
Topic One - Ideologies of White Supremacy 
 
Lecture Notes: 
 
Understanding ideologies of white supremacy 

  
How did Europeans justify white supremacy? 
• It is often argued that modern racism emerges from the experience of plantation slavery 
• The rise of scientific racism through commentators like Darwin 

o A belief in innate differences was not always a necessary component of white 
supremacist ideologies 

  
The emergence of biological racist ideologies 
• The emergence of the idea that races wee biologically distinct and that skin colour was a 

marker of innate differences in character and ability 
• Many scholars of racism argue that race as it is understood today did not exist in the ancient 

world. Greeks, Romans and early Christians did not think in terms of race (doesn't mean they 
did not discriminate against each other) 

• The Greeks distinguished between the civilised and the barbarous but there categories were 
not hereditary 

• There was ethnic and religious prejudice. Violent anti-Semitism was widespread in Europe in 
the 12th and 13th century 

• However, this was not underpinned by a biological consideration of racism (some believed 
Jews could be saved and converted into a wider community of Christianity - there was a 
process of redemption and saving) 

• It was not believed that there was anything inherently different about Jewish blood or 
ancestry 

  
Anti-Semitism in Europe 
• By the 14th century, anti-Semitism began to resemble modern forms of racism 
• Association between Jews and Satan, implying to Xian's that Jews were beyond redemption 

(labelled Satan's children) 
• Spain 15th and 16th century - Jewish converts to Christianity were still seen to be tainted 

  
The rise of white supremacy 
• Before the 15thn century, most Europeans had very little contact with Africans. However, 

there was symbolic association of blackness with evil and this may have contributed to 
Europeans' negative perceptions of Africans 

• There were, however, positive representations of Africans, especially those who were 
Christians. The myth of Prester John is a famous example  

  
Slavery and Racism 
• The Atlantic slave trade was instrumental in changing European attitudes towards Africans 

o In Spain and Portugal, Xians and Muslims bean to associate servitude with blackness 
o The term slave derives from Slavic languages 

• Europeans rationalised African slavery by inventing a biblical myth: the so called 'Curse of 
Ham' 

• The Hamitic myth was used to justify slavery even after African slaves converted to Christianity 
  
Race and Enlightenment 



• 18th Century Europe has been termed the 'cradle of modern racism' (Mosse). Concerted effort 
to classify humans systematically in relation to nature 

• Distinction made between 'civilised' and 'savage' societies 
• These ideas are used to rationalise imperialism 
• Imperial expansion in the early nineteenth century took place before scientific racism took 

hold 
• Enlightenment ideologies of civilisation and savagery rationalised and explained conquest and 

domination 
• Understandings of nationality were not always developed 
• The 18th century saw a shift in the way Europeans saw themselves and others. Understanding 

the Age of Enlightenment led to a new understanding of European colonisation 
  
Civilisation and Savagery 
• European Enlightenment philosophers did not believe that humans were innately different 

(main difference was the environment which people grow up in and the influence this has on 
character and behaviour) 

• They argued that all societies developed along the same path - from savagery to civilisation  
o These theories were used to justify colonial conquest 

  
The Four Stages Theory 
• Hunting, Pastoralism, Settled Agriculture, Commercial Society 
• Evolution through these states was seen to be natural: hunters would see the advantages of 

accumulating wealth in the form of cattle and goats, and pastoralists would see the 
advantages of settled agriculture 

• Final stage was the development of a commercial society where goods were exchanged and an 
ever increasing range of commodities produced to satisfy the wants of an increasing 
population 

• They believed that Europeans had attained the highest level of civilisation due to their 
operating as a commercial society. They therefore had the authority to engage in governance 
over other societies who were at a lower level of civilisation 

• Colonisation of North America - argued that all indigenous communities were hunters and 
gatherers despite the evidence of the agriculture phase - evidence was ignored because it did 
not fit into the theory 

  
The Rise of scientific racism 
• At its simplest form, scientific racism rests on three principles: 

o Humans are divided into biologically distinct and hierarchal races, with the 'Nordic' at 
the apex 

o Intellectual, moral, temperamental and cultural traits of each race could be correlated to 
and are inherited with physical traits and are unaffected by the environment 

o If members of inferior and superior races breed (miscegenation), the result is reversion 
to a primitive type. Eugenics is required to prevent the degeneration of the superior race 
- racial purity required prohibitions to ensure its maintenance 

