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[F]rom the hour of their birth, some men are marked out for subjection, others for rule….It is 

clear that just as some are by nature free, so others are by nature slaves, and for these latter 

the condition of slavery is both beneficial and just 
 

Aristotle1 

 

 

Greeks were born to rule barbarians, Mother, not barbarians to rule Greeks. They are slaves 

by nature; we have freedom in our blood. 
 

Euripides2 

 

 

The Black skin is not a badge of shame, but rather a glorious symbol of ... greatness. 
 

Marcus Mosiah Garvey (1887-1940)3 

 

The absolute equality of races, physical, political and social is the founding stone of the 

world and human achievement.  [T]he voice of Science, Religion, and practical Politics is one 

in denying the God-appointed existence of super-races or of races naturally and inevitably 

and eternally inferior. 
 

Pan-African Congress, 19214 

 

 

[T]he social construction of race does not make the biological existence of race a fact.  

The myth of biological race needs to be debunked in our minds and in others’. As long  

as people believe that humanity is “naturally” divided into biological races, they will  

give a significance and finality to ethnic groups that are not warranted. 
 

Eloise Meneses5 

 

 

There is no conceptual basis for race except racism. 
 

Charles Hirschman6 
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Introduction  
 

There are four main reasons why this evening’s assignment gives me much pleasure. 
 

The first is the opportunity it affords me to visit the United Kingdom once again.  It has 

never ceased to amaze me that, at the height of its power, this small country maintained 

control over such a vast portion of the earth! By 1914, apart from its own population of 

46 million, Britain ruled 400 million people around the world7 and by 1922, Britain 

controlled the world’s largest empire with a population of 458 million, comprising one-

fifth of the existing world population and covering nearly twenty-five per cent of the 

world’s land space.8   
 

It is also amazing how the perception of this country has changed over the years. 

Consider this: the Greek orator Cicero once gave what he no doubt considered wise 

counsel to his friend, Atticus. This is what he said: “Do not obtain your slaves from 

Britain because they are so stupid and so utterly incapable of being taught that they are 

not fit to form a part of the household of Athens.”9  
 

Later, in the seventh century, a North African, one of the Moors who had conquered 

Spain, described northern Europeans in the following way: “They are of cold 

temperament and never reach maturity. They are of great stature and of a white colour. 

But they lack all sharpness of wit and penetration of intellect.”10  
 

How things have changed! Today, hardly would anyone paint a portrait of the people of 

this country in those unflattering terms. Nor could anyone justifiably do so now and 

perhaps also ever!  
 

The second reason for my pleasure at this appointment is the opportunity to be here in 

the British Midlands where my father, who was among those who came to England in 

the wave of migration from the Caribbean after the Second World War,11 spent thirteen 

years of his adult life contributing to the development of this great country. He came to 

the UK in order to ensure that he could fulfil his economic responsibility as a husband 

and father. As soon as his two youngest children were close to completing their High 

School education in their home country, he returned to Jamaica and shared with his 

family stories of his experience overseas. None of the children my father returned to 

embrace in Jamaica considered migration to the United Kingdom an option to be 

pursued, but they were grateful for what this country helped their father to do. 
 

The third reason for the pleasure I find in addressing you today is the opportunity this 

lecture affords me to be associated with the Sam Sharpe lecture series. I am particularly 

grateful that the Committee responsible for these lectures accepted my proposal of the 

subject of race as the focus for this lecture. Especially when we remember the one 

whose life and contribution inspired this lecture series, it is entirely appropriate that we 

should consider the subject of race, laying bare the vastness and the pernicious nature 
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of the sin reflected in an understanding of race as a biological reality. Our goal is to 

clearly identify what lies at the core of the insidious understanding of race as a property 

of human beings, rather than a socially constructed identity, and to expose some of its 

dangerous implications. 
 

In Manchester 
 

Fourthly, I gratefully acknowledge the opportunity to deliver this Sam Sharpe Lecture 

here in this city of Manchester. In my preparation for today, I recalled the way English 

slave trader, William Snelgrave, characterized the opinion of British slave traders 

during the eighteenth century: 
 

Tho’ to traffic in human creatures may at first sight appear barbarous, inhuman 

and unnatural, yet the traders herein have as much to plead in their own excuse 

as can be said for some other branches of trade, namely, the advantage of it.… In 

a word, from this trade proceeds benefits far outweighing all either real or 

pretended mishaps and inconveniences.12 
 

This city of Manchester was a significant beneficiary of the slave trade. As Eric Williams 

explains, “The capital accumulated by Liverpool from the slave trade poured into the 

hinterland to fertilize the energies of Manchester.”13  Goods made in Manchester were 

shipped from Liverpool to the Slave Coast of Africa, to the Caribbean and to America. 

Much of the wealth of both Liverpool and Manchester, especially during the eighteenth 

century, was related to the abominable Atlantic trade in enslaved human beings. 
 

 

In Birmingham 
 

Fourthly, I gratefully acknowledge the opportunity to deliver this Sam Sharpe Lecture 

here in this city of Birmingham. In my preparation for today, I recalled the way English 

slave trader, William Snelgrave, characterized the opinion of British slave traders 

during the eighteenth century: 
 

Tho’ to traffic in human creatures may at first sight appear barbarous, inhuman 

and unnatural, yet the traders herein have as much to plead in their own excuse 

as can be said for some other branches of trade, namely, the advantage of it.… In 

a word, from this trade proceeds benefits far outweighing all either real or 

pretended mishaps and inconveniences.14 

 

Yesterday, I was in Manchester, which was the centre of the cotton trade during the 

nineteenth century. Here in Birmingham, I have come to what was once the centre of the 

gun trade. Let noted Caribbean historian, Eric Williams, explain: 

 

Slave trading demanded goods more gruesome than woolen and cotton 

manufactures; fetters and chains and padlocks were needed to fasten the 
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Negroes more securely on the slave ships… Iron bars were the trading medium 

on a large part of the African coast and were equivalent to four copper bars… 

Guns formed a regular part of every African cargo. Birmingham was the centre of 

the gun trade.15  

 

In the eighteenth century, Birmingham supplied the sugar stoves, rollers for crushing 

cane, wrought iron and nails needed on the plantations in the West Indies. In Africa, 

Birmingham guns were exchanged for men and, as Eric Williams states, “it was a 

common saying that the price of a Negro was one Birmingham gun.”16 In the late 

eighteenth century, Birmingham admitted its manufacturing industry’s considerable 

dependency on the slave trade.  Birmingham’s businessmen explained that “Abolition 

would ruin the town and impoverish its inhabitants.”17  In the nineteenth century, 

Birmingham guns were exchanged for African palm oil. 

