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Introduction: Reframing Racisms
This book argues that racism has a diverse history with
multiple roots and routes. It draws on examples of racism
from across Asia and Africa in order to interrogate the
connection between plural racisms and plural modernities.
Ethnic and racial studies is dominated by studies of racism
in the West. Many of these studies assume that racism is a
uniquely Western, European, and White practice and
ideology. This assumption reflects the experience of racism
in Western countries. However, one of its consequences is
to allow racism to be ignored, downplayed or denied
completely across the majority of the world and, hence, to
make the pursuit of equality more difficult. Thus, for
example, China’s former ‘paramount leader’ Deng Xiaoping
could be confident that ‘since New China was founded in
1949, there has never been any ethnic discrimination in the
country’.1 It was a point later elaborated by Premier Zhao
Ziyang when he explained that racism is common
‘everywhere in the world except China’.2 A related and
officially endorsed position is that ‘foreign instigation’ is
the cause of racism and ethnic tensions in China.3 Yet,
racism is better characterized as widespread in China than
as non-existent. Dikötter suggests that the denial of this
fact is a ‘rhetorical strategy used to delay the introduction
of clear definitions of racial discrimination into the
country’s legal system’.4 A similar pattern of denial in the
face of overwhelming evidence can be found in many
countries. One can read both that racism is ‘rampant in
India’ and that it does not exist in India, for ‘“racism” is
thought of as something that white people do to us’.5 In
some cases the existence of discrimination is denied by a
refusal to acknowledge the existence of ethnic or racial



differences. The Government of Pakistan’s position, as
stated in their 1977 report to a UN Committee, is that, in
Pakistan, ‘there are no racial or ethnic minorities but only
religious minorities’.6 Since ethnic tensions are a central
feature of Pakistani politics, this claim may appear bizarre.
In part, it reflects the supra-ethnic role of Islam in the
founding of the Pakistani state, but it also indicates a
legacy of denial of inconvenient truths.7 This kind of denial
is often laced with populist political agendas. The genocide
of Armenians in Turkey in the early decades of the
twentieth century has been met by successive Turkish
governments with rabble-rousing counteraccusations of
‘Turkey-bashing’. When, in 2003, the Swiss Federal
Assembly recognized the genocide of the Armenians, Doğu
Perinçek, an influential left-nationalist Turkish politician,
flew into Switzerland, along with a retinue of 160
academics and state officials, to give a series of speeches
arguing that the Armenian genocide was ‘an international
… [and] imperialist lie’ and connecting its dissemination to
‘racist hatred’ of his country.8 In other contexts, racism has
been acknowledged but defined in such a restricted way as
to diminish its significance. In Japan, for example,
Takezawa argues that ‘the discourse around racism has
been framed narrowly’ to address a particular set of
troubling but limited issues such as ‘discrimination against
foreigners’, thus allowing a widespread belief in Japanese
racial purity to go unchallenged.9

The identification of racism as being a uniquely Western
project and, hence, as having a single geographical and
political source, is explicable by reference to the world-
changing power of Western colonialism, as well as to the
conceptual elaboration and global enactment of European
supremacy from the seventeenth century onwards.
Although my focus is on Asia and Africa, this book shows
how, globally and in many specific contexts, racism



