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C H A P T E R

3
The Development of

Dominant-Minority Group Relations
in Preindustrial America

The Origins of Slavery

From the first settlements in the 1600s until the 19th century, most people living in
what was to become the United States relied directly on farming for food, shelter,
and other necessities of life. In an agricultural society, land and labor are central con-

cerns, and the struggle to control these resources led directly to the creation of minority
group status for three groups: African Americans, Native Americans, and Mexican
Americans. Why did the colonists create slavery? Why
were Africans enslaved but not Native Americans or
Europeans? Why did Native Americans lose their
land and most of their population by the 1890s? How
did the Mexican population in the Southwest become
“Mexican Americans”? How did the experience of
becoming a subordinated minority group vary by
gender?

In this chapter, the concepts introduced in Part I
will be used to answer these questions. Some new
ideas and theories will also be introduced, and by
the end of the chapter, we will have developed a
theoretical model of the process that leads to the
creation of a minority group. The creation of black
slavery in colonial America, arguably the single
most significant event in the early years of this
nation, will be used to illustrate the process of
minority group creation. We will also consider the
subordination of Native Americans and Mexican
Americans—two more historical events of great
significance—as additional case studies. We will follow the experiences of African
Americans through the days of segregation in Chapter 4 and into the contempo-
rary era in Chapter 5. The story of the development of minority group status for
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Native Americans and Mexican Americans
will be picked up again in Chapters 6 and 7,
respectively.

Two broad themes underlie this chapter
and, indeed, the remainder of the text:

1. The nature of dominant-minority
group relations at any point in time is largely
a function of the characteristics of the society
as a whole. The situation of a minority group
will reflect the realities of everyday social life
and particularly the subsistence technology
(the means by which the society satisfies
basic needs such as food and shelter). As
explained by Gerhard Lenski (see Chapter 1),
the subsistence technology of a society acts as
a foundation, shaping and affecting every
other aspect of the social structure, including
minority group relations.

2. The contact situation—the conditions
under which groups first come together—is
the single most significant factor in the cre-
ation of minority group status. The nature of
the contact situation has long-lasting conse-
quences for the minority group and the extent
of racial or ethnic stratification, the levels
of racism and prejudice, the possibilities for
assimilation and pluralism, and virtually
every other aspect of the dominant-minority
relationship.

THE ORIGINS OF
SLAVERY IN AMERICA

By the beginning of the 1600s, Spanish
explorers had conquered much of Central
and South America, and the influx of gold,
silver, and other riches from the New World
had made Spain a powerful nation. Following
Spain’s lead, England proceeded to establish
its presence in the Western Hemisphere, but
its efforts at colonization were more modest
than those of Spain. By the early 1600s, only
two small colonies had been established:
Plymouth, settled by pious Protestant
families, and Jamestown, populated primarily
by males seeking their fortunes.

By 1619, the British colony at Jamestown,
Virginia, had survived for more than a
decade. The residents of the settlement had

fought with the local Native Americans and
struggled continuously to eke out a living
from the land. Starvation, disease, and death
were frequent visitors, and the future of the
enterprise continued to be in doubt.

In August of that year, a Dutch ship
arrived in colonial Virginia. The master of
the ship needed provisions and offered to
trade his only cargo: about 20 black
Africans. Many of the details of this trans-
action have been lost, and probably we will
never know exactly how these people came
to be chained in the hold of a ship.
Regardless, this brief episode was a land-
mark event in the formation of what would
become the United States. In combination
with the strained relations between the
English settlers and Native Americans, the
presence of these first few Africans raised an
issue that has never been fully resolved:
How should different groups in this society
relate to each other?

The colonists at Jamestown had no ready
answer. In 1619, England and its colonies
did not practice slavery, so these first
Africans were probably incorporated into
colonial society as indentured servants, con-
tract laborers who are obligated to serve a
master for a specific number of years. At the
end of the indenture, or contract, the ser-
vant became a free citizen. The colonies
depended heavily on indentured servants
from the British Isles for labor, and this
status apparently provided a convenient
way of defining the newcomers from Africa,
who were, after all, treated as commodities
and exchanged for food and water.

The position of African indentured ser-
vants in the colonies remained ambiguous for
several decades. American slavery evolved
gradually and in small steps; in fact, there
was little demand for African labor during
the years following 1619. By 1625, there still
were only 23 blacks in Virginia, and that
number had increased to perhaps 300 by
mid-century (Franklin & Moss, 1994, p. 57).
In the decades before the dawn of slavery, we
know that some African indentured servants
did become free citizens. Some became suc-
cessful farmers and landowners and, like
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their white neighbors, purchased African
and white indentured servants themselves
(Smedley, 1999, p. 97). By the 1650s, how-
ever, many African Americans (and their off-
spring) were being treated as the property of
others, or in other words, as slaves (Morgan,
1975, p. 154).

It was not until the 1660s that the first
laws defining slavery were enacted. In the
century that followed, hundreds of addi-
tional laws were passed to clarify and for-
malize the status of Africans in colonial
America. By the 1750s, slavery had been
clearly defined in law and in custom, and
the idea that a person could own another
person—not just the labor or the energy or
the work of a person, but the actual per-
son—had been thoroughly institutionalized.

What caused slavery? The gradual evolu-
tion and low demand for indentured ser-
vants from Africa suggest that slavery was
not somehow inevitable or preordained.
Why did the colonists deliberately create
this repressive system? Why did they reach
out all the way to Africa for their slaves? If
they wanted to create a slave system, why
didn’t they enslave the Native Americans
nearby or the white indentured servants
already present in the colonies?

The Labor Supply Problem

American colonists of the 1600s saw slav-
ery as a solution to several problems they
faced. The business of the colonies was agri-
culture, and farm work at this time was labor
intensive, or performed almost entirely by
hand. The industrial revolution was two
centuries in the future, and there were few
machines or labor-saving devices available to
ease the everyday burden of work. A success-
ful harvest depended largely on human effort.

As colonial society grew and developed,
a specific form of agricultural production
began to emerge. The plantation system was
based on cultivating and exporting crops
such as sugar, tobacco, and rice on large
tracts of land with a large, cheap labor
force. Profit margins tended to be small, so
planters sought to stabilize their incomes by

farming in volume and keeping the costs of
production as low as possible. Profits in the
labor-intensive plantation system could be
maximized if a large, disciplined, and cheap
workforce could be maintained by the
landowners (Curtin, 1990; Morgan, 1975).

At about the same time the plantation
system began to emerge, the supply of white
indentured servants from the British Isles
began to dwindle. Furthermore, the white
indentured servants who did come to the
colonies had to be released from their
indenture every few years. Land was avail-
able, and these newly freed citizens tended
to strike out on their own. Thus, landown-
ers who relied on white indentured servants
had to deal with high turnover rates in their
workforces and faced a continually uncer-
tain supply of labor.

Attempts to solve the labor supply prob-
lem by using Native Americans failed. The
tribes closest to the colonies were some-
times exploited for manpower. However,
by the time the plantation system had
evolved, the local tribes had dwindled in
numbers as a result of warfare and dis-
ease. Other Indian Nations across the con-
tinent retained enough power to resist
enslavement, and it was relatively easy for
Native Americans to escape back to their
kinfolk.

This left black Africans as a potential
source of manpower. The slave trade from
Africa to the Spanish and Portuguese
colonies of South America was firmly estab-
lished by the mid-1600s and could be
expanded to fill the needs of the British
colonies as well. The colonists came to see
slaves imported from Africa as the most log-
ical, cost-effective way to solve their vexing
shortage of labor. The colonists created
slavery to cultivate their lands and generate
profits, status, and success. The paradox
at the core of U.S. society had been estab-
lished: The construction of a social system
devoted to freedom and individual liberty
“in the New World was made possible only
by the revival of an institution of naked
tyranny foresworn for centuries in the Old”
(Lacy, 1972, p. 22).
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The Contact Situation

The conditions under which groups first
come into contact determine the immediate
fate of the minority group and shape
intergroup relations for years to come.
Two theories serve as analytical guides in
understanding this crucial phase of group
relationships.