• Scientific racism served to legitimise and promote racial discrimination 
• Scientific racist discourses and practices reflected the wider fears and concerns of the 

dominant white population 
o They were mainstream at this time, rather than on the fringes - this scientific research 

was considered to have the weight of truth behind it 
• Modern scientific racism emerges in the late 19th century - there was a wide acceptance that 

racial differences were innate and immutable 



• Arthur de Gobineau was an influential early racial theorist - stated that humans were divided 
into three races (black, yellow and white) 
o Believed that French Revolution was an absolute disaster in terms of race - Aristocrat 

was killed in the early stages - sets a precedent  
• Gobineau was considered unscientific and his theories were reformulated in the late 19th and 

early 20th century 
• Franz Gall and phrenology - the study of skulls (how one's head could determine aspects of 

their personality - now scientifically disproven) 
• John Knox and the application of Darwinism evolution to society - inequality in the world seen 

as a product of natural selection 
• Class distinctions cast as racial distinctions: Gustav Le Bon 'the lowest strata of the European 

societies is homologous with the primitive' 
• Eugenics - lower class Europeans were considered to be weakening or poisoning the upper 

class 
  
Lothrop Stoddard 
• Disciple of Madison Grant, the father of American scientific racism. While studying History at 

Harvard he 'embraced Grant's racial cosmogony in its entirety" 
• His dissertation recounted the annihilation of white people - central themes were Nordic race 

being overrun by inferior coloured races because of: low birth-rate, immigration, 
mongrelisation, reversion and the dysgenic effects of the Great War - referred to as the white 
civil war 

• He urged his readers to adopt a programme of immigration restriction, sterilisation and anti-
miscegenation laws 
o He believed the destruction of the old European order was occurring, worried with the 

USSR and the Bolshevik revolution (rise of the under man) 
o Asian Nationalism and the birth of anti-colonial movements 
o The world wide struggles between the races of mankind was central to the affairs of the 

20th century 
o He believed there was an aristocracy grading of intelligence 

  
• Range of ideologies used to justify and sustain white supremacy (some scientific and others 

that were not hereditary) - both are present within the course 
 
 

Tutorial Discussion:  
 
An Introduction of white supremacy using primary sources 
 

1. Social Science and the Ignoble Savage - Ronald L Meek (P. 116-125) 
  
• This reading introduces an analysis of societal development put forward by Adam Smith in the 

1760s 
o Smith is well known for his laissez fair economics and belief in the benefits of an invisible 

hand 
• Four distinct states which mankind pass through: The age of the hunters, the shepherds, 

Agriculture and of commerce 
o The Age of Hunters - the chase inevitably becomes too precarious and hunters will seek 

another method of supporting themselves 
• Picking berries and hunting animals ultimately cannot count as employment 



• The hunter attempts to tame the animal, persuade it into captivity and multiply on 
its own, thus transitioning into the Age of the Shepherds 

o The Age of the Shepherds - Multiplication of animals prior to vegetables and resource to 
the limited intellect required 
• Tartars and Arabians survived almost entirely on an Age of Shepherds, as some 

countries fail to entirely transition into an Age of Agriculture 
• North American Indians are the exception - no knowledge of Agriculture but the 

women still plant seeds 
• When society becomes numerous, it is difficult to survive only on herds and flocks 

o The Age of Agriculture - extension to different plants and trees that produce 
nourishment for them 
• This extends to a period of trade, not only between individuals but between 

nations in order to achieve profitability and mutually beneficial outcomes 
• Exchanging what they possessed an excess of in return for commodities that they 

had limited or no access to 
o The Age of Commerce - The final stage of ease and convenience when all herds and 

flocks operate and a country trades with others in order to maximise its survival and 
comfort 

• Smith develops his analysis to investigate the evolution of 'property' across each of the four 
ages in question 
o In the Age of Shepherds, specifically the Tartars,  theft is viewed as a crime that is dealt 

with by the use of physical punishment, usually death 
o Hunters rarely possess property so the concept of theft is largely unrelated to this age  
o As the subjects are considerably extended, the ways in which property can be 

interrupted are also extended 
o Open robbery and theft are not common within the Age of Agriculture 
o The more improved any society is and the greater length the severall means of 

supporting the inhabitants are carried, the greater will be the number of their laws and 
regulations necessary to maintain justice and prevent infringements of their right to 
property 

• Smith continues to examine at what extent property ends? 
o In  the hunting stage, property ends and begins with possession 
o Property is extended a great deal farther in the shepherd stage and further more in 

Agriculture 
• Smith states that the extent to which the government is strong enough to intermeddle 

depends upon the extent to which society has advanced beyond the age of Hunters 
o In the Age of the Hunters, there can be very little government  of any sort, but what 

there is will be of the democratic kind 
• A number of independent families, no otherwise connected than as they live 

together in the same town or village and speak the same language 
• The reliance on game ensures large amounts of people cannot live together (150 

at the most, being 15 familieis or so) 
o The Age of Shepherds - government properly commences the possession of property 

allows a class system of rich and poor to be established 
• Those without possession cannot survive themselves unless they choose to 

procure it for others 
• Laws and regulations are made in order to ascertain the property and resources 

for the rich  
• Village size can be larger than the first Age but still is limited by the fact that the 

land would be consumed by the flocks if the size becomes too substantial 
• The soil must be improvable to ensure the land is a somewhat permanent location 



