Assignment Guide for Chapter 13

Discuss the view that what it means to be black or white depends upon the society in which you live.

The terms ‘black’ and ‘white’ in this question cannot be taken for granted. A good starting point is to compare how skin tone and other biological traits have been used to justify different systems of racial categorization. Under South African apartheid, four racial categories were constructed (see page 482). Meanwhile, nineteenth-century ‘race science’ claimed to identify three racial groups: negroid (black), caucasian (white) and mongoloid (yellow). The critique of race science is presented on pages 485–6. The variety of human physical variation is best viewed as a continuum rather than as a series of clearly differentiated groups. The idea of separate biological races cannot be justified. ‘Race’, though, is socially important as a category used to justify and mask inequalities and oppression.

What ‘black’ and ‘white’ mean within any given culture depends upon the ways in which the categories have been ‘racialized’ – see page 486 – that is, have been made socially meaningful. It would be useful here to compare the constructions of both apartheid and ‘race science’, which justified the oppression of black groups by whites who were presented as intellectually, morally and physically superior, with the use of ‘black’ by black rights activists from the 1960s onwards. Racialization is always a political strategy – that is, concerned with the deployment of power. But here we find it used as a term of resistance to the dominant definitions of race: black becomes a self-chosen identity rooted in the shared experience of and resistance to racism – see boxed example on pages 488–9.

So far, this answer has focused very tightly on the ways in which skin colour comes to be made socially meaningful and has therefore focused on issues of ‘race’. At this point it is worth broadening the discussion to outline the relationship between the concepts of race and ethnicity. Ethnicity is a wholly social and cultural category – see pages 487–8 – yet the way ethnicity is experienced is also linked to notions of ‘race’. Dominant notions would suggest that race is a biological category on which ethnic differences are built, but sociological analysis shows us that it is cultural values, the experience of ethnicity, which construct the categories of ‘race’. The shift from the old racism of physical difference to the new racism of cultural difference could be included – see page 495.

How black and white are experienced will depend upon the history and current structure of the society within which they are constructed. Centuries of migration have ensured that virtually all societies are multi-ethnic, but not all societies respond to this in the same ways. In terms of immigration policies, four broad responses to migration emerge: classic, colonial, guest workers and illegal – see page 523. These responses will shape the ways in which skin tone becomes racialized. Similarly, the meaning of ethnic categories will depend upon a society’s response to multiculturalism as assimilationist, melting pot or culturally pluralist – see pages 497–8. In these different types of society the relationship between physical differences, ethnicity and the distribution of power and resources will be differently constructed.

In drawing the essay to a conclusion, your key task is to return to the question and show how your discussion has supported the conclusion that ‘black’ and ‘white’ are not fixed biological categories but are produced within culture.