 

Although, right here in Birmingham, a society to abolish slavery was started in 1788 - 

and we applaud that development – we should not forget the extent to which this city 

was built on the oppression of Africans in Africa and the exploitation of enslaved 

Africans in the Caribbean.  

 

Continuing the Lecture 
 

Understanding how the United Kingdom flourished as a result of slavery and the slave 

trade, one of your own citizens, James Boswell (1740-1795), once declared that: 
 

To abolish a status which in all ages God has sanctioned and man has continued 

would not only be robbery to an innumerable class of our fellow-subjects, but it 

would be extreme cruelty to the African savages, a portion of whom it saves from 

massacre or intolerable bondage in their own country, and introduces into a 

much happier state of life.… To abolish that trade would be to ‘shut the gates of 

mercy on mankind.’18 
 

Boswell’s claims should surprise no one for he considered the enslaved state to be 

superior to life in freedom in Africa. Do you recall what he said in one of his 

unforgettable poems depicting how happy and fortunate enslaved persons were? 
 

The cheerful gang! - the negroes see   

Perform the task of industry: 

Ev’n at their labour hear them sing, 

While time flies quick on downy wing; 

Finish’d the bus’ness of the day, 

No human beings are more gay: 

Of food, clothes, cleanly lodging sure, 

Each has his property secure; 

Their wives and children protected, 

In sickness they are not neglected; 
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And when old age brings a release, 

Their grateful days they end in peace.19 
 

If Boswell’s assumptions about race reflected where England was in the eighteenth 

century, he was not as forthright in his disdainful opinion as was the British Foreign 

Office in the twentieth century. The manoeuvres of the United States, Britain and 

Australia resulted in the failure of the 1919 Paris Peace Conference to agree the 

reasonable proposal for the international community to affirm “the principle of equality 

of nations and just treatment of their nationals.”20 In response, this is what the British 

Foreign Office stated in a confidential memorandum:   
 

 

 

 

The “RACE EQUALITY” question is a highly combustible one.... The white and the 

coloured races cannot and will not amalgamate. One or the other must be the ruling 

caste....  There is, therefore, at present in practical politics no solution to the race 

question.21  

 

I have been encouraged by news of some of the initiatives being taken by churches and 

their leaders here in the United Kingdom in recent decades, to deal with the legacy and 

the prevalence of the sin of racial prejudice that was once manifested in the 

enslavement of black people in the West Indies. Gratefully, the number of forgetful 

beneficiaries of this legacy seems to be on the decrease.   
 

Churches in countries whose history is marked by the experience of systematically 

oppressing others through slavery need to ensure that their acknowledgement of the 

economic benefits they and their communities have reaped from slavery is 

accompanied by determined efforts to root out racism from within their ranks. They are 

also called to bear prophetic witness to the wider society on behalf of those who suffer 

from negative racial profiling. I have come to the conclusion that, unless these initiatives 

include a determined effort to deconstruct the notion of race, the efforts may fairly be 

characterized as equivalent to polishing dirty floors that were not first scrubbed to 

remove the unwanted and unsightly particles that stuck to them. 

  

In this lecture, I propose to briefly characterize the relation of ethnicity and human 

dignity in the thinking of Sam Sharpe, who was one of the collaborators in the project to 

secure liberation from enslavement for people residing in the Caribbean. After this, I 

will discuss the emergence and exposure of the myth informing the ideology of race and 

then propose certain priority steps that need to be taken if the deconstruction of the 

idea of race is taken seriously in the ecclesial community. 

 

Sharpe, Human Dignity and Ethnicity 
 

The Right Excellent Samuel Sharpe, National Hero of Jamaica, was born in Jamaica of 

African parents who had been captured and transported to Jamaica where they were 

enslaved.22 His parents were among the millions of persons of African origin, who were 
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forcibly removed from Africa with the intention of enslavement in the Caribbean, North 

America and South America.23 Indeed, the transatlantic trade in Africans has been 

described as: 
 

the largest forced human migration in recorded history. The extent of the human 

suffering associated with this involuntary relocation of men, women and 

children may never be known. But their shipment – packed and stored beneath 

the deck of ships like commodities – constitutes one of the greatest horrors of 

modern times.24 

 

Sharpe accepted the Gospel of Jesus Christ preached by formerly enslaved Africans who 

went to Jamaica with the message of the Gospel. His faith was also informed by the 

teaching of the missionaries sent from among the same European people who 

undertook to deprive him of his dignity and to exploit his labour for pecuniary gain. 

From his reading of the Bible, Sharpe came to see the fundamental error on which the 

sin of racism rests – the error that nourished the very roots of the system of slavery as it 

was practised in the Caribbean. This is the odious belief that Sharpe, and those whose 

skin colour looked like his, were not to be regarded as people who shared the same 

dignity and worth as those who exploited them. 
  

Sam Sharpe realized that the oppressive slaveholders believed that he, and others like 

him, lacked a rightful claim to the humanity the enslavers reserved for themselves. 

