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Introduction
A N D R E W  VALLS

Is modern philosophy racist? Does it matter that Locke defended slavery and 
helped run companies involved in the slave trade? That Berkeley owned slaves? 
That Hume thought blacks inferior to whites? That Kant agreed with Hume, and 
developed elaborate theories on the various races of humans? Are these facts 
merely incidental, calling for no thorough reexamination of the views of these 
figures? Or do the facts reveal something deeper about their philosophies, and 
about modern philosophy itself?

Scholars have been puzzling over these questions for some time now, and no 
consensus has been reached. For some, modem philosophy, or at least some of 
the major schools o f thought within it— rationalism, empiricism, liberalism, so
cial contract theory— is deeply racist. On this view, the appearance o f race neu
trality in these theories is belied by a deeper reading, and this calls for a major re

vision of our understanding o f modern philosophy. For others, the racism 
expressed by some major modem philosophers has no significant implications 
for, say, their epistemology or their ethics. Rather, on this latter position, any 
racism expressed by modern philosophers can simply be detached from their 
philosophical views, and no reinterpretation o f these views is required.

It should come as no surprise that some modern philosophers have something 
to answer for when it comes to race, since the period of modern philosophy—  
roughly the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries— was also the time 
during which ideas about race became fully developed in the West. Most scholars 
agree that race and racism (as opposed to xenophobia or ethnocentrism) are dis
tinctly modern ideas, and it is no accident that these ideas developed at the dme of
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the “discovery” o f the “New World,” the development of colonialism, the African 
slave trade, and the racialized institution of slavery. Many explanations have been 
advanced for why racial ideas developed when and where they did: when Euro
peans were encountering seemingly very different peoples, race provided a way to 
understand and explain these differences;1 this period was also when modern sci

ence was developing, which encouraged the construction o f rigid categories to 
understand empirical phenomena;2 racial categories, starting out as scientific 
tools, became an all too convenient rationalization for the exploitation o f non- 
Europeans and their lands and resources;3 and, perhaps ironically, the universal- 
ist thrust o f modern moral and political philosophy required a way to exclude 
Others who would otherwise be entitled to equal concern and respect.4 Whatever 
the explanation— and no doubt all o f these factors played a role— the fact is that 
modern ideas about race and modem philosophical doctrines developed together 
in a context shaped by conquest, colonialism, and slavery.

This volume charts the relation between modem philosophy and race by 
closely examining their connections in the thought o f thirteen major modem 
philosophers. Each chapter is an original essay that focuses on the role of race 
and racially implicated ideas in a modern philosopher’s thought. As such, the vol
ume takes stock of, and contributes to, current debates on race and modem phi
losophy. It does so at a level that, it is hoped, is accessible to newcomers to these 
debates while being o f interest to those familiar with them.

One way to begin an exploration of the intersection o f race and modem philoso
phy is by looking at the relation between racist ideas on the one hand and empiri
cism and rationalism on the other, to see which philosophical approach is more 
compatible with racist doctrines. Harry Bracken,5 Richard Popkin,6 and Noam 
Chomsky7 have argued that rationalism is inhospitable to racism, but that em
piricism lends itself to racist doctrines. Bracken argues that Locke’s anti- 
essentialism has the implication that there is no essence that unites all human be
ings, making it possible to treat skin color or any other feature as a defining 
characteristic— a view that lends itself to racist doctrines. A Cartesian epistemol- 
ogy, on the other hand, makes it difficult or impossible to advance racist doc
trines, according to Bracken. At the very least Cartesianism provides “a modest 
conceptual brake to the articulation o f racial degradation and slavery.”8 Focusing 
on Hume rather than Locke, Popkin argues that “his view about non-whites can

not be dismissed as a fleeting observation. It is intimately related to his thought, 
and to one of the problems of eighteenth-century thought— the justification of 
European superiority over the rest o f mankind.”9 Noam Chomsky has concurred
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in this general view of empiricism as supporting racism. Chomsky has suggested 
that Mthe [empiricist] concept o f the 'empty organism/ plastic and unstructured, 
apart from being false, also serves naturally as the support for the most reac
tionary social doctrines.”10 Empiricism is a dangerous doctrine, according to 
Chomsky, because in denying the existence o f innate mental structures or a sub

stantial human nature, it undermines an important ground for claims o f human 
freedom and dignity.

