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WHITE RACIAL PRIVILEGE AND SOCIAL CHANGE: 
AN EXAMINATION OF THEORIES OF RACISM 

Jeffrey Prager 

Introduction 

The Western European Enlightenment has created a perspec- 
tive whose foundations are rationalistic, and whose influence can 
be seen in both social scientific and radical thought in this 
country. It is one of the factors which has prevented American 
theorists from treating racial dynamics seriously, in and of them- 
selves. There has been a consistent tendency towards minimizing 
the strictly racial nature of black subordination in this country 
and interpreting it in terms of more universalistic phenomena. 

Social and political theorists who have dealt with issues 
of American race relations, quite naturally have tended to in- 
tegrate (or subsume) racially defined events into broader, more 
widely accepted, categories of social analysis. Racial struggles 
in this country are most often viewed in terms of struggles for 
upward mobility or for entry into the mainstream of American life. 
Less commonly, race is seen as one element within the broader mat- 
rix of bourgeois -proletarian class arrangements. Denying race as 
a legitimate social category is an implicit rejection of the no- 
tion of racial groups as nationalities with unique national as- 
pirations and demands . 

Undergirding this minimization of race as an independent 
category for analysis is the belief that racial consciousness is 
a temporary manifestation and will decrease in importance over 
time. It is the belief that society is organized on the basis of 
class stratification and not racial stratification as well. It 
is the assumption, furthermore, that the system of racial subor- 
dination, for its own purposes, is not a built-in element in this 
society; it is not endemic to the society. 
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118 BERKELEY JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY 

This article, then, seeks to make explicit some of the im- 
plicit assumptions that have been operating in current models of 
race relations. It will attempt to challenge the prevailing 
ideology which states that race and nationality have no place in 
American social analysis. To this end, three theories of race 
relations will be discussed: (1) the contemporary social scien- 
tific theory, (2) the competing radical perspective and (3) the 
newly emerging colonial theory. 

While there exists some overlap between theories, there are 
two essential questions which significantly differentiate them 
and which will be addressed in this article. The first question 
is who benefits from the system of racial subordination and how 
are these benefits manifested? The second deals with the rela- 
tionship between racism and the social structure. Each perspec- 
tive views this relationship differently and only in the colonial 
theory does racism, as a mechanism of social organization, hold a 
central position. 

In the course of this article, it will become evident that 
the colonial theory, as a theory of race relations in the United 
States, is better able to treat racial dynamics as forces in and 
of themselves. Unlike the other models, it argues for the cen- 
tral i ty of race in the development and organization of modern 
America. For this reason, the colonial theory is better able to 
understand the dynamic forces which are today operating - both 
nationalist and assimilationist - in Third World communities 
throughout the country. 

The Social Scientific Theory 

In 1957, Gary Becker published The Economics o£ Discrimina- 
tion^- in which he formulated a theory of discrimination. This 
theory has continued as perhaps the most prominent economic theory 
in the social sciences explaining the persistence of discrimina- 
tion in this country. In his theory he maintains that discrimina- 
tion interferes with free trade between black and white societies. 
If free trade were to exist, he argues, black society would export 
its labor and white society would export its capital. Thus, the 
development of white society would parallel the development of 
black society. 

However, Becker argues, free trade does not exist. White 
employers are willing to pay for not associating with blacks; em- 
ployers have a "taste for discrimination. " Consequently, total 
output of the economy falls. Due to the inefficient distribution 
of economic resources, returns to white labor and Negro capital 
rise, but these are offset by the decline of returns to white 
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AN EXAMINATION OF THEORIES OF RACISM 119 

capital and Negro labor. Becker states that, "when actual dis- 
crimination occurs, he [the discriminator] must, in fact, either 
pay or forfeit income for this privilege. "^ 

From this argument it follows that white employers (capi- 
talists) lose from discrimination and, therefore, it would be in 
their economic self-interest to end discrimination. White work- 
ers, contrary to white employers, gain from discrimination be- 
cause of inefficient allocation of resources. It is in the work- 
ers1 economic self interest that discrimination persists. Accord- 
ing to Becker, white employers choose on the basis of "taste"; 
they discriminate in order to maintain physical distance and, sub- 
sequently, lose economically. White workers, who have no say in 
hiring, gain economically. Implicitly, the major economic obs- 
tacle to overcoming discrimination, in Becker's theory, is white 
workers. As white employers overcome their "taste to discrimin- 
ate," they will be able to operate more efficiently and, thereby, 
drive discriminating employers out of business. It will be white 
workers who will resist these changes.* 

Lester Thurow, in Poverty and Discrimination,^ offers what 
he refers to as an "alternative theory" to Becker's. 5 He takes 
issue with Becker's formulation in several areas. First, he ar- 
gues that free trade between two separate societies as charac- 
terized in Becker's theory misrepresents reality. Trade, Thurow 
argues, exists in one society, a "white supremacist" society, and 
blacks do not have a free choice of whether or not to trade. 
Second, he argues that the discriminator is not concerned with the 
physical distance between black and white, as Becker claims, but 
is concerned with social distance. Thus, "the discriminator may 
prefer to hire Negro maids, Negro garbage collectors, or to work 
with Negroes if he can be in a position of authority. He may also 
prefer to hire Negro labor if it can be exploited to increase his 
own prof its. "6 

Thurow, in contrast to Becker, introduces the notion that 
the discriminator may also gain from discrimination: it is in the 
discriminator's economic self-interest to preserve social dis- 
tance and maintain discrimination. He further argues that discrim- 
ination is exhibited in many forms (for example, in wages, occupa- 
tion, prices and employment) and that the combination of these 
serves to perpetuate the pattern of discrimination. In developing 

*Anne Kruger in "The Economics of Discrimination," Journal 
of Political Economy, October, 1963, elaborates further on Becker's 
theory and envisions the possibility of white labor developing the 
capability of entrenching itself as a beneficiary of discrimination. 

This content downloaded from 131.111.185.68 on Wed, 07 Oct 2015 13:00:09 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
iAnnotate User
Highlight

iAnnotate User
Highlight



120 BERKELEY JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY 

his theory, he discusses these various types of discrimination in 
determining the gains and losses accrued by the white community. 
He assumes that "a rational discriminator (for example, a monop- 
olist named 'Whites1) is trying to maximize his gains from dis- 
crimination including economic gains and increases in social dis- 
tance. "7 Thurow does not speak of the discriminator as either 
the capitalist or the laborer but as the white community. He be- 
lieves the entire white community- -and not any one class - benefits 
from discrimination.* 

Thurow is different from the other economists in his under- 
standing of the difficulties involved in creating policy which is 
contrary to peoples1 economic self-interest. He states in Poverty 
and Discrimination that Msince discrimination produces large econ- 
omic gains, there are important vested interests in its continu- 
ation. Programs to eliminate discrimination must take these in- 
terests into account; economic self-interest can not be counted on 
to aid in eliminating discrimination.1'8 

In a Memorandum to the Contract Officer of the Office of 
Economic Opportunity, Thurow writes: 

To some extent we are playing a zero sum game. I 
win, you lose. You win, I lose. If blacks1 incomes 
are to catch up to whites1 incomes, whites lose 
something even though they may gain in a social 
sense. At the very least, they find themselves at 
a lower relative position in the income distribution. 
If blacks are catching up, whites will also find 
probably that their incomes are rising slower than 
they would have risen if discrimination was not be- 
ing reduced. They do not get as many of the 'good1 
jobs and must pay higher taxes. They lose their 
current economic gains from discrimination. .. .As 
whites, we have to decide whether we are willing to 
lower our incomes to raise those of blacks, to give 
blacks preferential treatment, and to raise our 
taxes to eliminate the lingering impact of past and 
present discrimination. 9 

*0ne of the weaknesses of Thurow' s model--stated briefly 
here but developed more fully in discussing the colonial theory - 
is Thurow' s failure to differentiate between class and his failure 
to see the possibility of a differential system of rewards to mem- 
bers in different class positions. 
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Yet despite his differences with Becker, Thurow concludes 
his investigation of discrimination similarly to Becker's. Thurow 
argues that, despite possible economic losses from eliminating 
discrimination, the social benefits (i.e., increase in potential 
output) would far outweigh the possible losses. Presumably, the 
white community (for Thurow) or white labor (for Becker) will 
have to decide that the costs of discrimination are too high a 
price to pay for either physical distance (for Becker) or social 
distance (for Thurow) . With increasing white awareness of the 
social losses accrued by discrimination, Thurow concludes, the 
problem could be overcome. Discrimination is an irrational ele- 
ment of the society; through awareness (and rationality) the last 
vestiges of discrimination can be abolished. 

