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Charles Mills' seminal work, "The Racial Contract," offers a profound and unflinching examination of
how race has shaped the very foundations of Western political thought and practice. This influential
book argues that racial hierarchy is not an accidental byproduct of history but a deliberate and
systemic feature of the social contract, defining who is considered fully human and deserving of
rights. By dissecting the hidden assumptions and exclusions embedded within liberal political
theory, Mills reveals the deep-seated nature of white supremacy as a political system. This article
will delve into the core tenets of Mills' argument, explore its implications for understanding
contemporary racial injustices, and discuss its enduring relevance in our ongoing struggle for racial
equality. We will explore the concept of the racial contract, its historical manifestations, and its
impact on global power dynamics.
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An Unveiling: Charles Mills and The Racial Contract

Charles Mills' groundbreaking book, "The Racial Contract," fundamentally reorients our
understanding of political philosophy by bringing the often-unacknowledged role of race to the
forefront. Mills, a brilliant philosopher, argues that the liberal tradition, despite its espoused
universalism, has historically operated under a deeply racialized framework. This framework, which
he terms "the racial contract," is a tacit, unwritten agreement among whites that grants them
privileges and entitlements denied to non-whites. It operates as a global system of racial power,
shaping everything from colonial expansion to contemporary social inequalities. Understanding
Charles Mills and The Racial Contract is crucial for anyone seeking to grapple with the persistent
realities of racial injustice and the limitations of existing political and social structures. This seminal
work compels us to confront the historical and ongoing ways in which racial classification has been
instrumental in the construction of modern society and its institutions.



Deconstructing the Social Contract: The Hidden Racial
Dimension

The traditional understanding of the social contract, as articulated by thinkers like Hobbes, Locke,
and Rousseau, posits a voluntary agreement among individuals to leave the state of nature for civil
society, thereby gaining protection and rights. Charles Mills, in "The Racial Contract," argues that
this narrative is incomplete and, more importantly, deliberately omits a crucial element: race. He
contends that the social contract was, in reality, an agreement among white men, excluding others,
particularly people of color, from its full protections and benefits. This exclusion was not incidental;
it was foundational to the establishment and maintenance of white supremacy. The benefits of this
contract were differentially distributed, creating a global system of racial hierarchy where whiteness
itself became a marker of privilege and entitlement.

Mills meticulously dissects the works of canonical social contract theorists, exposing the implicit
assumptions of whiteness that underpin their universalist claims. He highlights how concepts like
property rights, citizenship, and even humanity were implicitly defined in ways that excluded non-
white peoples. For instance, the justification of colonialism and slavery rested on the premise that
colonized and enslaved peoples were not fully rational or deserving of the same rights as Europeans.
This "presumption of whiteness" allowed for their exploitation and subjugation without violating the
supposed universality of the contract.

The Racial Contract as a Conceptual Framework

Charles Mills conceptualizes "The Racial Contract" not as a literal document, but as a pervasive,
albeit often invisible, set of social, political, and epistemological agreements that establish and
maintain white supremacy. This contract functions on multiple levels, shaping both the explicit laws
and institutions of society and the implicit beliefs and assumptions that individuals internalize. It
operates as a blueprint for racial domination, dictating who is considered fully human, who has
access to resources, and whose experiences and perspectives are valued.

The racial contract, according to Mills, is characterized by several key features:

Exclusionary Nature: It explicitly or implicitly excludes non-white individuals from the full
benefits and protections of the social and political order.

Differential Treatment: It justifies and sustains differential treatment based on race, leading
to systemic disadvantages for people of color.

Epistemic Privilege: It grants an epistemic privilege to white perspectives, often rendering
the experiences and knowledge of non-whites invisible or devalued.

Global Reach: It is not confined to a single nation but operates as a global system,
underpinning colonialism, imperialism, and international relations.



This framework helps to explain the persistence of racial inequality even in societies that ostensibly
uphold principles of equality and justice. The racial contract provides a powerful analytical tool for
understanding how race continues to operate as a fundamental organizing principle of modern life.

Historical Antecedents of the Racial Contract

The roots of the racial contract can be traced back to the early days of European expansion and
colonization. As Europeans encountered and subjugated non-European populations, they developed
philosophical and legal justifications for their dominance. Charles Mills argues that these
justifications were not mere rationalizations but were integral to the very formation of the modern
state and its legal frameworks. The Age of Discovery and the subsequent transatlantic slave trade
were pivotal in solidifying the racial contract.

Key historical developments that exemplify the racial contract include:

Colonialism: The dispossession of Indigenous lands and the imposition of European rule were
predicated on the idea of racial superiority, justifying the subjugation and exploitation of
native populations.