Resolute in his rejection of this belief, Sharpe was willing to offer up his life if his dignity 

were going to be continually disrespected and his humanity perpetually denied. “I 

would rather die on yonder gallows than live in slavery,” were the immortal words he 

declared before his life was taken from him.25  
 

Currently, we do not have access to any literary works by Sam Sharpe – the text of 

sermons he preached and the Bible studies he delivered, for example. On account of this, 

we are forced to rely on secondary sources for an understanding of what Sharpe 

believed. Most of the available sources were compiled by members of the oppressor 

class that sought to deprive Sharpe of his human dignity. Even when statements are 

attributed to Sharpe, these are reported by Europeans domiciled in Jamaica in the 

nineteenth century. The cumulative evidence from the available sources suggests the 

following generalized wording of four of Sharpe’s convictions expressed in the language 

of the contemporary age: 
 

First, all human beings are made by God, who invests in them dignity and rights that are 

inalienable and inviolable, including the right to be free. 
 

Second, slavery is inconsistent with biblical teaching on human freedom because it 

represents fundamentally disregard for the freedom of God and readiness to 

dehumanize persons. It is predicated on the idea that enslavers are entitled to exploit 

the enslaved for their own material advantage. 



7 

 

Sharpe’s belief that slavery represents the commodification of the enslaved and their 

exploitation for the benefit of the enslavers is what lay at the very foundation of the 

Baptist War. Asked about the origin of his idea that all people have a right to be free, 

Sharpe indentified the Bible as the source from which he gained the idea26 
 

Third, since slavery represents a denial of human dignity, the enslaved have an 

obligation to take non-violent action to secure their freedom. If, in the pursuit of their 

liberty through non-violent protest, they encounter violence from those who oppress 

them, the enslaved are entitled to act in self-defence.  
 

Fourth, it seems reasonable to assert that Sharpe understood that considerations of 

ethnicity were fundamental to the operation of the plantation economy in which black 

people were forced to serve the interests of white people. There is no avoiding the 

question of ethnicity and “race” when we are reflecting on the legacy of the Honourable 

Samuel Sharpe. 
 

Sharpe knew that the practice of slavery in the Caribbean was undergirded by racist 

presumptions. According to Methodist missionary, Henry Bleby, Sharpe witnessed to 

having “learnt from his Bible that the whites had no more right to hold black people in 

slavery than the black people had to make the white people slaves; and for his own part, 

he would rather die than live in slavery.”27  Sharpe did not believe white people had any 

right to make merchandise of a human being. For him, slavery was “a monstrous 

injustice.”28   

 

Like Sharpe, many of the Africans who suffered the scourge of slavery felt the brunt of 

the violent disrespect for their dignity and humanity. They resisted the determined 

resolve of the estates to extract and benefit from their labour without adequately 

compensating them. Eventually, many turned to violent protest as a last resort.   
 

When Sharpe’s forbears passed through the door of no return,29 the captured Africans 

did not know what awaited them in the so-called New World. However, they would have 

had a premonition of it, when, piled up in a cellar like the one at the place now called the 

Slave Castle in Ghana, they suffered brutal dehumanization while hearing the joyful 

sounds of Anglicans at worship in the room under which they were incarcerated.30  
 

Arriving in the Caribbean and sold to European businessmen by European traders, the 

enslaved lost every semblance of self-determination. They were now listed as part of the 

merchandise on the sugar estate on which they were forced to work.31 Enslaved people 

in Western Jamaica responded to the denial of their humanity, the violation of their 

dignity and the exploitation of their labour. They decided that, beginning immediately 

after Christmas, 1831, they would cease working until those who robbed them of the 

benefits of their toil were ready to offer them meaningful compensation. All they were 

expecting was 2s 6p per week, the amount paid to so-called “workhouse men.”32  
 



8 

 

What Sharpe really desired was the purchase of freedom through the medium of a 

massive work stoppage. What eventuated, however, was the dusty brilliance of the night 

time sky as the enslaved put sugar cane plantations and buildings to the torch in the 

evening of December 27, 1831.33 To use the words of Methodist Missionary, Henry 

Bleby, “It was not Sharpe’s purpose to wade through blood to freedom, although he 

himself was prepared to die in pursuit of freedom.”34 Yet, it was for that work stoppage 

and its subsequent rampage that he and several hundred others were executed. Today, 

close to 200 years later, I am presenting a lecture in Sharpe’s honour here in the land 

that produced the rascals who exploited Sharpe’s labour in slavery and then deprived 

him of his life. Delroy Reid-Salmon claimed35 that, after “excavating the layers of ... 

mythology that engulf ... the human subject in history,”36 he had mined the thought that 

Sharpe affirmed the equality of all human beings and the divine gift of freedom for 

everyone.  Reid-Salmon offers a compelling interpretation of Sharpe’s theological 

anthropology.    

 

The Emergence and Exposure of the Myth Undergirding Race Ideology  

 

Slavery existed long before the Europeans built a monument in its honour in the West 

Indies and it assumed many forms over the years.37 After the Romans abandoned this 

island [the United Kingdom] which was a remote outpost of their empire and the 

Germanic tribes captured it, some of the people who lived here were sold into slavery. 

 

It was the “civilised” Romans who introduced slavery to the “barbarians” of Western 

Europe, to borrow the description of Jamaican historian, Richard Hart, who is familiar 

with the terms employed by the slavers of those days.38 It is said that, at the start of the 

eleventh century, nearly ten percent of the British population was enslaved.  

 

After Muslims from North Africa conquered the Iberian Peninsula from the Romans, 

they repelled their attackers and enslaved those whom they took as prisoners of war. 

Over much of their period of dominance, between 711 and 1492, the Muslims in Iberia 

enslaved both blacks and whites. As James Sweet39 has shown, they introduced 

“invidious distinctions” between black and white slaves, naming them differently – ‘abd 

and mamluk – and treating them differently. White slaves served mainly as household 

helpers, and blacks were assigned the arduous tasks that needed to be done. Even free 

blacks were identified as ‘abid (plural of ‘abd).40  

 

White Iberians living in the context of the prevailing Muslim attitude to blacks shared 

that attitude themselves. And when the days of Iberian subjugation by the Moors came 

to an end, the Spanish and Portuguese powers, during the fourteenth century, looked for 

a zone over which to exert control and to expand their sphere of influence. They turned 

their attention to the south and west. By this time, however, they had already espoused 

notions of the inferiority of blacks which, in the eighteenth century, were refined by 



9 

 

Europeans presenting themselves as scientists into an identifiable and clear racist 

ideology which predicated black inferiority on biological criteria.  