Economists address the question of who benefits from dis- 
crimination head-on. However, they only indirectly address the 
issue of the relationship of discrimination to the social struc- 
ture. In their weak, ahistorical concept of a f 'taste to discrim- 
inate, " they fail to explain the genesis or source of that dis- 
crimination. They only seek to provide an explanation for the 
empirical presence of discrimination. Furthermore, in looking 
solely at the question of who benefits, they disregard the whole 
matrix of processes which are involved in discrimination. In 
failing to deal with the relationship of discrimination to the 
whole social structure, they necessarily simplify the techniques 
required to overcome racial subordination. 

Sociologists, on the other hand, have concerned themselves 
with the relationship of discrimination to the social structure 
and have only implicitly treated the question of who benefits 
from that relationship. Like the economists, they conclude that 
discrimination represents a phenomenon that through concerted ef- 
fort can be overcome within the present context of the social sys- 
tem. In the assimilation model, for example, perhaps best repre- 
sented by Milton Gordon, 10 discrimination is treated as a phenom- 
enon that has plagued all ethnic and racial minorities at one time 
or another throughout American history. The case of discrimina- 
tion against black people and other Third World minorities might 
be a somewhat more tenacious discrimination but of the same order 
as the discrimination that has affected white immigrant groups. H 
For Gordon and others in this school, as prejudiced beliefs break 
down among the majority whites, avenues of opportunity and ad- 
vancement will become open to minority group members, paving the 
way towards assimilation and acculturation. 

Sociological theory, unlike economic theory, has been more 
sensitive to socio-cultural processes involved in the maintenance 
and alteration of minority group subordination. Thus, it has 
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placed emphasis on cultural adaptations that are necessary on the 
part of subordinate groups to make their way "up" into the main- 
stream of American society. Milton Gordon, for example, is care- 
ful to specify different processes involved in as s imi lati on- -from 
cultural assimilation to civic assimilation. 12 Similarly, the 
"vicious circle" model, first propounded by Gunnar Myrdal in An^ 
American Dilemma, 13 and the similar, though more contemporary, 
"culture of poverty" model both recognize that economic discrim- 
ination fails to encompass the whole of the problem. According 
to the vicious circle model, the subordinate position of minori- 
ties, resulting from white prejudice, creates unique adaptations, 
standards and life styles which provide further fuel in support- 
ing white prejudice. In this case, white prejudice needs to be 
eradicated so as to allow for the uplift of the racially subor- 
dinate. In the culture of poverty model, prejudice need not play 
any role in the continued subordination of the minority popula- 
tion, though its significance in earlier periods of history are 
clearly recognized. Currently, however, unique cultural patterns 
and adaptations that have developed among the poor perpetuate the 
minority groups1 own subordination. 14 white intervention becomes 
necessary to allow for some to break away from those cultural 
patterns. 

This brief description of some of the major contemporary 
sociological models of race relations points to several of the 
opérant assumptions in regard to the relationship of discrimina- 
tion to the social structure. Clearly, according to these models, 
discrimination has no rational place in American society; it 
serves no necessary function in the operation of society. Black 
entry into the mainstream of American life, an unquestioned ob- 
jective, is a two-fold process. It entails (1) the acquisition 
on the part of black people of the proper cultural norms to be 
able to successfully operate in American life and (2) the reduc- 
tion of white prejudicial attitudes towards blacks. The reduction 
of prejudice is unquestionably the key, for with its reduction 
black opportunity for entry will be increased. With this reduc- 
tion, assimilation can be eventually achieved. Furthermore, soci- 
ologists view prejudicial attitudes as irrational elements in the 
society. In their failure to address the question of who bene- 
fits, they fail to address the question of the material base of 
prejudiced beliefs. Oliver Cromwell Cox, in Caste, Class and 
Race,!5 writes of Myrdal on this point: 

Here beliefs are assumed to be prime movers; they 
fkeep the Negroes low.1 This is mysticism. If we 
can 'improve Negro status1, the reason for the 
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existence of derogatory beliefs about Negroes 
is, to the extent of the improvement, liquidated. 
...The belief is an empty, harmless illusion, 
like beliefs in werewolves or fairies, without 
the exploitative interest with which it is im- 
pregnated.1^ 

In sum, social scientific theorists are generally optimis- 
tic of the possibilities toward ending discrimination. Neither 
the economists nor the sociologists view prejudice or discrimina- 
tion as endemic to the American system. Both see techniques as 
being currently available within the system for the elimination 
of discrimination and the end of racial subordination. Discrim- 
inatory practices and prejudiced beliefs, being essentially ir- 
rational actions, are not so central or important that they can 
not be eliminated. Social scientists appear to have an inordin- 
ate faith in the role of moral persuasion in their conception of 
the process of ending discrimination. 

It is precisely at this formulation- -the irrationality and 
the ideological sources of discrimination - that the radical the- 
orists take issue, and by attacking this formulation, succeed in 
attacking the whole foundation of the social scientific theory. 

The Radical Theory* 

Radical theorists on American race relations directly chal- 
lenge the argument that prejudiced beliefs and discriminatory 
practices are not intimately related to the material interests of 

*American radical theorists of race relations have viewed 
themselves as operating within a Marxist paradigm as opposed to a 
social scientific paradigm. Consequently, their studies of the 
political economy adopt the view that even with the presence of 
racial prejudice, the primary contradiction in American society 
is class conflict. My critique of the radical theorists, however, 
is not a critique of the Marxist paradigm, for I have come to be- 
lieve that Marx has dealt in some of his writings with issues of 
race and nationality in a far more sophisticated manner than have 
the American theorists. Marx and Engels apparently, in some in- 
stances, were able to see racial and national struggles as inde- 
pendent from bourgeois-proletarian class arrangements. I would 
refer the reader to Ireland and the Irish Question, A Collection 
2È Writings b^ Marx and Engels, New York: International Publish- 
ers, 1972 and to a chapter in a forthcoming book, "Marx: Nation- 
ality and Colonialism11 by Robert Blauner. 
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white people in this country. Oliver Cromwell Cox, for example, 
argues that race prejudice in the United States is fostered by 
the ruling class for the purpose of having an exploitable labor 
force among the racially subordinate and for creating divisions 
among the working class to avert proletarian unification and 
thereby inhibit processes of class conflict. 17 For Cox and other 
radical theorists, racial prejudice is directly linked and neces- 
sary to the perpetuation of the capitalist system. Cox writes: 