emanating from Western nations and empires caused and
created the expression and practice of racism elsewhere.
Moreover, although different racisms can be compared, in
terms of their impact they are not equivalent. Western
racism has mattered because the West has been more
powerful than other places. Yet power shifts and so does
the power of different racisms. To explain what I mean we
can return to the example of China. In the early twentieth
century what might be termed a ‘racialized Chinese
modernity’ can be identified (albeit problematically, for
China did not have a unique, discrete or homogeneous form
of racism or modernity any more than the West), but its
power to influence societies far beyond China’s borders
was small. China was poor and disunited. Today China is a
superpower. China’s ‘belt and road’ infrastructure-led trade
initiative, which is building roads, ports, and much else
besides across Asia, Africa, the Americas, and Europe, is
impacting the lives of the majority of the world’s
population.10 The past forty years have witnessed a major
shift away from Western dominance and the Washington–
Moscow axis of political rivalry, and towards a polycentric
distribution of global influence. Moreover, the majority of
the world’s population now live in middle- or high-income
countries.11 The dawn of an ‘Asian century’ is convincingly
evidenced by a comparison of the vigorous economic
growth seen in East, South East, and South Asia with the
minimal growth rates typical of many major Western
countries. I doubt that many people, flying from the
spectacular new skylines of urban China to, for example,
my home town – the rather battered, post-industrial city of
Newcastle in the North East of England – would conclude
they have journeyed from the ‘Third World’ to the ‘First
World’. It would be better framed as a journey from a newly
risen to a residual part of the world economy. Power has
shifted and the familiar model of a ‘rich West’ and ‘poor



rest’ has become an anachronism, perhaps even a
‘nostalgic fantasy’.12 We can rephrase and expand this
observation: a singular focus on Western power and non-
Western submission or resistance is not just dated, it is
Eurocentric.
A ‘post-Western’ turn in global studies appears inevitable
but it is also ripe for misuse.13 Registering the new reach of
non-Western power, Friend and Thayer, writing about
China, articulate one Western response, which I suspect we
will hear more of in the years to come; namely to point the
finger at ‘the rise of a superpower where bigoted views are
accepted as a legitimate part of discourse’.14 Friend and
Thayer’s argument is that Chinese power is a problem
because Chinese racism is a problem. Even more pointedly,
they claim that racism is more ‘their’ problem than ‘ours’
and that Western superiority is evidenced by the West’s
anti-racist, multicultural, and critical culture:

the fundamental question for the future of peace and
stability in international politics is how China sees the
rest of the world and whether the norms that the West
has created, particularly against racism and exploitation,
could be maintained under Chinese hegemony. Knowing
what the Chinese think about race, the answer is not
positive for maintaining a global culture of antiracism.15

These ideas register a new narrative of cosmopolitan
supremacism, in which international legitimacy is tied to
possession of the capacity, supposedly uniquely Western,
for interrogating racism. I have taught a university course
on international perspectives on racism for over three
decades and one of the first things I tell students is not to
use phrases like ‘how China sees the rest of the world’ or
similar constructions (other examples might include: ‘what
Kenya thinks’; ‘what Japan does’). Such anthropomorphic
national generalizations can be hard to avoid but they



become problematic when they sit at the heart of one’s
argument. Another temptation I try to steer students away
from is ranking nations by how racist they are. The
important point is not whether China is ‘more racist’ or
‘less racist’ than anywhere else but that what China does
matters more, including its traditions of discrimination and
social justice.
The concept of multiracism employed in this book is built
on two major interests, one empirical and one theoretical.
The empirical interest is the regional, national,
international, and transnational study of ethnic and racial
discrimination in Asia and Africa. I approach this material
thematically, organizing it into chapters that focus on
historical, religious, political, and economic expressions of
racism. Comparative global scholarship on these topics is
not new but it remains disparate and marginal to the
mainstream of ethnic and racial studies. Relevant early
studies include two major comparative statements, both
published in 1948: Cox’s critique of the idea that ‘race
relations’ in the USA have a caste rather than a class
character, and Furnivall’s colonial administrative studies of
‘pluralism’ in South East Asia.16 Later decades brought a
number of post-imperial overviews.17 However, all these
works were focused either on European and US contexts
or/and White actions and non-White reactions. In 1967
Pierre van den Berghe noted that over ‘the last three
decades’ the literature on ‘race relations’ had been
dominated by American studies and added that the
‘scarcity of sociological literature’ on ‘important multi-
racial or multi-ethnic societies’, such as Indonesia, ‘is
disheartening’.18 The next fifty years saw little change.
Asia and Africa account for about 80 per cent of the world’s
population. They are neither a periphery nor a ‘Third
World’ but culturally, economically, and politically central



and primary. The need for an internationalization of ethnic
and racial studies is set out by Suzuki as follows:

race scholars are in dire need to move beyond U.S.- and
Europe-based models and paradigms of race in order to
(1) objectively analyze the realities of racial and ethnic
phenomena of the non-Western world without a
presupposed white supremacy lens and (2) create a
constructive feedback loop to encourage self-reflexivity
on the current dominance of the U.S.- and Europe-based
approaches in the era of transitional migration in which
the world is afflicted and conflicted by different kinds of
racial ideologies and ethnocentrism.19

