
1 

 

 

Halmstad University, 2013 

School of Teacher Education 

English for Students in Teacher Training 

C-essay 15 Hp 

By: Mohamad Kiswani 

Supervisor: Anna Fahraeus & Emma Karin Brandin 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Am I Bothered by Your View of Me?” 

A Look at Racism's Effect on Slaves in the Novel 

Roots: The Saga of an American Family by Alex Haley 

 

 

 



2 

 

 

Abstrakt 

Denna uppsats är en litteraturstudie av Roots: The Saga of an American Family. Studien syftar till 

att undersöka argumentet att rasism har en långvarig effekt på de människor som utsätts för rasism. I 

detta fall, karaktärerna i romanen som utsätts för rasismens olika hemskheter så som slaveri. Genom 

användningen av Robert Jensen, WEB Du Bois och Edward Saids teorier (dvs. 

Privileged/unprivileged, The Veil, Double Consciousness och Others) har romanen Roots 

analyserats. Slutsatsen visar på hur slaveriet påverkade huvudpersonerna och hur effekten av slaveri 

lyckats beröva de svarta människorna i romanen deras ursprungliga identitet. Slaveriet ersattes 

istället av en kollektiv identitet av mindre värde än vita människors identitet vilket lämnat 

långvariga psykiska ärr för karaktärerna i romanen. Det pedagogiska fokus som används i uppsatsen 

är den så kallad cooperative learning metoden. 

  

 

Nyckelord: Privileged/unprivileged, The Veil, Double Consciousness, Others, racism, Roots, 

cooperative learning. 
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1. Introduction 

The issue of race has been and is still to this day a very controversial topic. The wars on the African 

continent left villages and countries in greatly deprived states. These wars left a physical, an 

economic and a mental traumatization in the ones left alive to deal with the emotional turmoil that 

had been the result of the colonization of Africa. These scars can be seen as a ground zero for the 

book Roots: The Saga of an American Family written in 1974 by Alexander Murray Palmer Haley, 

better known as Alex Haley. The book’s plot is set during the colonial era when slavery was one of 

the major economic resources. The story of Kunta Kinte is both a third person omniscient narrative 

and at times a first person narrative. Although Haley based a lot of the story on his ancestors’ true 

experience, this story is not based on true life. This does not, however, take anything away from the 

story of one man’s journey through slavery, a journey that could adequately be compared to a 

journey through hell. 

 

The effect of racism on the main character of Kunta Kinte will be the main focus of this essay, but 

the effect of racism will also be explored in a long-term perspective. How are the black slaves in 

Roots affected, on a larger scale, by enslavement and in what way does it affect their sense of 

identity? 
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2. Post-colonial race theories 

2.1. White Privilege 

Robert William Jensen, a professor of journalism at the University of Texas at Austin College of 

Communication, has written several books on the subject of race and white-supremacy. In a lecture 

at the University of Texas in the spring of 2009, Jensen spoke about the ideas and thoughts 

presented by the author of the 1903 book The Souls of Black Folks, W.E.B. Du Bois. Du Bois writes 

that “the problem of the 20
th

 century is the problem of the colored line”.
1
 Du Bois’ words about the 

problem of the colored line is not a way to blame black people for the problems of western society, 

but rather an internalized guilt, which means that Du Bois wrote that racism is a burden to society, 

and that racism is a problem affecting black Americans. This problem is however not discussed by 

Du Bois, but instead simply accepted as a problem. Du Bois is simply acknowledging the issue of 

racism but not the reason. This problem for society and white people began, according to Du Bois, 

when slavery began and also intensified when the emancipation took place, due to white people’s 

problem accepting the notion of black Americans. Du Bois’ term can easily be mistaken as a way 

for him to blame black people for the issues of racism, but it is more of a way to remove guilt from 

the white man without putting blame on either whites or blacks. 

By not addressing the root to the issue of racism in America, an internalized guilt surfaces in the 

ones affected by racism, resulting in black Americans blaming themselves for their situation 

(Jensen’s Lecture, 2009). 

  

                                                 
1
Lecture from the University of Texas in 2009. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aH-WSqanyQ 
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In his lecture, Jensen concurs that this notion of simply accepting racism without blaming someone 

for its existence is sadly true in today’s society, meaning that Du Bois’ view on racism and 

internalized guilt is correct. Jensen proves this by looking at how privilege, meaning the value of 

one individual in society compared to the value of another, is divided in society amongst white 

people and non-white people. Jensen does this by looking at what he calls political/materialism and 

political/ideology (Jensen’s Lecture, 2009). Political/materialism is, according to Jensen, the 

understanding that whites in a society are more privileged than blacks, in regard to political power 

and material ownership. Jensen writes that to be white is considered the norm and therefore white 

people rightfully inherit the privileged position in society, while the unprivileged blacks are in their 

situation because of a considered natural order. Jensen does not approve of this hierarchy of color 

but does acknowledge its existence in society. He claims it is not a natural development but rather a 

naturalization that has been the result of oppression and prejudice. Jensen means that nature has not 

classified one creed of people higher on a social ladder than another creed. This categorization is, 

according to Jensen, the doing of Western man, but through years of prejudice a notion of a 

hierarchy has been established. Therefore the hierarchy is not a natural development but a 

naturalization that has been made possible simply by the efforts of the white man (Jensen’s Lecture, 

2009).      

 

Political/Ideology is, according to Jensen, white peoples’ beliefs that the social issues of those 

privileged and unprivileged, are not their own fault. White people simply refuse to take blame for 

their own doing and instead look at surrounding issues. Whites do acknowledge that there is a 

privileged and unprivileged division in society, but there is no ideological acceptance in society for 

whom the blame truly falls upon. Instead racism is merely accepted as part of today’s reality, 

resulting in an attitude that racism cannot be fully eradicated. According to Jensen, changes can 

only come when the political powers accept their part in the creation of the naturalized hierarchy 
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and the view on racism's origin. Only when white people accept their part in racist ideology, can the 

hierarchy finally be equal among people (Jensen’s Lecture, 2009). 