The Noel Hypothesis

Sociologist Donald Noel identifies three
features of the contact situation that, in com-
bination, lead to some form of inequality
between groups. The Noel hypothesis states:
If two or more groups come together in a
contact situation characterized by ethno-
centrism, competition, and a differential in
power, then some form of racial or ethnic
stratification will result (Noel, 1968, p. 163).
If the contact situation has all three charac-
teristics, some dominant-minority group
structure will be created.

Noel’s first characteristic, ethnocentrism,
is the tendency to judge other groups,
societies, or lifestyles by the standards of
one’s own culture. Ethnocentrism is proba-
bly a universal component of human society,
and some degree of ethnocentrism is essen-
tial to the maintenance of social solidarity
and cohesion. Without some minimal level
of pride in and loyalty to one’s own society
and cultural traditions, there would be no
particular reason to observe the norms and
laws, honor the sacred symbols, or cooper-
ate with others in doing the daily work of
society.

Regardless of its importance, ethnocen-
trism can have negative consequences. At
its worst, it can lead to the view that other
cultures and peoples are not just different
but inferior. At the very least, ethnocen-
trism creates a social boundary line that
members of the groups will recognize and
observe. When ethnocentrism exists in
any degree, people will tend to sort them-
selves out along group lines and identify
characteristics that differentiate “us” from
“them.”

Competition is any struggle over a
scarce commodity. As we saw in the
Robber’s Cave experiment in Chapter 1,
competition between groups often leads to
harsh negative feelings (prejudice) and
hostile actions (discrimination). In compet-
itive contact situations, the victorious
group becomes the dominant group, and
the losers become the minority group. The
competition may center on land, labor,
jobs, housing, educational opportunities,
political office, or anything else that is
mutually desired by both groups or that
one group has and the other group wants.
Competition provides the eventual domi-
nant group with the motivation to estab-
lish superiority. The dominant group
serves its own interests by ending the
competition and exploiting, controlling,
eliminating, or otherwise dominating the
minority group.

The third feature of the contact situation
is a differential in power between the
groups. Power, as you recall from Chapter
1, is the ability of a group to achieve its
goals even in the face of opposition from
other groups. The amount of power com-
manded by a group is a function of three
factors. First, the size of the group can make
a difference, and all other things being
equal, larger groups are more powerful.
Second, in addition to raw numbers, the
degree of organization and discipline, as
well as the quality of group leadership, can
make a difference in the ability of a group
to pursue its goals. A third component of
power is resources: anything that can be
used to help the group achieve its goals.
Depending on the context, resources might
include anything from land to information
to money. The greater the number and vari-
ety of resources at the disposal of a group,
the greater its potential ability to dominate
other groups. So, a larger, better organized
group with more resources at its disposal
generally will be able to impose its will on
smaller, less well-organized groups with
fewer resources. The Noel hypothesis is dia-
grammed in Exhibit 3.1.
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Characteristics of 
Contact Situation Result

Ethnocentrism Group boundaries established
(who to dominate)

Competition Motivation to establish
superiority (why dominate)

Differential in Dominant group imposes its 
power will on minority group (how

to dominate)

Note the respective functions of each of
the three factors in shaping the contact situ-
ation and the emergence of inequality. If
ethnocentrism is present, the groups will
recognize their differences and maintain
their boundaries. If competition is also pres-
ent, the eventual dominant group will
attempt to maximize its share of scarce
commodities by controlling or subordinat-
ing the eventual minority group. The differ-
ential in power allows the dominant group
to succeed in establishing a superior posi-
tion. Ethnocentrism tells the dominant
group who to dominate, competition tells
the dominant group why it should establish
a structure of dominance, and power is how
the dominant group’s will is imposed on the
minority group.

The Noel hypothesis can be applied to
the creation of minority groups in a variety
of situations. We will also use the model
to analyze changes in dominant-minority
structures over time.

The Blauner Hypothesis

The contact situation has also been ana-
lyzed by sociologist Robert Blauner in his
book Racial Oppression in America (1972).
Blauner identifies two different initial rela-
tionships—colonization and immigration—
and hypothesizes that minority groups
created by colonization will experience more
intense prejudice, racism, and discrimination

than those created by immigration. Further-
more, the disadvantaged status of colonized
groups will persist longer and be more
difficult to overcome than the disadvan-
taged status faced by groups created by
immigration.

Colonized minority groups, such as
African Americans, are forced into minority
status by the superior military and political
power of the dominant group. At the time
of contact with the dominant group, colo-
nized groups are subjected to massive
inequalities and attacks on their cultures.
They are assigned to positions, such as slave
status, from which any form of assimilation
is extremely difficult and perhaps even for-
bidden by the dominant group. Frequently,
members of the minority group are identi-
fied by highly visible racial or physical char-
acteristics that maintain and reinforce the
oppressive system. Thus, minority groups
created by colonization experience harsher
and more persistent rejection and oppres-
sion than groups created by immigration.

Immigrant minority groups are at least
in part voluntary participants in the host
society. That is, although the decision to
immigrate may be motivated by extreme
pressures, such as famine or political perse-
cution, immigrant groups have at least some
control over their destination and their
position in the host society. As a result, they
do not occupy such markedly inferior posi-
tions as colonized groups do. They retain
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enough internal organization and resources
to pursue their own self-interests, and they
commonly experience more rapid accep-
tance and easier movement to equality. The
boundaries between groups are not so
rigidly maintained, especially when the
groups are racially similar. In discussing
European immigrant groups, for example,
Blauner (1972) states that entering into
American society

involved a degree of choice and self-
direction that was for the most part denied
to people of color. Voluntary immigration
made it more likely that . . . European . . .
ethnic groups would identify with America
and see the host culture as a positive oppor-
tunity. (p. 56)

Acculturation and, particularly, integration
were significantly more possible for European
immigrant groups than for the groups formed
under conquest or colonization.

Blauner stresses that these initial differ-
ences have consequences that persist long
after the original contact. For example,
based on measures of equality or integra-
tion into the secondary sector (see Chapter
2), such as average income, years of educa-
tion, and unemployment rate, the descen-
dants of the European immigrants are equal
with national norms today (see Chapter 10
for specific data). In contrast, the descen-
dants of colonized and conquered groups
(e.g., African Americans) are, on the aver-
age, below the national norms on virtually
all measures of equality and integration (see
Chapters 5–7 for specific data).

Blauner’s two types of minority groups
lie at opposite ends of a continuum, but
there are intermediate positions between the
extremes. Enclave and middleman minori-
ties (see Chapter 2) often originate as immi-
grant groups who bring some resources and
thus have more opportunities than colo-
nized minority groups to carve out places
for themselves in the host society. Unlike
European groups, however, many of these
minorities are also racially distinguishable,

and certain kinds of opportunities may be
closed to them. For instance, citizenship
was expressly forbidden to immigrants
from China until the 1940s. Federal laws
restricted the entrance of Chinese immi-
grants, and state and local laws denied
opportunities for education, jobs, and hous-
ing to Chinese Americans. For this and
other reasons, the Asian immigrant experi-
ence cannot be equated with European
immigrant patterns (Blauner, 1972, p. 55).
Because enclave and middleman minority
groups combine characteristics of both a
colonized and an immigrant experience, we
can predict that, in terms of equality, they
will occupy an intermediate status between
the more assimilated white ethnic groups
and the colonized racial minorities.

Blauner’s typology has proven to be
an extremely useful conceptual tool for the
analysis of U.S. dominant-minority rela-
tions and is used extensively throughout
this text. In fact, the case studies that com-
prise Part III of this text are arranged in
approximate order from groups created by
colonization to those created by immigra-
tion. Of course, it is difficult to measure
such things as the extent of colonization
objectively or precisely, and the exact order
of the groups is somewhat arbitrary.

The Creation of American Slavery

The Noel hypothesis helps explain why
colonists enslaved black Africans instead
of white indentured servants or Native
Americans. First, all three groups were the
objects of ethnocentric feelings on the part
of the elite groups that dominated colo-
nial society. Black Africans and Native
Americans were perceived as being differ-
ent on religious as well as racial grounds.
Many white indentured servants were Irish
Catholics, criminals, or paupers. They not
only occupied a lowly status in society, they
were perceived as different from the British
Protestants who dominated colonial society.