Race prejudice in the United States is the socio- 
attitudinal matrix supporting a calculated and 
determined effort of a white ruling class to keep 
some people or peoples of color and their resources 
exploitable. It is the economic content of race 
prejudice which makes it a powerful and fearfully 
subduing force. The 'peonization1 of Negroes in 
the South is an extreme form of exploitation and 
oppression, but this is not caused by race preju- 
dice. The race prejudice is involved with the 
economic interest. 18 

Clearly, in this view, racial prejudice and discrimination 
are viewed as mechanisms to strengthen and bolster the capitalist 
system. Capitalists gain from this arrangement, and workers - 
both black and white-- lose. Thus, racial prejudice is seen en- 
tirely in the context of capitalist economics. Cox goes so far 
as to state: 

Racial exploitation is merely one aspect of the 
problem of the proletarianization of labor, re- 
gardless of the color of the labor. Hence, racial 
antagonism jLs essentially political class conflict. 
The capitalist exploiter, being opportunistic and 
practical, will utilize any convenience to keep 
his labor and other resources freely exploitable. 
He will devise and employ race prejudice when that 
becomes convenient. 19 [emphasis added] 

Michael Reich, in a recent article entitled "The Economics 
of Racism, "20 attempts to treat some of these issues empirically. 
In so doing, he offers both a criticism of the social scientific 
theory of discrimination and an alternative to that theory; a 
theory for the most part consistent with Coxfs.* 

*Reich is less Machiavellian than Cox in his conception of 
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AN EXAMINATION OF THEORIES OF RACISM 125 

While Becker, in his social scientific formulation, sees 
racism as rooted in "exogenous ly determined11 attitudes rather 
than in the economic system, 22 Reich sees racism as continuing 
"to serve the needs of the capitalist system, "23 Racism, for 
Reich, is deeply rooted in the economic system. 

Historically, the American Empire was founded on 
the racist extermination of American Indians, was 
financed by profits from slavery, and was extended 
by a string of interventions beginning with the 
Mexican War of the 1840 ' s which have been at least 
partly justified by white supremacist ideology. 24 

The historical reality of racism in the building of the 
American Empire suggests for Reich an alternative to Becker's 
theory. Where Becker claims that capitalists lose and white work- 
ers gain, Reich asserts that white capitalists gain and workers 
lose. Thus, in Becker's formulation, racism serves as an equal- 
izing force on white income; in Reich's theory, racism has an un- 
equalizing effect. 

Reich's empirical findings* indicate that, in fact, racism 
significantly unequalized income distribution among whites. Most 
of the inequality generated by racism resulted in an increase of 
income for the top 1%. He found that white racism had an insigni- 
ficant effect on the income received by the poorest whites in the 
middle income brackets. 

Reich delineates two mechanisms which explain how racism 
increases this inequality between the income of the whites: 
(1) total wages of white labor are reduced by racial antagonisms 
in part because union growth and labor militancy are inhibited 

the capitalist. He does not argue that the capitalist is fully 
aware of his action in promoting racism. Reich writes, "although 
capitalists may not have conspired consciously to create racism, 
and although capitalists may not be its principal perpetuators , 
nevertheless racism does support the continued well-being of the 
American capitalist system. "¿1 

*To test these alternative theories, Reich constructed a 
"racism index" (ratio of black median family income to white median 
family income) using data from the 1960 census for the 48 standard 
metropolitan statistical areas (SMSA's). For measures of inequal- 
ity among whites he used (1) the percentage share of all white in- 
comes received by the top 1% of white families and (2) the Gini co- 
efficient of white income which measures inequality within as well 
as between social classes. 
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and (2) the supply of public services, especially in education, 
available to low and middle income whites is reduced as a result 
of racial antagonisms. 25 

The presence of blacks as a reserve labor army and racial 
antagonisms among workers "deflect attention from labor grievances 
related to working conditions, permitting employers to cut costs. "26 
Similarly, "antagonisms between blacks and poor whites drive wedges 
between the two groups and reduce their ability to join in a uni- 
fied political movement pressing for improved and more equal educa- 
tion. "27 Statistical evidence supports these theses--Ma greater 
degree of racism results in lower unionization rates and greater 
amounts of schooling inequality among whites. !f28 Thus, Reich con- 
cludes that the radical theory is borne out, for racism serves 
the interests of capitalists and other rich whites and runs coun- 
ter to the interests of poor whites and white workers. 

Reich, for his study, constructs a "racism ratio," an index 
measuring the income differentials between black and white. He 
is careful to recognize that no quantitative index can "adequate- 
ly measure racism in all its social, cultural, psychological and 
economic dimensions" and that "racism is far more than a narrow 
economic phenomenon. "29 Nevertheless, he uses this ratio as the 
sole indicator in understanding the relationship of racism to the 
social system. He is able to conclude, as a consequence of this 
ratio, that since middle income whites suffer from loss of income 
due to racism, it is in their best interest to combat racism. 

Reich errs in his conclusion for three separate reasons. 
First, he fails to address himself to the compensatory factors of 
racism which provide, at least in the short run, significant 
gains. Differentials in income by race is only one measure of 
discrimination. Reich fails to deal with the plethora of dis- 
criminating techniques available and utilized by whites.* Even 
with the white loss of income, other discriminating techniques 
insure white gains from the system. 

Secondly, Reich's empirical indicator of racism measures 
only one point in time and, therefore, fails to deal with the 
historical forces which have worked over time to benefit white 
people. What is needed, which Reich fails to provide in his 
study, is ji conception of the accumulated gains of white people 
--over generations --as a result of the system of racism. Reich, 
then, is ahistorical in his approach and, as a result, mis- 

*Thurow, for example, delineates seven separate techniques 
involved in discrimination- -employment, wages, occupation, human 
capital, capital, monopoly power, price. 30 
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represents the reality and depth of racism in the American system. 
The fact is that as a result of racism, white workers live better 
than blacks. Whites have had and continue to have a better 
chance of getting ahead in this society as a result of racist 
practices. Income, while indicating a loss from racism, fails to 
deal with the gains incurred from that same racism. The same ec- 
onomic system which results in white losses is also responsible 
for economic gains from racism. It is precisely the gains ac- 
crued as a result of racism and the system of racial privilege 
that put whites in this country in a unique position; whites are 
both the exploiters and the exploited. It is this fact that 
clouds the radical theory of social change. What needs to be done 
is no longer so crystal clear. 

Finally, despite Reich's own admission of his economism, he 
concludes that white workers lose as a result of racism without 
dealing with the social, cultural, political and psychological 
dimensions of racism. While his stated intentions are to improve 
the narrower approach taken by social scientific theorists, ̂ his 
overemphasis on the economic aspects of racism requires the reader 
to be skeptical of his findings as well. Reich fails to deal with 
the social, cultural, political and psychological gains that 
whites have accrued and continue to accrue as results of the sys- 
tem of racism. Without an understanding of these elements, it is 
not possible to understand the relationship of racism to the 
American system. 

Reich, like Cox, runs into difficulty with the economic 
categorization of racism in attempting to account for working- 
class racism. As Reich himself says, "the simple economics of 
racism do not explain why many workers seem to be so vehemently 
racist, when racism is not in their economic self-interest. !f32 
The radical theory must resort to Mextra-economicM categories in 
order to explain this phenomenon. Racism serves capitalism by 
"transferring white resentment towards blacks and away from capi- 
talism. " Consequently, while some evidence of the endogamous 
factors of racism in capitalism is presented in the argument, in 
the end racism most importantly is viewed as an element of the 
ideological hegemony of the ruling class, and it attests to the 
strength of the ruling class. Racism is expressed in terms of 
resentment towards black people; it provides psychological bene- 
fits to poor and working class whites. Serving the ruling class's 
economic interests, racism is simply a tool employed by the ruling 
class to mystify the true nature of the system. Presumably, with- 
out racism, other mechanisms could be used to supplant it. 

