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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 

2.1 The Nature of Racism 

Humankind contains people with different skin colors, languages, 

religions, and customs. These traits later become the source for the stratification 

of human being. The distinction, or stratification, based on physical biological 

traits is simply called race which, in turn, appears as a socio-cultural ideology 

called racism. Discussions of race and racism have long been a central concern of 

sociologists and anthropologists since the biological traits in most countries bring 

a sociological “unpleasant” impact upon a certain group. What DuBois wrote 

prophetically in 1903 is probably true that “The problem of the twentieth century 

is the problem of color line (race)” (International Encyclopedia of the Social 

Sciences, 1972). 

This section will discuss the concept of race and racism based on both 

biological and sociological perspectives, types of inter-race relation, and the 

causes and impacts of racism. 

 

2.1.1 Biological Concept of Race 

The term is loosely used in everyday conversation to refer to everyone (the 

“human race”), to a nationality (the “German race”), to a highly mixed population 

(the “Jewish race”), and to people who share some common physical 

characteristics (the “white race”). Larson identifies that in a technical sense, the 



8 
 

 
 

term race refers to a physically identifiable population (1991:302). Positive 

physical and cultural anthropology defines race scientifically as a major division 

of humankind with distinctive hereditary, transmissible physical characteristics 

(Winick, 1961). Both ideas bring a fundamental consequence that race is 

classified simply based on physical appearance or biological traits. 

The concept of race as used in biology is a relatively simple matter. 

Animal, plant, and human species which occur in territories with different 

climates, soils, and other environmental conditions often exhibit local variations 

in their appearance, bodily structures, and physiological functions. Such locally 

distinct populations of a species are known as subspecies, geographic races, or 

simply races (The Encyclopedia Americana, 1977:107) 

According to Hess, et.al. (1985:224), there are two common ways to 

classify racial groups from biological perspective. The first is based on physical 

appearance (phenotype). Some criteria usually considered in this phenotype 

classification has been widely elaborated by Kroeber in his Anthropology; Race, 

Language, Culture, Psychology, and Prehistory. Based on those criteria, Kroeber 

mentions three grand divisions of race, in which the European, the Negro, and the 

Chinese type may be taken as representative. These three primary classes are 

generally called Caucasian or Caucasoid, Negroid, and Mongoloid. The color 

terms “White”, “Black”, and “Yellow” are also often used although it is necessary 

to remember that they are employed merely as brief convenient labels, and that 

they have no real descriptive value (Kroeber, 1948). 
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In sum, although some physical classifications have been formulated to 

establish a biological division of race, such classification is so unclear that it is 

almost impractical and irrelevant for today‟s case. Social scientists argue that 

while different races exist, extensive interbreeding in many societies has produced 

large numbers of people of mixed ancestry. Thus, the assignment of these people 

to racial categories depends on social, rather than biological, criteria.  

 

2.1.2 Sociological Concept of Racism 

Defined sociologically, a race is a group of people who are perceived by a 

given society as biologically different from others (Thio, 1991:170). Thus, people 

are assigned to one race or another, not necessarily on the basis of logic or fact but 

by the public opinion, which, in turn, is molded by society‟s dominant group. 

Consider, for example, an American boy whose father has 100 percent white 

ancestry and whose mother is the daughter of a white man and a black woman. 

This young boy is arbitrarily considered black although he is actually “more white 

than black” because of his 75 percent white and 25 percent black ancestry. 

Sociologists use this societal definition to identify “races” because it is the racial 

status to which people are assigned by their society –rather than their real 

biological characteristics– that has profound significance for their social lives. 

As a social ideology, racism not only means the organizing principle of a 

society that is structured on the basis of racial ancestry but also brings a certain 

belief that one race occupies a position superior to others. As mentioned in 

Encyclopedia Britannica, Racism is the theory or idea that there is a causal link 
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between inherited physical traits and certain traits of personality, intellect, or culture and 

combined with it, the notion that some races are inherently superior to others (1974). It is 

an ideology of superiority which provides a rationalization for oppression.  

 

2.2 Types of Race Relations 

One of the most fundamental issues of race relations is the effect of contact. 