Second, competition of some sort existed
between the colonists and all three groups.
The competition with Native Americans was

EVOLUTION OF DOMINANT-MINORITY RELATIONS IN THE U.S.58

03-Healey.qxd  11/7/2006  9:46 PM  Page 58



direct and focused on control of land.
Competition with indentured servants, white
and black, was more indirect; these groups
were the labor force that the landowners
needed to work their plantations and become
successful in the New World.

Noel’s third variable, differential in
power, is the key variable that explains why
Africans were enslaved instead of the other
groups. During the first several decades
of colonial history, the balance of power
between the colonists and Native Americans
was relatively even, and in fact, often
favored Native Americans (Lurie, 1982,
pp. 131–133). The colonists were outnum-
bered, and their muskets and cannons were
only marginally more effective than bows
and spears. The Native American tribes
were well-organized social units capable
of sustaining resistance to and mounting
reprisals against the colonists, and it took
centuries for the nascent United States to
finally defeat Native Americans militarily.

White indentured servants, on the one
hand, had the advantage of being preferred
over black indentured servants (Noel, 1968,
p. 168). Their greater desirability gave them
bargaining power and the ability to negoti-
ate better treatment and more lenient terms
than black indentured servants. If the
planters had attempted to enslave white
indentured servants, this source of labor
would have dwindled even more rapidly.

Africans, on the other hand, had become
indentured servants by force and coercion.
In Blauner’s terms, they were a colonized
group that did not freely choose to enter the

British colonies. Thus, they had no bargain-
ing power. As opposed to Native Americans,
they had no nearby relatives, no knowledge
of the countryside, and no safe havens to
which to escape. Exhibit 3.2 summarizes the
impact of these three factors on the three
potential sources of labor in colonial
America.

Paternalistic Relations

Recall the first theme stated at the begin-
ning of this chapter: The nature of intergroup
relationships will reflect the characteristics of
the larger society. The most important and
profitable unit of economic production in
the colonial South was the plantation, and
the region was dominated by a small group
of wealthy landowners. A society with a
small elite class and a plantation-based econ-
omy will often develop a form of minority
relations called paternalism (van den Berghe,
1967; Wilson, 1973). The key features of
paternalism are vast power differentials
and huge inequalities between dominant
and minority groups, elaborate and repres-
sive systems of control over the minority
group, castelike barriers between groups,
elaborate and highly stylized codes of
behavior and communication between
groups, and low rates of overt conflict.
Each of these characteristics will be con-
sidered in turn.

As slavery evolved in the colonies, the
dominant group shaped the system to fit its
needs. To solidify control of the labor of
their slaves, the plantation elite designed
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Potential Sources of Labor Ethnocentrism Competition Differential in Power

White Indentured Servants Yes Yes No

Native Americans Yes Yes No

Black Indentured Servants Yes Yes Yes

Exhibit 3.2 The Noel Hypothesis Applied to the Origins of Slavery 

SOURCE: From Noel, Donald (1968). A Theory of the Origin of Ethnic Stratification, in Social Problems, 16.
Copyright © 1968. Reprinted by permission of The University of California Press, via the Copyright Clearance Center.
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and enacted an elaborate system of laws
and customs that gave masters nearly total
legal power over slaves. In these laws, slaves
were defined as chattel, or personal prop-
erty, rather than as persons, and they were
accorded no civil or political rights. Slaves
could not own property, sign contracts,
bring lawsuits, or even testify in court
(except against another slave). The masters
were given the legal authority to determine
almost every aspect of a slave’s life, includ-
ing work schedules, living arrangements,
diets, and even names (Elkins, 1959;
Franklin & Moss, 1994; Genovese, 1974;
Jordan, 1968; Stampp, 1956).

The law permitted the master to deter-
mine the type and severity of punishment
for misbehavior. Slaves were forbidden by
law to read or write, and marriages between
slaves were not legally recognized. Masters
could separate husbands from wives and
parents from children if it suited them.
Slaves had little formal decision-making
ability or control over their lives or the lives
of their loved ones.

Slavery was a caste system, or a closed
stratification system. In a caste system, there
is no mobility between social positions, and
the social class into which you are born (your
ascribed status) is permanent. Slave status
was for life and was passed on to any chil-
dren a slave might have. Whites, no matter
what they did, could not become slaves. In
colonial America, slavery became synony-
mous with race and was deeply intertwined
with powerlessness and racism, to the extent
that the legacy of those days still affects how
black and white Americans think about one
another (e.g., see Hacker, 1992).

Interaction between members of the
dominant and minority groups in a pater-
nalistic system is governed by a rigid,
strictly enforced code of etiquette. Slaves
were expected to show deference and
humility and visibly display their lower
status when interacting with whites. These
rigid behavioral codes made it possible for
blacks and whites to work together, some-
times intimately, sometimes for their entire
lives, without threatening the power and
status differentials inherent in the system.

Plantation and farm work required close
and frequent contact between blacks and
whites, and status differentials were main-
tained socially rather than physically.

The frequent but unequal interactions
allowed the elites to maintain a pseudo-
tolerance, or an attitude of benevolent
despotism, toward their slaves. Their preju-
dice and racism were often expressed as
positive emotions of affection for their
black slaves. The attitude of the planters
toward their slaves was often paternalistic
and even genteel (Wilson, 1973, pp. 52–55).

For their part, black slaves often could
not hate their owners as much as they hated
the system that constrained them. The
system defined slaves as pieces of property
owned by their masters, yet they were,
undeniably, human beings as well. Thus,
slavery was based on a contradiction.

The master learned to treat his slaves both
as property and as men and women, the
slaves learned to express and affirm their
humanity even while they were constrained
in much of their lives to accept their status
as chattel. (Parish, 1989, p. 1)

The powerlessness of slaves made it diffi-
cult for them to openly reject or resist the sys-
tem. Slaves had few ways in which they could
directly challenge the institution of slavery or
their position in it. Open defiance was inef-
fective and could result in punishment or even
death. In general, masters would not be pros-
ecuted for physically abusing their slaves.

One of the few slave revolts that occurred
in the United States illustrates both the futil-
ity of overt challenge and the degree of
repression built into the system. In 1831, in
Southhampton County, Virginia, a slave
named Nat Turner led an uprising during
which 57 whites were killed. The revolt was
starting to spread when the state militia met
and routed the growing slave army. More
than a hundred slaves died in the armed
encounter, and Nat Turner and 13 others
were later executed. Slave owners and white
southerners in general were greatly alarmed
by the uprising and consequently tightened
the system of control over slaves, making it
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even more repressive (Franklin & Moss,
1994, p. 147). Ironically, the result of Nat
Turner’s attempt to lead slaves to freedom
was greater oppression and control by the
dominant group.

Others were more successful in resisting
the system. Runaway slaves were a constant
problem for slave owners, especially in the
states bordering the free states of the North.
The difficulty of escape and the low likeli-
hood of successfully reaching the North
did not deter thousands from attempting
the feat, some of them repeatedly. Many
runaway slaves received help from the
Underground Railroad, an informal net-
work of safe houses supported by African
Americans and whites involved in abolition-
ism, the movement to abolish slavery. These
escapes created colorful legends and heroic
figures, including Frederick Douglass,
Sojourner Truth, and Harriet Tubman.

Besides running away and open rebel-
lion, slaves used the forms of resistance
most readily available to them: sabotage,
intentional carelessness, dragging their feet,
and work slowdowns. As historian Peter
Parish (1989) points out, it is difficult to
separate “a natural desire to avoid hard
work [from a] conscious decision to protest
or resist” (p. 73), and much of this behavior
may fall more into the category of nonco-
operation than deliberate political rebellion.
Nonetheless, these behaviors were wide-
spread and document the rejection of the
system by its victims.

On an everyday basis, the slaves man-
aged their lives and families as best they
could. Most slaves were neither docile vic-
tims nor unyielding rebels. As the institu-
tion of slavery developed, a distinct African
American experience accumulated and tra-
ditions of resistance and accommodation
developed side by side. Most slaves worked
to create a world for themselves within
the confines and restraints of the plantation
system, avoiding the more vicious repres-
sion as much as possible while attending to
their own needs and those of their families.
An African American culture was forged
in response to the realities of slavery and
was manifested in folklore, music, religion,

family and kinship structures, and other
aspects of everyday life (Blassingame, 1972;
Genovese, 1974; Gutman, 1976).

