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What Is Racism? The Racialized
Social System Framework

hat is racism? For most people, the answer to this question is
very simple. Racism is prejudice, ignorance, or a disease that
afflicts some individuals and causes them to discriminate against oth-
ers just because of the way they look. This commonsense view on
racism is not much different than the definitions developed by social
scientists. For example, anthropologist Ruth F. Benedict, one of the
first scholars to formally use the notion of racism, defined it as “the
dogma that one ethnic group is condemned by nature to congenital
inferiority and another group is destined to congenital superiority.”
Similarly, Pierre van den Berghe defined racism in his classic 1967
study as “any set of beliefs that organic, genetically transmitted dif-
ferences (whether real or imagined) between human groups are
intrinsically associated with the presence or the absence of certain
socially relevant abilities or characteristics, hence that such differ-
ences are a legitimate basis of invidious distinctions between groups
socially defined as races.”? Despite some refinements, current use of
the concept in the social sciences is similar to Benedict’s and van den
Berghe’s. Richard T. Schaefer in his popular textbook on race and
ethnicity defines racism as “a doctrine of racial supremacy, that one
race is superior.”3 Hence, analysts as well as laypeople regard racism
as a phenomenon fundamentally rooted at the level of ideas.
I label this dominant perspective as idealist because, as idealist
philosophy, it assumes that ideas are the root of social action. From
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the outset, however, I want to stress that my point is not that the
ideas that individuals hold on racial matters are irrelevant. Indeed, 1
devote one chapter (Chapter 3) to a theoretical discussion of how
ideas help shape social action and another (Chapter 5) to the elucida-
tion of the ideology that helps shape racial dynamics in the contem-
porary United States. My argument instead is that the narrow focus focus
on ideas has reduced the study of racism mostl w&&
“which has produced a simplistic schematic-view.of the way racism

operates in society. First, racism is defined as a set of ideas or
beliefs. Second, those beliefs are regarded as having the potential of
Jeading individuals to develop prejudice, defined as attitudes toward
an entire group of people. Finally, these prejudiced attitudes may
induce individuals.to real actions or discrimination against racial
minorities. This conceptual framework, graphically illustrated in
Table 1.1, prevails in the social sciences.

Table 1.1 Mainstream Conceptual Framework on Racism

Components Examples

Believing that blacks are oversexed
Fearing black men as sexually crazed
Lynching a black male

Racism: beliefs about “races”
Prejudice: attitudes toward “races”
Discrimination: acfions against “races”

In contrast to this idealist view, I advance in this chapter a mate-
rialist interpretation of racism rooted in theé facr thaf races in racial-
ized societies receive substantially different rewards. This material
reahty is at the core of the phenomenon labeled as racism. Actors in
superordinate positions (dominant race) develop a set of social prac-
tices (a racial praxis if you will) and an ideology to maintain the
advantages they receive based on their racial classification, that is,
they develop a structure to reproduce their systemic advantages.

‘Therefore, the foundation of racism 1is not the ideas that. ‘individuals
may have about others, but the social edifice _erected ovei‘»raglva/l
1nequz}_11ty. Eliminate racial inequality and the practices that maintain
it and racism and even the division of people into racial categories
will disappear.

Before elaborating my theory, however, I review a few of the

most significant critical perspectives on racism developed by U.S.
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social scientists.# Because of the analytical relevance of these inter-
pretations, I offer below a short formal review of each of these per-
spectives.

Review of Critical Frameworks
Used to Interpret Racism

The Marxist Perspective

For Marxists class is the central explanatory variable of social life
and class struggle is viewed as the main societal dynamic. Hence,
Marxists regard other social divisions and possible sources of collec-
tive action (e.g., gender- or race-based struggles) as “secondary con-
tradictions” or as derivations of the class structure.5 Not surprisingly
then, the orthodox® Marxist position on race is simple and straight-
forward: Racism is an ideology | used by the bourgeome to divide.
-workers, For instance, Albert Szymansk1 defines racism as

[A] legitimating ideology for an exploitative structure. Racist ide-
ology propagated in the media, educational system, and other insti-
tutions, together with the actual distribution of relative petty
advantage within the working class, serves to disorganize the entire
working class including the ethnic majority, thereby allowing capi-
tal to more effectively exploit most majority group workers.”

One of the first Marxist-inspired analysts on racial matters was
black sociologist Oliver C. Cox. In his impressive Caste, Class, and
Race, Cox defined racism or race prejudice as “a social attitude
propagated among the public by an exploiting class for the purpose
of stigmatizing some group as inferior so that the exploitation of
either the group itself or its resources or both may be justified.”® This
social attitude or ideology emerged in the fifteenth century as a prac-
tical consequence of the labor needs of European imperialists. In
Cox’s words,

The socioeconomic matrix of racial antagonism involved the com-
mercialization of human labor in the West Indies, the East Indies,
and in America, the intense competition among businessmen of
different western European cities for the capitalist exploitation of
the resources of this area, the development of nationalism and the
consolidation of European nations, and the decline of the influence
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of the Roman Catholic Church with its mystical inhibitions to the
free exploitation of cconomic resources. Racial antagonism
attained full maturity during the latter half of the nineteenth centu-
ry, when the sun no longer set on British soil and the great nation-

alistic powers of Europe began to justify their economic designs
upon weaker European peoples with subtle theories of racial supe-
riority and masterhood. !0

Cox labels the antagonisms that emerged out of European imperial-
ism as “racial,” but does he view them as based in race? Does he rec-
ognize that certain aspects of social structure are racial in nature?
»Cg)_(,wg_s‘_—g‘lylwl\“i[g_réaigt‘s‘,_‘arg_u_es,,that race_relations are not truly racial.
Thus, for Cox, European imperialists justiﬁ&f?ﬁéfexploitation of
the people and resources of the New World in racial terms but essen-
tially established “labor-capital profit relationships” or “proletarian
bourgeois relations.”“,Rag@lﬁ@:xploitation«_g»y‘igwﬁ_gqﬁ as a special _

form of class exploitation. According to Cox, the racial component

of these class-based relations stems from the fact that blacks were

proletarianized in their entirety (as a people) in contrast to whites
who experienced a partial proletarianization. Given that the racial
aspect of societies is not deemed as real, Cox concludes Caste,
Class, and Race by suggesting that racial minorities should strive
toward assimilation, follow white working-class leadership, and ulti-
mately struggle for socialism alongside white workers. The lack of
any critical race viewpoint is amazing considering that Cox, a black
writer, wrote this book at a time of great white working-class hostili-
ty toward black and minority workers and that he himself suffered
the effects of racial caste in academia.