Others, however, have disputed these claims— among them John Searle and 
Kay Squadrito. Searle finds this line of reasoning wquite unacceptable.” First, he 
questions whether any o f the major modem philosophers can be connected to 
racism, asserting that “ [n]either the great rationalists— Descartes, Leibniz, and 
Spinoza— nor the great empiricists— Locke, Berkeley, [and] Hume [— ] were en
gaged in facilitating a racist ideology.”11 Searle’s second point is that if  there were 
such a connection, empiricism lends itself to racist doctrines less easily than ra
tionalism. “If anything, it is a shorter step from the Cartesian theory o f the mind 
to the theory o f racial inferiority than from the Humean, because once you believe 
that there are innate human mental structures, it is only a short step to argue that 
the innate mental structures differ from one race to another.”12 Squadrito offers a 
more developed argument against the Bracken/Popkin/Chomsky position.13 
Squadrito argues that historically it is empiricism that has been the more pro
gressive force. Doctrines of innateness, she points out, have often been used to 

enshrine a particular conception of human nature and to place those who do not 
conform to this conception outside the realm o f normalcy, and perhaps even hu
manity. “By stressing the point that there are no innate or inherent intellectual or 
moral differences between races . . .  empiricists have provided a methodology 
which leads to toleration.”14 The arguments o f Bracken, Popkin, and Chomsky 
notwithstanding, “ [t]he Cartesian theory o f the human mind provides no logical 
barrier to formulating a theory o f racial or sexual inferiority.”15

At the level o f  generality at which this debate developed, it is difficult to say 
which “side” has the better arguments. On the one hand (and as the essays in this 
volume bear out), it would seem that the three main philosophers usually classed 
as “empiricists” have much more to answer for with regard to race than the three 
“rationalists.” Locke participated in the slave trade in various ways, Berkeley 
owned slaves, and Hume produced one of the first clear statements of a racist (or 
racialist) doctrine. By contrast, Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz seem not to have 
stated clearly racialist or racist sentiments, nor to have engaged in activities that 

were associated with such sentiments. However, if  we focus on philosophical 
doctrines, matters become more ambiguous. It is true that the moral universal- 
ism o f rationalism appears inhospitable to racism. But in the first place, the
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moral doctrines o f at least some o f the empiricists are equally universalist Sec
ond, as George Fredrickson has pointed out, the universalist and egalitarian 
character o f much of modern thought may have been one of the contributing fac
tors in the development o f racist ideas.16 Where hierarchy or inequality is pre
sumed, little justification for it is needed, but where equality is presumed, in

equality requires justification— and separate categories among humans, or 
between humans and subhumans, may serve this purpose.

Yet engaging these issues at this level o f generality has severe limitations. The 
debate involves broad claims about “Cartesianism” (rather than about Descartes), 
and, worse still, about “empiricism” and “rationalism,” categories that obscure 
important differences among philosophers classified together, and perhaps sim
ilarities between those classified apart. Furthermore, claims about these cate
gories risk ignoring many of the interesting questions related to race that are spe
cific to a particular philosopher. Rather than focusing on whether “empiricism” 
facilitates racism, perhaps we should ask whether, say, Berkeley’s empiricism (or, 
simply, his philosophy) facilitates racism, and whether Locke’s or Hume’s does. 
These questions might not have the same answer, and asking them separately en
ables us to consider evidence that might be relevant to one but not to another. In 
short, the debate we have been considering might be better conducted at a greater 
level o f specificity, giving attention to each philosopher rather than relying on 
broad categories. This suggests that the question of race and modern philosophy 

is best addressed by considering specific philosophers, and by focusing on the 
particular issues raised in their philosophy (and perhaps in their biography) with 
regard to race.