The Dimensions of
Minority Group Status

The situation of African Americans under
slavery can be more completely described by
applying some of the concepts developed in
Chapters 1 and 2.

Power, Inequality, and
Institutional Discrimination

The key concepts for understanding the
creation of slavery are power, inequality, and
institutional discrimination. The plantation
elite used its greater power resources to con-
sign black Africans to an inferior status. The
system of racial inequality was implemented
and reinforced by institutionalized discrimina-
tion and became a central aspect of everyday
life in the antebellum South. The legal and
political institutions of colonial society were
shaped to benefit the landowners and give
them almost total control over their slaves.

Prejudice and Racism

What about the attitudes and feelings of
the people involved? What was the role of
personal prejudice? How and why did the
ideology of anti-black racism start? Most
scholars agree that individual prejudices
and ideological racism are not so important
as causes for the creation of minority group
status but are more the results of systems
of racial inequality (Jordan, 1968, p. 80;
Smedley, 1999, pp. 94–111). The colonists
did not enslave black indentured servants
because they were prejudiced or because
they disliked blacks or thought them infe-
rior. As we have seen, the decision to
enslave black Africans was an attempt to
resolve a labor supply problem. The pri-
mary roles of prejudice and racism in the
creation of minority group status are to
rationalize and “explain” the emerging sys-
tem of racial and ethnic advantage (Wilson,
1973, pp. 76–78).

Development of Dominant-Minority Group Relations in Preindustrial U.S. 61

03-Healey.qxd  11/7/2006  9:46 PM  Page 61



Prejudice and racism help to mobilize sup-
port for the creation of minority group status
and to stabilize the system as it emerges.
Prejudice and racism can provide convenient
and convincing justifications for exploita-
tion. They can help insulate a system like
slavery from questioning and criticism and
make it appear reasonable and even desir-
able. Thus, the intensity, strength, and popu-
larity of anti-black southern racism actually
reached its height almost 200 years after
slavery began to emerge. During the early
1800s, the American abolitionist movement
brought slavery under heavy attack, and in
response, the ideology of anti-black racism
was strengthened (Wilson, 1973, p. 79). The
greater the opposition to a system of racial
stratification or the greater the magnitude of
the exploitation, the greater the need of the
beneficiaries and their apologists to justify,
rationalize, and explain.

Once created, dominant group prejudice
and racism become widespread and com-
mon ways of thinking about the minority
group. In the case of colonial slavery, anti-
black beliefs and feelings became part of the
standard package of knowledge, under-
standing, and truths shared by members of
the dominant group. As the decades wore
on and the institution of slavery solidified,
prejudice and racism were passed on from
generation to generation. For succeeding
generations, anti-black prejudice became
just another piece of information and per-
spective on the world learned during social-
ization. Anti-black prejudice and racism
began as part of an attempt to control
the labor of black indentured servants,
became embedded in early American cul-
ture, and were established as integral parts
of the socialization process for succeeding
generations.

These conceptual relationships are pre-
sented in Exhibit 3.3. Racial inequality
arises from the contact situation, as speci-
fied in the Noel hypothesis. As the domi-
nant-minority relationship begins to take
shape, prejudice and racism develop as
rationalizations. Over time, a vicious cycle
develops as prejudice and racism reinforce

the pattern of inequality between groups,
which was the cause of prejudice and racism
in the first place (see Myrdal’s vicious cycle
in Exhibit 1.4). Thus, according to the
Blauner hypothesis, the subordination of
colonized minority groups is perpetuated
through time.

Assimilation

There is an enormous literature on
American slavery, and research on the
nature and meaning of the system continues
to this day. Many issues remain unsettled,
however, and one of the more controversial,
consequential, and interesting of these con-
cerns the effect of slavery on the slaves.

Apologists for the system of slavery and
some historians of the South writing early in
the 20th century accepted the rationaliza-
tions inherent in anti-black prejudice and
argued that slavery was actually beneficial
for black Africans. According to this view,
British-American slavery operated as a
“school for civilization” (Phillips, 1918)
that rescued savages from the jungles of
Africa and exposed them to Christianity
and Western civilization. Some argued that
slavery was benevolent because it protected
slaves from the evils and exploitation of
the factory system of the industrial North.
These racist views were most popular a cen-
tury ago, early in the development of the
social sciences. Since that time, scholars
have established a number of facts (e.g.,
Western Africa, the area from which most
slaves came, had been the site of a number
of powerful, advanced civilizations) that
make this view untenable by anyone but the
most dedicated racist thinkers.

At the opposite extreme, slavery has
been compared with Nazi concentration
camps and likened to a “perverted patri-
archy” that brainwashed, emasculated, and
dehumanized slaves, stripping them of their
heritage and culture. Historian Stanley
Elkins provocatively argued this interpreta-
tion, now widely regarded as overstated, in
his book Slavery: A Problem in American
Institutional and Intellectual Life (1959).
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Although his conclusions might be over-
drawn, Elkins’s argument and evidence are
important for any exploration of the nature
of American slavery. In fact, much of the
scholarship on slavery since the publication
of Elkins’s book has been an attempt to
refute or at least modify the points he
made.

A third view of the impact of slavery
maintains that through all the horror and
abuse of enslavement, slaves retained a sense
of self and a firm anchor in their African tra-
ditions. This point of view stresses the impor-
tance of kinship, religion, and culture in
helping African Americans cope and has
been presented most poignantly in Alex
Haley’s semi-fictional family history, Roots,
but is also represented in the scholarly litera-
ture on slavery since Elkins (see Blassingame,
1972; Genovese, 1974).

The debate over the impact of slavery
continues, and we cannot hope to resolve
the issues here. However, it is clear that
African Americans, in Blauner’s terms, were
a “colonized” minority group who were
extensively—and coercively—acculturated.
Language acculturation began on the slave
ships, where different tribal and language
groups were mixed together to inhibit com-
munication and lower the potential for
resistance and revolt (Mannix, 1962).

The plantation elite and their agents
needed to communicate with their work-
force and insisted on using English. Within
a generation or two, African languages died
out. Some scholars have found African
words and language patterns that persist to
the present day, but these survivals are triv-
ial compared with the coerced adoption of
English. To the extent that culture depends
on language, Africans under slavery experi-
enced massive acculturation.

Acculturation through slavery was clearly
a process that was forced on African
Americans. Because they were a colonized
minority group and unwilling participants
in the system, they had little choice but to
adjust to the conditions established by the
plantation elite as best they could. Their tra-
ditional culture was suppressed, and their
choices for adjustment to the system were
sharply constrained. Black slaves developed
new cultural forms and social relationships,
but they did so in a situation with few
options or choices (Blauner, 1972, p. 66).
The extent to which African cultural ele-
ments survived the institution of slavery is a
matter of some controversy, but given the
power differentials inherent in the system,
African Americans had few choices regard-
ing their manner of adjustment.

As you recall, acculturation is the first
stage in Gordon’s model of assimilation.
The movement of black slaves was stopped
at this first stage. In fact, meaningful inte-
gration at the secondary and primary levels
did not begin until a century after the end of
the peculiar institution.

Gender Relations

Southern agrarian society developed into
a complex social system stratified by race
and gender as well as by class. The planta-
tion elite, small in number but wealthy and
politically powerful, was at the top of the
structure. Most whites in the South were
small farmers, and relatively few of them
owned slaves. In 1860, for example, only
25% of all southern whites owned slaves
(Franklin & Moss, 1994, p. 123).

The principal line of differentiation in the
antebellum South was, of course, race, which
was virtually synonymous with slave versus
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nonslave status. Each of the racial groups
was in turn stratified by gender. White
women were subordinate to the males of
the plantation elite, and the slave community
echoed the patriarchal pattern of southern
society, except that the degree of gender
inequality among blacks was sharply trun-
cated by the fact that slaves had little auton-
omy and few resources. At the bottom of the
system were African American female slaves.
Minority women are generally in double
jeopardy, oppressed through their gender as
well as their race. For black female slaves, the
constraints were triple: “Black in a white
society, slave in a free society, women in a
society ruled by men, female slaves had the
least formal power and were perhaps the most
vulnerable group of antebellum America”
(White, 1985, p. 15).