 

What resulted from the Iberian expansion project was a form of slavery that reflected  

the deepest depravity of the human mind. As Hart has said:  
 

The ancient institution of slavery ... was transplanted to the Americas 

where it was adapted, almost beyond recognition of its earlier forms, to 

serve a new commercial purpose. Its horrors were intensified a 

thousandfold.”41  

  

Orlando Patterson’s identification of slavery as “social death” describes very well the 

form of slavery in the West Indies. The enslaved suffered a “perpetual state of 

dishonour,”42 being permanently and violently alienated from others, becoming socially 

dead. 

 

The point being made is that when Europeans introduced the institution of slavery in 

the Caribbean, it was in the context of a developing prejudice toward black people. 

Slaveholders in the Caribbean were undoubtedly aware that those from whose 

dehumanization they profited were people whose ethnic origins were different from 

theirs.  It is generally agreed, however, that when the British trade in slaves was at its 

height, racist thinking had not yet achieved its most heinous form. Over the centuries, 

the developing ideology of race was to acquire the mask of scientific foundation which 

was effective in its power to deceive its subscribers.  Scientific racism mischaracterized 

the notion of race as a biological reality and bequeathed a legacy of white racism that 

many still struggle to overcome today. 

 

Nor were the Iberians the only ones who helped construct the myth of blacks as inferior 

to whites. Other Europeans shared liberally in the manufacture of this most shameful 

ideological edifice that housed such persons as a bookkeeper from the New Yarmouth 

plantation in Vere, Jamaica, who, in 1823, informed the governor of Jamaica that: 

 

There are a race of beings that cannot bear prosperity.... It will be a lapse 

of ages before the Negro can even participate of the blessings of freedom; 

the very name of the African must cease to exist in their memories before 

their customs are obliterated.43 

 

Strengthening the Foundations of Scientific Racism 
 

Many were the Europeans who laid the foundations for the rampant disrespect for 

human dignity that lies at the very heart of the idea of race. Ivan Hannaford has claimed 

that “there is very little evidence of a conscious idea of race until after the 

Reformation.”44 Whether this is so or not, as James Sweet has said, “the treatment of 
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black Africans from the Middle Ages to the early modern period appears to be racism 

without race.”45 This is in keeping with Orlando Patterson’s observation that “the 

absence of an articulated doctrine of racial superiority does not necessarily imply 

behavioural tolerance in the relations between peoples of somatically different 

groups.”46 

 

The list of people who helped build the edifice of scientific racism is long and some of 

the names included in it are likely to surprise those who are not sufficiently familiar 

with some of their writings. I will refer briefly to aspects of the contribution of Hume, 

Linnaeus, Blumenbach and Cuvier, adding brief comments on three Britons - Charles 

White, Thomas Carlyle and Robert Knox. 

 

Noted British philosopher, David Hume, claimed that people who lived in the South “are 

inferior to the rest of the species and are incapable of higher attainment of the human 

mind.”47 Although he did not support slavery which, according to his utilitarian calculus, 

was not advantageous to the overall happiness of humankind, Hume had little respect 

for blacks, whom he described in the following words: “You may obtain anything of the 

NEGROES by offering them strong drink; and may easily prevail upon them to sell, not 

only their children, but their wives and mistresses, for a case of brandy.”48  

 

In a footnote appearing in one of his works, Hume said this: “There never was a civilized 

nation of any complexion than white” and he opined that “In Jamaica, indeed, they talk 

of one Negro as a man of parts and learning, but ‘tis likely he is admired for very slender 

accomplishments like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly.”49  Hume attempted 

damage control when, criticised for this claim, he revised the footnote containing this 

claim before he died. He stated instead that he was “apt to suspect the negroes to be 

naturally inferior to the whites” and that: “There scarcely ever was a civilized nation of 

that (black) complexion, nor even any individual eminent either in action or 

speculation.”50  

 

Britain produced Charles White, the physician who founded the Manchester Royal 

Infirmary, and who, in 1799, described white people as “the most beautiful of the 

human race.” Claiming that whites were the “most removed from brute creation,” White 

said: “No one will doubt [the] superiority” of white people.51 

 

Over the years, many other well known figures helped promote the idea of white people 

as superior to blacks.  In 1849, in an address to those he deemed his “philanthropic 

friends,” Scottish historian, Thomas Carlyle, 52 spelt out what he called his “painful duty” 

to remind them of the estate of blacks who, in his opinion, were created with the 

endowments to make them fit to serve their white European masters.  “Idle black 

people” in the West Indies, he said: 
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have the right … to be compelled to work as he was fit, and to do the 

Maker's will, who had constructed him with such and such 
prefigurements of capability. And I incessantly pray Heaven, all men, the 

whitest alike, and the blackest, the richest and the poorest, in other 
regions of the world, had attained precisely the same right, the divine 

right of being compelled (if "permitted" will not answer) to do what work 

they are appointed for, and not to go idle another minute, in a life so 

short!”  

 

In 1850, British anatomist, Robert Knox,53 argued passionately for the superiority of 

white people over especially black people. “With me,” he said, “race, or hereditary 

descent, is everything; it stamps the man…. The races of men … differ from each other 

widely - most widely. ”54 “[T]he races of men are not the result of accident; they are not 

convertible into each other by any contrivance whatsoever. The eternal laws of nature 

must prevail.”55  “Look all over the globe,” he said, “it is always the same; the dark races 

stand still, the fair progress.”56  “I feel disposed to think that there must be a physical, 

and consequently, a psychological inferiority in the dark races generally… [owing to] 

perhaps specific characters in the quality of the brain itself.”57 Knox concluded that the 

“black races” cannot become civilized. “Their future history must resemble the past. The 

Saxon race will never tolerate them.”58 Black people are different from white people “in 

everything as much as in colour.”59  “The races of men when carefully examined will be 

found to show remarkable organic differences.”60  

 

Whatever may be the disparate estimates of the contribution of each of the persons we 

have mentioned, hardly is there any doubt concerning Carl Linnaeus’ significant 

contribution to the attempt to predicate racism on the foundation of science.  