Another popular Marxist view on racism is Edna Bonacich’s
split labor market interpretation.!2 The twist in Bonacich’s approach
is that instead of regarding race relations and racism as fundamental-
ly orchestrated by the bourgeoisie, she suggests they j\_r_e_t/hgpggiqg_t_
of intra—working-class frictions resulting from a labor market split

“along gaiéli’qlfl'iﬁESf“B'b'n'ﬁéi‘éﬁdkar(gﬁégwfﬁéjtwéf “split labor market exists
when there is “a difference in the price of labor between two or more
groups of workers holding constant their efficiency and productivi-
ty.”13 According to Bonacich, the United States has had a split labor
market since slavery with blacks as the cheaply priced labor seg-
ment. After the abolition of slavery, Bonacich claims that black
laborers remained at the bottom of the labor market due to a “differ-
ence in labor miljtance” compared to white workers. For Bonacich,
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white workers—whether old stock or immigrants—had greater levels
of class consciousness than blacks. Although she is aware of the fact
“that a number of ‘white’ unions openly excluded blacks while many
others discriminated more covertly,” she insists that the lesser degree
qf black involvement in labor unions was the reason for their utiliza-
tion as cheap laborers by capitalists in the post—World War I pe-
riod.14

'What about the well-documented history of white working-class
racism? Bonacich reinterprets this history as white workers’ resis-
Fance to the “threats” (e.g., strike-breaking, displacement, and lower-
ing the wage rate) posed by blacks. In her view, this “resistance”!3
involved the total exclusion of blacks from unions and caste-like
occupational divisions. Significantly, Bonacich has little to say about
the labor threats posed by the millions of European immigrants to
white U.S. workers. Although she believes that black and white
workers coalesced between 1940 and 1960, she argues that the coun-
teroffensive launched by the bourgeoisie (plant relocation and
automation in the past and downsizing today) extended the life of the
split labor market. And because blacks were very vulnerable at the
outset of the coalition period, the policies of the capitalists dispro-
portionally hurt blacks and contributed to the creation of a “class of
hard-core unemployed in the ghettos.”!6

The orthodox Marxist view on racial matters has many limita-
tions.17 First, orthodox Marxists regard racism and raciléflﬂ'éﬁfﬁégaihsﬂrﬁ

as products of class dynamics. Regardless of whether the antagonism

is viewed as fostered by the bourgeoisie (as Cox and Szymanski
would argue) or as the product of intra—working-class strife (as
Bonacich maintains), racial strife is viewed as not having a real
racial foundation. Second, racial sirife” i§ Gonceived as emanating

from false interests. Because the unity of the working class and the

impending socialist revolution are a priori Marxist axioms, racial (or
gender-based) struggle is not viewed as having its own material
basis, that is, as based on the different material interests of the actors
involved. Consequently racism is regarded as “ideological” or “irra-
tional” and the racial struggles of blacks as divisive. (Although
Bonacich views the conflict between black and white workers as
“rational,” she interprets the conflict as rational in class terms.)
Finally, given that racial phenomena are not deemed as independent,
most Marxists shy away from performing an in-depth analysis of the
politics and ideologies of race.!8
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The Institutionalist Perspective

The institutionalist perspective emerged out of the struggle of racial
minorities in the United States in the 1960s.19 In contrast to the liber-
al view on race relations, which blames the ills of racism on poor
whites, proponents of this viewpoint argue that racism is societal and
that it implicates all white Americans. According to Kwame Ture
(formerly known as Stokely Carmichael) and Charles Hamilton in
their book Black Power, racism is “the predications of decisions and
policies on considerations of race for the purpose of subordinating a
racial group and maintaining control over that group.”20 Further-
more, they suggest that a distinction should be made between indi-
vidual racism, or the overtly racist acts committed by individuals,
and institutional racism, or the racial outcomes that result from the
normal operations of American institutions. Mark Chesler developed
the most succinct definition of racism produced by any author in this
tradition: the prejudice plus power definition. In Chesler’s words,
racism is “an ideology of explicit or 1mplrcrtyszlperror1ty or advantage
of one racial group over another, plus the institutional power to
implement that ideology in social operations.”?! In its most radical
version (for example Ture and Hamilton’s work), institutionalists see
racism as an outgrowth of colonialism and institutional racism as the
contemporary expression of this historical event. Therefore, since
radical institutionalists argue that blacks are politically, economical-
ly, and socially subordinated to whites, they advocate for blacks’
national liberation.

The institutionalist perspective has helped to dispel some of the
myths perpetuated by the dominant paradigm on racism. Researchers
inspired by this perspective have gathered data to show the systemat-
ic disadvantages that blacks suffer in the economic, educational,
judicial, political, and even health systems. Their findings have
forcefully served as clear and convincing evidence of the pervasive-
ness of racism.??2 Moreover, their assertion that all whites receive
advantages from the racial order and their forceful advocacy for
challenging all institutions politicized more than one generation of
activists and academicians to fight racism wherever it may be and.in
whichever form 1t operates. ThlS perspectlve therefore helped to
from the realm of people’s attitudes to the realm of institutions  and
organizations.
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Nevertheless, despite its valuable political contributions, this
perspective does not pose a serious theoretical challenge to the domi-
nant conception of racism held in the social sciences. Theoretically
this perspective is just a mélange in which everything can be inter-
preted as “racist.”?> More significantly, despite its institutional label,
this perspective still grounds racism at the ideological level, thus
failing to challenge the root problem of the dominant perspective.
This ideological grounding of racism is evident in the following quo-
tation from Ture and Hamilton’s book:

Institutional racism relies on the active and pervasive operation of
anti-black attitudes and practices. A sense of superior group posi-
tion prevails: whites are “better” than blacks; therefore blacks
should be subordinated to whites. This is a racist attitude and it
permeates the society, on both the individual and institutional
level, covertly and overtly.24

Although Ture and Hamilton argue that racism is an outgrowth of
colonial domination and suggest that its contemporary expression
has been institutionalized or embedded in the fabric of all institu-
tions, they do_not develop an analysis of how this happens or how
this colomal relationship operates in practrce ‘nor do they identify .
‘the mechamsms whereby racism is produced and reproduced Thus,
they are left with a mysterious almighty notion of racism as “a racist
attitude” that “permeates the society, on both the individual and insti-
tutional level.”