The race/gender roles of the day idealized
southern white women and placed them on a
pedestal. A romanticized conception of femi-
ninity was quite inconsistent with the roles
female slaves were required to play. Besides
domestic work, female slaves also labored in
the fields and did their share of the hardest,
most physically demanding, least “feminine”
farm work. Southern ideas about feminine
fragility and daintiness were quickly aban-
doned when they interfered with work and
the profit to be made from slave labor
(Amott & Matthaei, 1991, p. 146).

Reflecting their vulnerability and power-
lessness, female slaves were sometimes used
to breed more slaves to sell. They were
raped and otherwise abused by the males
of the dominant group. John Blassingame
(1972) expresses their vulnerability to sex-
ual victimization:

Many white men considered every slave
cabin a house of ill-fame. Often through
“gifts” but usually by force, white overseers
and planters obtained the sexual favors
of black women. Generally speaking, the
women were literally forced to offer them-
selves “willingly” and receive a trinket for
their compliance rather than a flogging for
their refusal. (p. 83)

Note the power relationships implicit in
this passage: Female slaves had little choice
but to feign willing submission to their white
owners.

The routines of work and everyday life dif-
fered for male and female slaves. Although
they sometimes worked with the men, espe-
cially during harvest time, women more often
worked in sex-segregated groups organized
around domestic as well as farm chores. In
addition to working in the fields, they
attended the births and cared for the children
of both races, cooked and cleaned, wove
cloth and sewed clothes, and did the laundry.
The women often worked longer hours than
the men, doing housework and other chores
long after the men retired (Robertson, 1996,
p. 21; White, 1985, p. 122).

The group-oriented nature of their tasks
gave female slaves an opportunity to develop
same-sex bonds and relationships. Women
cooperated in their chores, in caring for their
children, in the maintenance of their quar-
ters, and in myriad other domestic and
family chores. These networks and interper-
sonal bonds could be used to resist the sys-
tem. For example, slave women sometimes
induced abortions rather than bring more
children into bondage. They often controlled
the role of midwife and were able to effec-
tively deceive slave owners and disguise the
abortions as miscarriages (White, 1985,
pp. 125–126). The networks of relationships
among the female slaves provided mutual aid
and support for everyday problems, solace
and companionship during the travails of a
vulnerable and exploited existence, and some
ability to buffer and resist the influence and
power of the slave owners (Andersen, 1993,
pp. 164–165).

Slaves in the American system were bru-
tally repressed and exploited, but females
were even more subordinated than males.
Also, their oppression and exclusion sharply
differentiated female slaves from white
females. The white “southern belle,” chaste,
untouchable, and unremittingly virtuous,
had little in common with African American
women under slavery.
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THE CREATION OF MINORITY
STATUS FOR NATIVE AMERICANS
AND MEXICAN AMERICANS

Two other groups became minorities during
the preindustrial period. In this section, we
will review the dynamics of these processes
and make some comparisons with African
Americans. As you will see, both the Noel and
Blauner hypotheses provide some extremely
useful insights into these experiences.

Native Americans

As the British began to penetrate North
America, they encountered hundreds of
societies that had lived on this land for
thousands of years. Native American
societies were highly variable in culture,
language, size, and subsistence technology.
Some were small, nomadic hunter-gatherer
bands, whereas others were more developed
societies in which people lived in settled
villages and tended large gardens.
Regardless of their exact nature, the inex-
orable advance of white society eventually
devastated them all. Contact began in the
East and established a pattern of conflict
and defeat for American Indians that con-
tinued until the last of the tribes were finally
defeated in the late 1800s. The continual
expansion of white society into the West
allowed many settlers to fulfill their dreams
of economic self-sufficiency, but Native
Americans, who lost not only their lives and
their land but also much of their traditional
way of life, paid an incalculable price.

An important and widely unrecognized
point about Native Americans is that there
is no such thing as the American Indian.
Rather, there were—and are—hundreds of
different tribes or nations, each with its
own language, culture, home territory, and
unique history. There are, of course, similar-
ities from tribe to tribe, but there are also
vast differences between, for example, the
forest-dwelling tribes of Virginia, who lived
in long houses and cultivated gardens, and
the nomadic Plains tribes, who relied on
hunting to satisfy their needs. Each tribe was

and remains a unique blend of language,
values, and social structure. Because of space
constraints, we will not always be able
to take account of all these differences.
Nonetheless, it is important to be aware of
the diversity and to be sensitive to the variety
of peoples and histories subsumed within the
general category of Native American.

A second important point is that many
Native American tribes no longer exist
or are vastly diminished in size. When
Jamestown was established in 1607, it is
estimated that there were anywhere from
1 million to more than 10 million Native
Americans living in what became the United
States. By 1890, when the Indian Wars
finally ended, the number of Native
Americans had fallen to about 250,000. By
the end of the nearly 300-year-long “con-
tact situation,” Native American popula-
tions had declined by 75% or more (Wax,
1971, p. 17; see also McNickle, 1973).

Very little of this population loss was due
directly to warfare and battle casualties. The
greatest part was caused by European dis-
eases brought over by the colonists and by
the destruction of the food supplies on which
Native American societies relied. Native
Americans died by the thousands from
measles, influenza, smallpox, cholera, tuber-
culosis, and a variety of other infectious dis-
eases (Wax, 1971, p. 17; see also Oswalt &
Neely, 1996; Snipp, 1989). Traditional hunt-
ing grounds and garden plots were taken
over by the expanding American society, and
game such as the buffalo was slaughtered
to the point of extinction. The result of the
contact situation for Native Americans very
nearly approached genocide.

Native Americans and the
Noel and Blauner Hypotheses

We have already used the Noel hypothe-
sis to analyze why Native Americans were
not enslaved during the colonial era. Their
competition with whites centered on land,
not labor, and the Indian nations were often
successful in resisting domination (at least
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temporarily). As American society spread to
the West, competition over land continued,
and the growing power, superior technol-
ogy, and greater resource base of the domi-
nant group gradually pushed Native
Americans to near extinction.

Various attempts were made to control
the persistent warfare, the most important
of which occurred before independence
from Great Britain. In 1763, the British
Crown ruled that the various tribes were to
be considered “sovereign nations with
inalienable rights to their land” (see Lurie,
1982; McNickle, 1973; Wax, 1971). In
other words, each tribe was to be treated as
a nation-state, like France or Russia, and
the colonists could not simply expropriate
tribal lands. Rather, negotiations had to
take place, and treaties of agreement had to
be signed by all affected parties. The tribes
had to be compensated for any loss of land.

Although often ignored, this policy was
continued by the newborn federal govern-
ment after the American Revolution. The
principle of sovereignty is important because
it established a unique relationship between
the federal government and American
Indian tribes. The fact that the policy was
ignored in practice and that treaties were
regularly broken or unilaterally renegoti-
ated by white society gives many tribes legal
claims against the federal government that
are also unique.

East of the Mississippi River, the period of
open conflict was brought to a close by the
Indian Removal Act of 1830, which dictated
a policy of forced emigration to the tribes.
The law required all eastern tribes to move to
new lands west of the Mississippi. Some of
the affected tribes went without resistance,
others fought, and still others fled to Canada
rather than move to the new territory.
Regardless, the Indian Removal Act “solved”
the Indian problem in the East. The relative
scarcity of Native Americans in the eastern
United States continues to the present, and
the majority of Native Americans live in the
western two thirds of the nation.

In the West, the grim story of competition
for land accompanied by rising hostility and

aggression repeated itself. Wars were fought,
buffalo were killed, territory was expropri-
ated, atrocities were committed on both
sides, and the fate of the tribes became more
and more certain. By 1890, the greater power
and resources of white society had defeated
the Indian nations. All of the great warrior
chiefs were dead or in prison, and almost all
Native Americans were living on reservations
controlled by agencies of the federal govern-
ment. The reservations consisted of land set
aside for the tribes by the government during
treaty negotiations. Often, these lands were
not the traditional homelands and were hun-
dreds or even thousands of miles away from
what the tribe considered to be “home.” Not
surprisingly, the reservations were usually on
undesirable, often worthless land.

The 1890s mark a low point in Native
American history, a time of great demoral-
ization and sadness. The tribes had to find a
way to adapt to reservation life and new
forms of subordination to the federal gov-
ernment. Although elements of the tribal way
of life have survived, the tribes were impov-
erished and without resources and had little
ability to pursue their own interests.

