
tion to America’s practice of segregation and to the inci-
dents of racial violence and terrorism that continued to
occur in the southern states. When several of Europe’s Afri-
can colonies became independent in the late 1950s and
early 1960s, discrimination against African diplomats in
Washington, D.C., and the surrounding area became a
major embarrassment for the State Department that
helped to provoke some of the earliest federal efforts to-
ward the desegregation of public facilities.53

The geopolitical costs of the persistence of legalized
racism in the United States were high enough to raise the
question of why it took two full decades from the end of
World War II and the onset of the Cold War for Congress
to pass the civil rights legislation that outlawed Jim Crow
and gave protection to black voting rights. Indeed, it was
not until 1967 that a Supreme Court decision nullified the
last state laws enshrining the central symbol of a racist re-
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gime—the ban on intermarriage. Part of the explanation
for the delay can be found in the popular association of
“forced desegregation” with Communism during the hey-
day of McCarthyism in the late ’40s and early ’50s.54 But a
full answer would have to take into account some combina-
tion of entrenched racist beliefs and the protection that the
federal system continued to provide for the deviation of the
southern states from the national norm of legal equality.

An important recent study has argued that the progress
of racial equality in the United States has been fostered
mainly by the external pressures generated by wars and
international rivalries. In times when national success or
survival seems to depend on inclusiveness and the affir-
mation of egalitarian values, Philip A. Klinkner and Rogers
M. Smith argue in The Unsteady March, the extension of
rights to African Americans has been possible. When such
pressures have been absent, reversion to the seemingly nor-
mal pattern of racial inequality has taken place. World War
II and the Cold War thus provided a window of opportunity
for blacks that is now closing.55 There is much evidence to
support such a view of African American history. At best
progress has meant two steps forward and one step back-
ward from the time that the wake of the American Revo-
lution abolished slavery in the North but strengthened it
in the South. Significant progress has occurred, however:
legalized segregation is as dead today as racial slavery was
in 1865. An exclusive emphasis on reasons of state as the
motivation for egalitarian reform risks overlooking the
moral dimension—the extent to which racism conflicts
with other values that Americans are supposed to hold.
The national conscience is admittedly easier to arouse
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when self-interest can also be invoked. But to the consider-
able extent that the Holocaust made blatant racism of all
kinds morally disreputable, African Americans and other
traditional or potential victims of racial discrimination,
not only in the United States but throughout the world,
gained a measure of international sympathy and even pro-
tection. The United Nations’ Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and Convention on the Prevention and Pun-
ishment of the Crime of Genocide did not prevent the oc-
currence of racial injustice or even the mass murder of ra-
cial or ethnic Others, but it increased the chance that
something might be done about violations of what were
now international norms.56

The one overtly racist regime that survived World War
II and the Cold War was the South African, which did not
in fact come to maturity until the victory of the Afrikaner-
dominated Nationalist Party in 1948 ushered in the era of
apartheid. Most of the Nationalist leaders who later came
to power opposed going to war with Germany in 1939, and
some remained sympathetic to the Nazi regime through-
out the conflict. Antisemitism of the populist, anticapitalist
variety had been a secondary theme in Afrikaner National-
ist polemics in the 1930s, but the postwar party, for the
most part, eschewed attacking Jews per se as either capital-
ists or communists. The campaign against the svart gevaar
(black menace) in 1948 put the English-speaking Jews on
the right side of the color line, even if they were not part
of the Volk. Not wishing to be associated with the Holo-
caust and seeking to establish ties of mutual advantage with
Israel, the architects of apartheid concentrated on justifying
white rule in southern Africa.57
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Decolonization and the Cold War influenced South Af-
rican race policy in ways that were almost diametrically
opposed to how they affected black-white relations in the
United States. Since South Africa was a prime example of
white settler rule over an indigenous majority, it was pre-
cluded from riding the bandwagon of decolonization (as
the United States tried to present itself as doing) except in
a transparently deceitful way. As more and more African
countries became independent and the ring of “frontline
states” grew closer and closer to South Africa’s borders,
determination to maintain white supremacy grew. The ace
in the hole that South Africa’s leaders believed they pos-
sessed at the height of the Cold War was the role they
thought they could play as a bastion of anticommunism on
a continent endangered by the red menace. On that basis
they could expect Western aid and tacit support—which in
fact they received in relative abundance between the late
’40s and the late ’70s. It is a supreme irony that the Truman
administration, which did much to foster the movement
for civil rights for African Americans, also gave aid and com-
fort to the new apartheid regime in the belief that its treat-
ment of Africans was tolerable so long as it stood with “the
free world” against Soviet Communism.58

South Africa after 1948 designed and constructed the
most comprehensive racist regime meant to be a perma-
nent structure that the world has ever seen. (The architects
of the Nazi regime of course viewed their handiwork as the
process that would lead to a society in which there would
be no racial distinctions because there would be only one
race.) Building on the earlier pattern of “native segrega-
tion,” the makers of apartheid denied to Africans, more
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than 70 percent of the total population, the right to reside
permanently outside of the rural “homelands” or “Bantu-
stans” that added up to about 13 percent of the total land
area of South Africa. Those permitted to reside in urban
and industrial areas were treated as resident aliens or guest
workers whose sole function was to serve the economic
interests of the whites. The fiction of the African as cultural
alien or purely ethnic Other was used to mask the essential
racism of the regime. In 1952 Prime Minister J. G. Strydom
gave an honest answer to the question of what apartheid
was all about: “Our policy,” he forthrightly announced, “is
that the Europeans must stand their ground and remain
Baas [master] in South Africa. If we reject the Herrenvolk
idea . . . if the franchise is to be extended to non-Europeans,
and if non-Europeans are developed on the same basis as
Europeans, how can the Europeans remain Baas? Our
view is that in every sphere the Europeans must retain the
right to rule the country and to keep it a white man’s coun-
try.”59 But such frank defenses of white supremacy were
obfuscated by an ideological fog under Strydom’s succes-
sor, Hendrik Verwoerd, who sought desperately to give a
compelling philosophical, moral, and theological rationale
for what Strydom had in effect conceded was simply group
selfishness.