Robert Miles has pointed out other limitations of this approach.
First, this perspective is intrinsically linked to a naive view of social
stratification wherein race is the sole basis of social division.
Second, its definition of racism is so inclusive that it loses its theo-
retical usefulness.?s Third, its basic black-white division excludes
“white” groups (e.g., Irish?6 and Jews) as plausible racial actors who
have shared racialized experiences. Furthermore, this binary view
minimizes the racialized experiences endured by racial minority
groups, notably Native Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Chicanos. In
this vein, the cry for “black power,” although understandable in the
struggle for civil rights, is an unnecessarily restrictive political con-
cept that excludes the most likely political allies of blacks in the
struggle for full racial citizenship. Fourth, and as in the case of the
dominant perspective on racism, this perspective is ensnared in cir-
cularity. Racism, which is or can be almost everything, is proven by
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anything done (or not done) by whites. The analyst identifies the
existence of racism because any action done by whites is labeled as
racist. Finally, for institutionalists such as Ture and Hamilton, all
whites are “racist” and thus there is little room for coalition-building
with white progressives.?” If they truly believe this to be the case,
then the logical political option for blacks is (1) waiting until racial
minorities become the numerical majority in the United States or (2)
emigrating back to Africa. The nationalist uprisings or electoral poli-
tics they advocate, given the demography and the nature of social
power in this country, would then be untenable and unwise.?®

The Internal Colonialism Perspective

Another group of analysts, inspired by the civil rights movement,
postulates that racism is structured by the colonial status of racial
minorities in the United States.?? As in the case of the institutionalist
the internal colorlial framework argue that

,,,,,

perspective, proponents of

. . . . . . e BT RN )
racism? is institutionalized and based on a system in which the white

_'majo/rj‘ty“‘v‘_r@iysrgs_rij_s‘s_bcialn position by exploiﬁhg, controlling, and

keeping down others who are cqtég(;r‘fzecﬁn Tacial or ethnic terms. 31

Blauner, the foremost exponent of this perspective, explains the
emergence of modern racism in this way:

The association of race consciousness with social relations based
on the oppression of one group by another is the logical prerequi-
site for the emergence of racism. The conquest of people of color
by white Westerners, the establishment of slavery as an institution
along color lines, and the consolidation of the racial principle of
economic exploitation in colonial societies led to the elaboration
and solidification of the racist potential of earlier modes of

thought.32

After different third world peoples were forcefully moved to the

United States, a racial order was established with its own dynamics.

Central to the operation of such order is the maintenance of white
privilege. Although the racial order and the particular form of racial
oppression are viewed as changing throughout history, white privi-
lege is considered a constant systemic fact. Blauner argues that
whites receive advantages at all levels but, unlike institutionalists, he
gives primacy to “the special advantage of the white population in
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tpe labor market” since in “industrial capitalism economic institu-
tions are central, and occupational role is the major determinant of
social status and life style.”33

This framework takes head-on many of the limitations of main-
stream approaches to race relations. While most of the perspectives
developed by social scientists are ahistorical and postulate the exis-
tence of “race cycles” or common “ethnic patterns,”4 the internal
colonial model is historically contingent (as Mario Barrera argues)
and informed by the differences between the experiences of white
ethnics and racial minorities. Moreover, the internal colonial per-
spective challenges the purely psychological view of racism. First
ar.xd foremost, it challenges the dogma of conceiving of racism as the
ylrulent prejudice of some individuals by suggesting that prejudiced
individuals are not necessary for the existence of a racial order.
Racism, in Blauner’s view, has an objective reality “located in the
actual existence of domination and hierarchy.”35 As with the institu-
tionalist perspective, this tradition regards racism or racial-colonial

oppression as-systemic, comprehensive (all actors involved), and

) rational (based on the interests of whites). Furthermore, by conceiv-

ing racism as rational and material (as a social structure organized to
benefit whites), this tradition challenges the simplistic assertion of
social scientists and most whites that the cure for racism is educa-
tion. Instead, Blauner and writers in this tradition believe that the
abolition of racism, as is the case with other systems of exploitation,
requires social mobilization.36

Although this perspective offers a clear improvement over the
institutionalist perspective and provides new insights for the study of
race relations, it still has some serious limitations. First, because it is
centered on the colonial nature of racial subordination, it assumes
unity among .both the dominant and the subordinated “races” and
thus neglects the class-, and gender-, based divisions among them.37
Second, by stressing the centrality of economic oppression as the
foundation for understanding white privilege, this approach misses
the process of economic marginalization and exclusion that some
races may experience at some historical junctures. For instance, how
would an analyst in this theoretical tradition interpret the contempo-
rary status of “underclass” African Americans or the almost com-
plete exclusion of American Indians to reservations?38 Finally, nei-
ther Blauner nor other writers in this tradition formulate the con-
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ceptual tools or analysis needed for a truly structural understanding
of racism. Despite asserting that racism is systemic, Blauner does
not develop the theoretical apparatus to study how racism is system-
atized and reproduced in societies. Notwithstanding these limita-
tions, I incorporate many of the insights developed by authors in
this tradition in the alternative framework that I develop in this
chapter.

The Racial Formalion Perspective

The recent work of Howard Winant and Michael Omi represents a
theoretical breakthrough in the area of race relations. In their Racial
Formation in the United States, these authors provide a thorough cri-
tique of previous theoretical approaches and suggest a new approach
for the study of racial phenomena: the racial formation perspective.
They define racial formation as the “process by which social, eco-
nomic, and political forces determine the content and importance of
racial categories, and by which they are in turn shaped by racial
meanings.”3? The essence of this approach is the idea that race “is a
phenomenon whose meaning is contested throughout social life.”40
The very existence of the category race is viewed as the outcome of
racialization, or “the extension of racial meaning to a previously
unclassified relationship, social practice, or group. . . . [It] is an ideo-
logical process, an historically specific one.”#! In their view, race
shoul(j%be regarded as an orgamzmg principle of social re lationships
that, at EHC_II}}‘(_ZVI'(_)_‘ICVGI h i individual_2 actors and,
at the macro level, shapes all spheres of social life. Although rac1a1—
ization affects all social spheres Omi and Winant_ assign a primary
role to the political level,42 particularly to the “racial state,” which
they regard as the factor of cohesion of any racial order. Hence,
racial conflict, particularly in the post—civil rights era, is viewed as
playing itself out at the state level.

Equipped with these categories, Omi and Winant review the
recent history of racial formation in the United States. Of theoretical
interest is their claim that racial dynamics have been reframed in
recent times through the racial project (the active process of reorga-
nization of racial dynamics by a fraction of the dominant race) of
neoconservatives and the New Right. These groups have pushed an
anti-statist, moral, and individual-rights agenda that, in fact, suggests
that the ills of America are deeply connected to liberal racial policies
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going awry. Thus programs such as affirmative action have been
redefined as “reverse discrimination” and welfare as a system that
entraps people (many of them minorities) in poverty.

