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Getting Rid of the Word “Caucasian”
Carol C. Mukhopadhyay

Racial labels and categories, like all terms and concepts, are human-made
classifying devices that we learn, internalize, and then use to interpret the
everyday world in which we live. But conventional American racial categories
are rooted in colonialism, slavery, and an elaborate ideology developed to jus-
tify a system of racial inequality. Given racial categories’ socichistorical rather
than biological roots, the notion that “races” describe human biological varia-
tion has been officially rejected by the American Anthropological Association.
(See the Association’s statement, in Resource list.) As we critique outmoded
systems of racial classification, we must also question the labels we use for
“races.” )

The Civil Rights Movement dismantled the most explicit forms of racism,
including many biological-sounding racial labels. Terms like “Negroid,” the
“Red Man,” and the “Yellow Race” were replaced—often by group members
themselves—with words like “Black” or “African American,” “Native Ameri-
can,” and “Asian,” which indicate that these groups are paolitical, not biologi-
cal, realities. Today, terms like “Oriental” would immediately mark the user as
seriously out of touch with current understandings. Yet there is one striking
exception in our modern racial vocabulary: the term “Caucasian.” Despite
being a remnant of a discredited theory of racial classification, the term has
persisted into the twenty-first century, within as well as outside of the educa-
tional community.

It is high time we got rid of the word Caucasian. Some might protest that
it is “only a label.” But language is one of the most systematic, subtle, and sig-
nificant vehicles for transmitting racial ideology. Terms that describe imag-
ined groups, such as Caucasian, encapsulate those beliefs. Every time we use
them and uncritically expose students to them, we are reinforcing rather than
dismantling the old racialized worldview. Using the word Caucasian invokes
scientific racism, the false idea that races are naturally occurring, biologically
ranked subdivisions of the human species and that Caucasians are the supe-
rior race. Beyond this, the label Caucasian can even convey messages about

The term Caucasian originated in the eighteenth century as part of the
developing European science of racial classification.! After visiting the region
of the Caucasus Mountains, between the Caspian and Black seas, German
anatomist Johann Blumenbach declared its inhabitants the most beautiful in
the world, the ideal type of humans created in “God's image,” and deemed
this area the likely site where humans originated. (Humans actually originated
in Africa.) He decided that all light-skinned peoples from this region, along
with Europeans, belonged to the same race, which he labeled Caucasian.

Blumenbach named four other races that he considered physically and
morally “degenerate” forms of “God's original creation.” He classified Africans
(excepting lighter-skinned North Africans) as “Ethiopians” or “black.” He split
non-Caucasian Asians into two separate races: the “Mongolian” or “yellow” race
of China and Japan, and the “Malayan” or “brown” race, including Aboriginal
Australians and Pacific Islanders. Native Americans were the “red” race.

Blumenbach’s system of racial classification was adopted in the United
States. American scientists tried to prove that Caucasians had larger brains
and were smarter than people of other races.? Racial science dovetailed with
nineteenth-century evolutionary theories, which ranked races from more
“primitive” “savages” to more “advanced” or “civilized,” with Caucasians on
top. Racial hierarchies were used to justify slavery and other forms of racial
discrimination.

The U.S. legal system drew on Blumenbach’s definitions to decide who was
eligible to become a naturalized citizen, a privilege the 17go Naturalization Act
restricted to “whites.” This schema created dilemmas. Blumenbach’s Cau-
casians included such groups as Armenians, Persians (Iranians), North Indians,
Arabs, and some North Africans. In 1923, however, the U.S. Supreme Court
rejected the naturalization petition of an immigrant from North India, saying
he was Caucasian but not white and citing, among other things, his skin color.

The constant tweaking of categories like “Caucasian” to include or exclude
newcomers provides evidence of these categories’ social rather than biologi-
cal basis. By the 1gz2o0s, eugenicists (who were concerned with the improve-
ment of the species through the reproduction of the “superior” race) had
divided Caucasians into four ranked sub-races: Nordic, Alpine, Mediter-
ranean, and Jew (Semitic), and designated Nordics intellectually and morally
superior. These subdivisions were used to justify discriminatory immigration
laws that preserved the ethnic dominance of northern and western Europe-
ans. Not until after World War I1, when theories of “Aryan” racial superiority
were thoroughly discredited by their association with the Nazis, did these dis-
tinctions begin to dissolve and European Americans become fully homoge-
nized into the category “white.” The status of groups like Armenians,
Iranians, and South Asians remained ambiguous, demonstrating that “white,”
like “Caucasian,” was a category that could easily be bent to exclude those
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The North American system of racial classification continuc.es to shift in
response to historical, economic, and political events. Yet 1-:he basm'conceptu'al
framework imagining biologically distinct racial categories remains surpris-
ingly stable. The word Caucasian is still used in many forms of data coﬂgchon,
medical circles, and popular discourse. Most other labels have change ..l\lTew
terms more accurately reflect geographic locations or ancestral origins,
broadly defined. In contrast, the more biological-sounding word Caucz_flan
stubbornly persists. I suggest that each time we, as educators, use clJr su. J.eCt
our students uncritically to the term Caucasian, we are subtly re-inscribing
key elements of the racist world view. ‘ _