In the late 1950s, in an unconvincing effort to identify
South Africa with the seemingly irresistible decolonization
movement, Verwoerd held out the prospect of “indepen-
dence” for the African homelands, and four of them eventu-
ally accepted the offer of a nominal autonomy that the
outside world refused to recognize. The mature ideology
of apartheid, as formulated by Verwoerd and a group of
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Afrikaner academics and intellectuals (many of whom had
studied in Germany before the war), was to adapt the ro-
mantic nationalism of Herder and Fichte to the South Afri-
can case. At the same time, pro-apartheid theologians
searched the Scriptures for an expression of the divine will
that would sanction South Africa’s race policies in the face
of growing condemnation from much of the rest of Chris-
tendom. Although some early advocates of apartheid fol-
lowed the Nazi example of synthesizing völkisch nationalism
and biological racism, the defenders of apartheid who re-
sponded to international criticism between the 1950s and
the 1970s eschewed biological arguments in favor of what
the historian Saul DuBow has aptly described as “cultural
essentialism.”60

The basic idea, which could have come directly from
Herder, was that each Volk was programmed to develop a
unique and worthy culture. But to do so, it had to be pro-
tected from contamination by other cultures; this required
a significant degree of isolation and “separate develop-
ment.” For Afrikaners, “Christian Nationalism” meant
schools and universities, separate from those attended by
the English, in which the language and values of the Afri-
kaner Volk could flower. In theory, it meant the same thing
for Zulus and Xhosa, whose homelands would be the cra-
dles for the growth of their own unique national cultures.
The identification of language, culture, and race that had
been characteristic of early German nationalist thinking
was revivified without the stress on the purely biological
or genetic factor that Nazis had given it. Theologians of
the South African Dutch Reformed Church found their
scriptural warrant, not in the Curse of Ham that had served
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some of their slaveholding ancestors, but in the story of
the destruction of the Tower of Babel. In their exegesis of
this tale, the religious apologists for apartheid identified a
God who regarded attempts to unify the human race as
manifestations of sinful pride. As a remedy to the evils of
universalism, he prescribed a strict division of humanity
into separate linguistic and cultural groups, which were
commanded, in effect, to keep their distance from each
other and to “develop along their own lines.”61 If we were
to take these ideologues at their word, cultural relativism
rather than hierarchical racism would have to be acknowl-
edged as the essence of apartheid.

Their word, however, cannot obscure the extent to
which the practice of apartheid belied these principles and
reflected the unvarnished Herrenvolk ideology of J. G. Stry-
dom, who affirmed that it was his “color sense” that was
the key to the white man’s survival in South Africa.62 Color
clearly trumped culture when it came to the differential
privileges that all “Europeans,” whatever their language
and ethnicity, enjoyed in contrast to all “nonwhites,” whose
unique linguistic or cultural characteristics did not prevent
them from being consigned to separate facilities for “nie
blankes.” The long struggle of Afrikaners for economic, so-
cial, and cultural parity with the English was won relatively
easily once they had the full power of the state at their
disposal after 1948. Increasingly the “we” became all whites
and the “they” became all Africans or even all nonwhites.

The “Coloreds”—a substantial population group of
mixed origin that had developed in the Western Cape out
of the interaction of Europeans, East Asians, Khoikhoi
(“Hottentots”), and black Africans in the seventeenth and
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eighteenth centuries—were substantially Afrikaans in lan-
guage and culture. But during the apartheid era they were
increasingly segregated and discriminated against. By the
1960s they found themselves reduced from a status inter-
mediate between whites and Africans to one that was closer
to the latter than to the former. The Immorality, Group
Marriage, and Urban Areas Acts, which were among the
earliest apartheid laws, made it for the first time illegal for
Coloreds to have sex, intermarry, or live in the same neigh-
borhoods with whites. Only an explicit and straightforward
racism could justify these policies, as some of the more
principled advocates of “ideal apartheid” recognized. But
the official culturalist rationale can also be considered racist
if we accept the notion that the essence of racism is not
biological determinism per se but the positing, on whatever
basis, of unbridgeable differences between ethnic or de-
scent groups—distinctions that are then used to justify their
differential treatment. Even if Coloreds had been admitted,
as some consistent cultural nationalists advocated, into the
bosom of the Afrikaner Volk, South Africa would still have
had an overtly racist regime as far as Africans were con-
cerned. The division of blacks into pseudonations did not
reflect a genuine cultural pluralism but was rather the di-
vide-and-conquer strategy of a ruling minority.63

If the demise of Jim Crow can be attributed partially to
strategic considerations arising from the Cold War, the end
of that conflict contributed significantly to the death of
apartheid. When the South African regime could no longer
expect aid or even toleration from the West for its role in
the defense of capitalism, and the disintegrating Soviet
Union cut off aid to the African National Congress, the two
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sides in the struggle went to the bargaining table to resolve
a conflict in which neither could anticipate total victory.64

The fact that the negotiations led to the one result that
white leaders had said for decades that they would never
accept—one person, one vote—was in the first instance an
achievement of Nelson Mandela’s adroit bargaining skills.
But the release of Mandela from prison, as well as the pres-
tige and moral stature that he brought to the negotiations,
resulted in large part from an aroused international public
opinion. The moral condemnation of the world and the
economic sanctions to which it eventually gave rise under-
mined the willingness of white South Africans to defend
apartheid at all costs. By the late 1980s, it had apparently
become psychologically demoralizing and economically
costly to be the “polecat of the world.” The revulsion
against official racism that inspired the international cam-
paign to free Mandela and end apartheid can be traced ulti-
mately to the antiracist fallout from the Holocaust, acti-
vated and reinforced in relation to people of color by the
success of decolonization and the civil rights movements
elsewhere in the world during the decades immediately
after the war. South Africa’s policies were too reminiscent
of Nazi Germany’s to escape the opprobrium that was now
associated with overtly racist regimes, and its harsh practice
of a peculiar internal form of colonialism put it at odds
with a world of independent nations that had replaced the
European colonial empires.
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Racism at the Dawn
of the Twenty-First Century

It is widely believed that racism remains a major inter-
national problem at the dawn of the twenty-first cen-
tury. The term is used in some countries and in some

circles to describe hostility and discrimination directed
against a group for virtually any reason. The French, for
example, sometimes use the term to describe biases
founded on age, gender, or sexual orientation. Usually,
however, the act of racializing the Other seizes upon differ-
ences that are “ethnic” in some sense. According to political
scientist Donald L. Horowitz, ethnicity “is based on a myth
of collective ancestry, which usually carries with it traits
believed to be innate. Some notion of ascription, however
diluted, and affinity deriving from it are inseparable from
the concept of ethnicity.”1 The marks or identifiers usually
associated with ethnicity are language, religion, customs,
and physical characteristics (inborn or acquired). One or
more (sometimes all) may serve as sources of ethnic divi-
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siveness; any one of them can provoke disdain, discrimina-
tion, or violence on the part of another group that does
not share the trait or traits that have come to define ethnic
Otherness. It is justifiable, as I once did in an essay, to de-
scribe the essence of racism as ethnicity made hierarchical,
or, in other words, making difference invidious and disad-
vantageous through the application of power.2 But, as the
preceding chapters of this book suggest, I would now put
more stress than I did then on the presence and articulation
of a belief that the defining traits are innate or unchange-
able. Pigmentation, however, is not the only supposedly
indelible mark of difference upon which racism can be
based, as the history of antisemitism clearly demonstrates.