Most radical writing on race in the 1990s has been inspired by
Omi and Winant.#3 My own theory owes heavily to their work.
Nonetheless, the racial formation perspective still has some signifi-
cant limitations. First, Omi and Winant’s concepts of racial forma-
tion and racialization give undue emphasis to ideological processes.
Although both concepts are helpful in grasping how racial meanings
are formed and reorganized, they do not help analysts understand
how it is that racial orders are structured. Arguing that racial classifi-

“cations are permanently contested and malleable is a reaffirmation of

the old idea in the social sciences that race is a socially constructed
category.# However, this affirmation does not make clear whether or
not they believe that race is or can become an independent basis of
group association and action.*5 Second, although in their book there
are hints of a conception of races as social collectivities with differ-
ent interests (e.g., “race is a concept which signifies and symbolizes
social conflicts and interests by referring to different types of human
bodies™6), Omi and Winant stop short of making such a claim. By
failing to regard races as collectivities with different interests, their
analysis of political contestation over racial projects seems to be
quarrels over meanings rather than positions in the racial order. Thus,
it is unclear why people fight over racial matters and why they
endorse or contest racial projects (see chapters 4 and 7 in 1994 edi-
tion).47 Third, Omi and Winant’s analysis of the most recent rearticu-
lation of racial ideology in the United States leaves out a comprehen-
sive or’systemic view of the process. The change is described as
singularly carried out by the right wing and neoconservatives instead
of reflecting a.general change in the nature of U.S. racial structure.
In order to make the latter claim, Omi and Winant would have to
include the agency of all the members of the dominant race—rather
than privileging some actors—and conceive the change as affecting
all the levels of the social formation—rather than privileging the
political level. Finally, although I share with Omi and Winant the
idea that race is “a fundamental organizing principle of social rela-
tionships,”? their theoretical framework comes close to race-reduc-
tionism in many areas. For instance, their conceptualization of the

state as the “racial state” leaves out the capitalist—as well as the the
, patrlarcha1—’EHﬁ?&TCt‘eSf"(')f~ the state 49
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Racism as Societal Waste

The last theory I review here is that of Joe R. Feagin and Hernén
Vera in their celebrated book White Racism: The Basics. These
authors argue that racism is a “socially organized set of attitudes,
ideas, and practices that deny African Americans and other people of
color the dignity, opportunities, freedoms, and rewards that this
nation offers white Americans.”s0 Feagin and Vera suggest that
racism wastes human talent and energy and, hence, that broadly
“viewed, it can be conceived as societal wastg-Feagin and Vera opera-
tionalize racism as rituals (the rites that accompany many racial prac-
tices), discrimination, mythology (i.e., ideological constructions
taken on faith), a subjective component of “sincere fictions” devel-
oped by the dominant race to feel good about themselYes, and an
emotive component that they label as the “madness of racism.”

Joe R. Feagin has recently refined this view in his Racist Amer-
ica: Roots, Current Realities, and Future Reparations. In this book
Feagin concentrates on making the case that racism is systemic and
rooted in real race relations. In language that fits nicely my own the-
orization, Feagin writes,

Indeed, systematic racism is perpetuated by a broad social repro-
duction process that generates not only recurring patterns of filS-
crimination within institutions and by individuals but also an alien-
ating racist relationship—on the one hand, the racially oppressed,
and on the other hand, the racial oppressors. These two groups are
created by the racist system, and thus have different group inter-
ests. The former seeks to overthrow the system, while the latter
seeks to maintain it.3! '

Feagin’s and Vera’s conceptualization of racism includes the core
arguments of the theorization I advance here. First, they emphasize,
as do the institutional and colonial positions, the systematic nature of
racism. Second, they focus on the relational or group nature of the
phenomenon. Finally, they point to the material (group interest)
foundation of racism. ‘

The only limitation I find in their theorization is their claim, that
racism produces “societal waste,” a claim that Feagin seems to have
dropped in his recent work. Although they are right in claiming that
societies would be collectively better off (less wasteful) if the energy
they spent to maintain racial hierarchy was used to increase thcj, we}—
fare of humanity, the notion of waste conveys the idea that racism 1s
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not “rational” (in the utilitarian sense of the word) for whites. In fact,
in the conclusion of White Racism, Feagin and Vera contend that
racism involves substantial material, moral, and psychological costs
to whites. These claims are problematic. Materially, racism provided
the foundation for the expansion of the world-system and accumula-
tion at a global scale for the West.52 Although economists debate
today whether racism increases or decreases the rate of capital accu-
mulation and the welfare of white workers, I am persuaded by the
analysis of Steven Shulman,53 who claims that racial stratification

benefits both capitalists and white workers. It is precisely this mate-

rial foundation that I contend helps keep racial stratification in place.
Their claim that whites behave immorally when they participate in
racist structures and experience a moral dilemma is important as a
political tool but not as an analytical one. Whites do not experience
moral dilemmass* precisely because they develop what Feagin and
Vera label as “sincere fictions” that allow them to ignore the inhu-
manity of racial stratification (see Chapters 3 and 5 in this book).
Finally, the psychological costs of racism to whites have not been
well documented or measured. Nevertheless, social psychologist
Tony R. Brown suggests in his recent work that if anything, whites
either benefit somewhat from racial stratification or at least do not
Jose from it.55 Hence, from a world perspective racism is wasteful
(the population of the world would be better off if racism did not
exist), but at the micro level (whites in the world-system), it is and
has been highly profitable. Despite this limitation, the work of
Feagin and Vera is theoretically sophisticated, advances the core
arguments of a structural or systemic understanding of racism, and
provides an impressive documentation of contemporary racist prac-
tices in a variety of social spaces.

Limitations of Mainstream
and Critical Frameworks on Racism

I list below the main limitations of the idealist conception of racism.
Because not all limitations apply to the critical perspectives I review
above, I point out the ones that do apply and to what extent.

1. Racism is excluded from the foundation or structure of the
social system. When racism is regarded as a baseless ideology ulti-
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mately dependent on other, “real” forces in society, the structure of
the society itself is not classified as racist. The Marxist perspective is
particularly guilty of this shortcoming. Although Marxists have
addressed the question of the historical origin of racism, they explain
its reproduction in an idealist fashion. Racism, in their account, is an

ideology that emerged with chattel slavery and otM
‘oppression to justify the exploitation of people of color and survives
as residue of the past.

Although the institutionalist, internal colonialism, and racial for-
mation perspectives regard racism as a structural phenomenon and
provide some useful ideas and concepts, none developed the theoreti-

cal apparatus necessary (o describe how thlS structure operates.

2. Racism is ultimately viewed as a psychological [ phenomenon
to be examined at the individual level. The research agenda that fol-
lows from this conceptualization is the examination of individuals’
attitudes to determine levels of racism in society.56 Given that the
constructs used to measure racism are static—that is, that there are a
number of standard questions that do not change significantly over
time—this research usually finds that racism is declining in society.?’

This psychological understanding of racism is related to the limi-
tation I cited above. If racism is not regarded as society-wide but as a

property of individuals who are “racist” or “prejudiced,” then (1)

social institutions cannot be racist and (2) studying racism is simply
a matter of clinically surveying populations to assess the proportion
of “good” and “bad” individuals (those who do not hold racist beliefs
and those who do).

Orthodox Marxists and many neo-Marxists conceive of racism
as an ideology that affects many members of the working class.
Although the authors associated with the institutionalist, internal
colonialist, and racial formation perspectives focus on the ideologi-
cal character of racism, they all emphasize how this ideology
becomes embedded or institutionalized in organizations and social
practices.