The spatial diversity of racism is widely recognized. In
1990 Goldberg urged a shift away from singular notions of
racism and towards an interest in racisms, arguing that
‘the presumption of a single monolithic racism is being
displaced by a mapping of the multifarious historical
formulations of racisms’.20 Yet this geographical turn was
not designed to challenge the idea that racism is ‘a
European invention’ and a ‘European phenomenon’ but to
empirically elaborate it.21 Indeed, even purportedly
international works in ethnic and racial studies frequently
fail to include Africa or Asia. Thus, for example, none of the
thirty-four chapters in the Routledge International
Handbook of Contemporary Racisms looks beyond the
Americas or Europe.22 This is also true of Bowser’s edited
volume Racism and Anti-racism in World Perspective.23 In
other ‘international’ collections, we find the inclusion of
just one or two essays on racism in Asia or Africa.24

Such is the enduring strength of this West-centred view of
racism that we can call it a paradigm. A paradigm is a
worldview that sets out the borders of a debate and deals
with counter-evidence by ignoring it, situating it as
extraordinary, or marginalizing it as supplementary. In



ethnic and racial studies the ‘Western racism paradigm’
remains resilient in large part because of the way racism is
theorized: it is understood as a product of modernity and
modernity is understood to be a creation of the West.
Before I address this theory directly, I need to give a
flavour of some of the new empirical work that is throwing
it into question. The past few decades have seen the
publication of a clutch of studies of racism in regions and
countries, as well as in historical periods, previously
neglected. This body of work often shares the conclusion
that a sole focus on Western forms of racism is myopic. Law
calls the idea ‘that racism is a purely European invention’
an example of ‘supreme arrogance’.25 In similar vein, Berg
and Wendt tell us that ‘the notion that Westerners simply
imposed racism on the rest of the world in a top-down
fashion may well reflect a Eurocentric interpretation of a
Eurocentric ideology’. Dunaway and Clelland call for an
approach that ‘decenters analysis of global ethnic/racial
inequality by bringing the nonwestern semiperiphery to the
foreground’.26 Dikötter worries that the ‘Eurocentric bias’
in ethnic and racial studies means ‘ignoring the persistent
power of moral and cognitive traditions in Asia, Africa,
America and the Middle East’. In this way, he writes,
people in the majority world are portrayed

as mere passive recipients of ideas and things foreign,
when instead we should recognize the importance of
human agency, as historical agents around the globe
interpreted, adapted, transformed and possibly even
rejected racism in their own specific ways.27

The ‘dearth of literature on issues of racialization and
racism in non-white settings’ is widely acknowledged but
little attended to.28 Introducing his edited collection on
international ‘racial and ethnic systems’, Spickard wrote
that his ‘main impediment’ was that ‘it has been hard to



gather expertise on enough places’.29 In another edited
collection, on race and racism in East Asia, Dikötter makes
a similar point and tells us that ‘the current state of the
field and the available expertise on these issues is
dangerously underdeveloped’.30

Dangerously ‘underdeveloped’ but also, sometimes, just
dangerous. In many countries writing about racism can
result in harassment, imprisonment or worse.
‘Disappearances’ of activists and scholars critical of
discrimination against minorities are common, whilst other
researchers have been forced into exile.31 Even in
traditionally more open countries, such as India, Turkey,
and Malaysia, critical scholarship is currently being
squeezed out of the academy.
Dikötter noted of his The Discourse of Race in Modern
China, published in 1992, that it was ‘the first systematic
historical analysis of a racist belief system outside
Europe’.32 Similarly, the ‘Mapping Global Racisms’ series
edited by Ian Law (which includes studies of racism in
Russia, China, and India) is billed as ‘the first attempt to
present a comprehensive mapping of global racisms’.33