Slavery: The enslavement of Africans was a direct manifestation of the racial contract,
treating Black bodies as property and denying their humanity and rights.

Imperialism: The expansion of European empires across the globe was fueled by racial
ideologies that posited the inherent backwardness and inferiority of non-European peoples,
necessitating their tutelage and control.

Scientific Racism: The development of pseudoscientific theories that purported to
demonstrate the biological inferiority of certain racial groups provided an intellectual veneer
for the racial contract, lending it an air of scientific legitimacy.

These historical practices and ideologies laid the groundwork for the racial contract, embedding
racial hierarchies into the fabric of Western civilization and its global influence.

The Operation of the Racial Contract in Modern Society

While the overt forms of racial subjugation may have changed, Charles Mills argues that the racial
contract continues to operate in subtle yet pervasive ways in contemporary societies. It has evolved
from explicit legal segregation and chattel slavery to more insidious forms of systemic racism
embedded within institutions and cultural norms. The contract, in its modern iteration, may not
always be consciously invoked, but its effects are undeniably present in disparities in wealth,
education, healthcare, and the criminal justice system.

Modern manifestations of the racial contract can be observed in:



The Criminal Justice System: Racial profiling, disproportionate sentencing, and mass
incarceration reveal how the system continues to target and penalize Black and Brown
individuals.

Economic Inequality: The persistent wealth gap between racial groups can be traced to
historical injustices, such as discriminatory housing policies and unequal access to
opportunities, all facilitated by the racial contract.

Residential Segregation: De facto segregation in housing continues to limit opportunities for
people of color, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage.

Media Representation: Stereotypical and often negative portrayals of racial minorities in
media reinforce racial biases and shape public perception.

Implicit Bias: Unconscious biases, shaped by societal conditioning, can lead to discriminatory
outcomes even when individuals believe they are acting impartially.

Mills' work compels us to look beyond individual acts of prejudice and examine the systemic
structures that perpetuate racial inequality, all rooted in the enduring legacy of the racial contract.

Implications of The Racial Contract for Understanding
Racial Justice

Charles Mills' "The Racial Contract" offers profound implications for how we understand and pursue
racial justice. By exposing the racial underpinnings of liberal political theory and social structures,
Mills provides a critical lens through which to analyze and dismantle systemic racism. His work
challenges the notion that achieving racial equality simply requires the absence of overt
discrimination; rather, it necessitates a radical re-evaluation and transformation of the very
foundations upon which society is built.

The implications of Mills' analysis for racial justice include:

Critique of Colorblindness: The ideal of colorblindness, while seemingly equitable, can
obscure the ongoing effects of historical racial injustices and the ways in which race continues
to shape opportunities and outcomes.

Understanding Systemic Racism: Mills' framework helps to illuminate how racism is not
merely a matter of individual prejudice but is deeply embedded in institutions, policies, and
cultural norms.

Need for Reparations: By highlighting the historical exploitation and dispossession enabled
by the racial contract, Mills' work lends support to arguments for reparations and other forms
of restorative justice.

Reimagining Political Theory: His work calls for a reimagining of political theory that fully



accounts for race and the experiences of marginalized groups, moving beyond exclusionary
frameworks.

Intersectionality: While focused on race, Mills' analysis can be extended to understand how
other forms of oppression intersect with race, creating complex matrices of disadvantage.

Ultimately, "The Racial Contract" argues that true racial justice requires a fundamental shift from a
system built on racial hierarchy to one that is genuinely inclusive and equitable for all.

Critiques and Debates Surrounding The Racial Contract

While Charles Mills' "The Racial Contract" has been widely acclaimed for its incisive critique of
racial power, it has also sparked significant debate and attracted scholarly criticism. Some scholars
have challenged the universality of Mills' claims about the social contract, arguing that specific
historical and national contexts might present variations in how race has been incorporated or
excluded.

Common points of critique and debate include:

The Historical Accuracy of Exclusion: Some scholars question whether the exclusion of
non-whites from the social contract was as absolute or as universally intentional as Mills
suggests, pointing to instances of resistance and partial inclusion.

The Concept of "Whiteness": The very notion of a monolithic "whiteness" has been debated,
with some arguing that the category is more fluid and internally differentiated than the theory
might imply.

Agency of the Subordinated: Critics have sometimes suggested that Mills' framework might
overemphasize the structural power of the racial contract and underemphasize the agency and
resistance of those who have been historically subordinated.

Universalism vs. Particularism: The tension between the universal aspirations of liberal
theory and the particular realities of racial exclusion remains a subject of ongoing discussion,
with some advocating for a more nuanced approach.