3. Racism is treated as a static phenomenon. Racism is viewed
as unchanging; that is, racism yesterday is like racism today. Thus,
when a society’s racial structure and its customary racial practices
are rearticulated, this rearticulation is characterized as a decline in
racism (as in Wilson’s works), a natural process in a cycle (as Robert
Park sees it), an example of increased assimilation,8 or effective
“norm changes.”>® This limitation, which applies particularly to
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mainstream survey researchers on race and Marxist scholars, derives
from not conceiving racism as having an independent structural
foundation. If racism is merely a matter of ideas that have no materi-
al basis in contemporary society, then those ideas should be similar
to their original configuration, whatever that was. The ideas may be
articulated in a different context, but most analysts essentially
believe that racist ideas remain the same. For this reason, with
notable exceptions,50 attitudinal research is still based on responses
to questions developed in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.

4. Analysts defining racism in an idealist manner view racism as
“incorrect” or “irrational thinking’; thus they label “racists” as
irrational and rigid. Because racism is conceived of as a belief with
no real social basis, it follows that those who hold racist views must
be irrational or stupid.¢! This view allows for a tactical distinction
between individuals with the “pathology” and social actors who are
“rational” and free of racism. The problem with this rationalistic
view is twofold. First, it misses the rational, material elements on
which racialized systems originally were built. Second, and more
important, it neglects the possibility that contemporary racism still
has a rational foundation. In this account, contemporary racists are
perceived as Archie Bunkers. Among the critical frameworks
reviewed here, only orthodox Marxism insists on the irrational and
imposed character of racism. Neo-Marxists and authors associated
with the institutionalist, internal colonialist, and racial formation per-
spectives insist, to varying degrees, on the rationality of racism. Neo-
Marxists (e.g., Bonacich, Harold Wolpe, Stuart Hall) and Omi and
Winant acknowledge the short-term advantages that workers gain
from racism; the institutionalist and internal colonial paradigms
emphasize the systematic and long-term character of these advan-
tages.

5. Racism is understood as overt behavior. Because the idealist
approach regards racism as “irrational” and “rigid,” its manifesta-
tions should be quite evident, usually involving some degree of hos-
tility. This does not present serious analytical problems for the study
of certain periods in racialized societies when racial practices were
overt (e.g., slavery and apartheid), but does pose difficulty for the
analysis of racism in periods wherein racial practices are subtle, indi-
rect, or fluid. For instance, many analysts have suggested that in the
contemporary United States racial practices are manifested covertly62
and racial attitudes tend to be symbolic.53 Therefore, it is a waste of
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time to attempt to detect “racism” by asking questions §uch as “How
strongly would you object if a member of your family wante('i to
bring a Black friend home to dinner?”64 Als‘o, many su(?h questions
were developed to measure the extent of racist attitudes in the popu-
lation during the Jim Crow era of race relations; they are not suitable
for the post-1960s period. o N

Furthermore, this emphasis on overt behavior limits th‘e poss1b11—
ity of analyzing racial phenomena in Latin Ameqcan societies such
as Brazil, Cuba, and Puerto Rico where race relations do not have a
clear, overt character. The form of race relations—overt or coYert—
depends on the pattern of racialization tI}at structurefi a particular
societyss and on how the process of racial contestation and other
social dynamics affected that pattern. . o

6. Contemporary racism is viewed as an expression of “original
sin”—as a remnant of past historical racial situations. In the case of
the United States, some analysts argue that racism preceded slav‘ery
and capitalism.6 Others, such as Nathan Glazer and Moynihan, view
it as the result of slavery.6’” Even in promising new avenues of
research, such as that presented by Roediger in The Wages of Whi{e-
ness, contemporary racism is viewed as one of the “legacies of white
workerism.”®8 By considering racism as a legacy all ._Eb??ii?fl_y_s,@
downplay the significance of its ¢°{1F¢TPPQIMXW“{?FE{!?},_,fQEDQQ“&‘L
and structure. o .

" Again the Marxist perspective shares this limitation. Marxists
believe that racism developed in the fifteenth century and has been
used since then by capitalists or white workers to further thei.r own
class interests. All other approaches recognize the historic signifi-
cance of this “discovery” but associate contemporary racial ideology
with contemporary racially based inequalities. '

7. Racism is analyzed in a circular manner. “If racism is defined
as the behavior that results from the belief, its discovery becomes
ensnared in a circularity—racism is a belief that produces behavior,
which is itself racism.”s? Racism is established by racist behavior,
which itself is proved by the existence of racism. This circularity
results from not grounding racism in social relations among the
races. If racism, viewed as an ideology, were seen as possessing a
structural”™ foundation, its examination could be associated with
racial practices rather than with mere ideas and the problem of circu-
larity would be avoided.
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Racialized Social System Approach to Racism

In order to capture the society-wide, organized, and institutional
character of racism I build my alternative theory around the notion of
racialized social systems.’! This term refers to societies in which
‘economic, political, social, and ideological levels are partially struc-
tured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races. Races
typically are identified by their phenotype, but (as we see later) the
selection of some human traits to designate a racial group is always
socially rather than biologically based.

These systems are structured partially by race because modern
social systems incorporate two or more forms of hierarchical pat-
terns. Although processes of racialization are always embedded in
other forms of hierarchy, they acquire autonomy and have indepen-
dent social effects. This_implies-that the phenomenon that has been

_conceived as a free-floating ideology in fact has its own structural
foundation. T
“"In all racialized social systems the placement of actors in racial
categories involves some form of hierarchy’? that produces definite
social relations among the races. The race placed in the superior
position tends to receive greater economic remuneration and access
to better occupations and prospects in the labor market, occupies a
primary position in the political system, is granted higher social esti-
mation (e.g., is viewed as “smarter” or “better looking™), often has
the license to draw physical (segregation) as well as social (racial eti-
quette) boundaries between itself and other races, and receives what
W.E.B. Du Bois called a “psychological wage.”’3 The totality of
these racialized social relations and practice_s‘cqngtqutes:.thc_ racial
structure of a society. I

 Although all racialized social systems are hierarchical, the par-
ticular character of the hierarchy, and, thus, of the racial structure, is
variable. For example, the domination of blacks in the United States
was achieved through dictatorial means during slavery, but in the
post—civil rights period this domination has been hegemonic, that is
in the Gramscian sense of the term, gp_higved through consent rather
than coercion.’ Similarly, the form of securing domination and
white privilege is variable too. For instance, the racial practices and
mechanisms that kept blacks subordinated changed from overt and

eminently racist in the Jim Crow era to covert and indirectly racist in
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the contemporary period (see Chapter 3). The unchanging element of
these systems is racial inequality—that the subordinated races’ life
chances are significantly lower than those of the dominant race. This
is the feature that ultimately distinguishes this form of hierarchical
social organization. Generally, the higher the level of racial inequali-
ty, the more racialized the social system, and vice versa.