Kowner and Demel’s weighty two-volume collection, Race
and Racism in Modern East Asia, is offered as another
first.34 These studies intersect and, in part, build on
regional literatures on ethnic history and minority rights
and, although they tend not to be framed as post-colonial
studies, they can be aligned with post-colonial work that
has sought to parochialize Western history and/or has
focused on the negotiation and creation of new ethnicities
in non-Western settings.35 Empirically rich, complex studies
such as Verkaaik’s ethnography of ethnic exclusion in
urban Pakistan, Ergin’s history of racism and modernity in
Turkey, and Hansen’s study of ‘naming and identity’ in
‘postcolonial’ Bombay, are examples of a new genre of post-



Eurocentric scholarship that reorients the geography of
ethno-racial discrimination.36

Any encounter with the diversity of racism is also an
encounter with the diversity of diversity. What I mean by
this is that what ‘diversity’ means – what it is called, what it
looks like, and what its impacts are – is not the same
everywhere. For example, people from the USA and,
increasingly, Europe, who have become accustomed to
thinking of diversity in terms of skin colour, may have
trouble seeing the kind of diversity that exists in Asian and
African countries. I have heard, more than once, White
British people describe China as ‘homogeneous’, and even
India – the latter because its people are ‘all brown’. These
representations are not just an embarrassing faux pas but a
fundamental misreading. To understand racism across the
planet it is necessary to realize that difference looks
different in different places.
The central theoretical argument of Multiracism is that to
pluralize our understanding of racism we need to pluralize
our understanding of modernity. Modern practices of
thought and action, such as the mass categorizing and
fixing of humans into advanced and primitive peoples, the
valued and the disposable, elemental outsiders and
insiders, lie at the root of racism. Although the link
between modernity and racism is complex it is compelling.
Ethnic massacres and ethnic slavery have an ancient
history but only the modern world could have produced
industrialized, bureaucratized, and intellectually justified
mass racist atrocities such as the Holocaust and the
Atlantic slave trade. Drawing on recent historical and
sociological work contending that modernity is not singular
but plural, I argue that just as there are diverse
modernities so there are diverse racisms. What this implies
is that in order to understand multiracism we need to
rethink the geography of both racism and modernity. The



picture I present is of cross-hatching and intermingling
sites of modern racism, a fluid landscape in which origin
points are confused and borderlines always in doubt.
Modernities and racisms do not exist in isolation, an
observation that further reinforces and explains why –
although the empirical focus of Multiracism is outside of
‘the West’ – we will be encountering Western racial and
ethnic ideologies and practices at every turn.37 Western-
and White-identified racisms and modernities have shaped,
provoked, and enabled other forms of racist modernity. But
they have never been all-powerful and, increasingly, they
must be understood in the context of, and in dialogue with,
other roots and routes of racialized and ethnicized
modernity.
At present, the experience of racism by numerous
ethnicized and racialized groups across the world is rarely
registered in the international media and receives meagre
and haphazard acknowledgement in the academic field of
ethnic and racial studies. These experiences range from
everyday acts of marginalization to genocide and slavery.
The following boxed examples are designed to illustrate
this range. They are not, in any way, designed to be
representative of racism ‘beyond the West’ but they do
indicate why it is worth taking seriously. The first three are
examples of ongoing or recent practices of genocide and/or
widespread ethnic suppression.