 

It was no less a person than the Swiss philosopher, Jean Jacques Rousseau, who sent the 

following message to the Swedish scientist, Linnaeus: “Tell him I know no greater man 

on earth.”61 Linnaeus had developed a taxonomy62 which included categories of species 

with white Europeans at the top and black Africans at the bottom of the human species. 

In this taxonomy which, perhaps, still commands its band of supporters today, Linnaeus 

adopted a four-fold categorization of people as follows: 

 

• Homo Europeaeus, having white skin and identified as gentle and governed by 

laws;  

• Homo Americanus, with red skin and said to be choleric (irritable and easily 

angered) and governed by customs;   

• Homo Asiaticus, with yellow skin and described as haughty and governed by 

opinion; and 

• Homo Afer, with black skin and characterized as indolent and governed by 

caprice.63  
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What Linnaeus attempted was a scientific taxonomy in which skin colour and 

behavioural characteristics were alleged to be related biologically. His theory provided 

what he considered a scientific foundation for classifying people. It provided the 

bedrock on which scientific racism was erected. On this foundation, deemed respectable 

by the unsuspecting, the edifice of evil that racism represents found final form.  

 

With the passage of time, the study of “race” that Linnaeus started was to mushroom. In 

1795, in the third edition of his work, On the Natural Varieties of Mankind,64 the German 

Johann Blumenbach identified five varieties of humankind: the Caucasian or white race; 

the Mongolian or yellow race; the Malayan or brown race; the Ethiopian or black race; 

and the American or red race. At first, Blumenbach held that: “[T]he white color holds 

the first place,” with people of other skin colour being mere degenerates of the 

original.65 Eventually, he attributed skin colour to geography and diet and he concluded 

the Africans, belong to the human family and are not inferior to the other so-called 

races. In other words, Blumenbach did not claim that the classification system he 

developed was immutable.66  

 

In the nineteenth century, the French zoologist, Jean Léopold Cuvier, sometimes 

referred to as Georges Cuvier, reduced Blumenbach’s race classification from five to 

three: Caucasian, comprising white people with Adam and Eve as their progenitor in 

what Cuvier claimed was the original race; Mongolian – yellow people; and Ethiopians – 

black people. Blacks, he said, were “the most degraded of human races, whose form 

approaches that of the beast and whose intelligence is nowhere great enough to arrive 

at regular government.”67 

 

It took many years for the scientific community to effectively expose the pseudo-science 

that was used to justify white people subjugating black people and to provide a bulwark 

against the advance the march toward emancipation of slavery and the humanization of 

slaveholders. 

 

Debunking the Myth of Biological Race 
 

In the post-Enlightenment period, in which the idea of race achieved full expression as 

an ideology, many people subscribed to “the claim that there [are] immutable major 

divisions of humankind, each with biologically transmitted characteristics.”68 Each race 

was deemed “a homogeneous group of individuals biologically or linguistically similar 

to one another and systematically distinguishable” from other so-called races.69 Over 

time, prevailing opinion on race became markedly different from it was in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
 

In the aftermath of World War I, a Peace Conference was convened in Paris which was 

expected to herald a new world order rising from the ash heap created by the war. Some 

participants hoped the conference would affirm the principle of equality among people 
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deemed to belong to different racial groupings. However, the contributions of significant 

white delegates underlined the firm resolve of certain nations, especially Britain, USA, 

South Africa and Australia, to maintain the principle of racial inequality.  

 

The British representative, Harold Nicholson balked at any suggestion that, “implied the 

equality of the yellow man with the white man,” not to mention what he termed “the 

terrific theory of the equality of the white man with the black.”70 British Prime Minister 

Lloyd George - a professed Baptist to boot – made an impassioned plea for France not to 

train what he termed “big nigger armies.”71 In the end, it took US President Woodrow 

Wilson to ensure the derailment of the intention of the majority on the League of 

Nations Commission to affirm “the principle of equality of nations and just treatment of 

nationals.”72  
 

When, in 1948, the United Nations issued the International Declaration of Human 

Rights, the groundwork was laid for the further undermining of the assumptions 

informing the ideology of race and the practice of racism. Two years later, the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) issued a Statement 

on Race,73  declaring that: 
 

Scientists have reached general agreement in recognizing that mankind is one; 

that all men (sic) belong to the same species, homo sapiens. §1 
 

For all practical social purposes, ‘race’ is not so much a biological phenomenon 

as a social myth ... [that] has created an enormous amount of social damage. §14 
 

As more and more people began to agree that racism was inconsistent with respect for 

human rights, the UN General Assembly, in 1963, approved a resolution affirming the 

Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. According to that 

declaration, “any doctrine of racial differentiation or superiority is scientifically false, 

morally condemnable, socially unjust and dangerous, and ... there is no justification for 

racial discrimination either in theory or in practice.”74  
 

In 1965, the UN adopted and opened for signature and ratification the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. A year later, an 

International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination was designated. By 1967, 

UNESCO gave fuller expression to its understanding of race in a Statement on Race and 

Racial Prejudice.75 A UNESCO committee of experts from seventeen countries declared: 
 

    All men (sic) living today belong to the same species and descend from the same stock. §3a 
  

    Current biological knowledge does not permit us to impute cultural achievements to    

    differences in genetic potential. §3c 
 

    Racism falsely claims that there is a scientific basis for arranging groups hierarchically in  

    terms of psychological and cultural characteristics that are immutable and innate. §5 
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During the 1970s, the UN General Assembly adopted the International Convention on 

the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid. It also declared 1973-1982 

as the Decade for Action to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination. The hope was 

that the period would be used for concrete action to eliminate the evils it identified. 