Because the races receive different social rewards at all levels,
they develop different interests, which can be detected in their strug-
gles to either transform or maintain a particular racial order. These
interests are collective rather than individual, are based on relations
among races rather than on particular group needs, and are practical;
that is, they are related to concrete struggles. Although one race’s
general interests may ultimately lie in the complete elimination of a
society’s racial structure, its array of alternatives may not include
that possibility. For instance, the historical struggle against chattel
slavery led not to the development of race-free societies but to the
establishment of social systems with a different kind of racialization.
Race-free societies were not among the available alternatives
because the nonslave populations had the capacity to preserve some
type of racial privilege. The historical “exceptions” occurred in
racialized societies in which the nonslaves’ power was almost com-
pletely superseded by that of the slave population.”s

‘A simple criticism of the argument I have advanced so far is that
it ignores the internal divisions of the races along class and gender
lines. Such criticism, however, does not deal squarely with the issue
at hand. The fact that not all members of the dominant race receive
the same level of rewards and (conversely) that not all members of
the subordinate race or races are at the bottom of the social order
does not negate the fact that races, as social groups, are in either a
superordinate or a subordinate position in a social system. Histo-
rically the racialization of social systems did not imply the exclusion
of other forms of oppression. In fact, racialization occurred in social
formations also structured by class and gender. Hence, in these soci-
eties, the racialization of subjects is fragmented along class and gen-
der lines. The important question—WHhich interests move actors to
struggle?—is historically contingent and cannot be ascertained a pri-
ori.? Depending on the character of racialization in a social order,
class interests may take precedence over racial interests as in con-
temporary Brazil, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. In other situations, racial
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interests may take precedence over class interests as in the case of
blacks throughout most of U.S. history.
In general, the systemic salience of class in relation to race
1he systemic s:

increases when the economic, political, and social inequality among

tially. Yet this broad argument generates

at least one warn'ing: The narrowing of within-class differences

among racial actors usually causes more rather than less racial con-
flict, at least in the short run, as the competition for resources
increases.”” More significantly, even when class-based conflict
becomes more salient in a social order, this cannot be interpreted as
prima facie evidence that race has subsided as a social factor. For
instance, because of the way in which Latin American racial forma-
tions rearticulated race and racial discourse in the nineteenth-
century—post-emancipation era,’® these societies silenced from above
the political space for public racial contestation. Yet more than 100
years after these societies developed the myth of racial democracy,
they have more rather than less racial inequality than countries such
as the United States.”®

Because racial actors are also classed and gendered (that is, they
belong to class and gender groups), analysts must control for class
and gender to ascertain the material advantages enjoyed by a domi-
nant race. In a racialized society such as the United States, the inde-
pendent effects of race are assessed by analysts who (1) compare
data between whites and nonwhites in the same class and gender
positions, (2) evaluate the proportion as well as the general character
of the races’ participation in some domain of life, and (3) examine
racial data at all levels—social, political, economic, and ideologi-
cal—to ascertain the general position of racial groups in a social
system.

The first of these procedures has become standard practice in
sociology. No serious sociologist would present racial statistics with-
out controlling for gender and class (or at least the class of persons’
socioeconomic status). By doing this, analysts assume they can
measure the unadulterated effects of “discrimination” manifested in
unexplained “residuals.” Despite its usefulness, however, this tech-
nique provides only a partial account of the “race effect” because (1)
a significant amount of racial data cannot be retrieved through sur-
veys and (2) the technique of “controlling for” a variable neglects the
obvious—why a group is over- or underrepresented in certain cate-
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gories of the control variables in the first place.®0 Moreover, these
analysts presume that it is possible to analyze the amount of discrim-
ination in one domain (e.g., income, occupational status) “without
analyzing the extent to which discrimination also affects the factors
they hold constant.”8! Hence to evaluate “race effects” in any
domain, analysts must attempt to make sense of their findings in
relation to a race’s standing in other domains.

But what is the nature of races or, more properly, of racialized

“social groups? Omi and Winant state that races are the outcome of
the racialization process, which they define as “the extension of
racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship,
social practice, or group.”82 Historically the classification of a people
in racial terms has been a highly political act associated with prac-
tices such as conquest and colonization, enslavement, peonage,
indentured servitude, and, more recently, colonial and neocolonial
labor immigration. Categories such as “Indians’” and “Negroes’ were

invented in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to justify the con-
quest and exploitation of various peoples.83 The invention of such’
categories entails a dialectical process of construction; that is, the
creation of the category “Other” involves the creation of a category
“Same.” If “Indians” are depicted as “savages,” Europeans are char-
acterized as “civilized”; if “blacks” are defined as natural candidates
for slavery, “whites” are defined as free subjects.84 Yet although the
racialization of peoples was socially invented and did not override
previous forms of social distinction based on class or gender, it did
not lead to imaginary relations but_generated new forms of human
_association with definite status differences. After the process of
_attaching meaning to a “people”. is instituted,.race becomes q’r_e_a,f
category of group association and identity.85 T
Because racial classifications partially organize and limit actors’
life chances, racial practices of opposition emerge. Regardless of the
form of racial interaction (overt, covert, or inert), races can be recog-
nized in the realm of racial relations and positions. Viewed in this
light, races are the effect of racial practices of opposition (“we” ver-
sus “them”) at the economic, political, social, and ideological lev-
els.86 )

Races, as most social scientists acknowledge, are not biological-

ly but socially determined categories of identity and group associa- _

tion. In this regard, they are analogous to class and gender.8” Actors
in racial positions do not occupy those positions because they are of
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X or Y race, but because X or Y has been socially defined as a race.
Actors’ phenotypic (i.e., biologically inherited) characteristics, such
as skin tone and hair color and texture, are usually, although not
always, used to denote racial distinctions.?® For example, Jews in
many European nations and the Irish in England have been treated as
racial groups.8? Also, Indians in the United States have been viewed
as one race despite the tremendous phenotypic and cultural variation
among nations. Because races are socially constructed, both the
meaning and the position assigned to races in the racial structure are
always contested. Who is to be black or white or Indian reflects and
affects the social, political, ideological, and economic struggles
among the races. The global effects of these struggles can change the
meaning of the racial categories as well as the position of a racialized
group in a social formation.