West Papua, Indonesia
Indonesia has occupied West Papua since 1963 and, for
more than half a century, Indonesian regimes have
overseen the settlement and colonization of the territory.
In what has been described as ‘the obliteration of a
people’, West Papua has been subjected to racialized
subjugation and the death of 150,000 to 500,000 West
Papuans.38 In 2019 the UN’s Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights detailed ‘the deeply
entrenched discrimination and racism that indigenous
Papuans face, including by Indonesian military and
police’ and called for ‘[p]rompt and impartial
investigations’ to ‘be carried out into numerous cases of
alleged killings, unlawful arrests, and cruel, inhuman
and degrading treatment of indigenous Papuans by the
Indonesian police and military in West Papua and Papua
provinces’.39



Iraq, Syria, and Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant
‘The Islamic State’ (I.S.), founded in 1999, seeks to
recreate a pure Islamic caliphate. Because ethnic and
religious affiliations overlap, the Islamic State’s drive for
religious purity has been enacted as racist violence.
Numerous ethno-religious groups have been its victims,
with clear evidence of genocide and the establishment of
slave markets, sex slaves, and the widespread use of
torture and rape. The situation is summed up in the title
of Amnesty International’s report, Ethnic Cleansing on a
Historic Scale. Despite the supposed defeat of I.S.,
minorities continue to suffer persecution from its
activists as well as from other radical Islamist groups.
One of the most systemically persecuted groups are the
Yazidis. The Yazidis’ late spiritual leader Baba Sheikh
explained why his people have fled: ‘People have gone
out of fear of attacks or fear of racism. This makes it
hard to protect the faith.’40 The persecution of the
Yazidis is recognized as genocide by the United Nations
and the European Parliament.



Xinjiang, China
For many decades the Chinese state has suppressed a
variety of ethnic nationalist movements, the most well-
known of which outside China has been Tibetan
nationalists. Over recent years the fear of separatism
has intensified a pre-existing policy of deculturation for
another ethnic group, the Uighurs, and a number of
other Muslim communities of Xinjiang province.
Extensive controls have been placed upon religious,
cultural, and social life, including the widespread
destruction of mosques, the prohibition of books,
beards, and prayer mats, and the installation of cameras
in private homes. It has been called ‘apartheid with
Chinese characteristics’.41 A United Nations human
rights panel noted, in 2018, that reports that one million
people were being held in ‘re-education camps’ in
Xinjiang were credible.42 In 2020 satellite research
showed that there are nearly 400 internment camps in
the Xinjiang region.43

These are just three examples of current or recent mass
racist suppression. But it is reasonable to ask: ‘Is what is
being depicted here racism or something else?’ and ‘Is
what is being depicted racial or ethnic, racial and ethnic or
something else?’ As I detail later in this Introduction,
however we answer the second question, the fact that each
of these examples shows discrimination and engrained
prejudice against people because of their membership of a
distinct and inherited community, marked by visible
differences, tells us they are examples of racism.
These three examples are so significant, alarming, and
recent that it might be imagined that trying to understand
them would be a central concern in ethnic and racial



studies. This is not the case.44 Indeed, only a small minority
of published papers in the sub-field are concerned with
Asia or Africa. One of my motivations in writing this book is
to try and make this kind of oversight more difficult.
The summaries above illustrate large-scale and violent
forms of racism. The three vignettes below are different:
they illustrate everyday, or what might be called ‘low-level’,
forms of racism. Again, they are not designed to be typical,
but, again, they may provoke us to think about how racism
is intertwined with religion, politics, and history as well as
question our definitions of what is ‘ethnic’, ‘racial’ or
something else. I’ve been writing travel books for some
years and it is from these journeys that I draw the following
scenes.