Despite this, some scholars have suggested more recently that it is neverthe
less accurate to say that modern philosophy as a whole (or at least major schools 
of thought within it) is deeply racist For example, in Racist Culture, David Theo 

Goldberg argues that modern liberalism is inherently racist, because liberalism 
and racial ideas developed together and shaped each other. According to Gold
berg, “ [b]y working itself into the threads of liberalism’s cloth just as that cloth 
was being woven, race and the various exclusions it licensed became naturalized 
in the Eurocentered vision of itself and its self-defined others, in its sense of Rea
son and rational direction.” Even today, Goldberg argues, race serves “as a 

boundary constraint upon the applicability o f moral principle.” He adds that 
Chomsky and Bracken “are on firm ground” in stating that empiricism facilitates 
racism but parts company with them in holding that rationalism is equally guilty 
of this. The charge of facilitating racism “tugs at the very heart o f the Enlighten
ment’s rational spirit”17
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Emmanuel Eze has also suggested that race is central to the Enlightenment 
His collection, Race and the Enlightenment, collects excerpts from the writings of 
major Enlightenment thinkers that demonstrate their attention to matters o f race 
and in some cases is able to show the racist or racialist character o f their thought 
In another work, Eze uses passages such as these and, focusing on Hume and 

Kant, argues that their racism is not merely a contingent and detachable feature 
o f their thought but is deeply rooted in their philosophical doctrines.18

In The Racial Contract, Charles Mills argues that one o f the main devices o f mod
em political philosophy, the social contract, is despite its universalist appearance 
racially coded. The actual social contract was a contract among whites, and the 
content of the agreement was to exclude and exploit nonwhites. In the course of 
developing this argument, Mills makes a number of charges against the social 
contract theory o f Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Kant In each case, according to 
Mills, the philosopher understood the parties to the contract to be white Euro
peans, whereas non-Europeans either were incapable of participating in the con
tract or were simply excluded so that whites need not be constrained in their ac
tions toward nonwhites.19

The work o f Goldberg, Eze, and Mills, among others,20 poses a challenge to 
the traditional understanding o f modem philosophy. As usually taught, modem 
philosophy appears far removed from such issues as race, slavery, and colonial
ism. Yet according to these authors modem philosophy not only is related to 

these developments but actually facilitated them. So again we return to the ques
tion o f whether modern philosophy is racist or racially coded and whether thor
oughgoing reevaluation of it is required in light o f these charges.

In any discussion o f race and racism in modem philosophy, two dangers must be 

avoided: anachronism and lack o f conceptual clarity. The former is a danger be
cause many of the concepts and presuppositions that we use for thinking about 
these issues today may not have existed (or may not have been as widespread) in a 

given period o f the past To call, say, a seventeenth-century figure a racist may be 
to impute to him a position that had not yet been articulated. Hence, the interest
ing question regarding a modem philosopher on matters of race is not simply 
whether he was a racist Rather, we must ask what specific doctrines he endorsed, 
what other suppositions— explicit or implicit— seem to lie in the background of 
his thought, and whether his thought lent itself to the subsequent development of 
racist ideologies. Sensitivity to context and nuance, rather than a rush to attach a 
label, should be the hallmark of this kind of research.
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The problem o f conceptual clarity is perhaps more difficult because, even if  
anachronism is avoided, the fact remains that at any given point in time, there is 
surprisingly little consensus about the meaning o f such words as race and racism. 
In the public arena today, these words are perhaps used more often as rhetorical 
weapons than as tools for clarifying issues or arguments. Yet even among 

philosophers, whose job it is to do the latter, there is no universal agreement Part 
o f the problem is that since ordinary language does not provide precise defini
tions, any philosophical definition of these key concepts must be, to at least some 
extent, stipulative. Still, one virtue of even a stipulative definition is that it cap
tures some o f the features of how the word is ordinarily used. Which features to 
pick out is open to debate, and different philosophers, who agree on the need for 
greater conceptual clarity than ordinary language provides, disagree on how this 
is best achieved.

