














judice. But the Egyptians were just as 
scornful of the Asiatic sand dwellers, 
or Troglodytes as Herodotus called 
them, and of their other neigbborR who 
were as light or lighter than the Egyp
tians. The Egyptian artists caricature 
the wretched captives taken in the fre
quent wars, but they emphasize the 
hooked noses of the Hittites, the woolP.n 
garments of the Hebrews, and the pe
culiar dress of the Libyans quite as 
much as the color or the thick lips of 
the Negroes. That the Egyptians mixed 
freely with thcir southern neighbors, 

in slavery or out of it, is evid
enced by the fact that some of the 
Pharaohs were obviously Negroid 
eventually E gypt was ruled by an Eth
iopian dynasty. (Brown, 1942.) 

There seems t o be no bas is for im
puting racial antagonism to the Egyp
tians, Babylonians, or Persians. (Cox.) 

On the Greeks: 
One frequently finds mention of the 

scornful way in which Negro Rlaves 
were rcfetTed to in Greece Rome, 
but the fact is that equally scornful 
'·emarks were made of the white slave" 
from the North and the East. There 
seems to be no evidence that color 
antipathy was involved, and of the total 
slave population the Negroes c.onstituted 
only a minor element. (Brown, 1942.) 

ThP. s lave population was enonnous, 
but the slave and the master in Greece 
were commonly of the same race and 
there was no occ:asion to s ssociate any 
given physical type with the slave sta
tus . An opponent of Athenian democ
racy complamed that it was impossible 
in Athens to distinguish slaves and al
iens from citizens because aH classes 
dressed a like and lived in the sarr.e way. 
(Brown, 194!!.) 

. . . we do not find. race prejudice 
in the great H ellenistic empire 

wh ich extended deeper into the terri
tories of <.'Olored people than any other 
European empire up to the end of the 
fifteenth century. 

The Hellenic Greeks bad a cultural, 
not a racial, standard of belonging, so 
that their basic division of the peoples 
of the world were Greeks and barbar
ians - the barbarians having been all 
those persons who did not possess the 
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Greek cult ure, especially its language 
. . . thP. people of the Greek city-states, 
who founded colomes among the bar
barians on the shores of the Black Sea 
and of the Mediterranean, welcomed 
those barbariaus to the extent that they 
we re able to participate in Greek cul
ture, and intermarried freely with them. 
The Greeks knew that t hey had a supe
t•ior culture to those of the barbarians, 
but they included Europeans, Africans, 
and Asiatics in the concept B ellas as 
these peoples acquired a worki ng know
ledge of the Greek culture. 

The experience of the later Hellenis
tic empire of Alexander t ended to be 
t he direct contrary of modern racial 
antagonism. The narrow patriotism of 
the city-states was given up for a n ew 
cosmopolitanism. Every effort was made 
to assimilate the barbarians to Greek 
culture, and in the process a new Greco
Or iental culture with a Greco-Oriental 
ruling class came into being. Alexander 
himself took a Persian princess for his 
wife and encouraged his men to inter
marry with the native populat ion. In 
this empire there was an estate, not 
a racial, distin<:tion between the rulers 
and the on-Hellenized natives. (Cox.) 

On the Romans : 

In Rome, a s in Greece, the s laves 
did not d iffer in outward appearance 
from free men. R. H. Barrow in his 
study of the Roman slave that 
"neither color nor clothing revealed his 
condition." Slaves of different nation
alities intermarried. There was no color 
ba.rriet·. A •Woman might be despised a s 
a wife because she came from a despised 
group or because she practiced barbaric 
rites but not because her skin was dark
er. Furthermore, as W, W. Buckland 
points out, " any citizen might conceiv
ably become a slave; almost any slave 
might become a citizen." (Brown. 1949.) 

In this civilization also we do not find 
racial antagonism, for the norm of su
periority in the Roman system .remained 
a cultural-class attribute. The basic dis
tinction was Roman citizenship, and 
gradually this was extended to all free
boni persons in the municipalities of 
the empire. Slaves came fro111 every 
province, and there w.as no racial dis
tinction among them. (Cox.) 



T here is rea lly no need to go on 
quot ing. The same general picture is 
t rue of al l the societ ies, slave and 
non-~lavc, from the Roman empire 
down to the d i covery of America
in the barbarian invasions into Eu
rope, which led to enslavement of 
wh ites, in the re ign of the Moslems, 
in the era of poli tical domination by 
the Catholic Church. There were d ivi
sions, discriminations and an tagon isms 
of class, cultu ral, political and reli
gious character, bu t none a lo ng race 
ur color lines, a t least none tha t have 
left any serious trace in the historical 
materials now available. As late as 
the middle of the fifteenth century, 
when the \Vest Afr ican slave trade to 
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Portugal fi rst began, the rational iza
tion for the enslavemen t of Negroes 
was not that they were Negro but 
that they were not Chr istian . Those 
who became Christians were freed , in
termarried with the Portuguese and 
were accepted as equa ls in Portuga l. 
Afterward, of course, when the slave 
t rade became a big business, the read i
ness of a sla ve to convert to C hris
ti ani ty no longer sufficed to gain h is 
emancipation. 