 

To summarize in more simple terms; Jensen's political/materialism is the unjust society as it stands 

now, while the political/ideology is the refusal to accept blame for one's part in society’s racism. 

This refusal is due to a tangled world view of inherent hierarchy between white and black people. 

Even though a hierarchy is established and seen, it is tangled due to the different views that 

surround it. If an acceptance of fault were to be made by the privileged, the tangled world view 

would cease to exist, according to Jensen in his book The Heart of Whiteness: Confronting race, racism 

and white privilege from 2005 (Jensen, 2005, 69). 

  

 

With the knowledge of these two, political/ideology and political/materialism, how do we work 

against an unjust society? According to Jensen, the recognition of the issues with a white-

supremacy society (i.e. Caucasians have more value than other ethnicities) is hardly enough to put 

on the table (Jensen, 2005, 16). Instead politics should be used as a tool to achieve a society not 

based on a privileged few. But Politics is not used by Jensen in the sense of political parties on a 

right to left spectrum; instead the word politics is used in the sense of power distribution in society. 

Thus a simplification of what Jensen means by politics would be; the one with the most things has 

the most power. It is this material wealth that needs to be distributed amongst the people who are 

not as privileged as the ones in power, who according to Jensen are the privileged whites. However, 

Jensen does not imply that countries should switch from a democratic society to communism, even 

though one could argue that his views on racism have a tendency to lean towards the communist 

idea of shared power. Instead, Jensen simply stresses the point that, if America is to move from a 

white-supremacy state, they will need to acknowledge that the whites are privileged and that their 

privileges need to be shared with the unprivileged masses (Jensen’s Lecture, 2009). 
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The issues about privileged and unprivileged are, according to Jensen, very delicate due to the fact 

that it has been a naturalization where the privileged ones assume that society is as it is because that 

is the normal order of the world; that is the reality they live in. For the privileged few, the world is 

not unjust; it simply is the natural world order.  This unreflective view on reality can be compared 

to the old-fashioned view of male and female gender, where people of the male gender are expected 

to be masculine and engage in “manly” duties, such as hard labor and being the head of the family. 

The females were considered the feminine gender and should act accordingly and tend to the more 

domestic, nurturing and less physically demanding tasks. However, in the same way as we in 

today’s society have moved on to a great extent from this outdated view of the gender differences, 

Jensen emphasizes the need to move on from the view that the white-supremacy society is the 

normal and only way to live. It is due to society’s structure and slow process of changing that 

clashes happen between the ones considered privileged and unprivileged. When a society makes a 

conscious choice to naturalize something, there will always be someone who does not reap the 

benefits of that choice. And when power is distributed among the privileged, the unprivileged will 

naturally feel left out; their envy and frustration will inevitably lead to a power struggle (Jensen’s 

Lecture, 2009). 

 

2.2. Double-Consciousness and The Veil 

This power struggle is very adequately explained by W.E.B. Du Bois, in his book The Soul of Black 

Folks from 1903. Du Bois wrote about a concept of his, called Double-Consciousness, which sees 

racism as a product of the white man. Through years of racism against the blacks and forced slavery, 

the black people of America soon started to incorporate the same prejudiced thoughts and feeling 

for black people as the white people had for them. The black people soon started to fight amongst 

each other and the blacks with the lighter skin were treated better than the ones with darker skin 
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color. This privileged treatment was not just amongst white people, but also in full effect amongst 

black people. The fair skinned blacks were considered more beautiful and civilized than the ones 

with darker skin, who were considered uglier and more primitive. 

Du Bois explains Double-Consciousness in the following way; “It is a peculiar sensation, this 

Double-Consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (Du Bois, 

1903, 9). 

 

This means that the prejudice that white people had against black people throughout centuries of 

racial bias has been normalized even in the eyes of the black population (-and adopted by them). 

Even though this harsh and brutal racism, expressed through slavery and unequal rights, has been 

diminished in modern times, racism still exists. Whether one is talking about racism before 

abolition or after the civil rights movement, the fact still remains that prejudice breeds more 

prejudice, and it is in this sense that negative thoughts about one’s own people grew strong even 

amongst black people. 

 

The Veil is another concept from Du Bois’ book. It is used to describe a barrier between black and 

white people. Although this concept stands by itself, it is in fact part of Double-Consciousness, and 

therefore must be mentioned. Du Bois does not state in his book The Souls of Black Folks what The 

Veil is in plain language, but instead paints a poetic picture of a veil over people’s minds. The Veil 

can be interpreted as three layers of “blindness” if one will. The first is a physical veil that hinders 

white people from seeing black people as humans and their equals. Here the dark skin of the black 

people plays the crucial part. The physical difference does not allow the white population to see the 

black population as anything else but different and therefore, if one is different one is not equal. The 

second aspect of The Veil did not allow white people to see black people as two things, Americans 

and Black, but only as one thing; they were “Negroes”. 
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Before abolition and the civil rights movement, a “Negro” could not be an American. It had to do 

with black people not having the same status of citizens when they were slaves (i.e. property) and 

after abolition, not having the same set of rights as white people (i.e. still not being “full” citizens). 

The common way of thinking about nationality at that time, was that Americans are white. Here Du 

Bois speaks about the agony of black people being taken from their land to a place not known to 

them and treated like filth, and after the process of freedom for slaves they still endured racism and 

were denied the status of being Americans. The second aspect of The Veil addresses the issues and 

the problems that followed as a result of black Americans’ struggle to achieve recognition by the 

white Americans as equals and “full” citizens.    

 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this longing to attain self-conscious 

manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the 

older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world 

and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro 

blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and 

an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity 

closed roughly in his face (Du Bois, 1903, 9). 

 

  

The quote by Du Bois is addressing the issue of how black people suffered even after abolition. 