Some writers maintain that increased contact between groups of different races will 

lead only to heightened conflict; others hold that increased contact between such 

groups will decrease prejudice and discrimination. We have seen that prejudice and 

discrimination are an integral part of the relations between the dominant group and 

minorities (Thio, 1991:176). However, social science evidence supports neither 

extreme. Increased interaction, whether of individual or groups, intensifies and 

magnifies the processes already underway. Hence, more racial contact can result in 

either greater prejudice and rejection or greater respect or acceptance. 

 

2.2.1 Forms of Acceptance 

It has been previously described that alienation and oppression are an 

integral part of the relations between the dominant group and minorities. 

However, the racial relations may appear in different form, ranging from peaceful 

coexistence (acceptance) to violent conflict (rejection). Acceptance of a racial 

group may take four forms: accommodation, assimilation, amalgamation and 

pluralism. In the following section, those various “positive racial relations” will 

be briefly explained. (Thio, 1991:176) 
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2.2.1.1 Assimilation 

One way that a dominant group seeks to “solve” a minority group 

“problem” is to eliminate the minority by absorbing it through assimilation. 

Zanden (1990:280) defines assimilation as processes whereby groups with 

distinctive identities become culturally and socially fused so that a minority group 

can accepts the culture of the dominant group, fading into the mainstream society. 

As a result of assimilation, a group‟s boundaries become more penetrable and 

permeable. Complete assimilation, then, would mean that no separate social 

structures based on racial concepts remained.  

 

2.2.1.2 Accommodation 

Unlike assimilation which employs cultural fusion, accommodation refers 

to a process of cultural compromising characterized by toleration (International 

Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 1977). For the sake of toleration, the 

accommodation pattern often includes avoidance, an effort by the minority to 

minimize contacts with the majority. The clannishness of a minority is a kind of 

avoidance technique usually occurred (Horton, et.al. 1991:310). 

 

2.2.1.3 Amalgamation 

Like assimilation, amalgamation requires groups to give up their distinct 

racial identities. But unlike assimilation, amalgamation demands respect for the 

original subcultures. Amalgamation, according to Thio (1991:176), is a cultural 

process in which many subcultures are blended together to produce a new culture, 

one that differs from any of its components.  
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2.2.1.4 Pluralism 

Some minority groups do not wish to be assimilated, accommodated, nor 

amalgamated. They value their separate identities and customs, and they prefer pluralism, 

a situation in which diverse groups coexist side by side and mutually accommodate 

themselves to their differences (Zanden, 1990:280). These diverse groups retain their 

distinctive subcultures while coexisting peacefully. The groups cooperate when this is 

essential to their well-being, particularly in political and economic domains. 

 

2.2.2 Forms of Rejection 

 When a dominant group rejects racial groups, they are restricted to the status of 

minorities, Thio (1991 : 177). They are alienated in all kinds of life accesses. Although 

acceptance on minorities may occur, most cases show how they become the victims of 

inequality for hundreds of years. In relatively racist society, racial minorities are 

considered an exile community that should be rejected. The three major forms of racial 

rejection are prejudice, discrimination, and segregation.  

 

2.2.2.1Prejudice 

Prejudice is so prevalent in contemporary life that people often assume it 

as “part of human nature.” In his classical study, The Nature of Prejudice, Allport 

(1954) describes how prejudice can develop from “normal” human cognitive 

activities, like categorization and generalization. Yet this view ignores the fact 

that individuals and societies vary enormously in their level of prejudice. Whites, 

for example, held a positive image of blacks in the ancient world, a situation 

sharply in contrast with recent history. 
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2.2.2.2 Discrimination 

Discrimination, in its sociological meaning, involves highly complex social 

processes. The term derives from the Latin discrimination which means to perceive 

distinctions among phenomena or to be selective in one‟s judgment (Encyclopedia of 

Sociology, 1992). The criteria, on which a distinction is based, however, may range 

from those widely accepted in a society as valid and legitimate to those generally 

regarded as invalid and inappropriate. In this article only the later sense will be 

emphasized, i.e. a discrimination which. According to Williams (1947), exists to the 

degree that individuals of a given group who are otherwise formally qualified are not 

treated in conformity with the nominally universal institutionalized codes (1947). 

 

2.2.2.3 Segregation 

Segregation means more than spatial and social separation of the dominant and 

minority groups. Segregation, according to Wishart and Reichman (1979:356), when 

practiced by the dominant group, involves the requirement that the minority group live 

or use facilities in isolation from the dominant group. It means that minority groups, 

because they are believed inferior, are compelled to live separately, and in inferior 

conditions. The neighborhoods, schools, and other public facilities for the dominant 

group are both separate from and superior to those of the minorities. 