In September 2001 the United Nations sponsored a
World Conference on Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xeno-
phobia, and Related Intolerance in Durban, South Africa.
This multiple terminology suggests that doubt may have
existed as to whether the use of the term “racism” by itself
was sufficient to denote all the hostilities and oppressions
that concerned the conferees. In the introduction to this
book I made distinctions between racism and xenophobia
and between racial and religious intolerance. Xenophobia
(literally the fear of strangers) is an ancient and virtually
universal phenomenon, while racism, I have argued, is a
historical construction with a traceable career covering the
period between the fourteenth century and the twenty-
first. Religious bigotry is directed at what people believe
and not at what they are. Unlike “racial” characteristics,
religious convictions are usually considered changeable by
an act of will. (It is, however, useful to be reminded by
Horowitz that for many groups outside the West, “religion
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is not a matter of faith but a given, an integral part of their
identity, and for some an inextricable component of their
sense of peoplehood.”)3 In the third chapter, I argued that
racism has declined in the past half-century as a result of
the Holocaust and the subsequent overthrow of Jim Crow
in the United States and apartheid in South Africa. Does
this mean that the UN conference can be viewed as a kind
of valedictory to an “age of racism,” and that we can antici-
pate a new century without the kind of hatreds and injus-
tices that have characterize the old one? Is racism only, or
soon to be only, history?

Unfortunately racism survives even in the carefully de-
lineated sense that has governed this study of its history.
The Holocaust and decolonization may have permanently
discredited what I have called “overtly racist regimes,” but
this good news should not be inflated into a belief that
racism itself is dead or even dying. As we saw in earlier
chapters, group inequalities associated with what are taken
to be indelible marks of inferior or unworthy ancestry can
exist without having the full apparatus of the modern state
to sustain them. We have also had the opportunity to ob-
serve situations in which ideologies that do not invoke race
in the modern biological sense serve to rationalize caste
systems or forms of exploitation that reflect the essentially
racist vision of indelible, unbridgeable, and invidious differ-
ences between human groups. What has been called “the
new racism” in the United States, Great Britain, and France
is a way of thinking about difference that reifies and essen-
tializes culture rather than genetic endowment, or in other
words makes culture do the work of race.4 The arrival of
large numbers of immigrants from former colonies in En-
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gland and France has encouraged the use of “culture” as a
way of distinguishing unwelcome newcomers for those
who are genuinely “British” or “French.” In Britain skin
color and culture remain closely associated, and it is often
assumed that ways of life are as unchangeable as pigmenta-
tion. In France color per se is less important; in theory dark-
skinned or swarthy newcomers may be deemed acceptable
if they show the desire and capacity to assimilate. But it is
generally assumed that most of them cannot or will not
assimilate to la culture française by sacrificing their preex-
isting ethnic and religious identities. The United States, tra-
ditionally a land of immigrants, may be better able than
most European nations to deal with the cultural diversity
created by immigration. But discrimination against African
Americans is now being justified as “rational” because it
may be an appropriate response to the “dysfunctional” sub-
culture that has allegedly taken possession of the souls of
many black folk. The adverse effect of negative stereotypes
on African Americans is intensified by the fact that their
pigmentation makes them so easily identifiable.5

There is another sense in which the discrediting of sci-
entific racism and the revulsion against official or legalized
discrimination have fallen short of achieving racial justice
and equality. Histories of slavery, Jim Crow, apartheid, or
colonization have left many members of previously stigma-
tized and legally disadvantaged groups in an economically
and psychologically vulnerable situation, which may make
it difficult for them to compete with those whose families
and forebears have not had to undergo such shattering ex-
periences. The blacks now in power in South Africa cannot,
given the resources at their command, adequately compen-

142



sate blacks for three and a half centuries of expropriation,
exploitation, and deprivation to the extent that would be
required to make them truly equal to the whites. The dam-
age left behind by “overtly racist regimes” may also encour-
age antisocial or self-destructive behavior. The failures and
“pathologies” that can result seem to confirm negative ste-
reotypes about the group that persist despite the removal
of the full ideological scaffolding that once sustained them.
Justice Harry Blackmun put it succinctly in a United States
Supreme Court decision of 1978 that upheld the principle
of affirmative action: “[I]n order to get beyond racism, we
must first take account of race. There is no other way. And
in order to treat some persons equally, we must treat them
differently. We cannot—we dare not—let the Equal Protec-
tion clause perpetuate racial supremacy.”6 It is not merely
a matter of failing to eliminate the last remnants of an out-
worn and discredited set of ideas and practices. The legacy
of the past racism directed at blacks in the United States is
more like a bacillus that we have failed to destroy, a live
germ that not only continues to make some of us ill but
retains the capacity to generate new strains of a disease for
which we have no certain cure.

Antisemitic racism also persists and, despite the Holo-
caust and the creation of the State of Israel, retains the ca-
pacity to do harm. Hate groups in many countries continue
to believe in the Hitlerian myth that the world is threatened
by a Jewish conspiracy. The World Wide Web is filled with
their ranting. (In the United States, where hatred of blacks
and hatred of Jews tend to go together in the psyches of
ultraracists, African Americans are often portrayed on the
Websites as the mindless tools of diabolically clever Jews
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plotting to destroy white Christian America.) In Germany,
France, the United States, and several eastern European
countries, Jews have been attacked, swastikas painted on
synagogues, and Jewish cemeteries desecrated. For many
years, the Arab governments that object vehemently to the
State of Israel and its policies have sponsored the dissemina-
tion of classic antisemitic propaganda, including that noto-
rious forgery The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.7

In the Western democracies antisemitism is officially
deplored, and words or actions based on it are confined
to fringe groups that operate outside the law or (except in
Austria) to parties that are too small to have much chance
of sharing power in the foreseeable future. But Jewish lead-
ers in several countries fear that passive antisemitism re-
mains widespread, and that circumstances can be imagined
that would cause a resurgence of its more virulent manifes-
tations. The actions of the State of Israel against the Pales-
tinians have led to charges by the General Assembly of the
United Nations that Zionism constitutes a form of racism.
It is difficult to deny that Israel has at times been unjust and
even brutal to the Palestinians in the occupied territories or
even within Israel itself. But is this racism, or the product
of a conflict that is truly based on culture and religion rather
than on differing “bloodlines” or genetic constitutions?

As the capacious title of the UN conference suggests,
the main problem of human relations in the world today
may not be solely, or perhaps even principally, one of racism
in the sense of the term used in this book. If racism is not
dead, it is less intense and intellectually respectable than it
was a century or even a half-century ago. But human beings
continue to mistreat other human beings on the basis of
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their ethnic identities. In a sense we may have returned to
the chronological starting point of this inquiry. Before “the
invention of racism” Christians persecuted Jews and Mus-
lims because of their beliefs and the behavior that was asso-
ciated with them. The Crusades were not fought under the
banner of white, Aryan, or Indo-European superiority or
the divine right of the Herrenvolk to rule over lesser breeds.
The conflicts were defined in what we would today call
cultural rather than racial terms. Of course, as has been
often shown in this study, the line between “culturalism”
and racism is not difficult to cross. Culture and even reli-
gion can become essentialized to the point that they can
serve as a functional equivalent of biological racism, as has
to some extent occurred recently in the perception of
blacks in the United States and Britain, and of Muslims in
several predominantly Christian nations.8

