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� 1. Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (1997)
¡On Hobbes
¡On Hegel
¡On Marxism
¡On Foucault
¡On feminism

� 2. Hegel, Marxism, Foucault, feminism – some further 
thoughts
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� Born in Jamaica, 1951; father an 
LSE and Harvard-educated 
professor (“I’m only black in the 
US”)

� PhD in Toronto on Marxism, but 
moved away from it; a founder of 
Critical Race Theory

� The Racial Contract (1997); 
Blackness Visible (1998); From 
Class to Race (2003); Black 
Rights/White Wrongs (2017)
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� The modern state as an instrument (think: Miliband) established and 
used by whites to advance their collective racial interests

� White people’s structural position determines their politics regardless 
of their individual attitudes to non-white people and arguments

� ‘now that whites have created the state to be a sword, people of 
colour cannot make it a ploughshare’; ‘the state is a vital instrument of 
racism because, through it, whites define, unify and organise 
themselves, arbitrate intra-racial disputes, mobilise and legitimize 
force, coerce people of colour, and relieve their emotional costs by 
laundering racial oppression through a formal, “impersonal” 
apparatus’ (Glenn E. Bracey II)
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� ‘not a contract between everybody (“we the people”), but 
between just the people who count, the people who really 
are people (“we the white people”)’

� The state of nature functioned ‘not primarily to demarcate 
the (temporarily) pre-political state of ”all” men (who are 
really white men), but rather the permanently … non-
political state … of non-white men’



Hobbes
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� Race ostensibly as an ‘irrelevant 
material accretion’ that ‘can gain 
no purchase on the glossy 
frictionless conceptual surface of 
idealized abstract individuals’
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� In the state of nature, ‘there is no 
place for Industry … no Culture of the 
Earth … no commodious Building … 
no Knowledge of the face of the 
Earth; no account of Time; no Arts; 
no Letters; no Society … And the life 
of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, 
and short’

� ‘I believe it was never generally so, 
over all the world; but there are many 
places where they live so now’, such 
as ‘the savage people in many places 
of America’

� Drawing on (?)
¡ Walter Raleigh: ‘a state of War, which is 

the meer State of Nature of Men out of 
community, where all have an equal right 
to all things’

¡ Inhabitants of America as ‘people [who] 
live like wild beasts, without religion, nor 
government, nor town, nor houses, 
without cultivating the land, nor clothing 
their bodies … people living yet as the 
first men, without letters, without lawes, 
without Kings, without common 
wealthes, without arts … not civil by 
nature’
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� Hobbes: ‘those things that Weaken or tend to the 
DISSOLUTION of a Common-wealth ... resemble the diseases 
of a natural body’

� Mills: ‘The growth of the polity … was carried out not merely as 
part of God’s plan … but increasingly, by the late nineteenth 
century, as a biological imperative …  Geopolitical prescriptions 
were thus generated by racial identity itself. It was, so to speak, 
a demand of racial health that the fit expand into the vacuum, 
or near vacuum, of the territory occupied by the unfit’
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� Hegel, of course, is not a social 
contract theorist

� Africa as ‘this land of children’, of 
‘barbarity and wildness’

� Mills: Hegel ‘denies that Africa has 
any history and suggests that 
blacks were morally improved 
through being enslaved’; 
colonialism and slavery as world-
historical forces; contributed to 
making black people believe that 
their past ‘is one wasteland of 
non-achievement’
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� ‘The Racial Contract prescribes for its signatories an inverted 
epistemology, an epistemology of ignorance, a particular 
pattern of localized and global cognitive dysfunctions … 
producing the ironic outcome that whites will in general be 
unable to understand the world they themselves have made’
¡ ‘Negroes wanted to be treated like men, a perfectly straightforward 

statement, containing only seven words. People who have mastered 
Kant [‘the happy inhabitants of Tahiti …’], Hegel, Shakespeare, Marx, 
Freud, and the Bible find this statement utterly impenetrable’ (James 
Baldwin)