Racism, then, for the radical theorists is viewed almost 
exclusively as an appendage to the capitalist system. In order 
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to accept the radical theory, it is necessary to relegate much of 
the history of modern America to a history of action based upon 
false consciousness. We are forced to accept on faith an ideo- 
logical hegemony which is capable of implanting a racism so viru- 
lent (yet irrational) that it sometimes grows out of control. Im- 
plicitly, the radical theory asserts that the 1% are capable of 
having the remaining 99% of the population act not only as uncon- 
scious (or falsely conscious) actors but act in such a manner as 
to deny their own interests. 

Sidney Wilhelm in Who Needs the Negro?33 writes of this 
radical theory: 

The exploitation version of prejudice as a by- 
product of capitalism, securing not only a de- 
pressed source of labor in the form of black 
backs but also subverting the white worker in- 
to the channel of competition against the Negro, 
transforms race relations into purely economic 
relations; racism is, at best, epiphenomenal . 
This particular economic interpretation of ex- 
ploitation absolves the "working- class" of any 
genuine racism and places blame squarely upon 
the captains of industry. The analysis then 
reverts to a stratified conception of the 
origin, the spread, and the sustainment of 
racism in the hope, of course, that the white 
worker will one day awaken and find the Negro 
to be an ally, rather than a competitor, in a 
common struggle against capitalists. If 
such were the case, however, the solution would 
require removal of capitalism to eliminate 
racism from White America. But the fact that 
racial discrimination and slavery cut across 
vast congeries of labor systems undermines this 
possibility. Racism existed before the arrival 
of capitalism and prevails today in non-capital- 
ist societies. 34 

In sum, the radical theory asserts that racism is a tool of 
the ruling class, that it benefits white capitalists, and hurts 
white workers and that with the elimination of capitalism, the 
elimination of racism will result. The colonial theory takes is- 
sue with all these claims and, in so doing, asserts that (1) all 
white people regardless of class position benefit from racism 
and (2) since it is in all white people's interest to perpetuate 
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racism, the very machinations of the American system insure the 
subordinate status of Third World people in this country. These 
are the issues which most significantly distinguish the colonial 
model from the other two models discussed. 

The Colonial Theory 

The colonial theory was developed primarily as a theoreti- 
cal response to traditional colonial and imperial exploitation. 
Memmi, Fanon, and Sartre address themselves to the colonial ex- 
perience in North Africa. Through their theoretical writings, 
the colonial model--marked by a relationship between oppressed 
and oppressor- -begins to emerge. 

Jean Paul Sartre in his Introduction to Memmi f s The 
Colonizer and the Colonized describes a system of colonialism 
which creates its own internal demands and its own objective 
needs to insure its perpetuation. For Sartre, racism is built in- 
to the system. 

The colony sells produce and raw materials cheaply 
and purchases manufactured goods at very high 
prices from the mother country. The colonial agri- 
cultural subproletariat cannot even count on an 
alliance with the least favored Europeans, for 
everyone lives off them, even the 'small colon- 
izers1, whom the big proprietors exploit, but who 
are privileged compared to the Algerians, the 
average income of the Algerian Frenchman being 
ten times that of the Algerian Moslem. Here the 
tension is born. 35 

As Sartre intimates, central to this model is the concept 
of privilege. Memmi writes that "the idea of privilege is at the 
heart of the colonial relationship-and that privilege is un- 
doubtedly economic. ff 36 Yet, he goes on to state: 

However, colonial privilege is not solely econ- 
omic. To observe the life of the colonizer and 
the colonized is to discover rapidly that the 
daily humiliation of the colonized, his objec- 
tive subjugation, are not merely economic. Even 
the poorest colonizer thought himself to be-- 
and actually was - superior to the colonized. 
This too was part of the colonial privilege. 3^ 
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The relationship between the colonized and the colonizer can 
not be altered-alteration would be fatal to the system. For both 
Sartre and Memmi, there can be no good or bad colonialists; they 
are all locked into the system of colonialism whose machinations 
progress unfettered. The colonized, like the proletariat in in- 
dustrial countries, bears within him the seeds for the destruc- 
tion of the system which exploits him. 

Frantz Fanon, in an article entitled "Racism and Culture," 
treats the manner in which the economic and social arrangements 
in the colonial system are refracted in people's ideological 
framework. The ideological responses to the colonial system cor- 
respond to the complexity of the means of production. 

Vulgar racism, in its biological form, corresponds 
to the period of crude exploitation of mans1 arms 
and legs. The perfecting of the means of produc- 
tion inevitably brings about the camouflage of the 
techniques by which man is exploited, hence of the 
forms of racism. 38 

These early theoretical formulations of the colonial theory 
indicate a striking departure from the radical formulation. For 
Sartre, racism is a central underpinning of the system of exploit- 
ation and, for Fanon, the racist ideology is a reflection of con- 
crete economic and social reality. Unlike the radical theory 
which views racism as a tool or mechanism to perpetuate the dom- 
ination and exploitation of the ruling class, the colonial theory 
sees racism both as a central component to the maintenance of 
privilege and a rational ideological response to the realities 
of the colonial system. 

In a recently published book,3^ Robert Blauner asserts the 
relevance of the colonial theory to the United States. He argues 
that there exists a colonial relationship between black and white 
(colonized and colonizer) ; this relationship benefits all white 
people and cannot be altered except for the overthrow of the col- 
onizer by the colonized.* Blauner, in his chapter "Internal 

*In actuality, Blauner treats the colonial relationship in 
terms of the relationship between members of the Third World and 
white people in the United States. He recognizes and treats the 
different objective and subjective conditions that exist between 
the various Third World groups. This article, however, cannot 
deal with all the subtleties in Blauner1 s argument and, therefore, 
will deal principally with the relationship between white and 
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Colonialism and Ghetto Revolt/1 offers four characteristics which 
are common to colonial systems. These characteristics make it 
possible, Blauner argues, to view the racial situation in this 
country as parallel to the processes of colonization that Memmi, 
Fanon, and Sartre describe. 

Colonization begins with a forced, involuntary 
entry. Second, there is an impact on the culture 
and social organization of the colonized people 
which is more than just a result of such 'natural1 
processes as contact and acculturation. The 
colonizing power carries out a policy which con- 
strains, transforms, or destroys indigenous 
values, orientations, and ways of life. Third, 
colonization involves a relationship by which 
members of the colonized group tend to be ad- 
ministered by representatives of the dominant 
power. There is an experience of being managed 
and manipulated by outsiders in terms of ethnic 
status. The final component of colonization 
is racism. Racism is a principle of social 
domination by which a group seen as inferior or 
different in terms of alleged biological charac- 
teristics is exploited, controlled and oppressed 
socially by a superordinate group. 40 

Given these four characteristics, it is possible (and use- 
ful) to view the relationship between white and black as a rela- 
tionship between colonizer and colonized. Clearly, there are 
mitigating factors, of which Blauner is well aware, that alter 
the dynamic elements and processes of change possible for this 
society. America, in addition to its colonial aspects, is an ad- 
vanced, industrial capitalist society and is, therefore, signifi- 
cantly different from the North African societies with which 
colonial theorists traditionally have been concerned. Blauner 
asserts, however, that patterns of colonization have existed in 
the United States contiguous with patterns of capitalist exploita- 
tion. To understand dynamic processes within the United States, 
both factors have to be dealt with as independent from and inter- 
active with each other. 

