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Winthrop Jordan's "White Over Black": An In-Depth Exploration of Race Relations
in America

Winthrop Jordan's seminal work, "White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the
Negro, 1550-1812," is a profound examination of the historical context and evolution of
race relations in America. Published in 1968, this groundbreaking book delves into the



attitudes and perceptions that shaped the treatment of African Americans from the
colonial period through the early 19th century. Jordan’s meticulous research and insightful
analysis provide a critical understanding of how these attitudes were formed, maintained,
and ultimately institutionalized. This article will explore the key themes, arguments, and
impact of Jordan's work, as well as the broader implications for contemporary discussions
on race in America.

Historical Context of Race Relations

To fully appreciate the significance of "White Over Black," it is essential to understand the
historical context in which it was written. The late 1960s were a pivotal period in
American history, marked by the Civil Rights Movement and a growing awareness of racial
injustices. Jordan's work emerged at a time when scholars were beginning to challenge
prevailing narratives about race and racism, and he contributed significantly to this
discourse.

The Colonial Era

Jordan traces the roots of racial attitudes back to the colonial era. Among the key points
he highlights are:

- Early Interactions: The initial encounters between Europeans and Africans were
influenced by various factors, including economic interests, religious beliefs, and cultural
misunderstandings.

- The Development of Slavery: The establishment of chattel slavery created a legal and
social framework that dehumanized African Americans and justified their subjugation.

- Religious Rationalizations: Many colonists used religious arguments to rationalize
slavery, viewing Africans as heathens in need of salvation while simultaneously depicting
them as inferior beings.

The Role of Literature and Media

Jordan emphasizes the importance of literature and media in shaping public perceptions of
African Americans. He notes that:

- Travel Narratives: Accounts from European travelers often portrayed Africans in
derogatory terms, reinforcing stereotypes that contributed to a negative public image.

- Pamphlets and Political Discourse: The proliferation of pamphlets and political writings
during the colonial period further entrenched racial stereotypes and justified the
institution of slavery.



The Formation of Racial Attitudes

One of Jordan's central arguments is that racial attitudes were not inherent but rather
socially constructed through various historical processes. He identifies several key factors
that contributed to this formation.

Economic Factors

The economic motivations behind slavery played a significant role in shaping racial
attitudes. Key elements include:

1. Labor Demand: The growth of plantations in the South created a demand for cheap
labor, leading to the importation of African slaves.

2. Profit Motive: The profitability of slave labor reinforced the idea that African Americans
were a commodity to be exploited.

Social and Cultural Influences

Jordan also examines the social and cultural influences that shaped racial attitudes:

- Family Structures: The breakdown of traditional family structures among enslaved
Africans contributed to their dehumanization.

- Cultural Stereotypes: The perpetuation of cultural stereotypes about African Americans
influenced societal attitudes and reinforced segregation.

Institutionalization of Racism

Jordan argues that by the early 19th century, racism had been institutionalized in
American society. This institutionalization manifested in various ways:

Legal Frameworks

The legal system played a crucial role in codifying racial discrimination. Key aspects
include:

- Slave Codes: Laws were enacted to control the lives of enslaved individuals, stripping
them of basic rights and freedoms.

- Judicial Decisions: Court rulings often upheld the institution of slavery and denied
African Americans legal protections.



Political Structures

Jordan highlights how political structures reinforced racial hierarchies:

- Representation: African Americans were largely excluded from political representation,
leading to policies that favored white interests.

- National Policies: Federal and state policies often perpetuated segregation and
discrimination, further entrenching racial inequalities.

Impacts and Legacy of "White Over Black"

The impact of Winthrop Jordan's "White Over Black" extends beyond its immediate
historical analysis. It has influenced both academic scholarship and public discourse on
race relations in America.

Academic Influence

Jordan's work has had a lasting effect on historical scholarship related to race. Key
influences include:

- Interdisciplinary Approaches: Scholars from various fields, including sociology,
anthropology, and history, have drawn from Jordan's insights to examine race relations in
new contexts.