But many of the most bitter and bloody ethnic conflicts
of our time have not required the full racialization of the
Other to become devastating. Most of the minorities
throughout the world that are victimized by discrimination
or violence appear to be differentiated from their oppres-
sors more by authentic cultural or religious differences than
by race in the genetic sense. Irish Catholics in Ulster, North
African Muslims in France, Turks in Germany, Albanian
Muslims in what remains of Yugoslavia, Bosnians under
Serbian or Croatian rule, Chechens in Russia, Muslims,
Sikhs, and Christians in India, Tamils in Sri Lanka, Bud-
dhists in Chinese-ruled Tibet, and Palestinians in Israel (one
could go on and on) are not generally conceived of by the
relevant majorities in terms that are racial in the sense used
in this study. They are identified by their beliefs and behav-
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ior—not, or at least not principally, by their physical appear-
ance or ancestry. In all or most of these cases, religion is
the most salient difference between persecutors and perse-
cuted. In social scientific terminology, the differences are
thus ethnic, yes, but primarily ethnoreligious rather than
ethnoracial. At this point, however, a reader might well feel
that it makes little or no practical difference whether the
inhumanity of one ethnos against another is based on reli-
gious fanaticism or on alleged differences in genetic endow-
ment. Stress on religion and absence of the ideological
component of biological determinism do not prevent mas-
sacres, ethnic cleansing, denial of equal citizenship, and eco-
nomic discrimination.9 The temptation to follow the cur-
rent tendency to expand the term “racism” to include
xenophobia and persecution based on religious and cultural
differences is indeed difficult to resist.

Were we to succumb to this catchall usage, however,
we would be unable to appreciate the special features of
the Western ideological racism described in this study, such
as its close relationship to the enslavement and colonial
domination of people of color and the way that its antise-
mitic embodiment reflected the trauma of capitalist mod-
ernization. As we look to the future, we might also fail
to recognize that making religion the principal marker of
difference has implications somewhat different from those
generated by locating it in the blood or the genes. As was
the case with early medieval Christianity’s abuse of Jews
and Muslims, religious intolerance normally has an escape
hatch. Conversion is always a theoretical possibility and
may actually occur in some cases, especially when there is
intermarriage between members of different ethnoreli-
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gious groups. (To my knowledge, none of the contempo-
rary loci of ethnic conflict or domination have generated
the formal prohibitions on intermarriage that characterized
the overtly racist regimes, but ordinarily one spouse or the
other must convert.) If ethnoreligious differences are less
rigid than ethnoracial ones, however, they may be more
durable. In an incisive comparison of conflict in South Af-
rica and Northern Ireland, the sociologist Hamish Dickie-
Clark predicted accurately in 1976 that the formal racial
divide in South Africa would be easier to overcome than
the sectarian split in Ulster. He based his prognostication
on the belief that “racist claims are open to rational and
empirical refutation, whereas the claims made by sectarian
religion are so deeply imbedded in the matrix of faith and
other-worldly authority that they are not similarly open to
logic and observation.”10 Although it takes much more than
rational persuasion to overcome racism, the fact that its
foundations are subject to empirical falsification does make
it more fragile than the incontrovertible and unquestioning
faith demanded by sectarian or fundamentalist religion.
Along with the dissemination of the truth about human
physical differences, the struggle against racism also re-
quires that stigmatized groups have enforceable civil rights,
political empowerment in proportion to their numbers,
and equal opportunity in education and employment
(which may require special efforts to compensate for disad-
vantages inherited from the past). If persisting racial preju-
dices and inequalities make the complete separation of race
and state counterproductive, the first line of defense against
militant sectarianism would seem to be a total separation
of church and state. The high wall that the United States
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Supreme Court has at times affirmed, despite constant
threats from zealous members of the Protestant majority,
might serve as a model for other religiously diverse nations.
If the United States has for most of its history set a bad
example in the area of race relations, it has established a
relatively good record in its handling of the religious diver-
sity resulting from immigration.11

Will the color line of the twentieth century therefore
be replaced or overshadowed by the faith or creed lines of
the twenty-first? Will conflicts more often take the form of
jihads or crusades than movements for human rights or so-
cial justice? Many signs point in that direction. Racism, as
we have seen, offers material and psychological rewards to
an ethnic group that has the power and the will to dominate
or eliminate another ethnic group that it defines as inher-
ently different from itself in ways justifying the treatment it
receives. The emotion to which it appeals is either contempt
or fear, depending on whether the dominant group views
the Other as under control and securely “in its place” or
conceivably capable of competition or reprisal. Its essential
context has been the rise of commercial and industrial capi-
talism, and its trigger has been the interests and anxieties
aroused by that great historical transformation.

But in the twenty-first century, we confront a global
capitalism that draws no color line, because it seeks cus-
tomers and collaborators from every race. A de facto color
line remains because the non-Europeans of the world are,
as a result of slavery, colonialism, or a late start on the path
of modernization, on the average poorer and more disad-
vantaged than people of white or European ancestry. But
active racism is not necessary to maintain this “new world
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order,” nor is it clear that conventional antiracism can do
very much to change it. In this context militant sectarian-
ism or religious tribalism can easily become the refuge of
people whose sense of community and traditional ethical
values are threatened.12 There is no arguing with someone
who believes that abortion is murder or that eating pork or
slaughtering cattle is an offense in the eyes of God. But it
is not dogmatic religion itself that creates ethnoreligious
conflict or theocratic regimes. It is the politicization of faith
and the effort to make others conform to beliefs they do
not share that threaten the peace of the world and of many
countries within it. The Taliban ruled Afghanistan in ways
that much of the rest of the world found unacceptable. But
there are many milder manifestations of combative and co-
ercive religious zealotry. Israelis and Palestinians are willing
to fight to the death over control of sacred sites. Although
most Muslim immigrants to Europe are not potential ter-
rorists and do not seek to impose their beliefs on others,
Christians and secularists alike make them targets of suspi-
cion and discrimination. In the United States, the religious
right seeks to control the behavior of those who do not
share its views of abortion, sexual orientation, sexual mo-
rality, or euthanasia. In some countries, such as India, con-
flict and discrimination arise from the direct confrontation
of dogmatic religious faiths. In others—the United States
being a conspicuous example—the fault lines may be be-
tween the combined forces of more than one variety of
dogmatic religiosity and a coalition of tolerant ecumeni-
cists and nonreligious humanists.