The Role of Class: The interplay between race and class is a recurring theme, with debates
about whether class or race constitutes the primary organizing principle of oppression.

These critiques, however, do not diminish the profound impact of Mills' work. Instead, they
contribute to a richer and more nuanced understanding of the complexities of racial power and its
historical development. The ongoing scholarly engagement with "The Racial Contract" underscores
its importance as a foundational text in critical race theory and political philosophy.



The Enduring Relevance of Charles Mills' Work

The insights offered by Charles Mills in "The Racial Contract" remain extraordinarily relevant in the
contemporary landscape. As societies continue to grapple with the legacy of slavery, colonialism,
and systemic racism, Mills' work provides an indispensable analytical framework for understanding
the deep-seated nature of these challenges. His argument that racial hierarchy is not an aberration
but a fundamental organizing principle of Western modernity continues to resonate with lived
experiences and ongoing struggles for justice.

The enduring relevance of Charles Mills' work is evident in:

The Persistence of Racial Disparities: The ongoing inequalities in wealth, health,
education, and justice systems across racial lines directly reflect the enduring impact of the
racial contract.

The Rise of Racial Identity Politics: The resurgence of conversations and movements
centered on racial identity and empowerment find a theoretical grounding in Mills' critique of
racial exclusion.

Global Justice Movements: The interconnectedness of global racial injustices, from anti-
colonial struggles to contemporary human rights issues, is illuminated by the international
scope of the racial contract.

Critical Examination of Institutions: Mills' work encourages a critical examination of all
institutions, from academia to government, to uncover and dismantle the racial biases they
may perpetuate.

Inspiring Future Scholarship: His legacy continues to inspire new generations of scholars
to engage critically with the intersection of race, power, and political theory.

Charles Mills' "The Racial Contract" serves as a vital call to action, urging us to recognize the
pervasive influence of racial power and to commit to the radical work of dismantling the structures
that perpetuate racial injustice, paving the way for a truly equitable future.

Conclusion: Towards a Just Future Beyond The Racial
Contract

In conclusion, Charles Mills' "The Racial Contract" offers a transformative and essential critique of
Western political thought and practice, revealing how race has been a foundational element in the
construction of modern society. By meticulously deconstructing the social contract, Mills exposes
the hidden racial dimension that has historically granted privilege to whites while systematically
marginalizing and exploiting people of color. The conceptual framework of the racial contract, with
its roots in colonialism and slavery, continues to shape contemporary institutions and perpetuate
racial inequalities, manifesting in areas such as the criminal justice system, economic disparities,



and media representation.

Understanding the enduring relevance of Charles Mills' work is crucial for advancing the cause of
racial justice. His insights challenge the efficacy of colorblindness and underscore the necessity of
addressing systemic racism at its core. While debates surrounding his work continue, the impact of
"The Racial Contract" is undeniable, providing a powerful lens through which to analyze and
dismantle racial hierarchies. Ultimately, Mills' legacy inspires a collective commitment to forging a
future that transcends the exclusionary logic of the racial contract, striving for a society where true
equality and justice prevail for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core argument of Charles Mills's 'The Racial
Contract'?
Mills argues that modern Western political philosophy, which claims to be based on universal
principles of justice and rights, is actually built upon a foundation of racial exclusion and privilege.
He calls this implicit, unacknowledged agreement the 'racial contract,' which grants rights and
benefits to white people while denying them to non-white people.

How does Mills define the 'racial contract'?
The 'racial contract' is a social contract, but one that is racialized. It's a tacit agreement among
white people to maintain a racial hierarchy, where whiteness is associated with personhood,
rationality, and moral worth, while non-whiteness is associated with inferiority, servitude, and lack
of full humanity. This contract operates both within and between states.

What is the relationship between the 'racial contract' and the
traditional social contract?
Mills argues that the traditional social contract, as theorized by thinkers like Locke and Rousseau, is
not a universal contract for all of humanity. Instead, it's a contract specifically for white individuals,
designed to govern their interactions and maintain their dominance over non-white populations. The
traditional social contract is, in essence, a 'whites-only' contract.

What are the implications of the 'racial contract' for
understanding race and racism?
The 'racial contract' implies that racism is not merely a set of individual prejudices or isolated
incidents, but a systemic feature of political and social life. It structures society in ways that benefit
white people and disadvantage people of color, making racism an ongoing and foundational element
of modern governance and liberalism.



How does Mills's work challenge liberal political theory?
Mills challenges the universalist claims of liberal political theory by revealing its inherent racial bias.
He argues that liberalism's ideals of equality, liberty, and justice are not genuinely applied to non-
white people, and that the theories themselves were developed in a context where racial domination
was assumed and accepted.