Blauner suggests that perhaps the most essential defining 

black. On occasion, however, the relationship between white and 
Third World groups in general will be discussed. 
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characteristic in the American colonial system is the "colonial 
labor principle" which insures black subordination and white 
racial privilege. 

The question of how, where and why newcomers 
worked in the United States is central, for the 
differences in the labor systems that intro- 
duced Third World and immigrant groups to 
America may be the fundamental reason why their 
histories have followed disparate paths. The 
labor forces that built up the Western hemi- 
sphere were structured on the principle of race 
and color.... The key equation was the associ- 
ation of free labor with people of white 
European stock and the association of unfree 
labor with nonwestern people of color, a cor- 
relation that did not develop all at once but 
took time to become a more or less fixed pat- 
tern. 41 

The argument, then, is that there exists in this country a 
racial stratification system based upon color. People of color 
work for, and work below, white people. The colonial division of 
labor effectively stratifies the society into two camps- -white 
and nonwhite. Blauner asserts that racial stratification is 
superimposed upon basic patterns of class stratification. Thus, 
the dynamic forces which operate in society are not, as radical 
theorists describe them, simply class defined but, in addition, 
racially defined. 

Blauner is also mindful of the non-economic factors in- 
volved in the process of racial subjugation. Thus, he writes of 
the processes of cultural subordination operating in the American 
system: 

The colonial situation differs from the class 
situation of capitalism precisely in the im- 
portance of culture as an instrument of domin- 
ation. Colonialism depends on conquest, con- 
trol, and the penetration of new institutions 
and ways of thought. Culture and social or- 
ganization are important as the vessels of a 
people's autonomy and integrity; when cultures 
are whole and vigorous, conquest, penetration 
and certain modes of control are more readily 
resisted. Thus imperial regimes either con- 
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sciously or unwittingly attempt to destroy the 
cultures of colonized people, or when more con- 
venient, exploit the social institutions and 
heritages of conquered nations for the purposes 
of more efficient control and economic profit. 42 

A system of racial subordination operates in this country 
for purposes separate and distinct from the system of capitalist 
exploitation. Benefits to the white population, as a result of 
this system, insure its perpetuation. Privilege, as Memmi states, 
"is at the heart of the colonial relationship." The presence of 
privilege in the American system indicates that all white people 
benefit (though in different ways) from this system of racial 
subordination. The consequences of white racial privilege are 
not simply economic gains, but result in advantages in all realms 
of American life. Furthermore, as discussed in regard to Michael 
Reich's theory, privilege cannot be measured in terms of advant- 
age at one point in time but must be viewed as accumulated gains 
--from one generation to the next--in the economic realm as well 
as in the social, cultural, psychological and political realms.* 
The presence of privilege intimates that through economic, cul- 
tural, political and psychological processes, white people have 
historically been able to advance at the expense of and because 
of the presence of black people and other members of the Third 
World. It seems clear, though the issue has not been adequately 
treated, that these non-economic forces have been and are as ef- 
fective in retarding Third World community development and, con- 
comi tant ly, insuring white advantage as have the economic forces. 

These forces are not entirely separate and distinct from 
each other, for it can be argued that combined together as inter- 
acting elements they form a mechanism of oppression: namely, 
racism. There is a clear and direct link between privilege and 
racism. Racism is a mechanism, with both subjective (ideological) 
and objective (structural) components that help to organize and 
insure the stability of the social order and, thereby, preserve 
privilege. Racism can, therefore, be seen as serving dynamically 
as a mechanism of organization and control which is expressed in 
the political, economic, cultural, social and psychological 
realms of American society. Viewed thusly, racism, both in terms 
of its ideology and its practice, insures the continued subordina- 
tion of peoples of color and the perpetuation of white racial 

*Both Blauner and Thurow in their discussion of white gains 
and privilege err in this same regard. 43 
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privilege. 
Thus the colonial theory postulates the presence of a sys- 

tem of racial subordination predicated on the benefits received 
by whites as a result of that system and upheld by a dynamic 
racist mechanism. The historical development of the American 
system is, therefore, unique as a result of its colonialist- 
capitalist dimensions. Consequently, the colonial theory suggests 
that the alteration of the American system involves more than 
simply (sic) the process of overthrowing capitalism. The process 
of de- colonization becomes a key in uprooting the system. 

Empirical "verification11 of the colonial thesis is an ex- 
tremely difficult task. What needs to be demonstrated is the 
historical emergence of white racial privilege and its counter- 
part, black subordination. Secondly, the assertion that racism 
continues to operate as a dynamic mechanism in preserving that 
privilege and organizing the society on racial lines must be de- 
monstrated. The following discussion is an attempt to address 
those empirical questions. The possibility exists that I could 
be challenged in this discussion on the same grounds for which I 
challenged the radical theorists. For several reasons --time, 
space, and the availability of information- -I have chosen to ad- 
dress the system of privilege and racism as it exists in the 
economic sphere and have, for the most part, ignored the equally 
important non-economic realms in which these processes operate. 

The historical and contemporary data presented should not 
be viewed by any means as complete nor definitive in arguing for 
the presence of white racial privilege or the persistence of 
racism. Rather, an attempt has been made to outline the kinds of 
historical and empirical data required to affirm the colonial 
theory. Clearly, a history of the position of black men and 
women in labor cannot be adequately treated in so few pages. The 
reader should bear these qualifications in mind in reading the 
following discussion. 

Herman Bloch writes in The Circle of Discrimination of the 
process by which blacks became economically colonized in this 
country. He writes nthat the social and economic conditions that 
underlay the principles of mercantilism were directly responsible 
for 'modern colonialism1 ."44 Long before the advent of modern 
capitalism, the Dutch and later the English were using blacks as 
a source of cheap labor. "The introduction of slave labor, al- 
though it consisted of involuntary servitude, furnished the num- 
bers and dependability necessary to exploit the natural resources 
of the colony and offered a social structure then current in Hol- 
land."45 The Dutch's main objectives in the New World were con- 
quest and commerce, not colonization. Consequently, the Dutch 
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offered possible manumission, change in social status and oppor- 
tunities for small land grants. 46 Their policy was most condu- 
cive to the successful temporary exploitation of black labor. 
The English, on the contrary, were interested in colonization; as 
a result, the English prohibited manumission and prohibited the 
teaching of any skills to the slaves. The English, having a long 
term vested interest in the subordination of slaves, insured 
their domination by making illegal any methods of escape for the 
slaves. 

Colonialism and the process and forms of subordination and 
exploitation of blacks preceded any significant capitalist econ- 
omy. As Blauner writes: 

By 1500 with the fAge of Discovery1 modern day 
colonialism was under way, long before a capi- 
talist economy and polity had established itself 
in any Western country. Since Europe's conquest 
and domination over non-Western peoples so long 
preceded the period of monopoly capitalism, the 
imperialist heyday from 1875 to 1917 cannot be 
solely viewed in terms of the latter. Since 
colonialism grew up with capitalism, it is viewed 
better as its brother, not its child. There is 
even an argument that colonialism was the true 
parent; how much the conquest of the Americas and 
the African slave trade created the necessary 
conditions for Western capitalism is a matter of 
dispute among economic historians. It is suf- 
ficient to say that its importance was immense. 47 

Similar processes of subordination were effected throughout 
the development of American history. Just as the English colon- 
ists gained (not to speak of the mother country's gains) from the 
exploitation of black labor, so white independent America con- 
tinued to reap benefits from the presence of this labor pool. 
Blacks were almost virtually absent from any professional or 
skilled position in the society. The benefits from the subordin- 
ation of blacks to menial positions were significant. Harold 
Baron writes: 

The Agrarian designation of the black masses was 
reinforced by the lack of competition for their 
labor from other sectors of the economy. The 
Southern demand for factory help, except for un- 
skilled work, was essentially a demand for white 
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labor. The textile industry, the primary in- 
dustry of the New South was marked off as a pre- 
serve of the white worker. 48 

Bloch systematically delineates and documents this process 
in which, during the 1800s, a job ceiling was placed on blacks, 
restricting them to positions which whites were unwilling to fill, 
except during cyclical downturns in the economy. "Negro Americans 
were being displaced in the higher economic pursuits by white im- 
migrants."^ Blacks were consequently being pushed farther and 
farther down the occupational ladder with each new immigrant wave. 