 

2.3 The Causes and Impacts of Racism 

The causes and impacts of racism are hard to evaluate for there appear to be 

several causes, often operating in combination with one another. The following sections 

will briefly elaborate the principal theory explaining the causes and impacts of racism. 
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2.3.1 The Causes of Racism 

There are some theories which, directly or indirectly, explain the causes of 

racism. Some are so relevant that they deserve to be mentioned here. 

The Economic-Competition Theory. This theory assumes that competition 

is a fundamental cause of hostilities and prejudices. (Horton, et.al., 1991:306). 

The Economic-Exploitation Theory. This theory maintains that prejudice 

is helpful in maintaining economic privilege. It is much easier, for instance, to 

keep black wages low if blacks are believed inferior. Considerable evidence 

supporting this theory is the history of racism which appeared first when 

European nations established colonial empires and needed a justification to 

sanction their exploitation of the native peoples (Horton, et.al., 1991:307). 

Symbolic Theories. A great many theories,some of them fantastic, claim 

that prejudice arises because we see in another group certain traits that become 

symbol of what their hate, fear, or envy. For example, whites hate black because 

their (supposedly) uninhibited sex life symbolizes freedom white envy; or whites 

see in blacks‟ alegedly lazy, easygoing life a symbol of a wish that whites‟ 

ambition forced them to renounce (Horton, et.al., 1991:307). 

The Social Neurosis Theory. There are several versions of the social 

neurosis theory, which views race prejudice as a symptom of a maladjusted 

neurotic personality. According to this theory, people who are insecure, troubled, 

and discontented find refuge in prejudice. Thus, racial prejudice and 

discrimination are a method of transferring the causes of the dominant group‟s 

problem to the minorities. It is a “lifeboat” in which the dominant group escape 

and feel superior (Horton, et.al., 1991:308). 
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Historical Theory. Historical factors are of great importance in this 

connection. From the viewpoint of whites, the facts of slavery and colonization 

must at least have reinforced the notion of racial hierarchy with blacks in an 

inferior position. This case may run so far that the history of racial contacts within 

a particular country helps to account for the pattern of acceptance or rejection 

prevalent today (International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 1977). 

Since racism is multidimensional, it should be finally noted that the above 

theories should not be considered independent: they interact and influence each 

other. The search for a single comprehensive cause of racism seems to be 

chimerical. 

 

2.3.2 The Impacts of Racism 

There is “too much” evidence which indicates the impact of racial 

prejudice, discrimination, and segregation. They are variously revealed in a 

pattern of objective life conditions that include considerable poverty and 

overcrowding, a shorter life expectancy, poorer education, inferior facilities for 

recreation, more family disorganization and other disadvantaged conditions. 

Minorities are alienated, isolated from using the facilities of the majorities, and 

less likely to participate in the activities of the mainstream group. 

On the subjective side, it is difficult to overestimate the effects of racism 

on personality of belonging to a group which is generally regarded as inferior and 

so treated. In this context, “self-hatred” is probably the most worth-noting impacts 

of racism upon members of minority group. 
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The term “self-hatred” has occasionally been applied to the reaction of 

Negroes, Jews, and other minorities who attempt in one form or another to reject 

their own ethnic or racial identity. In its most extreme form, accompanied by a 

dislike of every reminder of such identity and by hostility which echoes that 

shown by the dominant group, the term „self hatred‟ may possibly be applicable, 

except that it is the group rather than the self that is hated (International 

Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 1977). 

In sum, it is important to say that the impacts of racism are very clear not 

only to the minorities but also to the dominant group. In any case, the economic 

and social waste consequent upon racism has a harmful effect on the whole 

community, majority and minority alike. 

 

2.4 Racism against American Blacks 

The United States is a nation of immigrants. The earliest immigrants were 

the American Indians, who arrived from Asia more than 20.000 years ago. Long 

after the Indians had settled down as Native Americans, other immigrants began 

to pour in from Europe and later from Africa, Asia, and Latin America. They 

came as explorers, adventurers, slaves or refugees, most of them hoping to fulfill a 

dream of success and happiness. The British were the earliest of these immigrants 

and, on the whole, the most successful in fulfilling that dream. 