Tonga (2018)
I’ve walked into a mini-market in the Tongan capital,
Nuku-alofa. A young Chinese woman staffs the till,
whilst Tongan employees and their friends sit some
distance away, chatting on the store’s porch but clearly
annoyed and agitated; a situation replicated in many of
the shops I have been into. The warm, tropical air
bristles with animosity. I ask the woman at the till how
she likes Tonga. She smiles, evidently surprised to be
spoken to: ‘I want to go home; I miss my town’, she tells
me, adding with a poignant certainty ‘I am lonely’. Over
recent decades, a lot of businesses in Tonga have been
bought by Chinese entrepreneurs. Indeed, I’ve been told
that that there are no Tongan-owned stores left across
the whole archipelago. This low-lying nation’s many
challenges – which include sea-level rise, cyclones,
emigration, and poverty – appear to have been displaced
onto an enmity towards the newcomers. In 2006, rioters
destroyed most of the capital’s central business district,
targeting Chinese businesses. Similar stories can be
found across many Pacific nations. Whilst Chinese
money is courted by the Tongan elite (the Chinese bring
capital and disaster relief, and have built roads and new
port facilities), many ordinary people talk openly about
wanting the Chinese gone.



Cairo (2017)
I’m on my way to the ‘ghetto’ of a group of Coptic
Christians called the Zabaleen, or trash-pickers. This is
a community who have the job, unwanted by others, of
taking in the city’s waste. Their so-called ‘city of trash’
is a forbidding place but also remarkable. In every
doorway different materials are being pulled apart and
broken up. Because of their work, Cairo has one of the
best recycling rates of any city in the world. Egypt has
many minority groups and a complicated relationship
with its large Christian population. The Copts are
subject to frequent attacks by Islamists; some, like the
Zabaleen, are ghettoized and poor, but others form part
of the country’s elite. A similarly uneasy but different
relationship exists with another minority group in Egypt,
the so-called ‘African migrants’, that is Black African
migrants. I have a local guide with me as we walk past a
group of middle-aged Black men in downtown Cairo.
They are sitting outside a café playing cards and
drinking mint tea. This is the first time since I arrived in
the city that I’ve seen a group of Black Africans. My
guide is oddly cagey. He is sympathetic towards the
Copts but talking about these migrants, fellow Muslims,
he’s wary: ‘they have their own schools but there are too
many’, he says. Later I learn that the Arabic word for
slave, ‘abd’, is still applied to Black Africans in Egypt, an
indication of disrespect for the ‘Black south’.



Himachal Pradesh, India (2017)
As the old car grinds up some of gentlest slopes of the
Himalayas, I’m hearing plenty about what the Indian
army is doing in Indian-occupied Kashmir and the plight
of Muslims across India. My guide and driver are both
Muslim Kashmiris and have had to come down to
Himachal Pradesh to find work. I recall that at the
Indian Institute for Advanced Studies, where I’m staying
and which sprawls across a vast British colonial mansion
in the state capital of Shimla, there is a decided political
chill in the air. Many of the young scholars talk about
how academic appointments are increasingly in tune
with the Hindutva worldview of India’s right-wing ruling
party and that they will have to pursue their careers
abroad. The car judders to a halt next to a tiny
farmstead and a dark pond, in which a fat buffalo
slumbers. An old woman wearing a colourful shawl sits
cross-legged on the farm porch, a naked child tugging at
her knees. My guide and driver jump out and proceed to
empty all the rubbish that has accumulated in the car,
which turns out to be a lot, in front of her home. Seeing
my worried expression they laugh, ‘do not worry, they do
not care’. It’s obvious neither man has a high opinion of
these farmers. ‘Who are they?’ I ask. ‘No idea!’ my guide
says and laughs harder. I make a guess that they are
‘tribal’ people but my guide’s resolute ‘no idea’ lingers
with me. Discrimination isn’t based on knowledge but on
indifference. But I too am indifferent: I just let it happen,
leave the rubbish on the baked mud. Every day,
something similar happens. Over one quarter of the
population of Himachal Pradesh are Dalits (once called
‘Untouchables’), a group of such low social standing that
they are outside of, or rather beneath, India’s caste
system. Time and again, when I encounter abject



poverty, here or back in the UK, I look away, my pace
quickens, my footsteps echoing a familiar refrain, ‘no
idea’.