In the North itself during this period there was 
minimal work for blacks, even though the Northern 
economy was labor-starved to the extent that it 
promoted and absorbed a European immigration of 
over 15,000,000 persons. Blacks were not only 
shut off from the new jobs, but lost many of the 
jobs they had traditionally held. The Irish 
largely displaced them in street paving, the Slavs 
displaced them in brickyards, and all groups moved 
in on the once-black stronghold of dining-room 
waiting. 50 

The basis for these actions was clearly racism; a racism 
whose reality was distinct from (and perhaps contrary to) the de- 
mands of capitalism. Blauner, in his chapter, "Colonized and 
Immigrant Minorities," argues for the differences between the ex- 
perience of the two sets of minorities. He points out that fol- 
lowing the Civil War, the manpower needs of the new factories and 
mines were filled by European immigrants rather than by the pro- 
letarianization of the freed slave. "American captains of in- 
dustry and the native white proletariat preferred the employment 
of despised, unlettered European peasants to that of the emanci- 
pated Negro population of the South."51 [emphasis added] The pro- 
cess in which this became institutionalized, or developed into a 
"circle of discrimination," is described by Blauner as having 
three components: (1) European immigrants were located in urban 
areas whereas colonized minorities were located primarily in rural 
areas involved in agricultural labor; (2) European immigrants, un- 
like the colonized minorities, were located in industries which 
were rapidly developing and thereby permitting immigrants to move 
upward occupationally; (3) European immigrants were placed in 
those regions of the country (the dynamic and modern cities of the 
Northeast and Midwest) which were most rapidly expanding. 52 
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These three components, with racism as the principle of or- 
ganization, insured Third World groups a position of subordina- 
tion. Third World groups were occupying pre-capitalist employ- 
ment sectors; for them to enter the capitalist employment sector 
required major dislocations. The elimination of Third World 
groups from positions allowing for occupational mobility insured 
free access to mobility for both white workers and white employ- 
ers. 

While white workers were rapidly making occupational gains 
by taking part in a growing, industrial capitalist development, 
Third World workers were relegated to essential, though occupa- 
tionally unrewarding (i.e., dead-end) jobs. Neither agricultural 
work in rural areas nor service jobs in urban areas placed Third 
World workers in positions allowing for occupational advancement. 
While the original organization of the social order was blatantly 
racially defined, these arrangements gradually became mystified. 
Once an organizational hierarchy had been established (with prin- 
ciples of seniority and experience requirements introduced) the 
techniques became available to maintain and strengthen patterns 
of racial exclusion. In short, policies became available to 
rationalize privilege, thereby reinforcing the racial arrange- 
ments . 

The early history of America might be viewed in terms of 
processes which allowed for the emergence of privilege. Slavery 
and non-institutional forms of racism relegated black workers to 
essential but static job positions. Their presence in these jobs 
allowed whites to enter into jobs which were directly essential 
to further industrial growth. Workers in these jobs were re- 
warded by being insured of upward occupational mobility as a re- 
sult of the successful expansion of the industries. Blacks not 
only suffered from their placement in dead-end positions but also 
were exploited so as to allow for the successful capitalist de- 
velopment of the economy. Both the white capitalists and the 
white workers gained from this arrangement; both gained from 
racism. 

Bloch documents the fact that much of the pressure against 
the hiring of black workers came from white workers.53 White 
workers refused to accept black parity with whites. As James 
Boggs writes, white workers act "consciously on behalf of their 
own social mobility and unconsciously on behalf of constantly ad- 
vancing capitalism11 and, therefore, relegate black and other 
Third World workers to subservient positions. 54 

Within the economic system, the racist dimension in Ameri- 
can life was clearly and readily expressed. Bloch writes: 
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The need for social and economic discrimination 
stemming from social prejudice (white racism) 
strengthened the need for the continuation of a 
circle of discrimination. Hence, the newly ar- 
rived immigrant had to be given priority in em- 
ployment, even at the expense of the Afro- 
American, since in the American class society 
his was the last group in the socio-economic 
hierarchy. 55 

If the early history of America can be viewed in terms of 
the emergence of privilege, the early twentieth century can be 
seen as a period in which privilege was ensconced- -white domin- 
ance in the labor market was secured. Labor unions were key in 
this process of ensconcement. Labor unions, throughout their 
history, have almost consistently practiced a policy of racial 
exclus ion. 56 

Since black inferiority was sanctioned 'socially1, 
unions employed exclusion as an economic weapon 
to maintain and raise their members' economic 
and social status. The acceptance of colored 
subjugation was linked in part with economic pre- 
servation; the latter, with the doctrine of job 
scarcity. This artificial restriction served a 
twofold purpose; it enhanced the bargaining power 
of the union and it increased the union's econ- 
omic power over its membership. 5 7 

While the hierarchy of the labor movement oftentimes pushed 
for acceptance of blacks in the union, the rank and file member- 
ship consistently opposed it. The opposition by the rank and 
file can be most readily explained in terms of fear of direct job 
competition and security of job position. 

Was the union membership acting in its self-interest by ex- 
cluding blacks? The history of the labor movement has also been 
a history of employers utilizing non-union blacks to break strikes. 
Blacks have served employers as scab labor.58 It would seem, 
then, that it would be in union members' interest to bring in 
black workers to prevent the employers' utilization of blacks. 
The leadership of the unions reflected this concern. Nevertheless, 
the membership remained adamant in their exclusionary policies; 
they worked under different assumptions. The major concerns of 
the membership were a limited job market and job security. Conse- 
quently, the number of workers in a trade must be kept to a mini- 

This content downloaded from 131.111.185.68 on Wed, 07 Oct 2015 13:00:09 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
iAnnotate User
Pencil

iAnnotate User
Highlight

iAnnotate User
Highlight

iAnnotate User
Highlight

iAnnotate User
Highlight

iAnnotate User
Highlight

iAnnotate User
Pencil



AN EXAMINATION OF THEORIES OF RACISM 139 

mum to insure against a decrease in wages and to insure steady- 
employment. 59 Bloch writes: 

Is there a reason for the craft unions acceptance 
of, and persistence in practicing black social 
subordination? Unions have rationalized their 
attitudes on the basis of self-preservation 
rather than malice, and the attitude is consis- 
tent with a craft unions1 philosophy founded on 
the premise that the demand for skilled labor is_ 
limited and that our economic system is^ inher- 
ently unstable. To help themselves maintain 
self-preservation, unions have resorted to such 
controls over employment as the union shop, 
apprenticeship ratio to skilled mechanics, con- 
trol over hours and wages and other measures. 
This means that strong craft unions can be 
'natural outlets1 for vested interests, since 
restriction of membership in combination with 
the union offers more than mere job security. ̂° 
[emphasis added] 

With these assumptions operating, it becomes clear that the 
price paid for occasional strike breaking by blacks is worth it. 
The preservation of a skilled labor enclave results in far more 
benefits for white workers than would have been possible had 
blacks been allowed to swell the labor force. The emergence of 
auxilliary unions for non -whit e workers strengthened even further 
the position of the white worker. These unions helped to control 
the labor supply (and strike breaking) and allowed the union 
leadership to give preference to members in the white unions. 