It would be premature to contend that trying to contain
culture wars over spiritual or moral values should replace

149



E P I L O G U E Racism in the Twenty-First Century

struggles against racial hatred and domination at the center
of concern for those who seek a just and peaceful world.
As has been suggested, religion easily becomes race in the
twisted minds of racist skinheads in eastern Germany or
the United States. What characterizes many of the perpe-
trators of violence against the Other (whether identified
racially or religiously) is social marginality. The greatest
danger of direct violence comes from those descended
from privileged or at least securely settled groups who find
themselves on the outside of the modern (or postmodern)
world of communications technology, global financial mar-
kets, and bureaucratized nation-states. Alienation from the
course of local or world development can provoke either
racism or religious fanaticism, depending on the cultural
and social situation. Grasping for one’s identity in a world
that threatens to reduce everyone who is not part of the
elite to a low-paid worker or a consumer of cheap, mass-
produced commodities creates a hunger for meaning and
a sense of self-worth that can most easily be satisfied by
consciousness of race or religion. Race offers less of a haven
to the alienated and disenchanted than it once did, because
of the worldwide campaign against it that was one of the
great achievements of the twentieth century. But absolutist
religion retains its appeal, and to the extent that it becomes
militant and politicized, it has the potential to become the
twenty-first century’s principal source of intergroup con-
flict and aggression.
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A P P E N D I X

The Concept of Racism
in Historical Discourse

Although commonly used, “racism” has become a
loaded and ambiguous term. Both sides in the cur-
rent debate over affirmative action in the United

States, for example, have used it to describe their oppo-
nents. It can mean either a lamentable absence of “color
blindness” in an allegedly postracist age or insensitivity to
past and present discrimination against groups that to be
helped must be racially categorized. Once considered pri-
marily a matter of belief or ideology, “racism” may now
express itself in institutional patterns or social practices that
have adverse effects on members of groups thought of as
“races,” even if a conscious belief that they are inferior or
unworthy is absent. The term is clearly in danger of losing
the precision needed to make it an analytical tool for histo-
rians and social scientists examining the relations among
human groups or collectivities. But few would deny that
we need, as a bare minimum, a strong expression to de-
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scribe some horrendous acts of brutality and injustice that
were clearly inspired by beliefs associated with the concept
of race—the vilification, lynching, and segregation of Afri-
can Americans in the South during the Jim Crow era; the
Nazis’ demonization and extermination of European
Jewry; and the noncitizenship and economic servitude of
South African blacks under apartheid.

These three clear-cut examples of racism in both theory
and practice draw our attention to the fact that two kinds
of people have been conspicuously victimized by this pro-
clivity to denigrate and abuse others because of their physi-
cal characteristics, ancestry, and alleged spiritual deficien-
cies: people of color (especially blacks) and Jews. In the main
body of this study I compare these two principal manifesta-
tions of racism and probe the connections between them.
Insight into the genesis and context of this undertaking can
perhaps be enhanced by a review of how previous scholar-
ship, including my own, has dealt with racism as a historical
subject—what meanings have been given to it and what
lessons may be learned from this historiography about
where we might go from here. In light of the multiple cur-
rent meanings of the term, some historians and social scien-
tists, including myself, have been tempted at times to ex-
clude the word from our vocabularies. In the introduction
to an early book on “white supremacy” in the United States
and South Africa, “I concluded that racism is too ambigu-
ous and loaded a term to describe my subject effectively.”1

In a recent essay, Loı̈c Wacquant, a prominent sociologist
of race, advocates “forsaking once and for all the inflam-
matory and exceedingly ductile category of ‘racism’ save as
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a descriptive term referring to empirically analyzable doc-
trines and beliefs about ‘race.’”2

Most historians of race and racism have in fact limited
themselves to the study of racial doctrines and beliefs and
would therefore be permitted by Wacquant to continue
using the term. But it was in part the limitations of consid-
ering racism simply as a doctrine or set of ideas that encour-
aged me to substitute the term “white supremacy” to desig-
nate the white-over-black manifestation of it. I wanted to
examine the relationship between the cultural aspects—
racist attitudes, beliefs, and ideas—and structures and poli-
tics of racial domination. To put it another way, my interest
was not merely in the history of ideas and attitudes but in
the history of ideology in the broadest sense of that term.
What also concerned me, therefore, was the relationship
between attitudes and beliefs on the one hand and practices
and institutions on the other. But I would insist that certain
kinds of ideas and beliefs must be present, at some level of
consciousness, in the minds of the practitioners of racism.
If not, we would have no way to distinguish racism from
classism, ethnocentrism, sexism, religious intolerance, age-
ism, or any other mode of allotting differential advantages
or prestige to categories of people that vary, or seem to
vary, in some important respect.

A further conceptual refinement can be derived from
Kwame Anthony Appiah’s distinction between racism and
“racialism.” He defines racialism as the belief “that there
are heritable characteristics, possessed by members of our
species, that allow us to divide them into a small set of
races, in such a way that all the members of these races
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share certain traits and tendencies with each other that they
do not share with members of any other race.”3 Such a belief
essentializes differences but does not necessarily imply in-
equality or hierarchy. As a moral philosopher, Appiah finds
such a viewpoint mistaken but not immoral. Racialists do
not become racists until they make such convictions the
basis for claiming special privileges for members of what
they consider to be their own race, and for disparaging and
doing harm to those deemed racially Other. In an early
work on color-coded racism in the United States, I implicitly
made a similar distinction when I coined the phrase “roman-
tic racialism” to describe the belief commonly held by ante-
bellum abolitionists of both races that blacks were intrinsi-
cally different from whites in temperament and psychology
(more “spiritual” and less aggressive). I did not wish to use
the pejorative “racism,” because, for at least some of these
antislavery men and women, the alleged peculiarities of
blacks did not sanction a belief in their inferiority or justify
enslaving them or discriminating against them.4 But when
groups whose differing ancestry is culturally and/or physi-
cally marked come into adversarial contact, there is a power-
ful temptation, especially on the part of the more powerful
group, to justify aggression, domination, or extermination
by invoking differences defined as “racial”—meaning that
they are intrinsic and unchangeable.

Unlike some sociologists, I do not believe that one can
regard race and ethnicity as clearly distinct and unrelated
phenomena. To my way of thinking, groups designated as
races could also be regarded as “ethnic” in the Weberian
sense of being historical collectivities claiming descent from
a common set of ancestors. Race can therefore be described
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as what happens when ethnicity is deemed essential or in-
delible and made hierarchical.5 There are, however, cases—
and African American ethnicity would be a prime exam-
ple—in which ethnic identity is created by the racialization
of people who would not otherwise have shared an identity.
(Blacks did not think of themselves as blacks, Negroes, or
even Africans when they lived in the various kingdoms and
tribal communities of West Africa before the advent of the
slave trade.) From this perspective, racism is the evil twin of
ethnocentrism. The latter may involve racialism in Appiah’s
sense but can also be based on individual cultural identities
that are not viewed as unchangeable. (Many premodern
communities—American Indian tribes, for example—have
regarded themselves as superior beings and their enemies
as utterly unworthy of respect but have nevertheless readily
assimilated captives and other strangers regardless of phe-
notype or cultural background.) The erroneous but rela-
tively harmless doctrine of simple racialism is rarely found
among members of the advantaged or dominant groups in
a plural society, but racism is all too common. One is more
likely to find tolerant or egalitarian racialism among stig-
matized groups: they may embrace and reevaluate some of
the differences traditionally attributed to them, attempting
to change them from defects into virtues, thus affirming a
positive cultural identity and making the case that differ-
ence does not mean inferiority.