Caucasian has more explicitly biological connotations than. other conterrf
porary racial terms. To most of us, the Caucasus does not signify a geograpukii
cal area. Virtually none of our students and probably very fe.w of us co :
locate the Caucasus on a map or specify what countries or regional groups it
includes today (answer: Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, parts: of north Iran,
and central southern Russia). So what does it mean to des:gnat‘e someone
Caucasian? It does not, at least in the twenty-first ce:vltury Umte.d Statess,,
suggest anything cultural—that is, a shared set of behaviors and be‘hefs. IIJ .
Caucasians do not speak Caucasian. Since it does not connote locatlor:u ordan—
guage, it implies something more “natural” than cultural—a profoundly dan-

mption. .
gerco)l;s:j:;se?categories such as Asian, African, and N:?.ﬁve American :iir.e
human-made classifications, too. These labels also f:alsely imply that clslaar h1-
viding lines exist between geographically deﬁn'ec? “races. Fo.r ex:Iam-p el, :1 i
category Asian is internally diverse and has shifting boundaneg. t iﬁc ueeo-
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese people, jbut what a EUtP t?ﬁp o
ples of the Indian subcontinent, the Indonesian archipelago, or t e' aci .C is
lands? Still, students can identify specific languages and countlrles in As.la or
Africa. Unlike Caucasian, labels like African, Asian, and Nau?'? Amer'lc-an,
while oversimplified, connote culture-bearing h.istorical and p'mhtlcal entlt:e:{;J

Anthropologists have long struggled to convince the pub?m ‘tha.t races &
not discrete, bounded, biologically based categories but a.rtxﬁcxal mverlltlons,
arbitrary divisions in a continuum of human diversity. Using tk'le labil Ciu-
casian masks the equally arbitrary and invented c%la.racter' O.f this r.';m hc; Z
gory. It renders invisible the diverse ethnic, linguistic, Feh_gmus, a:ll Ec; cﬂf
groups that make up Europe, which constituted the significant iden : es'

most European Americans until the past half century. The term Caucasian im-

plies that people of European descent form a cohe-rent, sts:ble, llomogeneous,
biological entity, reinforcing obsolete biological notions of s, )

Using the word Caucasian also tends to imply that 'w}utes'(t e two' terﬂ:js

are often used interchangeably) differ from other major r-amal‘ groupings in

' the United States in being just plain Americans whose _1m11'mgr.a'x‘1t. -orlg'ms
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and refugees and were often unwanted by those who had preceded them.
Today, they are no more authentically American than any other group. Com-
pared to Native Americans, all European Americans are recent immigrants.
Most African Americans’ ancestors were brought to these shores before the
ancestors of most European Americans arrived. Yet the term Caucasian,
because it now lacks any geographic connotation, masks this group’s foreign
ancestry while other labels, such as Asian American or African American,
highlight those groups’ foreign roots.

The word Caucasian also reinforces the tendency to equate “American” with
people of European descent because, as a one-word designation, Caucasian
reinforces the “hyphenated” status of other American groups. Linguistically,
adding a modifier to a generic term—for example, adding Asian or African to
American—generally signifies that the modified form is less “normal.” The
more fundamental, typical, “normal” form is left unmarked. (For example, we
add the gender modifier “male” to mark the unusual, abnormal category of
“male” nurses. “Nurse” refers to the typical, taken-for-granted, “normal” nurse,
who is female.) Most standard U.S, racial labels today other than Caucasian add
a specific modifier to American. These modifiers, unless used for all racial-
ethnic groups, subtly marginalize the “marked” groups, implying they are not
fully American. Some groups remain framed eternally as immigrants, regardless
of how many generations they have been in the United States.

Finally, for those designated Caucasian, the term subtly erases their eth-
nicity, their own ancestry, cultural traditions, and experiences. Ironically, we
are starting to talk as if ethnicity and culture are attributes of only some
groups, especially marginalized groups. My university has an umbrella organi-
zation for the diverse cultural groups on campus, but it does not include any
European American ethnocultural groups. But of course, what is Caucasian
culture? The category is empty.

Being more specific about origins allows European American students the
opportunity to explore their ethnic identities and ancestries. Linking histories
or cultural practices to specific cultural or linguistic regions by calling them
English, German, Italian, Polish, and so forth, situates them as one among
many cultural traditions brought to the United States by immigrants.

European American is a more precise substitute for Caucasian than
white—at least as long as we feel the need to classify U.S. residents into a few
large groupings. If we wish to describe lived experiences of privilege and the
distribution of opportunities based upon ancestry, both “European Ameri-
can” and “white” can be useful. The label European American (or “Euro”)
may sound bulky or strange at first, but so did African American!

We can also challenge the notion of “pure races” by substituting a more
accurate term, “multiracial,” for “of mixed race.” The terminology of mixture
draws upon the old notion of distinct races, In fact, the history of our species
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