American Indians, in Blauner’s terms,
were a colonized minority group who faced
high levels of prejudice, racism, and dis-
crimination. Like African Americans, they
were controlled by paternalistic systems (the
reservations) and coercively acculturated in
a variety of ways. According to Blauner, the
negative consequences of colonized status
will persist long after the contact situation
has been resolved. As we will see in Chapter
6, there is a great deal of evidence to sup-
port this prediction.

Gender Relations

In the centuries before contact with
Europeans, Native American societies dis-
tributed resources and power in a wide vari-
ety of ways. At one extreme, some Native
American societies were highly stratified,
and many practiced various forms of slav-
ery. Others stressed equality, sharing of
resources, and respect for the autonomy and
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dignity of each individual, including women
and children (Amott & Matthaei, 1991,
p. 33). Native American societies were gen-
erally patriarchal and followed a strict gen-
der-based division of labor, but this did not
necessarily mean that women were subordi-
nate. In many tribes, women held positions
of great responsibility and controlled the
wealth. For example, among the Iroquois
(a large and powerful federation of tribes
located in the Northeast), women controlled
the land and the harvest, arranged mar-
riages, supervised the children, and were
responsible for the appointment of tribal
leaders and decisions about peace and war
(Oswalt & Neely, 1996, pp. 404–405). It
was not unusual for women in many tribes
to play key roles in religion, politics, war-
fare, and the economy. Some women even
became highly respected warriors and chiefs
(Amott & Matthaei, 1991, p. 36).

Gender relations were affected in a vari-
ety of ways during the prolonged contact
period. In some cases, the relative status and
power of women rose. For example, the
women of the Navajo tribe (located mainly
in what is now Arizona and New Mexico)
were traditionally responsible for the care
of herd animals and livestock. When the
Spanish introduced sheep and goats into
the region, the importance of this sector of
the subsistence economy increased, and the
power and status of women grew along
with it.

In other cases, women were affected
adversely. The women of the tribes of the
Great Plains, for example, suffered a dra-
matic loss as a result of contact. The sexual
division of labor in these tribes was that
women were responsible for gardening,
whereas men handled the hunting. When
horses were introduced from Europe, the
productivity of the male hunters was greatly
increased. As their economic importance
increased, males became more dominant,
and women lost status and power. Women
in the Cherokee nation—a large tribe whose
original homelands were in the Southeast—
similarly lost considerable status and
power under the pressure to assimilate.

Traditionally, Cherokee land was cultivated,
controlled, and passed down from genera-
tion to generation by the women. This matri-
lineal pattern was abandoned in favor of the
European pattern of male ownership when
the Cherokee attempted (futilely, as it turned
out) to acculturate and avoid relocation
under the Indian Relocation act of 1830
(Evans, 1989, pp. 12–18).

By the end of the contact period, the sur-
viving Native American tribes were impov-
erished, powerless, and clearly subordinate
to white society and the federal govern-
ment. Like African Americans, they were
sharply differentiated from the dominant
group by race and, in many cases, internally
stratified by gender. As was the case with
African American slaves, the degree of gen-
der inequality within the tribes was limited
by their overall lack of autonomy and
resources.

Mexican Americans

As the population of the United States
increased and spread across the continent,
contact with Mexicans inevitably occurred.
Spanish explorers and settlers had lived in
what is now the southwestern United States
long before the wave of American settlers
broke across this region. For example,
Santa Fe, New Mexico, was founded in
1598, nearly a decade before Jamestown.
As late as the 1820s, Mexicans and Native
Americans were almost the sole residents of
the region.

In the early 1800s, four areas of Mexican
settlement had developed, roughly corre-
sponding to what was to become Texas,
California, New Mexico, and Arizona.
These areas were sparsely settled, and most
Mexicans lived in what was to become New
Mexico (Cortes, 1980, p. 701). The econ-
omy of the regions was based on farming
and herding. Most people lived in villages
and small towns or on ranches and farms.
Social and political life was organized
around family and the Catholic Church and
tended to be dominated by an elite class of
wealthy landowners.
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Texas

Some of the first effects of U.S. expansion
to the West were felt in Texas early in the
1800s. Mexico was no military match for its
neighbor to the north, and the farmland of
east Texas was a tempting resource for the
cotton-growing interests in the American
South. Anglo Americans began to immigrate
to Texas in sizable numbers in the 1820s, and
by 1835, they outnumbered Mexicans 6 to 1.
The attempts by the Mexican government to
control these immigrants were clumsy and
ineffective and eventually precipitated a suc-
cessful revolution by the Anglo Americans,
with some Mexicans also joining the rebels.
At this point in time, competition between
Anglos and Texans of Mexican descent
(called Tejanos) was muted by the abundance
of land and opportunity in the area.
Population density was low, fertile land was
readily available for all, and the “general tone
of the time was that of inter-cultural cooper-
ation” (Alvarez, 1973, p. 922).

Competition between Anglo Texans
and Tejanos became increasingly intense.
When the United States annexed Texas in
the 1840s, full-scale war broke out, and
Mexico was defeated. Under the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, Mexico ceded
much of the Southwest to the United States.
In the Gadsden Purchase of 1853, the
United States acquired the remainder of the
territory now composing the southwestern
United States. As a result of these treaties,
the Mexican population of this region had
become, without moving an inch from their
traditional villages and farms, both a con-
quered people and a minority group.

Following the war, intergroup relations
continued to sour, and the political and legal
rights of the Tejano community were often
ignored in the hunger for land. Increasingly
impoverished and powerless, the Tejanos had
few resources with which to resist the growth
of Anglo American domination. They were
badly outnumbered and stigmatized by the
recent Mexican military defeat. Land that had
once been Mexican increasingly came under
Anglo control, and widespread violence and

lynching reinforced the growth of Anglo dom-
inance (Moquin & Van Doren, 1971, p. 253).

California

In California, the Gold Rush of 1849
spurred a massive population movement
from the East. Early relations between
Anglos and Californios (native Mexicans in
the state) had been relatively cordial, forming
the basis for a multiethnic, bilingual state.
The rapid growth of an Anglo majority after
statehood in 1850 doomed these efforts,
however, and the Californios, like the
Tejanos, lost their land and political power.

Laws were passed encouraging Anglos
to settle on land traditionally held by
Californios. In such situations, the burden
was placed on the Mexican American
landowners to show that their deeds were
valid. The Californios protested the seizure
of their land but found it difficult to argue
their cases in the English-speaking, Anglo-
controlled court system. By the mid-1850s,
a massive transfer of land to Anglo American
hands had taken place in California
(Mirandé, 1985, pp. 20–21; see also Pitt,
1970).

Other laws passed in the 1850s made it
increasingly difficult for Californios to retain
their property and power as Anglo Americans
became the dominant group as well as the
majority of the population. The Mexican her-
itage was suppressed and eliminated from
public life and institutions such as schools
and local government. For example, in 1855,
California repealed a requirement in the state
constitution that all laws be published in
Spanish as well as English (Cortes, 1980,
p. 706). Anglo Americans used violence,
biased laws, discrimination, and other means
to exploit and repress Californios, and the
new wealth generated by gold mining flowed
into Anglo hands.

Arizona and New Mexico

The Anglo immigration into Arizona
and New Mexico was less voluminous than
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that into Texas and California, and both
states retained Mexican numerical majori-
ties for a number of decades. In Arizona,
most Mexicans were immigrants them-
selves seeking work on farms and ranches,
and in the mines and railroads. The eco-
nomic and political structures of the state
quickly came under the control of the
Anglo population.

Only in New Mexico did Mexican
Americans retain some political power and
economic clout, mostly because of the
relatively large size of the group and their
skill in mobilizing for political activity. New
Mexico did not become a state until 1912,
and Mexican Americans continued to play a
prominent role in governmental affairs even
after statehood (Cortes, 1980, p. 706).

Thus, the contact situation for Mexican
Americans was highly variable by region.
Although some areas were affected more
rapidly and more completely than others, the
ultimate result was the creation of minority
group status for Mexican Americans (Acuna,
1999; Alvarez, 1973; McLemore, 1973;
McWilliams, 1961; Moore, 1970; Stoddard,
1973).