The reason that my efforts to dispense with the prob-
lematic term “racism” in some of my earlier work came to
naught was simply because I could not find a satisfactory
alternative to describe the phenomena that I wished to
study. “White supremacy” is limited in its application to
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only one type of racism—what I would now call the “color-
coded” or somatic variety. A review of the historical dis-
course on racism that began in the 1920s reveals that the
term was first applied to ideologies making invidious dis-
tinctions among divisions of the “white” or Caucasian race,
and especially to show that Aryans or Nordics were supe-
rior to other people normally considered “white” or “Cau-
casian.” The term “race” has a long history, but “racism”
goes back only to the early twentieth century, and the “ism”
reflected the understanding of historians and others who
wrote about it that they were dealing with a questionable
set of beliefs and not undeniable facts of nature. It might
be said that the concept of racism emerges only when the
concept of race, or at least some of its applications, begin
to be questioned. Our understanding of the core function
of racism—its assigning of fixed or permanent differences
among human descent groups and using this attribution of
difference to justify their differential treatment—has
changed less during the past century than have the specific
categories of people who are viewed as its victims.

The historiographies of the two most conspicuous
manifestations of racism—white supremacism and antise-
mitism—have proceeded along different tracks. Historians
and sociologists concerned with one kind of racism have
generally shown little interest in the work done on the
other. When racism has been a central concept in this
work, it has often been defined in such a group-specific way
that a wider application is made difficult, if not foreclosed
entirely. For example, one can readily agree with the British
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman’s short definition of racism,
which precedes his discussion of how it applies to the Holo-
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caust: “Man is before he acts; nothing he does may change
what he is. This is roughly the philosophical essence of rac-
ism.” But he then proceeds to limit the concept to cases
where the aim is the extermination or expatriation of the
racialized other.6 Hence white supremacy, which normally
involves the domination rather than elimination of the
Other, ceases to be racism. When I myself defined the es-
sence of racism as the ideas, practices, and institutions asso-
ciated with a rigid form of ethnic hierarchy, I was unwit-
tingly privileging the white supremacist variant over the
antisemitic form, which presses toward the dissolution of
the hierarchy through the expulsion or destruction of the
lower-status group.7

Although the historiographies of white supremacy and
antisemitism have not, for the most part, engaged each
other, a small number of scholars, going back to the 1920s,
have examined racism historically in a way that was not
group-specific—as a mode of thought or set of attitudes
with varying or multiple targets. Understanding which
groups were considered the primary victims and how the
racists whose ideas were being analyzed identified them-
selves and the group to which they belonged may provide
a kind of lineage for my short history. But there is one
aspect of these studies that may trouble some advocates of
scholarly objectivity. Scholars who were hostile to what
they were writing about have produced virtually all such
examinations of racism. In many cases (especially at times
when racism was respectable) a central purpose of their
work was to discredit the ideas they were describing. While
this did not mean that they were producing propaganda
rather than scholarship, it did mean that they either argued
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for, or clearly assumed, the falsity and perniciousness of the
beliefs or attitudes they were examining. But is an objective
or nonjudgmental history of racism really possible? The
history of racism or (as some would have it) “racisms”
began as a branch of intellectual history, or the history of
ideas, at a time when concepts of racial hierarchy were
widely accepted. If the historian had simply described the
ideas in the terms that their proponents would have found
acceptable and given no direct or implicit indication that
they were false and harmful, he or she would in fact have
been encouraging their promulgation and contributing to
their legitimization. The most fruitful orientation at a time
like our own, when racism is generally condemned in prin-
ciple, is a clinical one. It is legitimate to assume, at the
beginning of the twenty-first century—as it might not have
been at the beginning of the twentieth—that racism is an
evil analogous to a deadly disease. But the responsibility of
the historian or sociologist who studies racism is not to
moralize and condemn but to understand this malignancy
so that it can be more effectively treated, just as a medical
researcher studying cancer does not moralize about it but
searches for knowledge that might point the way to a cure.

The pioneer historian of racism was Théophile Simar,
librarian of the Belgian colonial ministry in the 1920s. His
history of what he called “la doctrine des races” was pub-
lished in Brussels in 1922.8 His provocation may have been
“the rape of Belgium” by the Germans in World War I: he
focused most of his critical attention on the doctrine of
Germanic or Teutonic superiority over other Europeans,
especially “Latin peoples,” which he traced back to the pan-
Germanism of the sixteenth century and to the eighteenth-
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century French theory that class differences could be attrib-
uted to “racial” origins. (The aristocracy was allegedly de-
scended from the Germanic Franks and the “Third Estate”
from the Gauls.) Simar was ahead of his time in main-
taining that the concept of race, thus employed, lacked all
scientific validity and was devised for political purposes.
Most often, he contended, claims of racial superiority were
a pretext for an assertion of class interests. But he rarely
refers to white supremacist ideas. He includes “les blancs
tout court” among the self-identifications of the master
race promulgated by nineteenth-century German thinkers
and condemns the slaveholders of the Old South for be-
lieving that blacks belonged to a different species than
whites, but nothing he wrote suggested that racism was
involved in the atrocities against Africans recently commit-
ted by Belgians in the Congo. He reveals another limitation
of his vision when he criticizes Houston Stewart Chamber-
lain for his beliefs in Germanic superiority without men-
tioning Chamberlain’s principal obsession—antisemitism.
When he gets around to discussing racist attitudes toward
Jews, he dismisses antisemitic beliefs in a vast Jewish con-
spiracy as exaggerated and even “bizarre,” but blames Jews
themselves, because of their traditionalism and exclusive-
ness, for much of the feeling against them. Although Simar
apparently employed for the first time in a historical work
the terms “raciste” and “racisme,” what he found most
threatening about such views was their employment by
Germans against other Europeans of Christian heritage.9

In a somewhat similar vein was Frank H. Hankins’s The
Racial Basis of Civilization, published in 1926, the first work
by an American that dealt in part with the history of what
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the author called “racialism.” It was an attack on the theory
of Nordic superiority that was popularized in the United
States by the writings of Madison Grant and the successful
campaign for the restriction of immigration from southern
and eastern Europe.10 A sociologist who taught at Smith
College, Hankins was himself a racialist in Appiah’s sense
(if not his own) and would today be considered a racist in
his attitude toward blacks, although for him a belief in black
genetic inferiority did not constitute racism or “racialism”
but was simply established scientific fact. “While we are
denying the extravagant claims of the Nordicists,” he wrote,
“we also deny the equally perverse and doctrinaire claim of
the race egalitarians. There is no respect apparently in
which the races are equal; but their differences must be
thought of in terms of relative frequencies and not as abso-
lute differences in kind.”11 Hankins described and sharply
criticized the views of the classic European exponents of
Nordicism, Teutonism, or Aryanism. “The most obvious
error of the racialists,” he concluded, “has been the claim
of a purity of blood and of a specific civilizing potency
which the facts do not bear out.” During the recent world
war, “the doctrines of race purity and superiority had a per-
ceptibly larger significance in Germany than elsewhere.”12