Thousand of immigrants entering the United States have made the nation 

become culturally heterogeneous, i.e. its citizens differ greatly in color and 

appearance, in beliefs and values, and in language and culture (Hess, et.al., 1985). 
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This heterogeneity, to some extent, has been the cause of a variety of forms of 

intergroup conflict, many of which have become persistent features of American 

life (Wishart & Reichman, 1979). The most persistent conflict in the nation is 

between whites and blacks. 

The conflict between both races was initially shaped by the domination of 

white European immigrants, who eventually founded a government dedicated to 

the democratic ideal of equity, toward black Africans, who were enslaved and 

discriminated against other racial group. This “American dilemma” –the 

discrepancy between the ideal of equality and the reality of racial discrimination– 

still exists today, though to a lesser degree than in the past (Thio, 1991:178). 

 

2.5 American Whites’ Racism toward Blacks 

Within the United States, blacks have been the victim of racial prejudice, 

discrimination, and segregation. They have been confined to subordinate statuses 

that have not been justified by their individual abilities and talents. Blacks in 

America have been portrayed as intellectually inferior, emotional, irrational, 

irresponsible, dependent, and childlike. The rationalization for their subordination 

is commonly employed, i.e. the myth of “contented blacks who know their place.” 

The origin of racism against American blacks might be drawn from their historical 

background. Geographical condition of the United States, especially in the South, 

which has an agricultural potency, is the basic reason for the enormous farms of 

plantation exists in the country. It is a system of plantation which, then, demands 

a necessity for abundant supply of cheap labor. After unsuccessful attempt to 
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enslave the native Indians and to use indentured workers, the labor problem was 

solved by importing several million Africans as slaves over a period of two 

centuries. American blacks continued to be exploited as farm tenants by their 

white landowners. The status of Negroes as slaves throughout this period becomes 

the most fundamental reason for black inferiority toward the dominant whites.  

 

2.6 Sociological Approach in Literary Criticism 

The term literary criticism is applied to the analysis, interpretation, and 

evaluation of a literary work (Peck and Coyle, 1984). The practice of literary 

criticism is much older than the term, however; it began in the west, as early as 

the 4th century B.C., i.e. when Plato, in his The Republic, discussed literary 

inspiration in moral terms and Aristotle, in his greatest work Poetics, critically 

defended that artistic imitation was a means of arriving at universal truth. 

Based on the above point of view, literature should not be considered as a 

work of exile. Any literary works cannot be separated from its extrinsic factors, 

i.e. socio-cultural and historical context in which it is produced. Literature is not 

an independent world in itself, but is linked to its social environment in time or 

space. As imitation, reflection, and image of life, literature is, in fact as in value, 

strongly related to, and even determined by, the two factors of zeitgeist „the spirit 

of the time‟ and volksgeist „the national spirit‟ (Internal Encyclopedia of the 

Social Sciences, 1972:417). The opinion which links literature and socio-

historical context has become the most fundamental principal in the sociological 

approach of literary criticism. 
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2.7 “12 Years a Slave” movie 

12 Years a Slave is a 2013 British-American historical drama film and an 

adaptation of the 1853 slave narrative memoir Twelve Years a Slave by Solomon 

Northup, a New York State-born free African-American man who was kidnapped 

in Washington, D.C. in 1841 and sold into slavery. Northup worked on plantations 

in the state of Louisiana for twelve years before his release. The first scholarly 

edition of Northup's memoir, co-edited in 1968 by Sue Eakin and Joseph 

Logsdon, carefully retraced and validated the account and concluded it to be 

accurate. 

This is the third feature film directed by Steve McQueen. The screenplay 

was written by John Ridley. Chiwetel Ejiofor stars as Solomon Northup. Michael 

Fassbender, Benedict Cumberbatch, Paul Dano, Paul Giamatti, Lupita Nyong'o, 

Sarah Paulson, Brad Pitt, and Alfre Woodard are all featured in supporting roles. 

Principal photography took place in New Orleans, Louisiana, from June 27 to 

August 13, 2012. The locations used were four historic antebellum plantations: 

Felicity, Bocage, Destrehan, and Magnolia. Of the four, Magnolia is nearest to the 

actual plantation where Northup was held. 

 

 