Even though they were considered free men, they were still slaves to the ideas and norms of that 

time. Hence, to be truly free they would have to be accepted by white America as equals, thus 

enabling the black people to rebuild an identity based on their cultural heritage from Africa and 

their new experiences in America. However, the ideas of that time (i.e. black people were still not 

“full” citizens) hindered them from achieving such an identity and left them scared of creating an 

identity. 
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The third aspect of The Veil, which links it together with Double-Consciousness”, is the one that 

refers to the black people’s psychological scars that haunted them still after the abolition of slavery. 

These are the scars that Du Bois would refer to as Double-Consciousness. Centuries of slavery and 

being treated as inferior humans, being told that white is better than being black, inevitably led to 

the acceptance, even among black people, that this indeed was the case. Double-Consciousness was 

thus a result of black people judging themselves as the white people judged them, since the white 

people were made out to be their betters. 

  

2.3. Othering 

Emmanuel Levinas, a French philosopher, was the first one to conceptualize the idea of the “other” 

in racism and psychology
2
. However it was Edward Said, a Palestinian literary theorist who made 

this idea famous in his book Orientalism, where he writes of how the East has always stood in 

direct contrast to the “civilized” West. This in turn has led to othering. Othering is a verb and means 

to differentiate one or a group of people from oneself in an active manner. This means that it does 

not happen on an unconscious level of the mind (Said, 2000, 70); Edward Said did, however, 

broaden the term to not only be limited to the psychological aspect of racism. Said applied the term 

othering to political science, economics and social science (Said, 2000, 11). 

 

Even though Said’s book is primarily about The Orient and less about Africa, it does bring up how 

Westerners used racism as a tool to colonize the East. Othering means to build a wall between the 

ones that are “the same”. In the case of the colonial era this would be the Western nations who 

owned colonies. The ones who were not “the same” would in this case be the Eastern nations. The 

colonizing classes would refer to Africa and the Orient in ways which would be in direct opposition 

                                                 
2
Www.stanford.edu 
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to their own civilization. The civilized West versus the savage/primitive East; God-fearing 

Christians versus heathens; educated versus uneducated etc. Propaganda presentations like this were 

effective in the way that they brought unity among one people by allowing them to unite in fear of 

the unknown; this fear would then be the psychological trigger by which slavery, murder etc. would 

be justified (Said, 2000, 84). 

 

During the 19
th

 century, when studies were being made to establish which were the most advanced 

of human races, the white Aryans were established as the ultimate humans while the blacks were 

determined to be the most inferior of the human races. These studies were used as tools to convince 

the public that colonialism was a good thing for the “lesser” developed black people who were 

considered savages and in need of being controlled. It is, however, worth mentioning that whilst 

these are not the only factors to colonialism, they do play an important part in the social, political 

and economic part of colonialism. Cited in Said's book, the author John Westlake wrote in 1894  

that the uncivilized parts of the Earth ought to be annexed or occupied by the “civilized West” 

(Said,2000, 324). This othering of the non-whites led to political racism that allowed white people 

to justify the slavery on political, religious and economic grounds. The political aspect of slavery 

was to broaden the power of the civilized (western) world. The religious aspects were that through 

colonialism the uncivilized world would be introduced to Christianity and the heathens would be 

saved. The economic aspect was the main reason for colonialism (Said, 2000, 59). However, the 

stealing of countries’ resources were justified by the West's idea that the countries being stolen from 

were lands of savages, the Africans simply did not understand the resources nor did they need them. 

Said explains this from a modern-day perspective. 

 

Arabs, for example, are thought of as camel-riding, terroristic, hook-nosed, venal lechers whose 

undeserved wealth is an affront to real civilization. Always there lurks the assumption that although the 

Western consumer belongs to a numerical minority, he is entitled either to own or to expend (or both) the 
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majority of the world resources. Why? Because he, unlike the Oriental, is a true human being (Said, 2000, 

109). 

  

Even though society and science is fundamentally built upon knowledge from The East, the 

recognition of its contribution to western civilization is rarely acknowledged by the majority of the 

masses. It is largely through people’s ignorance that othering continues to exist (Said, 2000, 74). 

 

3. Background on author 

On August 11
th

 1921 Alex Haley (full name Alexander Murray Palmer Haley) was born in Ithaca, 

New York. Haley was raised by his parents: his father, Simon Alexander, was a Cornell University 

graduate at the time of his son's birth and his mother, Bertha Palmer, was a music teacher. During 

his adolescence and specifically while visiting his grandparents in Tennessee, Haley had heard his 

family talk about an ancestor named Kunta Kinte. Haley's interest in his family history started from 

this point. Several years later he would write one of the most critically acclaimed stories in modern 

time relating to slavery. Haley wrote the Pulitzer Prize-winning book Roots after twelve years of 

research into his family genealogy. After the publication of Roots in 1976, interest in genealogy in 

general spiked, and thus Alex Haley is considered by some to be the father of popular genealogy
3
. 

 

4. Roots: The Saga of an American Family 

Roots is the story of sixteen-year-old Kunta Kinte, a young man from Juffure, Gambia. He was 

Alexander Haley’s ancestor. Torn from his homeland in Africa, Kunta Kinte is shipped as a slave to 

the land of the whites in America. The novel follows the development of Kunta Kinte through his 

                                                 
3
www.kintehaley.org 
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hardships as an adolescent struggling to fit into his role as a member of society, with the same 

issues that adolescent teens in the West go through, i.e. sexual attraction, the social norms (how to 

behave to fit in) and moral questions about right and wrong etc. In Roots the reader follows Kunta 

Kinte’s struggle as he is captured by the Toubob (Mandinka word for white people) and begins his 

painful journey through physical torture and mental torment as he suffers the Toubobs’ claimed 

superiority over him and his likes. 

 

5. Analysis 

5.1. Othering 

Othering is a concept within postcolonial theory; this concept shows how exclusion is based on 

people’s differences. These differences can be whatever a majority or a powerful group in a society 

or culture decides to be adequate reason to exclude someone. This means that the color of a person's 

skin, name, hair, weight etc. can all be justifiable reasons in the eyes of the excluders to draw a 

dividing line between themselves and others. The novel will not be analyzed by looking at how the 

Westerners exclude the Africans, but how Haley’s writing allows the reader to either include or 

exclude Kunta Kinte and the Africans. More examples that show that this concept is an important 

one in a study of Roots will be shown later in the analysis, but one example from the book is worth 

showing due to its way of establishing a connection between the reader and the main character. 