Needless to say, at the end of the decade, little had changed in attitudes to race. Not 

surprisingly therefore, subsequently, the UN found it necessary to declare a second, and 

later, a third Decade for Action to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination – 1983-

1992 and 1994-2003 respectively. 
 

During this third decade, certain groups within the scientific community made 

significant decisions to register their rejection of the ideology of race. Take, for example, 

the Statement on “Race” issued in 1998 by the American Anthropological Association.  It 

explicitly states that: 
 

With the vast expansion of scientific knowledge ... it has become clear that 

human populations are not unambiguous, clearly demarcated, biologically 

distinct groups.... Given what we know about the capacity of normal humans to 

achieve and function within any culture, we conclude that present-day 

inequalities between so-called “racial” groups are not consequences of their 

biological inheritance but products of historical and contemporary social, 

economic, educational, and political circumstances.76 
 

The UN convened World Conferences to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination. The 

first took place in Geneva in 1978 and the second in Durban, South Africa in 2001. The 

Conference Statement77 produced by the Second World Conference against Racism, 

Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance reaffirmed customary 

principles earlier adumbrated. Notably, it recognized, “with grave concern that, despite 

the efforts of the international community, the principal objectives of the three Decades 

to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination [had] not been attained and that countless 

human beings [continued] to the present day to be victims of racism, racial 

discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance.”  
 

The Conference affirmed that “racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 

intolerance, where they amount to racism and racial discrimination, constitute serious 

violations of, and obstacles to, the full enjoyment of all human rights and deny the self-

evident truth that all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights, ... and 

are among the root causes of many internal and international conflicts, ... and the 

consequent forced displacement of populations.” 

 

Firmly “rejecting any doctrine of racial superiority, along with theories that attempt to 

determine the existence of so-called distinct human races,” and reaffirming that “all 

peoples and individuals constitute one human family, rich in diversity” the Conference 

emphasized the need for “a global fight against racism, racial discrimination, 
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xenophobia and related intolerance and all their abhorrent and evolving forms and 

manifestations” and called this “a matter of priority for the international community.” 

The Conference also proposed a programme of action designed to address the scourge 

of racism that continues to be evident today. 
 

Since that conference, further action has been taken in the scientific community to help 

consolidate the gains contingent upon the rejection of the alleged scientific foundation 

for the idea of a firm link between biology and “race”. 
  

In 2011, the International Union of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences issued its 

own Statement on Race and Racism in which it declared that: 
 

All humans living today belong to a single species, Homo sapiens, and share a 

common descent. All living human populations have evolved from one common 

ancestral group over the same period of time. §1 
 

For centuries, scholars have sought to comprehend patterns in nature by 

classifying living things. Attempts to classify human populations in this manner 

have been wholly misplaced... [H]umanity cannot be classified into discreet 

geographical categories on the basis of biological differences. §5 
 

There is no necessary concordance between biological characteristics and 

culturally defined groups. §10 
 

Eloise Meneses,78 in her succinct summary of the basis of the rejection of the 

pseudoscience of race, presents three postulates. First, “human beings as a whole 

constitute a very narrow gene pool.... [O]ther species have far more variation than 

[humans] do.”  Second, “most of the physical variation that does exist [among humans] 

is spread throughout the entire human population” and is not characteristic of any 

specific group within the population. Third, “slight variations between populations do 

not indicate race lines.... [Humans] are all genetically related. There are no pure stocks 

among us; nor have there ever been in the past.” Meneses concludes that “in the 

biological world” “there is no such thing, nor has there ever been,” such a thing “as 

race.”79 
 

The alleged scientific basis for the notion of biological race has been rejected by most 

scientists, sociologists and anthropologists, many of whom have helped clarify that race 

is a socially constructed identity. It does not correspond to any set of biological features 

which were once used as a basis for dividing humankind into different racial groupings. 

It is now generally affirmed that biologically there is only one race – the human race. 

And the “races” we have reified are social constructs that are not based on biology, but 

represent a strategy of dominant ethnic groups that wish to assert their superiority 

over others. The existence of so-called “races” is highly contested. 
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Not surprisingly, when the World Council of Churches, deliberated on the subject of race 

and racism at its fourth assembly in 1968 – and the Council did this in the context of the 

discussion on race that was taking place in the international community – it identified 

the features of racism as follows: 
 

• ethnocentric pride in one’s own racial group,  

• preference for the [alleged] distinguishing characteristics of that group,  

• belief  that  these group characteristics are fundamentally biological in nature 

and are transmitted to succeeding generations 

• strong negative feelings towards other groups who do not share the defining 

characteristics of their group, and 

• efforts to discriminate against and exclude the outgroup from full participation 

in the life of the community.80 
 

Unfortunately, all the clarifying statements about race have not succeeded in 

eliminating the problem of racism. Not surprisingly, therefore, we are focusing on the 

subject of race in this lecture. Because racism is a problem as much within the church 

community as outside of it, I end this lecture with some action items that are grounded 

in the faith of the church that could revolutionize the way the church deals with the 

subject of race. Deconstructing the notion of race and, animated by the renewed 

commitment to implement the action items that I will identify, the church may register 

further progress on the road to truly loving others following the pattern Jesus has 

taught and exemplified. 

 

Looking toward the Future 
 

The association of biology and race constitutes the very foundation of the problem of 

race and racist ideology. This ideology is a human creation designed both to make 

inequality between people appear to be inborn and to reinforce the belief that it is part 

of the taken-for-granted landscape of human life. If Christians today are to come to 

terms with the serious problem reflected in the popular understanding of race, some 

important steps need to be taken. I mention briefly four of these steps that are rooted in 

a Trinitarian framework that issues into what I regard as a responsible theological 

anthropology. In light of these, I will suggest that the churches initiate a specific action 

to help it overcome its apathy on issues of race.  