Why did race prejudice develop in 
the capitalist era when it did not 
under the earlier slave systems? With
out thinking we have in any way ex
hausted the subject, we make the fol-



lowing suggestion: In previous times 
the slaves were usually of the same 
color as their masters; both whites 
and Negroes were masters and slaves; 
in the European countries the Negroes 
formecl a minority of the slave popu
lation. The invidious connotations 
of slavery were attached to all slaves, 
white and Negro. If under these con
ditions the notion of Negro "inferi
ority" occurred to anyone, it would 
have seemed ridiculous on the face of 
it; at any rate, it could never have 
received any social acceptance. 

But slavery in the Americas became 
confined exclusively to Negroes.• The 
Negro was distinguished by his color, 
and the invidious connotations of 
slavery could easily be transferred to 
t hat; it was inevttable that the theory 
of Negro '"inferiority'' and then anti-

egro prejudice should be created, 
that they should be extended to other 
non-white people who offered the pos
sibi lity of exploitation, and that they 
should be spread around the globe. 

Thus anti-Negro prejudice was not 
born unttl after capitalism had come 
into the world. There are differences 
of opinion as to the approximate 
birthdate. M. F. Ashley Montagu, dis
cussing the "modern conception of 

• Slavery was not confined to Ne
groes at the beginning. Before the Negro 
slave on the p lantations, there was the 
Indian slave and the white indentured 
servant. But Negro slave labor proved 
cheaper and was more plent iful than 
either of these, and eventually they 
were abandoned. The most satisfactory 
study of this question is in the excellent 
book by Eric Williams, Capitalism and 
Slavery, 1944. Williams writes: " Here. 
then, is the origin of Negro s lavery. 
The reason was economic, not racial; it 
had to do not with the color of the 
laborer, but the cheapness of the labor . 
As compared with Indian and white 
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' race'," says: "Neither in the ancient 
world nor in the world up to the lat
ter part of the eighteenth century did 
there exist anr not ion corresponding 
to it ... A study of the cultures and 
literatures of man kin .1 . both ancient 
and recent. shows us that the con
ception of natural or biological races 
of mankind differing from one an
other mentally as well as physically, 
is an idea which was not born until 
the latter part of the eighteenth cen
tury," or around the French Revol
ution. (Man's Most Dangerous M yth: 
The Fallacy of Race. ) ---'-----

Cox says that if he had to put his 
finger on the year which marked the 
beginning of race relations, he would 
select 1493-94 - when the Pope 
granted to Catholic Spain and Por
tugal jurisdictional control over, and 
the right to exploit, all of the (pre
dominantly non-white) heathen peo· 
pie of the world and their resources. 
He sees " nascent race prejudice" with 
the beginning of the slave trade : "Al
though this peculiar kind o f exploi
tation was then in its incipiency, it 
had already achieved its significant 
characterist ics." However, he finds 
that " racial antagonism attained full 
maturity" only in the second half of 
the nineteenth century. 

laoor, Negro slavery was eminenUy s u
perior •. •. The features of the man, 
his hair, color and dentifrice, his 'sub
human' characteristics so widely plead· 
ed. were only the later rationalizations 
to justify a s imple economic fact : that 
the colonies needed labor and resortt>d 
to Negro labor because it was cheapest 
and best. T his was not a theory, it was 
a practical conclusion deduced from the 
per110nal experience of the planter. He 
would have gone to the moon, if neces· 
sary, for labor. Africa was nearer t han 
the moon, nearer too than the more 
populous countries of India and ChiRa. 
But their tum was to come." 



\Vh ichever century one chooses, t he 
poin t is this : Anti-Negro prejudice 
wa~ originated 19 justify and preserv.: 
a ~ l a ve-labo( system th-at operated in 
the interests of capitalism in its p re
indu~trialist stages, and it was re
t :~incd in slightly modified form by 
industrial capitalism after slavery be
cJme a n obstacle to the further de
velopment of c:~pi t a lism and had to 
be abolished. r:ew things in the world 
are mo re d istinctl y st amped with the 
mark of capita lism. 

The impl ic:~t ions of this fact are so 
pla in that it is no wonder it has re
ceived so little attention in the schools 
J nd press o f a country dominated by 
capita lists :~n d their apologists. Anti
Neg! o prejudice arose out of the needs 
o f cn p i tal i~m . it is a product of cap
ita lbm , it belongs to cap ita lism, and 
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it will die when capita lism dies. 

We who a rc going to participate in 
the replacement of capit·a lism by so
cia lism, and who have good reason 
to be curious about the first stages 

of socia lism because we will be liv
ing in t hem, need have no fear about 
the possibi li ty of any extended Jag 
with respect to race prejudice. Unlike 
the capitalist system that dominated 
this country a fter the Civil War, t he 
social ist society wi ll be free of a ll 
exploitative features ; it will have no 
conceivable use fo r race prejudice, and 
it will consciously seek to eradicate 
it a long with all the other props of 
the old system. That is why race pre
judice will wi ther away when capital
ism dies - just as surely as t he leaf 
withers when the tree dies, and not 
much later. 
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