Like Simar, therefore, Hankins was striking back at claims
of Nordic or Teutonic supremacy that he associated with
the German aggressiveness that had allegedly caused World
War I. But as an American, Hankins could scarcely avoid
thinking of race as also being color-coded, and here he ac-
cepted the judgments of most of his white fellow citizens.
“Although the negro [sic] has on many occasions lived in
contact with centers of advanced culture or even in the
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midst of them,” he wrote, “he has generally lagged behind
the level of such cultures.” Negro backwardness is the prod-
uct of biological factors, especially brain size, and therefore
cannot be “explained by lack of opportunity.”13

Hankins, the professed critic of European “racialism,”
thus stood on the enduring bedrock of American racism—
the belief that Americans of European or white ancestry
are collectively superior in intelligence and creativity to
people of African descent. His single heresy, from this white
supremacist perspective, was his general approval of race
mixture, including intermarriage between blacks and
whites. Mulattoes, he thought, had a good chance to adapt
to “advanced culture,” and if they were light enough to pass
for white, so much the better. His biological racism was
therefore more logical (some would say more Brazilian) in
its application than the conventional American “one-drop
rule.”14 In his references to Jews, Hankins showed little or
no awareness of the dangers of a politicized antisemitism,
although he did heap ridicule on some myths about Jews,
such as Houston Chamberlain’s fantasy that Jesus was re-
ally an Aryan. Denying that Jews were “a race in any strict
sense,” he described them as “a social group which in many
times and places has been more vigorously hated than the
negro [sic] in many parts of the United States during the
last half century. The Jew has not only fought his own battle
but he has ‘come back’ with almost obnoxious persistency
and ‘nerve’ after every rebuff.”15 Hankins thus managed to
put down blacks for their failure to rebound as Jews did,
while at the same time, in his use of the adjective “obnox-
ious,” revealing a touch of the genteel Anglo-American
antisemitism that was rife in the 1920s.
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With the rise of Hitler to power in Germany in 1933,
the centrality of antisemitism to “the doctrine of races” or
“racialism” in the modern world became fully apparent for
the first time. It was Magnus Hirschfeld, prominent Ger-
man sexologist of the Weimar era and early champion of
homosexual rights, who first gave real currency to the term
“racism” by making it the title of a book. Hirschfeld, an
assimilated Jew, had the good sense to flee when the Nazis
took power, and he finished his critique of Nazi ethnologi-
cal theories as an exile in Nice, where he died in 1935, leav-
ing the work unpublished. The manuscript entitled “Rassis-
mus” was subsequently translated into English and
published as Racism in 1938.16 As might be expected, the
book is primarily a history, analysis, and refutation of the
racial doctrines that the Nazis brought with them and put
into practice when they gained control of Germany. As a
scientist who was ahead of his time, Hirschfeld had found
little of value or substance in the concept of race: “If it were
practicable, we should certainly do well to eradicate the
term ‘race’ as far as subdivisions of the human species are
concerned.”17 Hirschfeld, who thought of himself as an ob-
jective scholar and a cosmopolitan rather than an ethnic
loyalist, could make analogies between Germans and Jews,
which, in light of the Holocaust, would now seem offen-
sive. “Both peoples regard themselves as elect or chosen,
and both are very strongly disliked by everyone else.”18 But
he perceptively described the psychosocial sources of rac-
ism when he explained the ascendancy of German antise-
mitism as a reaction to the loss of the First World War and
the difficulties that followed. Racism, he wrote, serves as a
safety valve against a sense of catastrophe. It seems “to pro-
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vide for a restoration of self-esteem, for satisfaction for the
assertive impulse of a will to power by tyrannizing over an
enemy within the gates who was certainly more accessible
and less dangerous to tackle than a reputed enemy across
the national frontiers.”19

Hirschfeld’s posthumous work attracted relatively little
attention. More widely noticed were the first efforts of a
historian based at a major American university to address
the subject of racism. French-born but American-educated,
Jacques Barzun of Columbia began his very long and distin-
guished career as a cultural historian by studying European
ideas about race. His first book, The French Race (1932),
took up the theories and disputes among the French about
the racial origins of their population. It was especially criti-
cal of efforts going back to the seventeenth century to es-
tablish the Germanic roots of the upper classes.20 His sec-
ond and more ambitious book, Race: A Study in Modern
Superstition, originally published in 1937, was written with
the urgency aroused by Hitler’s coming to power in Ger-
many.21 In the preface Barzun’s didactic purpose was made
clear: “[T]he particular end or object of the work is to show
how equally ill-founded are the commonplace and the
learned views of race.”22 Using the adjective “racist” (which
was still relatively rare) to describe the ideas of Arthur de
Gobineau, Houston Chamberlain, and others whose views
he was dissecting, he noted in the first chapter that racism
was not unique to German attitudes toward Jews but could
be found in the widespread assumption that “the whites
are unquestionably superior to the colored races,” in the
fears of a “yellow peril” from Asia, and in the belief that
“the great American problem is to keep the Anglo-Saxon
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race pure from the contamination of Negro (or Southern
European or Jewish) ‘blood.’” In a misguided attempt at
evenhandedness (similar to that of Hirschfeld), he opined
that “[t]he Semite himself is race conscious and given his
chance, just as scornful and prejudiced as the Aryan who
would oppress him.”23 Barzun conveyed how broadly he
conceived of his subject when he broke European racism of
the late nineteenth century into four distinct tendencies:
(1) racializing the rivalry between Germany and France as
Aryanism versus Celtism; (2) attributing the rise of socialism
to a Jewish conspiracy; (3) asserting that the German races
are rising and that the Latin races are declining; and (4)
believing that civilized whites must unify to hold in check
“the colored hordes of black, red, and yellow men whom
they have aroused from their ancestral torpor, else Euro-
pean culture—or rather civilization itself—is doomed.” He
concluded: “No European figure of any importance in any
walk of life escaped, during that period [1870–1900], the
contamination of one or more of these beliefs.”24

Despite being aware of the full scale of his subject, Bar-
zun concentrated almost all of his attention as a historian
of ideas on those thinkers who laid the foundation for the
Nazi embrace of Aryanism. Yet the specifically antisemitic
application of Aryanism receives surprisingly little atten-
tion. “Race in Germany,” he explained, “was a means to
give back to the German people a feeling of self-respect
after the national humiliation at Versailles and since.” He
then went on to describe similar uses of racism for the pur-
pose of “national uplift” in other times and places.25 No
mention was made of the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, which
made racism official policy to a degree unparalleled in
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world history (although they were nearly approximated in
some of the southern states of the United States), and the
book’s treatment of German antisemitism gives the reader
little reason to anticipate the full horror of what would
soon be happening to Jews in Germany. Despite the time-
bound limitations of its vision, Barzun’s Race did set two
important precedents for most future historians of racism:
it presumed that the claims of the innate inferiority of one
“race” to another were false or at least unproven, and its
main concern was with the history of ideas rather than
with the social and political applications of prejudiced be-
liefs and attitudes.