 

First, the church needs to expose a fundamental misunderstanding of the divine nature 

that undergirds the ideology of race.  This is the error of segregating human freedom 

from its foundation and grounding in divine freedom. God, by whose own volition, the 

world was created and, in whose providence, human beings are entrusted with the 

stewardship of creation, has endowed humankind with the gift of freedom. In sovereign 

freedom, God bestows liberty on human beings whom God has made and God wills that 

that liberty be respected. The denial of the freedom that rightly belongs to each human 
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being represents a rejection of the divine design for creation. As Noel Erskine has said, 

“Whenever the church fails to make the connection between divine freedom and human 

freedom, it supports and gives its blessings to vicious structures of oppression in our 

world.”81  
 

Commenting on the biblical narrative of creation, Dwight Hopkins has explained that 

“God breathed the Spirit of liberation, the Spirit to be free, into the very act of creation 

itself ... (Gen 2:7)”82 The freedom each human being receives is “the freedom inherent in 

God’s own self.”83 The gift of freedom entails freedom:  
 

to enjoy all of God’s work without ... external negative restrains of any kind. In 
sum, human beings were brought into existence to be in equal relationship at 

each stage of their interactions.... God implanted liberation in the created human 
beings ... [so that] this liberation may be enacted on the everyday and ordinary 
levels of existence.”84  

 

To deny human beings the capacity freely to exercise their liberty is to fly in the face of 

the creator who is the giver of freedom. The church needs to rediscover and 

acknowledge the link between divine freedom and human freedom and place this link at 

the centre of its discourse on what it means to be a part of the creation that God has 

made. 
 

Second, Christians may need to intentionally re-engage the Christocentric faith that 

highly values what God has accomplished for the salvation of the world through the 

sacrifice of Christ. This is an important requirement if we are to come to terms with, and 

to develop the resolve to work consistently to overcome, the serious problem that 

inheres in a biological understanding of “race”.    
 

When we allow our God-given freedom to be contaminated by distorted 

understandings, false pride or the pursuit of power, sin is at work in humankind. When, 

through his life, death and resurrection, Jesus Christ secures victory over sin, God 

swings the door wide open for the renewal and re-invigoration of what it means to be 

truly human. God enables people to see the self and the other as equally valid 

expressions of God’s mysterious action in creation and redemption. Then, the way of the 

follower of Christ will reflect the grammar of that mutual respect and agape love that 

are perfectly inhospitable to any claim of inherent superiority of one person over 

another. Our Christocentric faith derives from Christ’s action in breaking down the walls 

that separate people from one another, releasing them for the wholesome enjoyment of 

ubuntu.  
 

In a White Paper on Welfare, the South African government in 1996 expressed its 

understanding of ubuntu in the following terms. Ubuntu is:  

the principle of caring for each other's well-being... and a spirit of mutual 
support.... Each individual's humanity is ideally expressed through his or her 
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relationship with others and theirs in turn through a recognition of the 

individual's humanity. Ubuntu means that people are people through other 
people. It also acknowledges both the rights and the responsibilities of every 

citizen in promoting individual and societal well-being.85 
 

In the perspective of ubuntu, a trinitarian Christocentric faith will not accommodate the 

negative images of others, and of otherness, that we create and utilize as identity 

markers that serve to galvanize our feelings of superiority over others. Instead, we will 

assign to each – and to all persons – the primary identity of a human being.  With fellow 

Christians we will affirm our shared identity in Jesus Christ.  
 

People have an incredible capacity for inventing identities for groups of people 

belonging to other cultures. We call them barbarians, savages, infidels, pagans, heathen, 

unenlightened, children, aboriginals or natives, and we construct these identities in 

order to maintain dominance over them in patronizing ways. With a truly Christocentric 

faith, we are capable of imagining how human diversity finds a safe home within the one 

mystical body of Christ where no one is demeaned or disrespected and all who confess 

Christ are welcome at the Table of life.86  
 

It is supremely in Jesus Christ, who is the icon of the invisible God, that one sees the full 

manifestation of the freedom bequeathed to all Christians. This freedom is marked by 

self-emptying love – the love that reaches out for the sake of the beloved, rather than as 

part of a utilitarian game pursued in search of personal honour, glory, or “success”.  The 

selfless love that is part and parcel of our response to Christ is a strategy to secure the 

liberation of creation.  Christocentric faith opens up space for covenantal partnerships 

geared toward the edification of all and aimed at the welfare of the whole community. 
 

Third, a vital need exists for the rediscovery of the pneumatological dimensions of 

faithful Christian living. Only so will the church be ready to appropriate the power to 

discern the ways in which sin is at work in the structures and arrangements that serve 

the cause of human domination.  
 

The Holy Spirit opens our understanding to our vocational obligation to live with the 

symphony of existential relatedness with God and with other human beings within the 

community of the whole creation. Enlivened by the Holy Spirit, human beings discern 

the contours of what Barbara Trepagnier calls “silent racism” – the unspoken racist 

thoughts and unacknowledged racist assumptions that inform the attitudes many 

people display, and that inform the stereotypes we invent and the institutions we 

develop.87  
 

The Spirit alone can cleanse our minds enabling us to understand ways in which many 

of us are beneficiaries of institutional racism which, whether we like it or not, makes us 

complicit in the sin from whose perpetration we continue to reap privileges and 

benefits. It is the Holy Spirit who will help us detect what Charles Mills calls The Racial 
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Contract that is presupposed by the social contractarianism that informs, and is implicit 

in, much of our contemporary political discourse and arrangements.88  

 

Jürgen Moltmann caught a glimpse of the freedom the Holy Spirit brings when he 

referred to the church as “a fellowship of the free”. It is “an order of freedom” in which, 

as he said, “people are freed from the oppression which separates them from others” 

and frees them “for free fellowship with one another”.89 In this community, the negative 

identities we construct for ourselves and for others cannot stand in the light of the new 

reality God calls the church to unveil before the world. In this reality, each person 

appears as a child of God with the heritage of that freedom which is given in Christ.  As a 

community living under the reign of Christ, where the pernicious forces  of this world 

have been undermined and the cruel powers dethroned, the church becomes, in the 

words of Moltmann, “the fellowship of Christ through faith and hope, discipleship and 

new fellowship” manifesting what it means to be freed by Christ. A rediscovery both of 

the place of the Holy Spirit in the life of Christ-followers and of the process of 

sanctification in a believer’s life is of vital importance for the living out of the loving 

relations that should characterize the Christian community. 
 