Workers gain from racism through the preservation of ar- 
rangements based on white racial privilege. Employers gain by 
having an available skilled labor force facilitated by the pres- 
ence of blacks who fulfill many of the unskilled labor needs of 
the society. In a sense, a "gentlemen's agreement11 has resulted 
which insures the employer skilled labor and insures the laborer 
guaranteed work. White people have arranged Mto take care of 
their own" at the expense of the non-whites who are relegated to 
subordinate positions. 

It would appear from this brief discussion, that the 
racial dynamic in the society is a real one that results in con- 
crete gains for both the white capitalist and the white worker. 
While in the long run, potential output is not maximized as a re- 
sult of racism, in the short run all whites gain from this 
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economic and racial arrangement. The history of America can be 
seen as a history in which the short run interests of racism have 
been maximized. Other considerations are of little importance to 
the concerns of white people. 

In examining contemporary data, it will become more clear 
that these historical processes have resulted in an entrenchment 
of white racial privilege allowing for continued occupational ad- 
vancement for all whites and insuring the essential, though un- 
desirable tasks, are filled by Third World workers. This process 
of Third World subjugation does not unfold on its own by forces 
activated in the past. Rather, the maintenance of privilege re- 
quires that its beneficiaries act in such a manner so as to per- 
petuate it and maintain it. 

There has been extensive evidence compiled which indicates 
that racism is no less a force today than it was in the past. 
Racism continues to serve as an organizing force in American so- 
ciety. It persists as a mechanism to insure racial privilege. 

1# Third World members are still located predominantly in 
the lowest sectors of the American economy. In a study conducted 
by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) , it was 
found that while 12% of all Anglo males are in managerial posi- 
tions, fewer than 1% of black males, 6.5% of American Indians and 
2.5% of Spanish- speaking American males are in this occupational 
category. On the other hand, although only 8.4% of the Anglo 
males are laborers, 30% of Negro males, 22% of American Indian 
males, and 26% of Spanish- speaking American males are laborers. 61 
Frank Cassell, in a study of the Chicago labor market between 
1960 and 1970, concludes that in no industry does the percentage 
of black white-collar workers come close to the percentage of 
blacks in the labor force. "Negro jobs are more apt to be in 
dirty or hazardous work - more apt to be intermi tt ant, seasonal, 
or cyclical and are poorly paid. "62 Similarly, Doeringer and 
Piore find the majority of blacks in low skilled and low paying 
occupations. ffIn 1966, almost 40% of the blacks employed in Bos- 
ton were in service occupations as opposed to 9.9% of the whites 
employed. Almost two-thirds of the blacks were employed in ser- 
vice, laborer, and operative classifications, compared to slightly 
over one-quarter of the whites. "63 

2 • Any upward movement in^ the economy, for members of the 
Third World, has been £ result o£ cyclical factors and expanding 
job categories and not due t£ «a reduction jm discrimination. The 
relative position between black and white has not significantly 
changed. Baran and Hyman in a study on the Chicago labor market 
conclude that "in both the Negro and white labor forces there has 
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been an increase in the proportion of workers in the higher 
skilled and better paying occupations. But the relative occupa- 
tional position of the Negro worker has remained constant in the 
long run. Negroes are not catching up to whites. "64 Lester 
Thurow writes , Mall o£ the recent 1961-1969 improvements in_ black 
incomes can be_ attributed to cyclical factors » Conversely, any 
recession will completely eliminate all of the gains of the last 
eight years. "65 [emphasis in original] Doeringer and Piore con- 
clude: 

The pattern of change is one in which, generally 
speaking, new and expanding job categories appear 
at the higher status, more desirable end of the 
occupational spectrum pushing the older, stable, 
or declining categories downward toward lower 
status, less desirable positions in the hierarchy. 
At the same time, the least desirable positions 
become obsolete and disappear. Traditionally, this 
change in the job structure has been accompanied 
by the movement of whites into expanding categories 
leaving the older, stable and declining jobs vacant 
for blacks. Thus, blacks are always gaining access 
to new jobs, but their long run position relative 
to whites does not change. *6 

3* Since Third World members predominate in the low 
skilled, low paid occupations , their position vis-à-vis whites is_ 
likely to grow worse. Cassell writes : 

Projecting the labor market trends of 1966-1981, 
McKersie found the Negro share of the labor market 
would actually decline, because Negroes tend to be 
concentrated in less rapidly growing industries. 
The problem is accentuated by the outward movement 
of employment to the suburbs, where blacks are dis- 
criminated against in housing and where transporta- 
tion to jobs is costly and sometimes not even 
available. 67 

Similarly, Sidney Peck concludes that labor displacing equipment 
in the mass production industries has increased the segment of 
black laborers who have become part of a new class of minimal 
labor value. "The very jobs that blacks hold are those jobs which 
will cease as automatic equipment is introduced. "68 Sidney Wil- 
helm, in Who Needs the Negro?, argues convincingly that black 
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people in this country, with automation and the technological 
revolution, are becoming increasingly non-essential to the econ- 
omic system. Wilhelm, recognizing the autonomous nature of Amer- 
ican racism, fears that as black labor becomes increasingly un- 
necessary, Americans may vent their racism more fully - in 
genocide. 69 

4 . Education and other tools which facilitate upward mo- 
bility dto not improve the relative position between black and 
white. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission report finds 
that Meven if Negro males had the same median years of schooling 
in an industry as whites, the Negro male index of occupational 
position would still be only 86% of the Anglo male index."70 
Blau and Duncan in their study, The American Occupational Struc- 
ture, conclude that there is more discrimination against blacks 
who are highly educated than those less educated. "In respect 
to higher education, necessary for advancement to more respon- 
sible positions, the gap between whites and Negro not only has 
failed to narrow but actually has continued to widen in the last 
half -century."71 

The data presented suggests that the problems that exist 
today are not simply a result of the playing out of historical 
forces. Nor will these problems be solved automatically by con- 
tinual economic growth. Oppression of black people is continu- 
ally being reinforced by decisions and actions of the white com- 
munity. Racism, as an organizing force in the society, is still 
very active. Conscious decisions preserving the racial status 
quo are still being made and are being acted upon. 

The data indicates that white people make, act and support 
decisions which are in their self-interest. Racism, as has been 
illustrated here, serves in the interests of white people. Con- 
sequently, racist policies do not diminish but continue so as to 
maintain and strengthen the subordinate status of black people 
in this country. In the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
report it was concluded that (1) discrimination is positively 
associated with the concentration of Negroes in an industry, 
(2) discrimination is more prevalent in industries where there is 
a high proportion of white collar (or well-paving) employment and 
(3) discrimination increases with education. 7¿ 

As in the past, blacks are placed in positions which allow 
for little occupational advancement; where that is no longer pos- 
sible, concrete discriminatory policies are effected to insure 
the subordinate status of the minority population. Their inabil- 
ity to advance clearly makes it easier for whites to advance. 
Garbin and Ballweg concluded that "there was no significant dif- 
ference... in the initial departmental job placements of white and 
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Negro blue collar workers employed at a mid-western meat packing 
plant. There was, however, a significant difference between 
Negro and white intraplant mobility patterns."73 White workers 
are advanced more readily, at the expense of, and because of, 
blacks. 