What is Racism?
Racism is defined here as discrimination and inequality
that arise from ethnicized and racialized forms of power,
supremacism, and essentialism. ‘Supremacism’ is the
ideology and practice of asserting that one particular group
is inherently superior to others. ‘Essentialism’ reinforces
this process by naturalizing difference. Naturalization, as
Hall writes, works to produce a ‘representational strategy
designed to fix “difference” and thus secure it for ever’,
usually by attributing inherent and inherited
characteristics to a group of people.45 This also helps
explain why one of the characteristic features of racism is
its concern with childbirth, population numbers and, more
generally, the bodies of women.
A world of multiracism is a world of multiple inequalities
and multiple essentializations. The act of turning imputed
and/or observed difference, whether cultural or physical,
into naturalized hierarchy will be at the centre of my
enquiries. However, it is necessary to place another layer of
complexity on this landscape, for the language of racism
varies geographically. Offering a single, universal,
definition of racism is a useful first step but not a
destination, especially if it slams the door on understanding
the diverse, fluid, and contested nature of the term.
Discriminating against an ethno-racial community because
of its imputed inherent and inherited characteristics is
called racism in some places but not in others. And whilst I
define all such discrimination as racism this does not mean
that this is the only legitimate, or useful, word to use, still



less that other labels should be displaced. In India, for
example, ‘communalism’ and ‘casteism’ are often used to
depict practices and ideologies that can overlap with what I
am calling racism. In Peru ‘cholism’ is sometimes used to
similar effect. The world is full of vocabularies of difference
and discrimination. Rather than offering a template in
which the word ‘racism’, verified by a Western canon of
anti-racist scholarship, is stamped on diverse situations, it
is necessary to listen and learn from different contexts.
What Law calls the ‘polycentric’ study of racism is a new
field and it often exhibits the kind of definitional dilemmas
that one might expect from an endeavour that is not only
complex but nascent and politically charged.46 Berg and
Wendt’s edited collection Racism in the Modern World can
be taken as an example. The editors’ claim for the novelty
and importance of the book is that it engages with multiple
racializations around the world, and more specifically
brings to bear ‘new global history’ approaches that
challenge ‘Eurocentric interpretations of world history’.47

It is an impressive volume, yet a comparison of some of its
chapters suggests the presence of definitional conflict. For
example, Braude’s essay, ‘How Racism Arose in Europe and
Why It Did Not in the Near East’, wraps itself in knots in
order to argue that acts of ethnic violence in the ‘Near
East’ have nothing to do with racism. Thus Braude notes
that the treatment of Armenians in the ‘Near East’ in the
first decades of the last century, during what he calls the
Armenian ‘conflict’, ‘cannot be blamed on racism’. He
arrives at this conclusion by defining racism in terms of
biological ‘hereditarian determinism’ and finding this
ideology to be unique to ‘modern Euro-American racism’.48

Yet in the next two chapters this definition and its
geographical implications are overturned. First Geulen
explains that racism and cultural prejudice can no longer
be conceived as discrete traditions: ‘as early as the



beginning of the twentieth century’ the idea of race had
been ‘transformed and widened’, he tells us, ‘into
something much broader than just physiology and bodily
appearance’.49 In the following essay, ‘Racism and
Genocide’, Barth uses what he calls the Armenian
‘genocide’ as a textbook example of how racist and cultural
ideologies can combine to create the conditions for
extermination.50 It is instructive that whilst Braude writes
of an Armenian ‘conflict’, Barth writes of an Armenian
‘genocide’. It is a difference that reflects each scholar’s
framing of racism.
There are still those who seek to root racism firmly and
solely in the soil of biological determinism and race
ideology. Thus for Banton, racism is ‘the doctrine that a
man’s behaviour is determined by stable inherited
characteristics deriving from separate racial stocks having
distinctive attributes and usually considered to stand to one
another in relations of superiority and inferiority’.51