Mexican Americans and the
Noel and Blauner Hypotheses

The causal model we have applied to the
origins of slavery and the domination of
Native Americans also provides a way of
explaining the development of minority group
status for Mexican Americans. Ethno-
centrism was clearly present from the very
first contact between Anglo immigrants and
Mexicans. Many Anglo American migrants to
the Southwest brought with them the preju-
dices and racism they had acquired with
regard to African Americans and Native
Americans. In fact, many of the settlers who
moved into Texas came directly from the
South in search of new lands for the cultiva-
tion of cotton. They readily transferred their
prejudiced views to at least the poorer
Mexicans, who were stereotyped as lazy and
shiftless (McLemore, 1973, p. 664). The visi-
bility of group boundaries was heightened and

reinforced by physical and religious differ-
ences. Mexicans were “racially” a mixture of
Spanish and Native American, and the differ-
ences in skin color and other physical charac-
teristics provided a convenient marker of
group membership. In addition, the vast
majority of Mexicans were Roman Catholic,
whereas the vast majority of Anglo Americans
were Protestant.

Competition for land began with the first
contact between the groups. However, for
many years, population density was low in
the Southwest, and the competition did not
immediately or always erupt into violent
domination and expropriation. Nonetheless,
the loss of land and power for Mexican
Americans was inexorable, although variable
in speed.

The size of the power differential
between the groups was variable and partly
explains why domination was established
faster in some places than others. In both
Texas and California, the subordination of
the Mexican American population followed
quickly after a rapid influx of Anglos and
the military defeat of Mexico. Anglo
Americans used their superior numbers and
military power to acquire control of the
political and economic structures and
expropriate the resources of the Mexican
American community. In New Mexico, the
groups were more evenly matched in size,
and Mexican Americans were able to retain
a measure of power for decades.

Unlike the case of Native Americans,
however, the labor as well as the land of the
Mexicans was coveted. On cotton planta-
tions, ranches, and farms, and in mining and
railroad construction, Mexican Americans
became a vital source of inexpensive labor.
During times of high demand, this labor
force was supplemented by encouraging
workers to emigrate from Mexico. When
demand for workers decreased, these labor-
ers were forced back to Mexico. Thus began
a pattern of labor flow that continues to the
present.

As in the case of African Americans
and Native Americans, the contact period
clearly established a colonized status for
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Mexican Americans in all areas of the
Southwest. Their culture and language were
suppressed even as their property rights
were abrogated and their status lowered.
In countless ways, they, too, were subjected
to coercive acculturation. For example,
California banned the use of Spanish in
public schools, and bullfighting and other
Mexican sports and recreational activities
were severely restricted (Moore, 1970,
p. 19; Pitt, 1970). In contrast to African
Americans, however, Mexican Americans
were in close proximity to their homeland
and maintained close ties with villages and
families. Constant movement across the
border with Mexico kept the Spanish lan-
guage and much of the Mexican heritage
alive in the Southwest. Nonetheless, 19th-
century Mexican Americans fit Blauner’s
category of a colonized minority group, and
the suppression of their culture was part of
the process by which the dominant culture
was established.

Anglo American economic interests ben-
efited enormously from the conquest of
the Southwest and the colonization of the
Mexican people. Growers and other busi-
nessmen came to rely on the cheap labor
pool formed by Mexican Americans and
immigrant and day laborers from Mexico.
The region grew in affluence and productiv-
ity, but Mexican Americans were now out-
siders in their own land and did not share in
the prosperity. In the land grab of the 1800s
and the conquest of the indigenous Mexican
population lies one of the roots of Mexican
American relations with the dominant U.S.
society today.

Gender Relations

Prior to the arrival of Anglo Americans,
Mexican society in the Southwest was patri-
archal and maintained a clear, gender-based
division of labor. These characteristics
tended to persist after the conquest and the
creation of minority group status.

Most Mexican Americans lived in small
villages or on large ranches and farms. The
women devoted their energies to the family,

child rearing, and household tasks. As
Mexican Americans were reduced to a land-
less labor force, women along with men
suffered the economic devastation that
accompanied military conquest by a foreign
power. The kinds of jobs available to the
men (mining, seasonal farm work, railroad
construction) often required them to be away
from home for extended periods of time, and
women, by default, began to take over
the economic and other tasks traditionally
performed by males.

Poverty and economic insecurity placed the
family structures under considerable strain.
Traditional cultural understandings about
male dominance and patriarchy became moot
when the men were absent for long periods
of time and the decision-making power of
Mexican American women increased. Also,
women were often forced to work outside the
household for the family to survive economi-
cally. The economics of conquest led to
increased matriarchy and more working
mothers (Becerra, 1988, p. 149).

For Mexican American women, the
consequences of contact were variable even
though the ultimate result was a loss of sta-
tus within the context of the conquest and
colonization of the group as a whole. Like
black female slaves, Mexican American
women became the most vulnerable part of
the social system.

COMPARING MINORITY GROUPS

Native Americans and black slaves were the
victims of the explosive growth of European
power in the Western Hemisphere that began
with Columbus’s voyage in 1492. Europeans
needed labor to fuel the plantations of the
mid-17th-century American colonies and set-
tled on slaves from Africa as the most logical,
cost-effective means of resolving their labor
supply problems. Black Africans had a com-
modity coveted by the colonists (labor), and
the colonists constructed a system to control
and exploit this commodity.

To satisfy the demand for land created by
the stream of European immigrants to North
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In this chapter, we argued that dominant-minority relations are profoundly shaped by the contact situation and
by the characteristics of the groups involved (especially their subsistence technologies). We saw how these factors
shaped relations with Native Americans and Mexican Americans and how they led British colonists to create a sys-
tem of slavery in order to control the labor of African Americans. How do the experiences of the Spanish and the
French in the Western Hemisphere compare with those of the British in what became the United States? What roles
did the contact situation and subsistence technology play in the development of group relations in these two
neighbors of the United States?1

The Spanish were the first of the three European nations to invade the Western Hemisphere, and they conquered
much of what is now Central and South America about a century before Jamestown was founded. Their first encounter
with a Native American society occurred in 1521, when they defeated the Aztec Empire, located in what is now cen-
tral Mexico. Aztec society was large, highly organized, and complex. It was ruled by an emperor and included scores
of different societies, each with their own language and identity, which had been conquered by the fiercely warlike
Aztecs. The bulk of the population of the empire consisted of peasants or agricultural laborers who farmed small plots
of land owned by members of the elite classes, to whom they paid rents. Peasants are a fundamental part of any
labor-intensive, preindustrial agrarian society and were just as common in Spain as they were in Mexico.

When the Spanish defeated the Aztecs, they destroyed their cities, temples, and leadership (the emperor, the
nobility, priests, etc.). They did not destroy the Aztec social structure, but rather, they absorbed it and used it for
their own benefit. For example, the Aztec Empire had financed its central government by collecting taxes and rents
from citizens and tribute from conquered tribes. The Spanish simply grafted their own tax collection system onto
this structure and diverted the flow from the Aztec elite classes (which they had, at any rate, destroyed) to them-
selves (Russell, 1994, pp. 29–30).

The Spanish tendency to absorb rather than destroy operated at many levels. For example, Aztec peasants
became Spanish (and then Mexican) peasants, occupying roughly the same role in the new society that they had
in the old, save for paying their rents to different landlords. There was also extensive interbreeding between the
Spanish and the conquered tribes of Mexico but unlike the situation in the English colonies, the Spanish recog-
nized the resultant racial diversity and developed an elaborate system for classifying people by race. They recog-
nized as many as 56 racial groups, including whites, mestizos (mixed European-Indian), and mulattos (mixed
European-African) (Russell, 1994, p. 35). The society that emerged was highly race conscious, and race was highly
correlated with social class: The elite classes were white, and the lower classes were nonwhite. However, the large-
scale intermarriage and the official recognition of mixed-race peoples did establish the foundation for a racially
mixed society. Today, the huge majority of the Mexican population is mestizo, although there remains a very strong
correlation between race and class, and the elite positions in the society tend to be monopolized by people of
“purer” European ancestry.