 

All, like Kunta, were growing fast, laughing and squealing as they ran after each other around the giant 

trunk of the village baobab, played hide-and-seek, and scattered the dogs and chickens into masses of fur 

and feathers (Haley, 1974, 12). 

 

Said’s theory of othering is applicable to Haley’s novel due to the way that he writes about Kunta 

Kinte’s experiences both as a child and an adult. The children are playing tag and hide-and-seek. 
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These are perhaps two of the most common games for anyone to have played in their childhood. By 

writing how the children are playing in Africa and showing that even though skin color, language, 

cultures etc. may differ, we are not different and even such a thing that might seem minuscule for 

some (i.e. childs play) can show us that at core we are the same. What defines us as people is not 

the physical attributes but rather the emotional depth that we possess. The quote is a perfect 

example of how the emotion of happiness is colorblind. By applying Said’s theory of othering, 

Kunta Kinte becomes the one who is included as one of “the same”, rather than the one excluded as 

different. As previously written about othering and how it shows exclusion of a minority, Kunta 

Kinte is by Haley’s writings no longer a minority nor the one excluded. 

 

He remembered of course, how when drums of other villages warned that toubob had either taken 

somebody or was known to be near, the men would arm themselves and mount a double guard while the 

frightened women quickly gathered all of the children and hid in the bush far from the village--sometimes 

for several days--until the toubob was felt to be gone (Haley, 1974, 75). 

  

Quotes like this build up, not simply a description of white men, but an image of something more 

sinister. The text shows how Said’s theory is inherently fundamental in people’s way of thinking. 

How the Africans have excluded the white men due to their way of conducting themselves in Africa. 

How exclusion of the white man is bringing the Africans together in fear of what they do not fully 

understand. This is similar to what the white people do in the novel (i.e. believing that black people 

are savages with lesser intelligence). The Africans in their fear and unknowingness of the white men 

in the novel believe the white men to be cannibals and that they will eat the African people. The 

emotion of fear is very well portrayed by Haley and thus the inclusion of Kunta Kinte and his 

people in the “majority” is clarified further as the novel progress, perhaps not with the physical 

person of Kunta Kinte but with the human beneath the exterior. The skin color of Kunta Kinte fades 

away as the hardship that he faces allows one to feel empathy for another human being, regardless 

of skin color. 
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To clarify the above statement, Haley’s work is not just a story about a black man in the new world, 

but rather a story about man’s ability to be loving and caring but also the complete opposite, to be 

vicious and downright inhumane. An example of the viciousness of man can be seen in perhaps one 

of the most famous of scenes in the novel. Kunta has just escaped and in the process attacked a 

black slave who was ordered to bring Kunta to the slave owner. A search party was sent out to find 

him and with them, the black slave whom Kunta attacked. 

  

The rope's free end was thrown over a lower limb, and the black one hauled on it until Kunta's feet barely 

touched the ground. The chief toubob's whistling whip began to lash against Kunta's back. He writhed 

under the pain, refusing to make any sound, but each blow felt as if it had torn him in half. Finally he 

began screaming, but the lashing went on. Kunta was hardly conscious when at last the whip stopped 

falling (Haley, 1974, 281). 

 

The beauty and the gentleness of the African people that Haley portrays in the beginning of the 

novel are no longer as noticeable as the novel progresses. How the African people transform from 

being people who join together in order to help each other out when facing something frightening 

like the white men, to being a part of that very frightening unknown (i.e. the black slave helping the 

white men). Due to this detailed portrayal of human emotions, the use of Said’s theory is 

represented in a manner that is unlike Said’s example of the usage of othering. Where Said gives 

examples of The West excluding The East, Haley’s writing does the opposite. By applying the 

concept of othering in the novel the Westerners are excluded, not by superficial reasoning such as 

their skin color, but rather their actions exclude them from the majority. This inclusion of Kunta 

Kinte is primarily based on the given insight to Kunta’s situation by author Haley, where Kunta’s 

thoughts and emotions are written in a very detailed fashion. This insight is not given to the white 

people and thus the exclusion of the white people is easier as they seem inhuman in their portrayal 

in the novel. 
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The color issue of othering somewhat loses its effect as Haley does not focus much on the color of 

black vs. white. Instead the focus lands more on civilized (i.e. Westerners) vs. the primitive (i.e. 

Africans). As the novel progresses these two categories are the ones that allow inclusion and 

exclusion. As man is a product of his environment, the mistreating of slaves in the novel is for 

anyone morally wrong. The categorization of civilized vs. primitive is turned on its head and as 

Kunta Kinte becomes the included he is regarded as the civilized, and as the white people become 

excluded they are in turn considered primitive. The inclusion of Kunta Kinte is not unexpected. 

However, this does pose the question, is it merely the moral issue that allows inclusion of Kunta 

Kinte or would the slaves be excluded if this book was read in the 19
th

 century and man was a 

product of a different environment. This question is unanswerable but the issue of modern morality 

is undeniably part of the reason to why the slaves in the novel become included.    

 

5.2. White Privilege 

White privilege theory states that white people are in a privileged position in comparison to other 

ethnicities. To demonstrate this by using the book Roots by Alex Haley would seem redundant and 

obvious as the book is about slavery and how white people exploited African natives for labor. 

I have nonetheless chosen to implement this theory in this essay in order to give a more detailed 

perspective on how this privilege is both justified and executed by the white people in the book. 

This, in turn, is done to demonstrate how society, through (a process of) naturalization, has come to 

accept the idea of white privilege as a natural phenomenon, (the acceptance being part of the 

naturalization). 

 

In his book, Haley describes the conduct of the African tribes, he describes their customs during 

peace time and during war time, and how men and women ought to carry themselves in public and 
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in private, (i.e. the norms of conduct). Haley portrays an African people who are gentle, kind, loving 

but also strict, respectful and with a social order. This is a completely opposite reality to the view 

that is projected on them by the white colonizers. 