This latter point is illustrated clearly by the historical struggles
of several “white ethnic” groups in the United States in their efforts
to become accepted as legitimate whites or “Americans.”® Neither
light-skinned nor, for that matter, dark-skinned immigrants necessar-
ily came to this country as members of X or Y race. Light-skinned
Europeans, after brief periods of “not-yet white,” became “white”
but did not lose their “ethnic” character.?! Their struggle for inclu-
sion had specific implications: racial inclusion as members of the
white community allowed Americanization and class mobility. On
the other hand, among dark-skinned immigrants from Africa, Latin
America, and the Caribbean, the struggle was to avoid classification
as “black.” These immigrants challenged the reclassification of their
identity for a simple reason: In the United States “black” signified a
subordinate status in society. Hence many of these groups struggled
to keep their own ethnic or cultural identity, as denoted in expres-
sions such as “I am not black; I am Jamaican,” or “I am not black; 1
am Senegalese.”? Yet eventually many of these groups resolved this
contradictory situation by accepting the duality of their situation: In
the United States, they were classified socially as black yet they
retained and nourished their own cultural or ethnic heritage—a her-
itage deeply influenced by African traditions.

Although the content of racial categories changes over time
through manifold processes and struggles, race is not a secondary

_category of group association. The meaning of black and white, the

“«racial formation,” changes within the larger racial structure. This
does not mean that the racial structure is immutable and completely
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independent of the action of racialized actors. It means only that the
social relations among the races become institutionalized (form a
structure as well as a culture) and affect social life whether or not
individual members of the races want it to. In Frederick Barth’s
words, “Ethnic identity implies a series of constraints on the kinds of
roles an individual is allowed to play {and] is similar to sex and rank,
in that it constrains the incumbent in all his activities.”93 For
instance, free blacks during the slavery period struggled to change
the meaning of “blackness,” specifically to dissociate it from slavery.
Yet they could not escape the larger racial structure that restricted
their life chances and their freedom.%

The placement of a group of people in a racial category stemmed
initially?5 from-the interests of powerful actors in the social system
(e.g., the capitalist class, the planter class, and colonizers). After
racial categories were employed to organize social relations in soci-
eties, however, race became an independent element of the operation
of the social system. Here I depart from analysts such as Winthrop
Jordan, Cedric Robinson, and Robert Miles, who take the mere exis-
tence of a racial discourse as manifesting the presence of a racial
order.%6 Such a position allows them to speak of racism in medieval
times (Jordan) and to classify the antipeasant views of French urban-
ites (Miles) or the prejudices of the aristocracy against peasants in
the Middle Ages (Robinson) as expressions of racism. In my view,

we can s;Lak of racialized orders only when a racial discourse is
_accompanied by socraTrelatrons of subordination and superordina-

“suggests that the racial-
ization of the world-system emerged after the imperialist expansion
of Europe to the New World and Africa.%’ Furthermore, this racial-
ization led to the development of what Charles W. Mills calls global
white supremacy (racial orders structured along the axis of “white,”
or European, and “nonwhite,” or non-European) in the world-system.

What are the dynamics of racial issues in racialized systems?
Most important, after a social formation is racialized, its “normal”
dynamics always include a racial component. Societal struggles
based on class or gender contain a racial component because both of
these social categories are also racialized; that is, both class and gen-
der are constructed along racial lines. In 1922, for example, white
South African workers in the middle of a strike inspired by the
Russian revolution rallied under the slogan “Workers of the world
unite for a white South Africa.” One of the state’s “concessions” to
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this “class” struggle was the passage of the Apprenticeship Act of
1922, “which prevented Black workers acquiring apprenticeships.”?
In another example, the struggle of women in the United States to
attain their civil and human rights has always been plagued by deep
racial tensions.%?

Nonetheless, some of the strife that exists in a racialized social
formation has a distinct racial character I call such strife racial con-
testatzon—the struggle of racial groups for systemic changes regard—
“ing their position at one or more levels. Such a struggle may be
social (Who can be here? Who belongs here?), political (Who can
vote? How much power should they have? Should they be citizens?),
economic (Who should work, and what should they do? They are
taking our jobs!), or ideological (Black is beautiful!).

Although much of this contestation is expressed at the individual
level and is disjointed, sometimes it becomes collective and general
and can effect meaningful systemic changes in a society’s racial
organization. The form of contestation may be relatively passive and
subtle (e.g., in situations of fundamental overt racial domination such
as slavery and apartheid) or more active and overt (e.g., in quasi-
democratic situations such as the contemporary United States). As a
rule, however, fundamental changes in racialized social systems are
accompanied by struggles that reach the point of overt protest.100
This does not mean that a violent racially based revolution is the
only way of accomplishing effective changes in the relative position

systems and their supporters mus“"be “shaken” if fundamental trans—

forme tions are 'to fake giace 67O this s structural Toundation rests the
phenomenon labeled racism by social scientists.
7 Treserve the term racial ideology for the segment of the ideolog-

[ical structure of a social system that crystallizes racial notions and

j stereotypes. Racial ideology provides the rationalization for social,

political, and economic interactions among the races. Depending on
the particular character of a racialized social system and on the strug-
gles of the subordinated races, racial ideology may be developed
highly (as in apartheid) or loosely (as in slavery) and its content
expressed in overt or covert terms.

Although racial ideology originates in race relations, it acquires
relative autonomy in the social system and performs practical func-
tions.102 In Paul Gilroy’s words, racial ideology “mediates the world
of agents and the structures which are created by their social prax-
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is.”’103 Racism crystallizes the changing “dogma’” on which actors in
the social system operate and becomes “common sense”; it provides
the rules for perceiving and dealing with the Other in a racialized
society. In the United States, for instance, because racial notions
about what blacks and whites are or ought to be pervade their
encounters, whites still have difficulty in dealing with black bankers,
lawyers, professors, and doctors.104 Thus, although racist ideology is
ultimately false, it fulfills a practical role in racialized societies.
(Because of the centrality of racial ideology in the maintenance of
white supremacy, I dedicate Chapter 3 to a detailed discussion on
this matter.)

At this point it is possible to sketch the framework of the racial-
ized social system. First, racialized social systems are societies that
allocate differential economic, political, social, and even psychologi-
cal rewards to groups along racial lines, lines that are socially con-
structed. After a society becomes racialized, a set of social relations
and practices based on racial distinctions develops at all societal lev-
els. I designate the aggregate of those relations and practices as the
racial structure of a society. Second, races historically are constituted
according to the process of racialization; they become the effect of
relations of opposition among racialized groups at all levels of a
social formation. Third, on the basis of this structure, a racial ideolo-
gy develops. This ideology is not simply a “superstructural” phe-
nomenon (a mere reflection of the racialized system) but becomes
the organizational map that guides actions of racial actors in society.
It becomes as real as the racial relations it organizes. Fourth, most
struggles in a racialized social system contain a racial component,
but sometimes they acquire or exhibit a distinct racial character.
Racial contestation is the logical outcome of a society with a racial
hierarchy. A social formation that includes some form of racialization
will always exhibit some form of racial contestation. Finally, the
process of racial contestation reveals the different objective interests
of the races in a racialized social system.

