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Many people believe that Black people were brought to the Americas via kidnapping as 

part of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade in 1619. However, the first African people had indeed 

inhabited the Americas before then. Juan Garrido became the first documented black person to 

arrive in what would become the U.S. when he accompanied Juan Ponce de León in search of the 

Fountain of Youth in 1513, and they ended up in present-day Florida, around St. Augustine. 

(Waxman, 2019) Another lesser known fact is that when the first Black people arrived to the 

Americas, the slave system was not yet institutionalized. Thus, most Black people were 

considered indentured servants and held the same social status as other European indentured 

servants. (PBS, n.d.)  This soon became obsolete though as the slave trade became popular 

across the colonies. Why did this turn of events occur? It was likely due to the rhetoric and 

pseudoscience spread during the “Enlightenment '' period by European thinkers such as Carl 

Linnaeus who made a classification of humans into different subgroups. (“Scientific Racism,” 

2022) 

Initially, Linnaeus’ classification was simply based upon geographical location. Linnaeus 

thought of Black people or people hailing from the continent of Africa as Africanus niger or 

African black. Linnaeus also revised his classification of humans to add physical and moral 

attributes in addition to geography and skin color. For this particular situation, I will focus on 

Linnaeus’ notes on describing the attributes of skin color and physicality, behavior, manner of 

clothing, and even forms of government for African people. Linnaeus’ thought these people as 

black, phlegmatic and lazy. They had dark hair and skin but silky with hair adorned in braids and 

large lips. The women were described as profuse lactators with elongated labia. He said African 

people were sly, sluggish and neglectful. That they were governed by choice and adorned 
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themselves in fat.  (London, 2021)  Linnaeus’ classification was not only considered ethnocentric 

but because of his classifications being solely based upon skin tone contributed and actually 

perpetuated later racist thinking. According to Cornel West’s A Genealogy of Modern Racism, 

this and other instances of racism were “permeated in the writing of the Enlightenment” and that 

“the idea of white supremacy not only was accepted by [these] figures, but most important, it 

was accepted by them without having to put forward their own arguments to justify it.” (West, 

2002) 

Because white supremacy was already so ingrained in society these supposed scientists 

were able to spew this rhetoric. In this, white people were deemed as superior without question 

simply on the basis that they were white and male. In these patriarchal societies, there was no 

question because these men are scientists thus what they say goes. There is no need for empirical 

data or quantitative research because they are “scholars” so they are well aware of what they are 

talking about. There is a lack of education throughout the masses, so it is even easier for blind 

belief. Unfortunately, even in modern times, there are people, educators and scientists alike, who 

believe that there is a correlation between things like racial identity, physical composition, 

intellect, and even physical ability. 

Although race is a social construct that has been made up for centuries with actual 

science backing its illegitimacy, it does not negate the fact that racism is indeed real. Racism is 

in direct correlation with the early rhetoric of race put in place by people like Linnaeus and 

continuously perpetuated throughout history during slavery and Jim Crow here in the United 

States. When thinking about global racism as a result of the rhetoric of race and racism, it makes 

me think of Brazil. Brazil from the outside looking in seems like the pinnacle of race relations. 

Everyone is Brazilian regardless of skin tone. Brazil, like the United States, is a country that 
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deals with racism as well. What differentiates the racism in the United States versus the racism in 

Brazil is that the racism in Brazil is blatantly ignored where as in the United States, Black people 

strive to address racial prejudice and discrimination as an issue. Because of the stigma of dark 

skin, anti-Blackness is global, to quote a jumpsuit worn by rapper Andre 3000.  Instances of 

calling out and challenging  racial prejudice and discrimination would be seen as "un-Brazilian." 

(Marger, 2014) Racism and discrimination is viewed and treated as an individual or interpersonal 

issue rather than a societal issue. So, while Brazil tries to think of itself as a country lacking 

racial issues–the act of denying the existence of racial discrimination actually perpetuates the 

actual ideal of racism. Because there is a resistance to the formation of unity and advancement 

for Afro-Brazilians, much like the resistance that Black Americans have faced, it is a difficult 

feat for people who identify as Black. There is a correlation between the social capital of Afro-

Brazilians because of the mindset of white being superior.

There has to be a societal shift and a persistent effort to eradicate racially offensive 

epithets.  Until the actual language that we use surrounding things like race, ethnicity, nationality 

changes or becomes unified globally and until the language and communication that society 

ascribes to when referring to people of color, we will continue to see discrimination and racism 

in our modern society.
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