 
2. Sir Theophilus Shepstone disagrees with the Orange Free State President 1892 (p. 159-161) 

  
• Poses the question: where is the colony to get the thousands of pounds sterling that wold 

annually required for such  gigantic enterprise 
o For this to occur, the colony must depend upon the thousands of point of contact that 

take place daily between the races in their capacities of employed and employer 
• All tribes are like families and minor organisations with special rivalries, jealousies and feuds 

between them 
• They are kept within bounds by the central authority to which they all adhere to.  
• The authority an be superseded only by a feeling or apprehension strong enough to 

overwhelm tribal aversions  
o Their trial organisation places this in the hands of the government whereas the civilised 

laws do not provide such a facility  
• The bringing about of a condition is in one's own hands 

• Stupidity of the notion for a civilised government to reject conquest of an inferior nation due 
to it not being at the same standard of the imperial nation 

• So long as the social condition of the natives is what it is, tribalism must be necessary (when it 
methods are found more suited to changed circumstances, they will be adopted by natives) 

• Faction fights may be between tribes or between sanctions of one tribe 
o The causes are invariably local, or personal, or both. They have no connection with the 

policies of the country and are of no political significance, except to show that those 
who compose the factions are more ready to quarrel among themselves than with the 
outside world 

• The process of reform and establishment of a civilised government would need to be gradual 
and follow precautions in order to be successful 

 
3. Considerations on Representative Government - John Stuart Mill (p. 295-305) 

  
• A portion of mankind may be said to constitute a nationality , if they are united by common 

sympathies which make them cooperate with each other more willingly than with other 
people 

• Sometimes, the feeling of nationality arises due to religion or language, or race and descent, 
or even the possession of national history 

• Identity may be demonstrated through arts, literature, politics, arms, religion, primacy and 
science 

• The governed must ultimately decide the government for an effective democracy 
• The soldier has the most significant reaction to foreigners as they are not perceived as 

strangers, rather those who they may be called to fight against at short notice 
• Example - Hungarian conquers Italy but keeps both groups of people in their original locations 

- maintains the ability to be a foreign conqueror 
• When the people are concerned with free institutions, the government will rally in the 

opposite direction 
• The boundaries of governments should coincide in the main with those of nationalities 

o Its application is often precluded by geographical hindrances - local intermingling of 
nationalities that it isn’t practical to have several small governments 

• If the nationalities are brought together under the same government and are different in 
size, one may be inferior to the other 
o The absorption of Greece by Macedonia was one of the greatest misfortunes in history 

• The smaller nation may ultimately be amalgamated into the imperial nation 
 



4. Fifty Years in the Making of Australian History - Sir Henry Parkes 
  

5. The Revolt against Civilisation: The Menace of the Under-man (Lothrop Stoddard) 
  
• Lothrop Stoddard was an American political scientist and advocate of eugenics who wrote a 

number of explicitly racist works in the early twentieth century 
• Stoddard, a biological racist who rose to prominence between the wars, was particularly 

concerned about the supposed twin dangers of racial mixing with Asian population growth. 
The following excerpt introduces readers to his racial ideas 

• The revolutionary unrest's root cause is a process of racial impoverishment which destroyed 
the great civilisations of the past and which threatens to destroy our own 

• Civilisation is a complex notion that composes of individuals capable of sustaining this 
elaborate complex and of handing it on to a capable posterity 
o It will progress just so far as that people have the capacity to further it and the ability to 

bear the correlative burden which it entails 
o Why do we find so many of the human species never attaining or striving to achieve 

eminently desirable boons? Or why do some stocks gain civilisation but then lose it to 
fall back into barbarism or even savagery? 
• Answer: The stagnant of decadent peoples could not bear the burden of 

civilisation 
• Transition from savagery into barbarism while the human features and intellectual capacities 

were developed through evolution 
• Long before the dawn of true civilisation had the burden of progress begun to weigh upon the 

shoulders of mankind 
• As a society evolves in civilisation, it leaves behind laggards who cannot transform at an 

adequate level to keep up 
o These are known as primitives rather than degenerates like the insane and feeble 

minded 
• The border-liner refers to the man who cannot quite make good - turns against the social 

order when he fails to succeed 
• The Disinherited - innately capable of civilised success but cast into the depths of their 

birthright by social injustice or individual wrongdoing (deprived of their birthright) 

 