  

The boys learned also that battles should start in late afternoon, so that any enemy, seeing defeat, could 

save face by retreating in the darkness. And they were taught that during any wars, neither enemy should 

ever do harm to any traveling mara bouts griots, or blacksmiths, for an angered mar about could bring 

down the displeasure of Allah; an angered griot could use his eloquent tongue to stir the enemy army to 

greater savagery; and an angered blacksmith could make or repair weapons for the enemy (Haley, 1974, 

134). 

 

The humanity and respect for even ones enemy is something that does not fit the view of a savage. 

The quote gives an insight into the fundamental pillar of African culture and society in the novel. 

Even though Africans do enter into war with each other, respect and courtesy is never lost in battle. 

The enemy, even though with the intent to harm one, is still a human and because of that, respect 

should always be given and never taken away. This stands in complete opposite to the portrayed 

view of Africans as savages and without any social or civil structure. 

Then how is this related to white privilege? Similar to othering, white privilege is based on 

ignorance of the unknown. The failure to understand the Africans in the novel led to an assumption 

amongst the white people, that because they do not live like white people, they are not as intelligent 

as white people. The understanding of the Africans’ culture by the white people in the novel is 

therefore neglected and instead the focus falls on the superficial things such as skin-color, clothes 

etc.   

Kunta Kinte’s thoughts show that even though he is not white and he is not privileged, he is still 

intelligent. His views on the subject of privilege are written in the novel after he observes his master 

having a party. 
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He couldn't believe that such incredible wealth actually existed, that people really lived that way. It took 

him a long time, and a great many more parties, to realize that they didn't live that way, that it was all 

strangely unreal, a kind of beautiful dream the white folks were having, a lie they were telling themselves: 

that goodness can come from badness, that it's possible to be civilized with one another without treating 

as human beings those whose blood, sweat, and mother's milk. Made possible the life of privilege they led 

(Haley, 1974, 401). 

 

Kunta Kinte’s thoughts show that the naturalization of privilege allows the privileged few to ignore 

the emotion of empathy and respect in ignorance of a believed natural hierarchy. This while the 

unprivileged suffer the consequences of the supposed natural order, the clashes of privileged and 

unprivileged are therefore, as previously stated, undeniable. 

 

The next example is from further on in the novel. Kunta Kinte has married Bell Waller, another 

slave, and she has given birth to their daughter, called Kizzy Waller. Kunta's daughter is later sold to 

a slave owner by the name of Tom Lea. 

 

"Ain't you got sense enough to know I'm your new massa?" He watched her, grimacing some kind of a 

smile. "You a fair-lookin' wench. Might even set you free, if I like you enough"--When he sprang, seizing 

Kizzy, she wrenched loose, shrieking, as with an angry curse he brought the whip cracking down across 

the back of her neck. "I'll take the hide off you!" Lunging like a wild woman, Kizzy clawed at his 

contorted face, but slowly he forced her roughly to the floor (Haley, 1974, 568). 

 

This is an example to show how the political/materialism that Jensen writes about in his theory of 

white privilege can be seen. Though raping slaves was a common thing during slavery, and is a 

common thing in the novel, it does show how political/materialism works. Where through the 

strong beliefs of the privileged white people they could justify keeping an individual as an object. 

The theory shows how even the white people who considered themselves more civilized than any 

other creed, could by an ideological belief abandon what they knew about civilized manners and 
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human decency,  in order to uphold their believed view on natural order. Kizzy’s rape shows exactly 

how this privilege works, as the man, through ideological beliefs, considers it within his moral right 

(not to be confused with the law) to control another individual’s freedom. Through 

political/materialism all reasoning of common sense loses its value, as perceived natural order is 

solidified through ideological beliefs. 

 

5.3. Double Consciousness and The Veil 

This analysis is divided into three sections, which will be the three aspects of The Veil, and the last 

aspect of The Veil is also the theory of Double-Consciousness. As previously stated in the theory 

part of this study the first aspect of The Veil is the physical difference that does not allow the white 

population to see the black population as anything else but different and therefore, if one is different 

one is not equal. The physical difference in color made black people appear as lesser human beings 

in the white people’s eyes. 

 

Top prime--young and supple!" the toubob shouted. Kunta was already so numb with terror that he hardly 

noticed as the toubob crowd moved in more closely around him. Then, with short sticks and whip butts, 

they were pushing apart his compressed lips to expose his clenched teeth, and with their bare hands 

prodding him all over—under his armpits, on his back, his chest, and his genitals. Then some of those 

who had been inspecting Kunta began to step back and make strange cries. "Three hundred dollars!... 

three fifty!" The shouting toubob laughed scornfully. "Five hundred!... six!" He sounded angry. "This is a 

choice young nigger, Do I hear seven fifty?" "Seven fifty!" came a shout. He repeated the cry several 

times, then shouted "Eight!" until someone in the crowd shouted it back. And then, before he had a 

chance to speak again, someone else shouted, "Eight fifty!" No other calls came. /…/ they began moving 

through the crowd. Some of the younger toubob laughed, jeered, and poked at Kunta with sticks as they 

passed (Haley, 1974, 266). 
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This excerpt is a means of showing how the white people saw the Africans as nothing more than a 

product to be bargained for, beings with no feelings or of lesser worth than a white person. The 

treatment of being sold as cattle is not the only dehumanizing treatment that the Africans in the 

novel endure.  Haley is describing the process of dehumanization of slaves by the humiliating 

probing and inspection of different body parts such as the genitals and teeth. This probing is similar 

to the inspection of cattle done by interested buyers. The physical inspection is then topped off with 

the humiliation of white youngsters’ sinister treatment of recently sold slaves, with the 

psychological torture of laughter aimed at the African’s situation. 

In order to dehumanize an individual or a community of people, one needs also to look at what 

makes an individual. Social psychologist Herbert C. Kelman writes about this in Violence without 

Moral Restraint: Reflections on the Dehumanization of Victims and Victimizers from 1973.   

