
Definitions
Race, Anti-racism, and White Supremacy



Race (Kennedy)
Race is the institutionalization of prejudice based on moving 
signifiers for human difference which can manifest differently 
in different times and places. 
Race-making manifests in institutions like laws and practices 
that create inclusions and exclusions that result in oppression. 
Race is a technology for classifying difference from a defined 
norm that is enforced through violence or the underlying 
threat of violence.

Definition derived from Falguni Sheth’s Towards a Political Philosophy of Race (2009) and Fields and 
Field’s Racecraft (2014).



Race in Antiquity
• Option 1. Modern ‘somatic’ or 'epidermal' race: restoring color to the 

ancient world; valid--the history of the disciplines of ancient and 
medieval studies has been to exclude and erase people of color from 
the ancient Mediterranean, to ‘whiten’ it. Differentiate between 
‘blackness’ and ‘race’-- Monitor concerns about reifying biorace
• Option 2: Race as a technology that structures human interactions 

and embeds prejudices against racialized peoples into systems of 
oppression
• Racial groups are those that are defined within a specific racial system and 

vary by context



Ethnicity
• Shared cultural practices (rituals, laws, art/architectural preferences, 

entertainments, etc)
• Language(s): shared or related
• Belief in kinship (mythical or ‘real’)
• Internally constructed: an identity a group crafts for itself
• Can coincide with geographic spaces but are different from citizenship 

in a nation-state (though these identities can overlap)
• Term coined by Weber in the 20th c. to represent group identities that 

were explicitly not based on vague, large scale biology (i.e. not ‘race’ 
as understood in the 19th c)

Ethnicity is a contingent group identity shaped according to changing 
needs and contexts but most frequently reflects self identification 
within a group based on cultural characteristics



Racist ideas 
From Ibram X. Kendi’s Stamped from the Beginning (2018) and How to Be Anti-Racist (2019) 

• Racist ideas: “Any ideas that suggest one racial group is inferior or 
superior to another racial group in any way”
• ‘Racist ideas argue that inferiorities and superiorities of racial groups explain 

racial inequalities in a society.”
• Types:
• Segregationist: argue that there are permanently inferior racial groups that 

can never be developed; targets of prejudice and racial disparities are at fault 
for discrimination and its effects 
• Assimilationist: argue that a racial group is culturally or behaviorally inferior, 

but can ‘improve’ through assimilation to a racial group that is culturally or 
behaviorally superior
• Anti-racist: racist policies and racism are responsible for disparities; racial 

groups are inherently equal 



Whiteness
A pervasive and yet invisible social and political construction that is 
positioned historically (since the 18th century) as the superior group in a 
system of “racial” hierarchy. 

Whiteness is a mutable and evolving category used to denote access to 
dominance and/or power (groups can become “White” in law and practice). 
In European colonized places, whiteness is also often explicitly associated 
with Christianity.

Whiteness is often seen as a “neutral” or “default” status (especially within 
colorblind systems), and, therefore, is frequently positioned outside of 
identity politics because of its self definition as the “absence of color”. 

Derived from A. Bonnet ”Anti-racism and the critique of ‘white’ identity” (1996).



White Supremacism
White supremacism is the assumption of an inherent superiority of those 
racialized as “White” over other groups. It is not an extreme form of racism, 
but a structure that allows racism to flourish; one can have white 
supremacism without overt racism. 

It is also not about individual acts of racism or hate. White supremacism 
describes a conceptual system that centers and supports a group called 
“White” against those excluded from whiteness. White supremacism is 
supported by colorblind ideologies and ideas of “whiteness” as a neutral, 
value-free state.

Most institutions in the United States are passively (and in some cases 
actively) white supremacist. This is a result of what Bonilla-Silva calls 
‘Colorblind racism’—institutionalized racism that denies bias unless an 
explicit type of discrimination. 



Race (Murray)
•Race emerges out of the desire or need of dominant 

groups to oppress or conquer other groups and this 
impetus leads them to create categories of group-
based sameness and otherness. Sameness and 
otherness are on a “continuum of okayness” (Adolph 
Reed Jr., 2000: 139). Along the continuum of 
sameness and otherness the humanity of groups 
move from alienable to alienated. 



Alienable or alienated humanity
• Alienable or alienated humanity means that the humanity of 

members of that group is not recognized, and can be violated 
without any social, legal, moral, or divine consequences. This 
continuum is tendentious because the dominant group, whose 
humanity is absolutely inalienable, occupies the pole of 
“sameness,” and proximity to this group determines whether 
subaltern groups are constructed as ethnic or racial others. The 
dominant group deems ethnic others to be subaltern groups with 
a high sameness quotient, whereas they deem racial others 
subaltern groups with a low similarity quotient. So, ethnic others 
are closer to the sameness pole on the continuum than racial 
others, who are at the otherness pole.



The quality of humanity
• The quality of humanity that the dominant group grants to a 

subaltern group determines both its quotient of sameness 
and where it is located on this sameness-otherness 
continuum. The dominant group grants to itself inalienable
humanity. To ethnic others, they grant alienable humanity, 
i.e. they recognize the humanity of specific subaltern groups 
only insofar as this recognition serves their own interests. 
But from racial others the dominant group withholds the 
recognition of humanity. Alienated humanity refers to the 
dominant group’s refusal to recognize the same quality of 
humanity in a subaltern group it considers racially other.



Race is always relational

• Race is always relational: races exist on opposite poles of a 
continuum of sameness and otherness. This means also that 
the social construction of a race that has alienable or 
alienated humanity is simultaneously the construction of a 
race that enjoys inalienable humanity. This description builds 
on Whitmarsh’s observation about the role that 
representations of skin colour played in the ancient world, as 
a mechanism to construct gendered attributions of 
inequality and power not based on sex, but on dark or light 
as extremes (otherness) not occupying the median position 
of light to medium brown complexion.



Practice of Race
• The racial relationship only becomes explicit as the 

racial ideology is practiced by societies. Wartime 
atrocities, human trafficking, enslavement, and the 
like are racial practices that make alienated humanity 
most visible. But horrific racial practices are not the 
only ways that race is socially produced. Race is also 
produced “in the ordinary doing of things” in the 
various and sundry arenas of social interaction 
whenever double standards are applied that make the 
racial hierarchy visible.