What is the concept of the 'real' vs. the 'formal' in Mills's
analysis of the racial contract?
Mills distinguishes between the 'real' (or de facto) racial contract and the 'formal' (or de jure)
contract. The 'formal' contract is the publicly stated social contract that emphasizes universal rights.
The 'real' racial contract is the unacknowledged, underlying agreement that dictates how racial
hierarchies are maintained and how the benefits of society are distributed along racial lines, often in
violation of the formal contract.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Charles Mills's The Racial Contract, with short descriptions:

1. "The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness" by Michelle Alexander
This powerful book argues that the American criminal justice system functions as a contemporary
system of racial control, akin to Jim Crow laws of the past. Alexander details how mass incarceration
disproportionately targets Black men and creates a new caste system, effectively denying them civil
rights and perpetuating racial hierarchy. It provides a stark, empirical illustration of how seemingly
race-neutral policies can produce deeply racialized outcomes, echoing Mills's analysis of how race
operates as a political and social construction.

2. "White Fragility: Why It's So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism" by Robin DiAngelo
DiAngelo explores the defensive reactions and emotional responses often exhibited by white people
when confronted with discussions about racism. She posits that this "fragility" is a learned response
developed to protect the unacknowledged privileges associated with whiteness. This book offers a
psychological and sociological lens on how the upholding of racial hierarchies, central to Mills's
Racial Contract, is maintained through individual and collective avoidance of racial injustice.

3. "So You Want to Talk About Race" by Ijeoma Oluo
Oluo provides a practical and accessible guide for navigating conversations about race and racism in
America. She tackles common questions and offers tools for understanding and discussing concepts
like intersectionality, privilege, and systemic racism. The book serves as a valuable resource for
those seeking to engage with the difficult realities of racial inequality, aligning with Mills's call to
critically examine the underlying assumptions of our social order.

4. "An Indigenous Peoples' History of the United States" by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz
Dunbar-Ortiz reframes American history from the perspective of Indigenous peoples, revealing
centuries of conquest, dispossession, and genocide. She argues that the very foundation of the
United States was built upon the violent subjugation of Native populations. This work provides a
crucial historical antecedent to Mills's argument about the "continent" and how the initial
establishment of racialized categories was foundational to the nation's formation.



5. "Dark Gnosis: A Race Against Time" by Tommy Curry
Curry delves into the philosophical underpinnings of racial violence and oppression, examining how
blackness has been constructed as a dangerous and criminalized category. He explores the concept
of "threat perception" and its role in justifying violence against Black bodies. This book critically
engages with the philosophical traditions that have, often implicitly, upheld racial subjugation,
resonating with Mills's interrogation of the philosophical and political frameworks that constitute
the racial contract.

6. "The Wretched of the Earth" by Frantz Fanon
Fanon analyzes the psychological and social effects of colonialism on both the colonizer and the
colonized. He explores the violence inherent in the colonial project and the potential for liberation.
This seminal work, predating Mills, offers a powerful historical and psychological account of how
racial hierarchies are established and maintained through domination and exploitation, laying
crucial groundwork for understanding the global dimensions of racial injustice.

7. "Racecraft: The Soul of an American Institution" by Karen E. Fields and Barbara Fields
The Fields sisters offer a profound critique of the concept of "race," arguing that it is not a biological
reality but rather a social and political construct that has been deliberately manufactured and
maintained. They demonstrate how "racecraft" has served as a tool for organizing society and
distributing power and privilege. This book directly supports Mills's central thesis that race is a
social construction designed to legitimize and perpetuate inequality.

8. "Are Prisons Obsolete?" by Angela Y. Davis
Davis challenges the pervasive reliance on incarceration as a response to social problems,
particularly in the context of racial inequality. She highlights how the prison system
disproportionately impacts marginalized communities, especially Black and Latino populations. Her
work provides a contemporary critique of institutions that perpetuate racial injustice, offering a
vision for alternative forms of social justice that move beyond punishment, aligning with Mills's call
to dismantle the systems that uphold racial inequality.

9. "Medical Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from
Colonial Times to the Present" by Harriet A. Washington
Washington unearths a disturbing history of unethical medical practices and experimentation
inflicted upon Black Americans, revealing a long-standing pattern of exploitation and disregard for
their well-being. This book meticulously details how racial bias became embedded within medical
institutions, leading to devastating consequences. It serves as a stark example of how the "othering"
of Black bodies, a key feature of the racial contract, manifested in concrete and life-threatening
ways.
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