 

To accord a person identity is to perceive him as an individual, independent and distinguishable from 

other, capable of making choices, and values. To accord a person community is to perceive him - along 

with one's self - as part of an interconnected network of individuals, who care for each other, who 

recognize each other's individuality, and who respect each other's rights. These two features together 

constitute the basis for individual worth (Kelman, 1973, 48). 

 

According to Kelman, in order for someone to be perceived as an individual they need to belong to 

two categories, the first category is individual worth/ an identity. This means that an individual has 

an actual worth and value and is distinguishable as a human being. The second category is 

accepting an individual into one’s community. By being part of a community of people an 

individual becomes recognized as a human being with worth and equal rights. This recognition and 

incorporation of an individual into a community also allows people to feel empathy and respect for 

their fellow man.   
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Sanctioned massacres become possible to the extent that we deprive fellow human beings of identity and 

community. It is difficult to have compassion for those who lack identity and who are excluded from our 

community: their death does not move us in a personal way. Thus when a group of people is defined 

entirely in terms of a category to which they belong, and when this category is excluded from the human 

family, then the moral restraints against killing them are more readily overcome (Kelman, 1973, 49). 

 

Dehumanization is therefore the process of depriving an individual from these two categories, first 

by defining someone completely by a category (i.e. nigger in the novel). The second deprivation is 

excluding this category from the community of the human family. Once exclusion from the human 

family is obtained, all moral responsibility is more easily overlooked and civil treatment and 

empathy no longer becomes a restraint. 

 

The process of selling the slaves in the novel like cattle is therefore evidence for the 

dehumanization of Kunta Kinte and his fellow men. By the use of the word “nigger” Kunta Kinte is 

defined by an attribute (i.e. skin color) rather than a distinguishable individual feature. The 

categorization of being a “nigger” is then excluded from the community of the human family in 

order to be bought and sold as cattle, without any moral restraints by the white slave owners. 

 

The second aspect of the veil is the contradiction of identity for blacks in America; this 

contradiction is the question about being both black and American: can a former slave be just that, 

an American? Roots begins in Africa but ends in America, where Kunta Kinte finally finds himself 

asking the question “who am I?” 

 

He was thirty-four rains old! What in the name of Allah had happened to his life? He had been in the 

white man's land as long as he had lived in Juffure. Was he still an African, or had he become a "nigger," 

as the others called themselves? Was he even a man? (Haley, 1974, 381). 
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The quote shows both the second and third aspect of Du Bois’ theory of The Veil. The second aspect 

of Du Bois’ theory of The Veil states that white people could not see black people as two things, 

American and black, but only as one thing; they were “Negroes”. The third aspect of The Veil is the 

one called Double-Consciousness, which states that black people eventually adopted the view of 

themselves from the white people (i.e. if the white people saw the black people as nothing else than 

“niggers”, then the black people viewed themselves as such). Kunta Kinte’s reflection about his 

own identity touches on both of these aspects. Kunta Kinte’s reflection stems from the period he has 

spent with the white slave owners. While Kunta Kinte spent time in his native land of Juffure, he 

was a product of his African culture (i.e. a Mandinga man) but as the novel progresses, he is taken 

from Africa and sent to America, where he suddenly finds himself a product of a new environment. 

This change of environment and dehumanizing treatment of slaves is the psychological scarring that 

Du Bois is referring to in Double-Consciousness. Due to the treatment of slaves, where the old 

identity is stripped away and replaced with a collective identity of sub-humans consisting of other 

so called “niggers”, Kunta Kinte no longer knows who he is. This confusion in his own viewing of 

himself drives him to even question his manhood. The possibility of being both black and an 

American is also answered by Kunta Kinte’s question. Asking if he now is a “nigger”, shows that 

after being enslaved no duality of identity can exist. If by being a nigger, he no longer views 

himself as an African, how can he then consider himself both African and American? The reason for 

this question is not the physical torture of Kunta Kinte and other slaves in the novel, but rather the 

psychological tear-down of African identity. Years of slavery and being treated worse than the 

livestock had left Kunta Kinte believing that he might be a nigger; he is not an individual any longer, 

but instead a collective of sub humans of lesser worth. 

Further evidence of Du Bois’ Double-Consciousness can be seen in how slave owners in Roots 

would talk about owning slaves, their thoughts about the African people, and how these thoughts 

would in turn affect the slaves in the novel. 
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Whoever would successfully manage slaves, someone would always say, must first understand that their 

African pasts of living in jungles with animals gave them a natural inheritance of stupidity, laziness, and 

unclean habits, and that the Christian duty of those God had blessed with superiority was to teach these 

creatures some sense of discipline, morality, and respect for work--through example, of course, but also 

with laws and punishment as needed, although encouragement and rewards should certainly be given to 

those who proved deserving (Haley, 1974, 474). 

 

Slaves in the novel could establish a hierarchy amongst themselves by accepting and 

acknowledging their inferiority. The slaves who accepted this would have a higher status than the 

rest of the slaves who did not accept it. Those slaves would get more responsibility and become 

praised as “good” slaves, making it possible for a slave to differentiate him/herself from the lesser 

slaves who had not acknowledged this inferiority. 

By accepting this inferiority and reaping benefits from being a “good” nigger, those slaves would 

help their captors even if it meant that other slaves would get punished or killed in the process. John 

Waller is the first slave owner that Kunta Kinte is sold to, and during this time a man delivers a 

message to Waller about an uprising amongst slaves. Waller brings this to the attention of his own 

slaves.    

 

"I just got word of some Richmond niggers' plot to kidnap the governor, massacre the Richmond white 

people, and burn the city." The slaves gawked at one another in astonishment as he went on. "Thanks to 

God--an' a few smart niggers who found out and told their massas just in time—the plot's been crushed, 

and most of the niggers that started it already caught (Haley, 1974, 516). 