The outbreak of World War II brought German racial
ideology into sharper focus as the pernicious ideas of an
evil enemy. Even before the United States had entered the
war, the prominent cultural anthropologist Ruth Benedict
gave the term “racism” popular currency in her book Race:
Science and Politics, originally published in 1940 but reissued
several times thereafter. The first chapter was entitled “Rac-
ism: The ism of the Modern World,” and another, called “A
Natural History of Racism,” established some of the central
themes of later and more detailed histories of the subject.
Her main concern was to refute the scientific pretensions
of believers in racial inequality, but she also provided both
a historical account and a theoretical discussion of the rela-
tion between racial and religious intolerance. When she
was functioning as a historian of ideas, she distinguished
sharply between religious and racial conceptions of differ-
ence. After apparently limiting the concept of racism to
theories based on natural science that did not come to
prominence before the nineteenth century, she went on to
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probe the psychology of “race prejudice” and attempted to
establish a functional equivalency between religious big-
otry and animosities ostensibly based on physical type or
ancestry. She viewed them both as leading to forms of “per-
secution” that differed only in how they were rationalized,
and not in their essential nature. “Racism remains, in the
eyes of history,” she maintained, “. . . merely another in-
stance of the persecution of minorities for the advantage of
those in power.” From this perspective, “the Third Reich is
but following a long series of precedents in European anti-
Semitism.”26 She attributed American prejudice against
blacks to “the persistence of slave-owner attitudes.” But she
exposed the limits of racial liberalism in the United States in
1940 when she called for a better deal for African Americans
while conspicuously failing to advocate full and immediate
equality: “Granted that great numbers of Negroes are not
ready for full citizenship, the social conditions which per-
petuate their poverty and ignorance must be remedied be-
fore anyone can judge what kind of citizens they might be
in other, more favorable circumstances.”27

The war and the Holocaust inspired a vast outpouring
of literature on the history of antisemitism, much of it
stressing its religious roots and eschewing comparisons with
racism targeted at other groups. Disagreements developed
on the question of whether the Nazi urge to eliminate Jews
on the basis of “race hygiene” was a continuation of earlier
antisemitic attitudes based, ostensibly at least, on religion,
or whether it was a radical new departure, a sine qua non
for the Holocaust.28 Those who endorsed the latter view
sometimes employed a definition of racism that would
make the term apply only to “eliminationist antisemitism.”
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Meanwhile many critical social-scientific studies of prej-
udice and discrimination against blacks followed in the
wake of Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma of 1944.
This epoch-making work brought to broad public notice
for the first time the fact that the foundation-supported so-
cial science community, spurred by revulsion against racism
inspired by Hitler’s policies, had reached a consensus that
Jim Crow segregation was unjustified and indeed un-Amer-
ican.29 The favored term in early works criticizing white
supremacy in the United States was “race prejudice” rather
than “racism.” Not until the 1960s did the latter term come
into general use to describe attitudes toward African Ameri-
cans, and then it was at first limited to the intellectual con-
tent of the beliefs and not to the behavior with which it
was associated. But as popular usage of the term came to
encompass prejudice and discrimination as well as doctrine,
many historians concerned with black-white relations in
the United States began to use the term casually, without
reflecting much on its meaning. At its most imprecise, it
could mean anything that whites did or thought that
worked to the disadvantage of blacks. In the 1960s and
1970s intellectual and social historians produced a number
of major works on color-coded racism or white supremacy
as theory, belief system, or ideology. This work was in-
spired, not only by the civil rights movement in the United
States, but also by the decolonization of Africa and a grow-
ing awareness that there were race questions in the other
former slave societies of the Americas.30

Since the bifurcation of studies of white supremacy and
antisemitism that took place after World War II, there have
been few serious efforts to write histories of racism that
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encompass both the antisemitic and the color-coded varie-
ties. The first comprehensive history of American racism,
Thomas Gossett’s Race: The History of an Idea in America
(1963) traced consciousness of race to the ancient world.31

Its treatment of specifically American manifestations cast
its net quite wide to include representation and treatment
of American Indians and immigrants from southern and
eastern Europe, including Jews, as well as blacks. But most
subsequent work on the history of American racism has
been group-specific and has concentrated most heavily on
attitudes toward African Americans. On the other hand,
George Mosse’s general history of European racism, pub-
lished in 1978, focused mainly on the growth of racist anti-
semitism and paid relatively little attention to the color-
coded racism associated with imperial expansion.32 There
appear to be only two significant attempts to cover Western
attitudes toward race comprehensively: Ivan Hannaford’s
Race: The History of an Idea in the West (1996)33 and Imanuel
Geiss, Geschichte der Rassismus (History of racism) published
in Germany in 1988 and never translated into English.34

Hannaford’s study, as its title indicates, is strictly an intellec-
tual history and considers race as a concept more than rac-
ism as an ideology. It argues strenuously that no clear con-
cept of race existed before the seventeenth century, thus
raising the issue of whether anything that existed before
the invention of race in the modern sense can legitimately
be labeled racism. Geiss, to the contrary, sees racism as
anticipated in most respects by the ethnocentrism or xeno-
phobia that developed in the ancient world, as reflected, for
example, in the Old Testament.
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My own conception, as set forth in the introduction
and applied throughout the Short History, falls between
Hannaford’s view that race and racism are peculiarly mod-
ern ideas and Geiss’s notion that they are simply manifesta-
tions of the perennial phenomena of ethnocentrism and
xenophobia. I have attempted to develop an understanding
that is neither too broad for historical specificity nor too
narrow to cover more than the limited span of Western
history during which a racism based on scientific theories
of human variation was widely accepted. If racism is de-
fined as an ideology rather than as a theory, links can be
established between belief and practice that the history of
ideas may obscure. But ideologies have content, and it is
necessary to distinguish racist ideologies from other belief
systems that emphasize human differences and can be used
as rationalizations of inequality. The classic sociological dis-
tinction between racism and ethnocentrism is helpful, but
not perhaps in the usual sense, in which the key variable is
whether differences are described in cultural or physical
terms. It is actually quite difficult in specific historical cases
to say whether appearance or “culture” is the source of
the salient differences, because culture can be reified and
essentialized to the point where it has the same determinis-
tic effect as skin color. But we would be stretching the con-
cept of racism much too far if we attempted to make it
cover the pride and loyalty that may result from a strong
sense of ethnic identity. Such group-centeredness may en-
gender prejudice and discrimination against those outside
the group, but two additional elements would seem to be
required before the categorization of racism is justified.
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One is a belief that the differences between the ethnic
groups involved are permanent and ineradicable. If conver-
sion or assimilation is a real possibility, we have religious
or cultural intolerance but not racism. The second is the
social and political side of the ideology—its linkage to the
exercise of power in the name of race and the resulting
patterns of domination or exclusion. To attempt a short
formulation, we might say that racism exists when one eth-
nic group or historical collectivity dominates, excludes, or
seeks to eliminate another on the basis of differences that
it believes are hereditary and unalterable.
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