¡ ‘It is impossible for us to suppose these creatures [slaves] to be men, 
because, allowing them to be men, a suspicion would follow that we 
ourselves are not Christians’ (Montesquieu)
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� ‘The original white radical orthodoxy’
� 1. Marxism has a blind spot regarding race, for ‘to focus on the 

differentiated biology … of these humans would be to relapse 
into the biological materialism (unhistorical materialism) that 
historical materialism supposedly refutes and surpasses’

� 2. ‘there is a primary contradiction, and it’s race’: modern 
capitalism was only made possible by the racial contract which 
permitted whites to appropriate from, enslave and colonise 
non-whites



Foucault
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� ‘The present white radical 
orthodoxy’

� 1. ‘The category of the material 
itself seemed to be discredited, a 
relic of essentialist thinking’

� 2. Rejects any primary 
contradiction, because post-
structuralism is against binary 
oppositions
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� ‘The term “standpoint theory” is now 
routinely used to signify the notion 
that in understanding a system of 
oppression, a perspective from the 
bottom up is more likely to be 
accurate than one from the top down. 
What is involved here, then, is a 
“racial” version of standpoint theory, a 
perspectival cognitive advantage that 
is grounded in the phenomenological 
experience of the disjuncture between 
official (white) “reality” and actual 
(non-white) experience’



T H E O R I E S  O F  T H E  M O D E R N  S TAT E
S P R I N G  S E M E S T E R ,  W E E K  9  – PA RT  2

D R .  B E N  H O L L A N D

5/12/21Event Name and Venue

Race and the Theory of the Modern State –
Lecture 1



Hegel and Haiti

5/12/21Event Name and Venue

15

� Susan Buck-Morss
¡ Hegel’s daily reading of the Minerva newspaper; the 

Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) – a slave uprising 
which also threw off colonialism – much reported at 
the same time that Hegel was writing his 
Phenomenology of Spirit

¡ ‘Mutual recognition’ as ‘recognition through 
exchange’; mutual recognition as equals emerges 
from the contradictions of slavery; slaves traded as 
‘things’, but slaves achieve self-consciousness in 
realising that they are subjects who transform material 
nature, while master realises that he is totally 
dependent on the slave

¡ The modern state secures mutual recognition that 
emerges in market relations by means of an ‘ethical 
corrective to social inequalities through laws’

¡ ‘In an effort to become more erudite in African 
studies … Hegel was in fact becoming dumber’



Class and Race
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� Adolph Reed, Jr.
¡ ‘Race – which includes racism, as one is 

unthinkable without the other – is a 
historically specific ideology that 
emerged, took shape, and has evolved 
as a constitutive element within a 
definite set of social relations anchored 
to a particular system of production … 
[It] helps to stabilize a social order by 
legitimizing its hierarchies of wealth, 
power and privilege, including its social 
division of labour, as the natural order 
of things’
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� Mills homogenises all white people; counter-productive as 
rallying point against racism; inadequately explains non-
colour-coded racism

� Disconnection from political economy has allowed 
liberalism’s construction of racial inequality as prejudice; 
‘racism becomes an independent variable in a moralistic 
argument that is idealist intellectually and ultimately 
defeatist politically’; feeds ‘left neo-liberalism’/‘woke 
capitalism’
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� From punishment to discipline, sovereign reign 
to administration, sovereign’s subjects to 
biopolitical citizen-population

� ‘Inasmuch as prices are determined in 
accordance with natural mechanisms of the 
market they constitute a standard of truth which 
enables us to discern which governmental 
practices are correct and which are erroneous’ –
‘market veridiction’ of new arrivals

� ‘Naturalisation’ policies
� From a racism of ‘biological-types in location’ to 

‘cultural-types in circulation’ (Mark Duffield), e.g. 
securitisation of Muslim men
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� Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Canada (1996)
¡ Recommended: Indigenous peoples continue to exercise their own 

stateless, popular sovereignty on their reservations; settlers can 
maintain their jurisdictions on territories given them by the Indigenous 
peoples; equality of status if not form to Canadian state; shared 
jurisdiction on overlapping territories, dealing with each other as equals 
and with larger society multilaterally

� International law:
¡ Indigenous peoples are minorities within states not peoples; right of 

self-determination does not apply in the case of internal colonisation; 
territorial integrity of existing nation-states paramount; human rights 
belong to individuals not groups