 

The sense of discipline, moral and respect that the white slave owners spoke of in the previous 

quote is reflected in the above excerpt. Slaves, who have been stripped of their identity by white 

slave owners, turn on their fellow slaves in order to maintain the status quo of their situation. In 

doing so, these few slaves would in turn be considered “smarter” than their fellow slaves, and 
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rewarded for their good behavior. This proves that Du Bois’ Double-Consciousness can be seen in 

how the slaves, even though mistreated by the white people, sought to receive their approval.    

 

6. Pedagogical focus 

In this section of the essay, the focus will be on presenting a method in which the analysis and 

topics raised in this essay can be used as tools to educate students about racism. This will be 

presented by first looking at the goals of the Swedish school systems. These goals are not for a 

specific school but for every school in Sweden, and are comprised by the Swedish Board of 

Education. The goals will be achieved by using the method called “Cooperative learning”. 

    

The goals of the school are that all students individually: 

• can consciously determine their views based on knowledge of human rights and fundamental democratic 

values, as well as personal experiences, 

• respect the intrinsic value and integrity of other people, 

• reject the subjection of people to oppression and degrading treatment, and also assist in helping people, 

• can interact with other people based on respect for differences in living conditions, culture, language, 

religion and history, 

• can empathize with and understand the situation of other people, and develop a willingness to act with 

their best interests at heart, and 

• show respect and care for both the immediate environment, as well as the environment from a broader 

perspective.
4 

 

These goals focus on every student’s individual development, regarding social and democratic 

values, the understanding of different cultures and respecting the ideals of others, while still trying 

to work for equality and human rights. 

                                                 
4
Www.Skolverket.se 

http://www.skolverket.se/
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This essay presented in its intended form would act as a catalyst, to incite educated discussions 

revolving around racism, social injustice and privilege. What makes Roots such a special reading 

experience is Haley’s way of using language in his depiction of slaves, which gives a much more 

vivid image of the slaves. However, this way of writing also brings with it a downside; the spelling 

of words are not in correct English, instead it is written as slaves in the novel speak. This even 

resulted in a slow reading by me, as it was a new experience. The difficulty of the language in Roots 

is therefore a reason not to use the complete novel for educational purposes. However, the story of 

how the main character experienced slavery and how it affected him as an individual is something 

that can be used in order to look at actual historical events of slavery in America. 

The areas which this essay covers are as important now as ever before. Racism and social injustice 

are not a thing of the past, and having an open discussion about subjects that affect many students 

on a personal level can lead to some very enriching discussions. It is only by discussing a problem 

from every aspect possible that we can truly find a solution. The reason for using this novel is to 

highlight social injustice and slavery. Even though most people might see slavery as a thing of the 

past, slavery is still to this very day a real thing. Modern day slavery differs from the slavery in the 

novel, but the concept of earning money from other people’s suffering with no regard to the moral 

issues at hand, that kind of slavery still thrives in our modern day society. By using Haley’s novel, 

one can educate students about slavery and the many forms in which it manifests itself, to teach 

students that slavery is not a thing of the past but is something that does exist in present time, just 

not in the “traditional” way of thinking about it. 

One method of creating a lesson plan to work with this essay would be to use what is called 

Cooperative learning. Cooperative learning is defined by a set of processes which help students 

interact together in order to accomplish a specific goal or develop an end product. There are many 

mechanisms for group analysis and introspection, the fundamental approach is teacher centered. 
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Johnson, Johnson & Holubec (1991) have identified five basic steps necessary for a teaching 

environment to be considered cooperative learning in their article Cooperation in The Classroom: 

Positive Interdependence- The students are reliant on their fellow group mates in order to finish a task at 

hand. It is the teachers responsibility to make sure that every student in the group knows what to do, for 

example assigned roles such as researcher, writer etc. 

Face-to- Face Promotive Interaction- students promote learning amongst each other by discussing the 

tasks at hand and presenting the findings to the rest of the class. The teachers’ role is to promote an 

environment where discussion is able to thrive. 

Individual Accountability- even though assignments are done in groups, individual performances are 

monitored by the teacher and individuals are accountable for their part of the work in the group. This can 

be done by questioning students on the different topics in their collective work; this insures that the group 

knows the complete work and not just parts of the work at hand. 

Interpersonal And Small group Skills- group work can only function if social skills are maintained. The 

teachers’ role is to make sure that communication amongst pupils is functioning. Conflict resolution, 

management skills, leadership and trust building are important in order for a group to function and are 

important tools to master, not only in school but also for future references. 

Group Processing- The group analyzes their own effectiveness by comprising lists of who is doing what 

in the group and also what they need to improve on in order for the group to function better. This is done 

by the help of the teacher who has continuously evaluated the group and the individuals’ process by 

feedback (Johnson & Holubec, 1991, 1:33). 

Cooperative learning helps the students achieve social skills that help them not only in school but 

outside of school. These social building stones that cooperative learning rests on are fundamental 

for achieving the goals listed by the Swedish Board of Education. The interaction with fellow 

classmates in a group allows a forum through which the pupils’ views are presented and discussed 

amongst each other. This allows a platform for further understanding of different views; ideas and 

beliefs that help strengthen the individuals’ respect for fellow human beings individuality. 
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The novel would serve as a launching point to discuss post-colonial racism and slavery. A historical 

overview of how racism has taken different forms and how slavery has manifested itself from being 

a concept of ownership over fellow human beings, to developing to modern day slavery where third 

world countries play a crucial role. The students would be handed excerpts from the novel where 

the norm of that period would be clearly stated and also different situations that the slaves would 

find themselves in. These excerpts would be used to show how life in that period of time would 

look; the students would then have to work in groups in order to research the history of slavery and 

how post-colonial racism managed to spread across the globe. Students would learn to actively 

search for answers and they would learn to look through a text and find keywords, and be able to 

narrow down the main point of a story rather than just regurgitating what their teachers tell them to 

be of importance. By allowing them to research previous historical events and the change of times 

they would then further their understanding by reading about today’s society and look critically at 

the world we live in. The five steps of cooperative learning would need to be clearly explained to 

the pupils in order for them to fully grasp the concept of group work and how to manage the time 

they are given. The novel and the racial theories used in this essay would serve as a launching point 

to help them further see societies development and give them a bigger picture of modern day issues 

that affect millions of lives that are still affected by slavery. 