Conclusion

My central argument in this chapter is that the commonsense under-
standing of racism, which is not much different than the definition
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developed by mainstream social scientists or even by many critical
analysts, does not provide an adequate theoretical foundation for
understanding racial phenomena. With notable exceptions,!05 ana-
lysts in academia are still entangled in ungrounded ideological inter-
pretations of racism. Lacking a structural view, they tend to reduce
racial phenomena to a derivation of the class structure (as Marxist
interpreters do) or the result of an irrational ideology (as mainstream
social scientists do).

In’ the racialized social system framework, 1 suggest, as do Omi
and Winant, that racism should be studied from the viewpoint of .
rac1ahzat10m I.contend that after a socMMamahzed racial-
Tzation develops a life of its own.106 Although racism interacts with
class and gender structurations in society, it becomes an organizing
principle of social relations in itself. Race, as most analysts suggest,
is a social construct, but that construct, like class and gender, has
independent effects in social life. After racial stratification is estab-
lished, race becomes an independent criterion for vertical hierarchy
in society. Therefore different races experience positions of subordi-
nation and superordination in society and develop different interests.
This framework has the following advantages over traditional views
of racism:

Racial phenomena are regarded as the “normal” outcome of
the racial structure of a society. Thus we can account for all racial
manifestations. Instead of explaining racial phenomena as deriving
from other structures or from racism (conceived of as a free-float-
ing ideology), we can trace cultural, political, economic, social,
and even psychological racial phenomena to the racial organization

The changmg nature of what analysts label “racism” is
explained as the normal outcome of racial contestation in a racial-
ized social system. In this framework, changes in racism are
explained rather than described. Changes are due to specific strug-
gles at different levels among the races, resulting from differences in
interests. Such changes may transform the nature of racialization and
the global character of racial relations in the system (the racial struc-
ture). Therefore, change is viewed as a normal component of the
racialized system.

The racialized social system framework allows analysts to



b

46  White Supremacy & Racism in the Post-Civil Rights Era

explain overt as well as covert racial behavior. The covert or overt
nature of racial contacts depends on how the process of racialization
is manifested; this in turns depends on how race originally was articu-
lated in a social formation and on the process of racial contestation.
This point implies that rather than conceiving of racism as a universal
and uniformly orchestrated phenomenon, analysts should study “his-
torically-specific racisms.”107 This insight is not new: Robert Park,
Oliver Cox, Pierre van den Bergue, and Marvin Harris described vari-
eties of “situations of race relations” with distinct forms of racial
interaction.

Racially motivated behavior, whether or not the actors are con-
scious of it, is regarded as “rational”’—that is, based on the given
race’s individual interests.1%8 This framework accounts for Archie
Bunker-type racial behavior as well as for more “sophisticated” vari-
eties of racial conduct. Racial phenomena are viewed as systemic;
therefore all actors in the system participate in racial affairs. Some
members of the dominant racial group tend to exhibit less virulence
toward members of the subordinated races because they have greater
control over the form and outcome of their racial interactions. When
they cannot control that interaction—as in the case of revolts or
blacks moving into “their” neighborhood—they behave much like
other members of the dominant race.

The reproduction of racial phenomena in contemporary societies
is explained in this framework not by reference to a long-distant past
but in relation to its contemporary structure. Because racism is
viewed as systemic (possessing a racial structure) and as organized
around the races’ different interests, racial aspects of social systems
today are viewed as fundamentally related to hierarchical relations
among the races in those systems. Elimination of the racialized char-

A T L

acter of a social system entails the end of racialization, and hence of

_races altogether _ This argument clashes with social scientists’ most

popular policy prescription for “curing” racism, namely education.

This “solution” is the logical outcome of defining racism as a belief..

Most analysts regard racism as a matter of individuals subscribing to
an irrational view, thus the cure is educating them to realize that
racism is wrong. Education is also the choice pill prescribed by
Marxists for healing workers from racism. The alternative theory

.offered here implies that because the phenomenon has structural con-
sequences for the races, the only way to cure society of racism is by,
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democratically or only through revolutlonary means is an open ques-
tion, and one that depends on the particular racial structure of the
society in question.

A racialization framework accounts for the ways in which racial
and ethnic stereotypes emerge, are transformed, and disappear.
Racial stereotypes are crystallized at the ideological level of a social

ways—and justify the stereotyped group’s position in a society.
Stereotypes may originate out of (1) material realities or conditions
endured by the group, (2) genuine ignorance about the group, or (3)
rigid, distorted views on the group’s physical, cultural, or moral
nature. Once they emerge, however, stereotypes must relate—
although not necessarily fit perfectly—to the group’s true social
position in the racialized system if they are to perform their ideologi-
cal function. Stereotypes that do not tend to reflect a group’s situa-
tion do not work and are bound to disappear. For example, notions of
the Irish as stupid or of Jews as athletically talented have all but van-
ished since the 1940s, as the Irish moved up the educational ladder
and Jews gained access to multiple routes of social mobility.
Generally, then, stereotypes are reproduced because they reflect a
group’s distinct position and status in society. As a corollary, racial
or ethnic notions about a group disappear only when the group’s sta-
tus mirrors that of the dominant racial or ethnic group in the society.

The framework of the racialized social system is not a universal
theory explaining racial phenomena in societies. It is intended to
Moreover, the important question of how race interacts and 1ntersects
with class and gender has not yet been addressed satlsfactorlly
Provisionally I maintain that a nonfunctionalist reading of the con-
cept of social system may give us clues for comprehending societies
structured in dominance, to use Stuart Hall’s term. If societies are
viewed as systems that articulate different structures (organizing
principles on which sets of social relations are systematically pat-
terned), it is possible to claim that race—as well as gender—has both
individual and combined (interactive) effects in society.

To test the usefulness of the racialized social system framework
as a theoretical basis for research, we must perform comparative



#

48  White Supremacy & Racism in the Post-Civil Rights Era

work on racialization in yarious societies. One of the main objectives
of this comparative work should be to determine the specific mecha-
nisms, practices, and social relations that produce and reproduce
racial inequality at all levels—that is, uncover the society’s racial
structure. Although this systematic comparative analysis is beyond
the scope of this book, I perform some of it in Chapter 4. In that
chapter, for example, 1 compare the racial structure of the Jim Crow
period with the one we have today. Unlike analysts who believe that
“racism” has withered away, 1 argue that the persistent inequality
experienced by blacks and other racial minorities in the United States
today is due to the continued albeit changed existence of a racial
structure. In contrast to race relations in the Jim Crow period, how-
ever, racial practices that reproduce racial inequality in contemporary
America are (1) increasingly covert, (2) embedded in normal opera-
tions of institutions, (3) void of direct racial terminology, and (4)
invisible to most whites.

In the next chapter I criticize the survey-based study of racial
matters, a perspective that is central to the analysis and understand-
ing of contemporary racial matters. Specifically, I argue that this tra-
dition is wedded to an individualistic view of racial actors and thus
cannot see the collective nature of racial ideas. I elaborate on the
notion of racial ideology and provide practical guidance on how it
can be used in research.
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