Blacks are not yet expendable in American society. They 
serve a necessary and real function. Because of their presence, 
however, and their subordination to the lowest rungs of the oc- 
cupational structure, whites are able to advance to higher strata. 
Data from an article by Norval Glenn indicates that in 1950 
whites in metropolitan areas clearly benefited from the presence 
of low-strata Negroes. ?4 Thus, Glenn concludes that one should 
"avoid viewing discrimination as merely a self-perpetuating carry- 
over from a past era which will certainly and rapidly disappear 
once the Myrdalian f vicious circle1 is broken. The tradition of 
discrimination against Negroes receives continuous reinforcement 
from the present self-interest of the majority. "75 

While occupational advancement is only one measure of posi- 
tive economic gains from racism, these recent empirical studies 
taken along with the historical information asserting the pres- 
ence of white racial privilege, indicate the importance of racism 
in the organization of society. Lester Thurow, utilizing five 
different measures of discrimination (i.e., employment, wages, 
human capital, occupation, and labor monopoly discrimination) 
estimates a $15.5 billion annual gain for whites or $248 per mem- 
ber of the white labor force in 1960 (the corresponding non-white 
loss being $2,100 per member of the labor force).7^ He writes: 

Probably an estimate of $15 billion plus or minus 
$5 billion would be a good range for the annual 
white gains (or Negro losses) from discrimination 
in the United States. The $15 billion, however, 
is not an estimate of the maximum gain that would 
be achieved by discrimination. Considering the 
inefficiencies with which the system is actually 
run, an efficient system would probably yield a 
much greater gain. 77 

Though Thurow1 s findings are a crude estimate of white 
gains from racism in the economic sphere at one point in time, 
they strengthen the argument of the real economic gains that 
whites receive from their living in a racist society. Thurow in- 
dicates that each type of discrimination reinforces other types 
and together reduce any possible short run economic interests 
that whites have in putting an end to racism. Racism is not only 

This content downloaded from 131.111.185.68 on Wed, 07 Oct 2015 13:00:09 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


144 BERKELEY JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY 

rooted in the material base but is entrenched and supported by 
white society, despite some protest. 

Class distinctions cannot be ignored in this discussion of 
white benefits from a racist social organization. The power to 
maximize or preserve privilege, at least economically, rests in 
the hands of the wealthy few; therefore, it seems clear that up- 
per class whites gain disproportionately from racism. Steps 
which they might take to maximize or protect their privilege may 
very likely be at the expense of working and middle class whites. 
Thurow, in his estimate of white gains, fails to address this 
question of racial differentiation by class. His discussion is 
most significant in his recognition of the interlock between 
various forms of discrimination which interact so as to preserve 
and protect those gains. 

These findings assert the presence of white racial privi- 
lege and racism as a mechanism of organization in the economic 
sphere of American society and, therefore, give considerable 
credence to the colonial theory. The implications of these find- 
ings are rather profound. The theory suggests that overcoming 
racial oppression does not necessarily coincide with the process 
of overthrowing capitalism; the dynamic forces operating are both 
economically and racially defined. In fact, movements directed 
toward the elimination of racism possess within them the pos- 
sibility of slowing the process toward radical economic changes. 
In an economy defined by competition for scarce resources, white 
workers in particular, perceive as a direct and real threat the 
struggle by members of the Third World to alter their colonial 
status. With assurance through concrete actions by capitalists 
that whites will be advanced occupationally at the expense of 
Third World members, the potential for class consciousness is 
lessened. Racism and racial arrangements --in their clarity-ob- 
fuscate the class nature of society, for it links white with 
white against those non-white members pressing for change. 

Clearly, if the colonial theory is accurate, the racism 
which exists on the part of working-class whites is not a product 
of false consciousness; rather, it is a true reflection of their 
own concrete social reality. Given the colonial relationship be- 
tween oppressed and oppressor (white and Third World) any alter- 
ation in that relationship affects both. Consequently, growing 
racial consciousness among Third World groups necessarily implies 
growing racial consciousness for whites. With Third World move- 
ments already in motion, whites are being forced to become 
racially conscious. Todd Gitlin writes, speaking of white work- 
ers, "their vested interest in racism fuels a 'white backlash1 
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with a vengeance; class consciousness looks like a long-term in- 
vestment, while racial consciousness yields the margin needed 
today. lf78 Thus, the emergence of an integrated working-class 
movement "united and fighting11 is not a likely result. 

The colonial theory, in positing privilege and racism as 
also opérant in non-economic spheres of American society, suggests 
even broader ramifications. It requires a reinterpretation of a 
whole host of societal processes operating in America. It is ap- 
parent that the reality of cultural denial and/or exploitation, 
the institutionalization of political powerlessness of the black 
population, and the concerted attempts that have been and are 
being made towards the psychological destruction of black people 
in this country all contribute, in many different forms, to white 
racial advantage * Racism certainly intervenes in all these 
realms; in taking its heavy toll in and on the black community, 
it results in gains for white America. Key in the development of 
the society and important in its maintenance, racism is an impor- 
tant social force in and of itself. It has a life and dimension 
all its own. As Earl Of ari writes, "over the decades racism has 
developed a separate character and taken on new dimensions. "79 

Racist social arrangements impose their own demands upon 
the society; racism alters the social organization. As Harold 
Baron writes: 

The subordinate status of the black labor market 
does not exist in isolation, but rather is a major 
part of a whole complex of institutional control 
that constitute the web of urban racism. This 
distinctive modern form of racism conforms to the 
300-year-old traditions of the culture of control 
for the oppression of black people, but now most 
of the controls are located within the major metro- 
politan institutional networks --such as the labor 
market, the housing market, the political system. 
As the black population grew in the urban centers 
a distinctive new formation developed in each of 
these institutional areas. A black ghetto and 
housing market, a black labor market, a black 
school system, a black political system and a 
black welfare system came into being--not as parts 
of a self -determining community, but as institu- 
tions to be controlled, manipulated and exploited. 
When the black population did not serve the needs 
of dominant institutions by providing a wartime 
labor reserve, they were isolated so that they 
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could be regulated and incapacitated. 80 

Consequently, mechanisms insuring control and authority- 
over the black populations become crucial in maintaining the so- 
cial order. The necessity for domestic police forces and the 
need to concentrate Third World people in separate, distinct 
neighborhoods serve to strengthen and preserve these arrangements. 
Social welfare agencies, which have continual and legitimated 
entré into the dependent neighborhoods of these populations, fur- 
ther serve to control and exert authority over these racial min- 
orities. 

This view does not deny the significance of class arrange- 
ments in society nor the frequent interpénétration of class and 
racial forces. It argues, however, that there exists a separate 
dimension in American society--a racial dimension- -which like 
the economic dimension, has its own concrete base (privilege), 
its own separate reality, and puts its own demands on the organiz- 
ation of the social system. Dissociating a racial dimension from 
the economic realm suggests that racism, as it appears ideo- 
logically, is not simply a reflection of economic arrangements in 
society. Racism transcends these arrangements. The virulence of 
white racism today, expressed in many different forms, is a re- 
flection of racist arrangements, both historically and contem- 
poraneously, which have played a dynamic role in this society. 
Racism, like the racial arrangements, is so much a part of the 
historical and cultural fabric of the nation that the ability to 
root it out becomes a problematic issue. Neither concerted in- 
dividual efforts nor change in the social structure insures the 
elimination of racism. 

The relatively recent resurgence of black nationalist 
thought in America represents, among other things, a recognition 
that the decolonization of black people as a result of a radical 
reconstruction of the American economy is by no means a certainty. 
It is indicative of a recognition among blacks that racism in 
America is a virulent force, in and of itself. Social theorists, 
for the most part, have yet to address those claims directly. It 
seems to me that the time to take seriously those charges, that 
the time to investigate white racial privilege and racism and 
their implications is upon us. 
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