- Critical Race Theory: His examination of the social construction of race laid the
groundwork for subsequent theories that explore the intersectionality of race, class, and
gender.

Public Discourse

In addition to academic circles, "White Over Black" has contributed to broader public
conversations about race:

- Racial Awareness: The book has helped to raise awareness about the historical roots of
racism and the importance of understanding its legacy.

- Policy Discussions: Jordan's analysis has informed discussions about contemporary issues
such as systemic racism, affirmative action, and reparations.

Contemporary Relevance

The themes explored in "White Over Black" remain relevant today as America grapples
with ongoing racial tensions and inequalities. Key points of contemporary relevance
include:



- Understanding Systemic Racism: Jordan's exploration of the historical foundations of
racial attitudes is crucial for understanding the persistence of systemic racism in modern
society.

- Educational Initiatives: The book serves as a valuable resource for educators seeking to
teach students about the complexities of race relations in America.

- Civic Engagement: Jordan's work encourages individuals to engage in discussions about
race and to advocate for social justice and equity.

Conclusion

Winthrop Jordan's "White Over Black" is more than just a historical account; it is a critical
analysis of the formation and perpetuation of racial attitudes in America. By examining the
social, economic, and cultural factors that contributed to the development of racism,
Jordan provides a framework for understanding the complexities of race relations. As
America continues to confront its racial past and present, the insights offered in this work
remain essential for fostering a more equitable and just society. Through his meticulous
research and compelling arguments, Jordan has not only shaped the field of racial studies
but has also paved the way for future discussions about race, identity, and justice in
America.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Winthrop Jordan's '"'White
Over Black'?

The main thesis of "White Over Black' is that the concept of racial superiority and
inferiority was constructed in colonial America, particularly through the enslavement of
African people, and it examines how these beliefs shaped societal structures and attitudes.

How does Winthrop Jordan address the origins of racism
in America?

Jordan explores the historical context of racism in America by analyzing the early
interactions between European settlers and African slaves, detailing how economic
interests and societal norms contributed to the development of a racial hierarchy.

What sources did Winthrop Jordan use to support his
arguments in '"White Over Black'?

Jordan utilized a variety of primary sources, including colonial records, personal letters,
and accounts from both white settlers and enslaved Africans, to provide a comprehensive
view of racial dynamics in early America.



What impact did "White Over Black' have on the field of
American history?

Upon its publication, 'White Over Black' had a significant impact on American history by
challenging existing narratives about race and slavery, influencing both academic
research and public understanding of racial issues.

In what ways does Jordan's work relate to contemporary
discussions about race?

Jordan's analysis of the historical construction of race provides a foundational
understanding that is crucial for contemporary discussions about systemic racism,
privilege, and social justice, illustrating how historical legacies continue to affect modern
society.

How does '"'White Over Black' differ from other historical
accounts of slavery?

Unlike many historical accounts that focus solely on the experiences of enslaved
individuals or the economic aspects of slavery, Jordan's work emphasizes the
psychological and social dimensions of race, examining how perceptions of blackness were
formed and maintained.

What critiques have been made about Jordan's
conclusions in "'White Over Black'?

Some critiques have suggested that Jordan's focus on the construction of racial ideology
may downplay the lived experiences of enslaved people and the complexities of their
resistance, while others argue that his work does not sufficiently address the roles of other
racial and ethnic groups.

How has "White Over Black' influenced literature and
scholarship on race?

'White Over Black' has influenced a wide range of literature and scholarship by prompting
further research into the intersections of race, culture, and power, leading to new
interpretations and approaches in the study of American history and race relations.

What are some key themes explored in "'White Over
Black'?

Key themes in 'White Over Black' include the construction of racial identity, the economic
motivations behind slavery, the psychological impacts of racism, and the societal
implications of a racial hierarchy in America.
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