The French began to colonize Canada at about the same time the English established their colonies further
south. The dominant economic enterprise in the early days was not farming, but trapping and the fur trade. The
French developed a lucrative trade in this area by allying themselves with some Native American tribes. The Indians
produced the furs, traded them to the French, who in turn sold them on the world market. Like the Spanish in
Mexico, the French in Canada tended to link to and absorb Native American social structures. There was also a
significant amount of intermarriage between the French and Native Americans, resulting in a mixed-race group,
called Métis, who had their own identities and, indeed, their own settlements along the Canadian frontier (Russell,
1994, p. 39).

Note the profound differences in these three contact situations between Europeans and Native
Americans. The Spanish confronted a large, well-organized social system and found it expeditious to adapt
Aztec practices to their own benefit. The French developed an economy that required cooperation with at
least some of the Native American tribes they encountered, and they also found benefits in adaptation. The
tribes encountered by the English were much smaller and much less developed than the Aztecs, and there
was no particular reason for the English to adapt to or absorb these social structures. Furthermore, the busi-
ness of the English colonies was agriculture (not trapping), and Native Americans were seen as rivals for
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control of land, the most valuable resource at that stage of societal development. Thus, the English tended
to confront and exclude Native Americans, keeping them on the outside of their emerging society and build-
ing strong boundaries between their own “civilized” world and the “savages” that surrounded them. While
the Spanish and French colonists had to adapt their societies to fit with Native Americans, the English faced
no such restraints. They could create their institutions and design their social structure to suit themselves
(Russell, 1994, p. 30).

As we have seen, one of the institutions created in the English colonies was slavery based on African labor.
Slavery was also practiced in New Spain (Mexico) and New France (Canada), but the institution evolved in very
different ways in those colonies and never assumed the importance that it did in the United States. Why? As you
might suspect, the answer has a lot to do with the nature of the contact situation. Like the English colonists, both
the Spanish and French attempted large-scale agricultural enterprises that might have created a demand for
imported slave labor. In the case of New Spain, however, there was a ready supply of Native American peasants
available to fill the role played by blacks in the English colonies. Although Africans became a part of the admix-
ture that shaped modern Mexico racially and socially, demand for black slaves never matched that of the English
colonies. Similarly in Canada, slaves from Africa were sometimes used, but farmers there tended to rely on the flow
of labor from France to fill their agricultural needs. Whereas the British opted for slave labor from Africa over inden-
tured labor from Europe, the French made the opposite decision.

Another difference between the three European nations that helps to explain the divergent development of
group relations is their relative level of modernization. Compared to England, Spain and France were more tra-
ditional and feudalistic in their cultures and social structures. Among other things, this meant that they had to
shape their agricultural enterprises in the New World around the ancient social relations between peasants and
landlords they brought from the Old World. Thus, the Spanish and French colonists were limited in their actions
by these historic customs, traditions, and understandings. Such old-fashioned institutions were much weaker in
England, and the English were much freer to design their social structure to suit their own needs. Whereas the
Spanish and French had to shape their colonial societies to fit both Native American social patterns and
European traditions, the English could improvise and attend only to their own needs and desires. The closed,
complex, and repressive institution of American slavery—designed and crafted from scratch in the New World—
was one result.

Finally, we should note that many of the modern racial characteristics of these three neighboring societies
were foreshadowed in their colonial origins (for example, the greater concentration of African Americans in the
United States and the more racially intermixed population of Mexico). The differences run much deeper than
race alone, of course, and include differences in class structure and relative levels of industrialization and afflu-
ence. For our purposes, however, this brief comparison of the origins of dominant-minority relations underscores
the importance of the contact situation in shaping group relations for centuries to come.

NOTE

1. This analysis is based largely on the work of sociologist James W. Russell and draws especially from Russell (1994).

America, the threat represented by Native
Americans had to be eliminated. Once their
land was expropriated, Native Americans
ceased to be of much concern. The only valu-
able resource they possessed—their land—
was under the control of white society by
1890, and Native Americans were thought to
be unsuitable as a source of labor.

Mexico, like the United States, had been
colonized by a European power, in this case,

Spain. In the early 1800s, the Mexican com-
munities in the Southwest were a series of
outpost settlements, remote and difficult to
defend. Through warfare and a variety of
other aggressive means, Mexican citizens liv-
ing in this area were conquered and became
an exploited minority group.

Each of these three groups, in its own
way, became an involuntary player in the
growth and development of European and,

(Continued)
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later, American economic and political
power. None of these groups had much
choice in its fate; all three were overpow-
ered and relegated to an inferior, subordi-
nate status. Many views of assimilation
(such as the “melting pot” metaphor dis-
cussed in Chapter 2) have little relevance
to these situations. These minority groups
had little control over their destinies, their
degree of acculturation, or even their sur-
vival as groups. African Americans, Native
Americans, and Mexican Americans were
coercively acculturated in the context of

paternalistic relations in an agrarian econ-
omy. Meaningful integration (structural
assimilation) was not a real possibility,
especially for African Americans and
Native Americans. In Milton Gordon’s
(1964) terms (see Chapter 2), we might
characterize these situations as “accultura-
tion without integration” or structural plu-
ralism. Given the grim realities described in
this chapter, Gordon’s terms seem a little
antiseptic, and Blauner’s concept of colo-
nized minority groups seems far more
descriptive.
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MAIN POINTS

• Dominant-minority relations are shaped by the characteristics of society as a whole, particularly
by subsistence technology. The contact situation is the single most important factor in the devel-
opment of dominant-minority relations.

• The Noel hypothesis states that when a contact situation is characterized by ethnocentrism, com-
petition, and a differential in power, ethnic or racial stratification will result. In colonial America,
Africans were enslaved instead of white indentured servants or Native Americans because only they
fit all three conditions. American slavery was a paternalistic system.

• Prejudice and racism are more the results of systems of racial and ethnic inequality than they are
the causes. They serve to rationalize, “explain,” and stabilize these systems.

• The competition with Native Americans centered on control of the land. The Native American
tribes were conquered and pressed into a paternalistic relationship with white society. Native
Americans became a colonized minority group and were subjected to forced acculturation.

• Mexican Americans were the third minority group created during the preindustrial era. Mexican
Americans competed with white settlers over both land and labor. Like African and Native
Americans, Mexican Americans were a colonized minority group subjected to forced acculturation.

• Conquest and colonization affected men and women differently. Women’s roles changed, and they
sometimes were less constrained by patriarchal traditions. These changes were always in the con-
text of increasing powerlessness and poverty for the group as a whole, however, and minority
women have been doubly oppressed by their gender roles as well as their minority group status.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND STUDY

1. State and explain the two themes presented at the beginning of the chapter. Apply each to the
contact situations between white European colonists, African Americans, Native Americans,
and Mexican Americans. Identify and explain the key differences and similarities between the
three situations.

2. Explain what a plantation system is and why this system of production is important for under-
standing the origins of slavery in colonial America. Why are plantation systems usually charac-
terized by paternalism, huge inequalities between groups, repressive systems of control, rigid
codes of behavior, and low rates of overt conflict?
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3. Explain the Noel and Blauner hypotheses and explain how they apply to the contact situations
covered in this chapter. Explain each key term: ethnocentrism, competition, power, colonized
minority group, immigrant minority group. How did group conflict vary when competition was
over land versus competition over labor?

4. Explain the roles of prejudice and racism in the creation of minority group status. Do prejudice
and racism help cause minority group status, or are they caused by minority group status?
Explain.

5. Compare and contrast gender relations with each of the contact situations discussed in this
chapter. Why do the relationships vary?

6. What does it mean to say that, under slavery, acculturation for black Americans was coerced?
What are the implications for assimilation, inequality, and African American culture?

7. Compare and contrast the contact situations in colonial America, Canada, and Mexico. Which
groups were involved in each situation? What was the nature of the competition, and what were
the consequences?

INTERNET RESEARCH PROJECT

The “Slave Narratives” are one interesting source of information about the nature of everyday life
under slavery. The narratives were compiled during the 1930s by interviewing ex-slaves, and although
they are limited in many ways, the interviews do provide a close-up, personal view of the system
of slavery from the perspective of its victims. To use this resource, go to http://newdeal.feri
.org/asn/index.htm and read the home page carefully, especially the cautions. Select several of the nar-
ratives and analyze them in terms of the concepts introduced in this chapter (e.g., paternalism, labor-
intensive systems of work, and the Noel and Blauner hypotheses).
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