Fourth, contemporary Christians need to read the Bible with eyes wide open so as to be 

able to discern, against the grain of some dominant readings, the radical importance of 

the creation of humankind in the image of God. The living out of the faith on the bedrock 

of an informed and defensible theological anthropology is the sine qua non of genuine 

Christian discipleship. By reading the scriptures in the key of this rounded theological 

anthropology that “interrogates what people are created and called to be and to do,”90 

several challenges may be met and overcome.  
 

First, one will be disposed to reject the heretical claims regarding enslavement of black 

people as just payment for the sin of Ham.91 Second, one’s approach will thoroughly 

undermine the claims of those who make the Creator culpable for the racist ideology 

that denies the equal dignity of all human beings created by the one God. Racists 

accomplish this by claiming that the instinct to regard others as inferior to oneself is 

consistent with divine providence. This applies especially to white people who are 

inheritors of what Caroline Redfearn describes as “the theological racism that humanity 

was originally White.”92 Third, those who read Scripture through the lens of a mature 

theological anthropology will be led to identify with the thoroughgoing critique of social 

injustice in the tradition of the great prophets of ancient Israel and to embrace, with 

joyful abandon, Jesus’ ethic of radical love of neighbour. As J. Kameron Carter has 

pointed out, Christ followers need to engage the creative theological imagination that 

makes possible a reading of Scripture “against, rather than within, the social order.”93 

When this way of reading Scripture is pursued, the sharp edges of the dagger of racism 

will be rendered useless against the bedrock of informed faith.  
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In the light of all that has been said, may I assert that perhaps we now need to 

determine whether a status confessionis has arrived in relation to any church 

congregation that denies that racism is sin, that refuses to affirm that those Christians 

who practise and defend it are compromising their standing in Christ, and that refrains 

from taking concrete and decisive action to root out racism from its life. By not 

participating in the struggle to overcome racism, such a congregation has turned its 

back on the truth of the Gospel and has become a pseudo-church. 
 

It was in his profound disappointment with the church under Nazi Germany, and more 

specifically, with the watering down of the first draft of the Bethel Confession,94 that 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer called attention to status confessionis.  This idea refers to the 

existence of a situation that threatens to destroy the integrity of the church’s confession 

of faith.  Such a situation demands a restatement of the faith that inevitably includes a 

distinction between ‘true’ and ‘false’ Church.95  
 

By invoking the status confessionis, the church declares that Christians and churches 

defending a position that is profoundly unchristian are guilty of heresy. This means that 

the ecclesial proponents and defenders of seriously flawed socio-political and ethical 

beliefs are seen to be disqualifying themselves from participation in the wider family of 

Christ’s church. They can no longer be regarded as churches in the true sense because 

they have forsaken, and are living in corporate betrayal of, the true gospel and its just 

demands.96  
 

At least two Christian World Communions applied the concept of status confessionis in 

their relation to apartheid. The Lutheran World Federation (LWF) took this action in 

1977 and the World Alliance (now World Communion) of Reformed Churches (WCRC) 

did the same in 1982.97 This development was occasioned by the crisis created by the 

attitude of certain churches to apartheid. Through their support and defence of 

institutional racism, the Dutch Reform Church in South Africa, for example, jeopardized 

the integrity of the Gospel and rejected solidarity with the body of Christ.98  
 

I urge that the drastic action of declaring that a status confessionis has arrived in relation 

to certain churches, that is, certain church congregations, is needed in our times. 

National ecclesial communions need to declare a status confessionis in relation to their 

member churches, that is, their member congregations that practise racism and endorse 

racist ideology. The reason I make this appeal is that the problem of racism has proven 

to be intractable. The responsiveness of sections of the church community to the 

ubiquity of racism has been sluggish. Ecclesial inaction, in the face of the religious, 

social, political and economic consequences of racism, has devastating consequences for 

the witness of the church and the integrity of the gospel it preaches. The inaction of 

some church congregations is too disastrous to be ignored. Every congregation has an 

obligation to play its part in loosening the mortar cementing the brickwork of prejudice 

and hate. Drastic action needs to be taken that obliges each church congregation to take 
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a stand and that warns every ecclesial congregation of the inadmissible compromise 

that is inherent in inaction on the racism front. 

 

Perhaps, the four steps I have identified and the suggestion I have made for the church’s 

resolute action against racism will not adequately respond to Willie Jennings’ call for a 

radical transformation of the Christian imagination that would evince a reconfiguration 

of living spaces into locations where people can imagine new ways of connecting with 

each other and desire new patterns of social joining. I hope, however, that what I have 

suggested would contribute to that understanding of life together that is consistent with 

the church’s vision of the kingdom of God.99 
 

Should the deconstruction of our racialized worldview be achieved, it will be possible 

for the churches to develop the capacity to envision a new social order in which 

inequalities based on assumptions of “race” no longer prevail within the ecclesial 

community. It will be possible for the churches to exhibit their commitment to realize in 

themselves, in others, and in our world the joy of loving as Jesus did, of sharing and 

caring as Jesus did, and of bearing compelling witness to life in community marked by 

oneness with Christ.  Then, churches will launch out into a world in which all people, 

created in the image of God, may learn from them not only how to live in peace with 

justice, but also how to engage in fierce competition to outdo one another in showing 

honour and extending a hand of selfless love to each other. 
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