
202   Part III: Inequality

peoples over the centuries has left few if any geneti-
cally isolated people, only gradations in appearance 
as one moves around the world. Thus, the way soci-
eties choose to define race has come about largely 
through what is culturally convenient for the dominant 
group or race. 

Throughout history, political and religious lead-
ers, philosophers, and even scientists have struggled 
with the meaning and significance of race. The first 
systematic classification of all living phenomena 
was published in 1735 by Carl von Linné (Linnaeus). 
His hierarchy of species was actually quite com-
plex, including monkeys, elephants, and angels, and 
suggested four human types: Americanus (Native 
Americans), Asiaticus, Africanus, and Europeanus 
(Cashmore and Troyna 1990). Johann Blumenbach 
was the first to use the word race in his 1775 clas-
sification system: Caucasian, Mongolian, Ethiopian, 
American, and Malay.

By the 19th century, race began to take on a biolog-
ical meaning, and many began to use it to justify slav-
ery and colonialism. Comte de Gobineau (1816–1882) 
argued that each race has specific characteristics, and 
he attributed the demise of societies to the mixing 
of the white race with other (inferior) races. His book 
Essay on Inequality of the Human Races, published in 

1853–1855, earned him the title “father of modern rac-
ism.” In 1899, the Brit-turned-German Houston Stewart 
Chamberlain ([1899] 1911) published an aristocratic, 
anti-Semitic work in which he argued that northern 
and western European populations, Teutonic in partic-
ular, were superior. He argued for racial purity, a theme 
the Nazis of the 1930s and 1940s adopted.

Looking through history, one can see many more 
examples of how racial categorizations have been 
misused across time and societies. For example, in the 
United States, Irish and Italians were once seen as dis-
tinct races that were clearly inferior to the white race. 
Clearly, racial categories are social, rather than biolog-
ical, constructions. 

In 1978, the United Nations, concerned about 
racial conflicts and discrimination based on scien-
tifically inaccurate beliefs, issued a “Declaration on 
Race and Race Prejudice” prepared by a group of 
eminent scientists from around the world. This and 
similar statements by scientific groups point out the 
harmful effects of racist arguments, doctrines, and 
policies. The conclusion of their document upheld 
that (a) all people are born free and equal both in dig-
nity and in rights, (b) racial prejudice impedes per-
sonal development, (c) conflicts (based on race) cost 
nations money and resources, and (d) racism foments 
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This figure shows the historical spread of humans around the globe and the approximate time periods of the movements.

FIGURE 8.1  The Spread of Humans Around the World 