Although this quote is from 1970, and its definition of
racism has become rare, the inference that race ideology is
the foundation stone, or ultimate type, of racism remains
prevalent. Hence, it is necessary to be clear why Banton’s
definition is not sustainable. Conceptually it relies on two
things: first, the idea that race and ethnicity are clearly
distinct and, second, the idea that ‘race ideology’ is a
coherent and relatively static body of knowledge. Neither is
plausible: the borders between race and ethnicity are
inherently hazy and ‘race ideology’ has long been in doubt.
Ideologies of race hierarchy, and/or White supremacy, have
always been surrounded by critics and contradictions.
When Jean Finot, in Le Préjugé des races, published in
1905 (translated into English in 1906), lambasted the
‘falsely conceived science of races’ and described races as
‘outside all reality’ and ‘fictions in our brains’, he was
building on a rich tradition of race-scepticism.52 The



transition from the narrative of ‘White civilization’ to that
of ‘Western civilization’, which occurred in Europe and
North America in the early to mid twentieth century, was
propelled by the failure and incoherence of the race
concept.53 Even intellectuals associated with Nazi ideology
were not convinced. Spengler was condescending about
racial science: as soon ‘as light is let through it, “race”
vanishes suddenly and completely’.54 After the Second
World War, the notion that ‘the word race should be
banished’ – popularized in We Europeans, first published in
1935 – was given impetus by the association of the idea of
race with Nazism and genocide.55 In a series of UNESCO
statements and reports ‘the race concept’ was branded a
dangerous fallacy.56

Any definition of racism that ties it to a belief in ‘the race
concept’ is likely to conclude that racism is a doctrine from
a discredited past and, by extension, a residual rather than
a living force. It is worthwhile recalling that the term
‘racism’ was a creation of anti-racists. From its first use it
has been a tool employed by those seeking to oppose it.57

The nature and meaning of that ‘it’ has changed as anti-
racists have come to recognize the changing ways in which
people are ‘othered’ and excluded. This helps explain why
‘racism’ is a vital part of today’s critical vocabulary. It no
longer reflects a narrow belief in ‘race ideology’ but is
routinely associated with racial and ethnic inequality and
stereotyping. This conceptual expansion is widespread and
appears unstoppable, but its international implications
have not been given sufficient attention. For example, the
‘racism is prejudice plus power’ equation, sometimes
credited to the American pastor Joseph Barndt, and which
became widespread in the USA in the 1970s, is still
assumed to convey the message that racism is a White
problem because it is they who have power.58 Yet once
prejudice and power are found elsewhere, ‘racism is



prejudice plus power’ smuggles through a conceptually and
geographically expanded notion of racism. Something
similar can be said of other innovative categories, such as
‘new racism’, ‘cultural racism’, ‘coded racism’, and ‘racism
without racists’. Noting that it is ‘a myth about the past
that racism has generally been of the superiority/inferiority
kind’, Barker’s ‘new racism’ framed racism as a pattern of
exclusionary cultural preferences and nativist sentiment.59

Balibar also wrote about a ‘racism without races’, ‘whose
dominant theme is not biologic heredity but the
insurmountability of cultural differences’ and ‘the
harmfulness of abolishing frontiers, the incompatibility of
life-styles and traditions’.60 Cohen argued that
understanding how racism both works against and
connects Irish, Jewish, and Black people in Britain meant
understanding Britain as ‘multi-racist’.61

None of these authors give consideration to an important
consequence of expanding and pluralizing racism: namely
that its global geography changes. Another consequence is
that the borderline between ethnic discrimination and
racism becomes even more unclear. As Anthias notes, when
‘practices of exclusion, that are the hallmark of all ethnic
phenomena, are accompanied by discourses and practices
of inferiorisation against any ethnically constituted
difference, then we can talk about racism’. She expands
this point by concluding that ‘Racist discourse involves the
use of ethnic categorisations (which might be constructed
around cultural, linguistic or territorial boundaries as well
as supposed biological ones) as signifiers of an immutable
and deterministic difference.’62 So why does ethnicity
continue to be relegated to an ‘also ran’ in debates on
racism? There are many reasons but one is the continued
influence of the traditional sociological distinction between
race and ethnicity, which casts the latter as about culture
and the former as about blood descent. Hence, ethnicity is