The students would study today's political society, with regards to socio-economic justice; one 

example could be by looking at the social injustice that the slaves in the novel Roots were submitted 

to, and comparing it to how child laborers are treated in third world countries. This overview of 

social injustice can then further be analyzed by looking if western influence has played a part in this 

injustice, like it played a part in the novel, by perhaps allowing an environment of abuse of others 

for personal gain (i.e. the spread of consumerism & globalization). 

This is of course a huge project that would take some time to work with, but with the right guidance 

from the teacher, it is possible. The project would end with a paper by the students explaining their 
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findings, with support from racial theories and a discussion on equal rights. The reason for such a 

project is as the curriculum states, to further deepen the students' understanding of the differences 

amongst people, and that even though we might look different, we are all equal, and it is our duty to 

fight for equality and understanding. 

 

7. Conclusion 

The effect of racism on the main character of Kunta Kinte was the launching point of this essay, but 

also the effect of racism on a bigger scale was looked at. How will the black slaves in Roots be 

affected on a larger scale by enslavement and in what way does it affect their sense of identity? 

 

The main focus of this essay was to analyze the above statements through the method of a literature 

analysis with post-colonial race theories in order to support the findings. Said, Jensen and Du Bois 

theories on racism laid the foundation for the analysis.   

The analysis has shown that Du Bois’ concepts of The Veil and Double-Consciousness are 

applicable to the novel, as they help to analyze the long-lasting effects of slavery on the black 

population. The result of the analysis proves that the slaves’ endured dehumanizing treatment that 

led to what Du Bois called Double-Consciousness. Kunta Kinte and the slaves in the novel were 

stripped of their own identity which was replaced with a collective identity of sub humans, an 

identity that was forced upon them by the white people who lived by the norms of their society. The 

issue of identifying oneself as according to Du Bois Double-Consciousness is proven in the analysis 

of how Kunta Kinte reflects upon his own identity; he has lost himself in his new environment and 

is trying to find his place by questioning if he really is nothing more than a “nigger”. 
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Both Jensen and Du Bois claimed that racism was a creation of the white man. They do, however, 

differ in their views of who to blame (is it the white man’s fault, or is it no one’s fault?) for the 

issues and mistreatment that racism has caused. The slaves in Roots began with the view-point of 

Jensen (i.e. it is the white man’s fault that they are mistreated, and the white man needs to change), 

but as the black people in the novel spent more time as slaves and started to accept the role they 

were placed in, the blame started to shift, and they accepted the reality they were in. By accepting 

the reality of slavery, the black people in Roots allowed the externalized view of themselves by the 

white majority to mold their sense of identity. As the novel progresses the analysis shows that the 

slaves adopted a view of racism that Du Bois wrote about in his theory of The Veil (i.e. racism is an 

externalized force that molds us, but it is not subject to blame, instead we need to understand what 

racism is without putting blame on any side). This is proven by the slaves in the novel who accept 

their situation and seek their masters’ approval; these slaves no longer blame the white people for 

their situation, instead they try to gain their captors love by differentiating themselves from the rest 

of the slaves. 

 

Jensen’s theory of privileged and unprivileged was also illustrated in the novel. Not the simple fact 

that white people had it better than black people, but the way that this hierarchy was naturalized by 

the belief that it was a natural order for the white man to rule black people because they were 

inferior to white people. This belief is shown in how the white slave owners would speak of the 

black people, how they believed them to be intellectually inferior and culturally unevolved. An 

example of this is shown in the analysis where an excerpt shows how the slave owners spoke about 

the fundamentals that the slave owners need to know about slaves in order to control them. Due to 

this righteousness that the white people in the novel have in their treatment of their slaves, the 

naturalization is further promoted. The slaves in the novel, as previously stated, acknowledged this 

naturalization as something natural, and began believing their own inferiority. Evidence is shown 
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that they accepted the role as “niggers” and in doing so they are accepting their situation as a 

“natural” one. 

Roots illustrates that even though the Africans had a strong cultural pride, they could be broken 

down. The naturalization of privilege in the novel created a norm value that allowed the white 

people to strip the black people of everything that they were, without a shred of moral restraint. 

Kunta Kinte’s story is evidence that man is a product of his environment and subject to change. 

 

Said’s theory is based on the idea that the majority excludes the minority, how society is structured 

and how people in different power positions relate to other people, especially how the powerful 

white Western world tends to create a false image of the “Other” – the darker people of the East and 

South. This othering of the slaves is evident in the opinions of the white people in the novel. 

However, as othering is the basis for racism, the reason for using this theory was to analyze the text 

in order to see if Haley’s writing would affect the view of inclusion vs. exclusion of slaves, rather 

than to look at if exclusion of slaves were made by white people. As the theory states that othering 

is a means of including the majority to exclude the minority, the moral issue comes into play. As 

Haley’s writing creates an emotional connection to the main character of Kunta Kinte, the image of 

othering as it is portrayed on the Africans fades away and is replaced by inclusion rather than 

exclusion. 

The depiction of Kunta Kinte and other Africans in the novel allows for an inclusion as it portrays a 

civilized and gentle people, whereas white people are depicted as uncivilized and without any 

emotions. This proved in my analysis that Haley’s writing allows for inclusion of the Africans and 

exclusion of the Westerners. 

 

To summarize, the effect of racism in the novel was to strip Kunta Kinte and other Africans of their 

identity. Where they once were individuals and privileged within their own right (i.e. free and 

individuals in Juffure & Africa) they became unprivileged and no longer individuals after slavery. 
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The analysis of the novel proved that the Africans did acknowledge their inferiority, which led to a 

larger deterioration of African identity as the slaves began to seek the approval of their captors. The 

deterioration of identity led to a negative hierarchy amongst black people that was not present in the 

depiction of their previous identity.    
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