One well-known attempt to achieve clarity on these matters is the effort by An
thony Appiah to distinguish between racism and racialism and then to distin
guish between two kinds of racism.21 Racialism, on Appiah’s understanding, is 
the “belief that there are heritable characteristics, possessed by members of our 
species, that allow us to divide them into a small set o f races, in such a way that all 
the members of these races share certain traits and tendencies with each other 
that they do not share with members o f any other race.” As such, racialism is the 
belief in a “racial essence.” While this view is mistaken, according to Appiah, it 

presents “a cognitive rather than a moral problem” because the issue is not a nor
mative one— how people are to be treated— but “how the world is.”22

Moral issues come to the fore, however, with racist doctrines, because these 
do involve how people are appropriately treated. Racist doctrines generally en
dorse different treatment of people identified with different races, but Appiah 
distinguishes between two kinds of reasons for this treatment For the extrinsic 
racist, Mthe racial essence entails certain morally relevant qualities”; that is, the 
extrinsic racist believes that people in different racial categories exhibit different 
characteristics, and these justify differential treatment. Extrinsic racism, then, 
rests on empirical claims whose successful rebuttal should undermine the extrin
sic racist’s racism. The intrinsic racist, on the other hand, does not rest her racism 
on empirical claims. She believes that Meach race has a different moral status,” 
and “no amount o f evidence” will suffice to undermine her views.23 She simply 
prefers members of some race(s) (usually her own) over others, but does not base 
this preference on morally relevant or empirically observable characteristics. In 
this way, Appiah says, the intrinsic racist is like someone who prefers her own 
family members simply because they are her family members.
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I agree with Appiah that we must distinguish between racism and racialism, 
and between the moral and the empirical claims associated with each. However, 
there seem to be difficulties with Appiah’s approach. Since both racialism and ex
trinsic racism involve empirical claims, the distinction between them rests on 
whether those claims involve “morally relevant qualities,” that is, whether racial 
differences justify different treatment Appiah mentions honesty, courage, and 
intelligence as examples o f morally relevant qualities, but it is not clear how or in 
what ways these are morally relevant For example, in what ways is it just to treat 
some people differently because o f their inferior or superior intelligence? It 
would seem preferable if  our conceptual distinction between racism and racial
ism did not rest on a substantive moral view about which qualities are morally rel
evant

Another way o f putting this point is that if  the extrinsic racist is right that the 
characteristics on which she focuses are morally relevant, and right about the way 
they are relevant, then her basic moral position might not be objectionable. She 
could be wrong in associating these characteristics with certain races, but this is 
the same kind o f error that the racialist makes— a cognitive, not a moral, one. So 
the extrinsic racist combines two positions: associating certain morally relevant 
characteristics with certain races (an empirical proposition) and advocating 
different treatment based on these characteristics (a normative proposition). If 
the latter proposition is not in itself objectionable (since the characteristics are ex 
hypothesi morally relevant), it is difficult to see what is morally, rather than empir
ically, wrong with the extrinsic racist’s position— except insofar as it is objection

able to misapply a basically sound moral principle.
This suggests that the crucial distinction to be made here is between two 

propositions. The first is that there are races that differ in certain characteristics, 
an empirical position shared by racialists and extrinsic racists. The second is that 
members o f different races are justly treated differently, a moral position shared 
by the extrinsic racist and the intrinsic racist. The key feature of racism that dis
tinguishes it from racialism is its endorsement o f different— usually worse—  
treatment of people according to race.

This way of distinguishing racism from racialism is suggested by the ap
proach to these matters that Jorge Garcia takes.24 Garcia states that “what we 
have in mind when we talk of racism is no longer simply a matter of beliefs.” 
Rather, racism is best thought o f as “rooted in the heart.” Garcia’s proposal “is 
that we conceive o f racism as fundamentally a vicious kind o f racially based disre
gard for the welfare of certain people. . .  on account of their assigned race.. . .  
Racism, then, is something that essentially involves not our beliefs and their ra
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tionality or irrationality, but our wants, intentions, likes and dislikes.” This way 
of thinking o f racism accounts for why racism is always wrong. As “a form of dis
regard” or “ill-will,” it is wrong for the same reason that any kind o f disregard or 
ill will is wrong.25

Garcia’s approach also captures the distinction between moral claims and em

pirical claims about race. If racism is essentially ill will or disregard, then it is dis
tinct from (though, of course, often related to) empirical beliefs about whether 
races exist and, if so, what characteristics they have. Hence Garcia’s account is 
compatible with Appiah’s suggestion that racialism, as distinct from racism, in
volves empirical claims about the world, and that if  these claims are wrong, this is 
“a cognitive rather than a moral problem.”

Of course, the relation between our empirical and our normative beliefs is not 
as simple as this account would seem to suggest. If one probes the attitudes of 
someone who believes in the inferiority of some races on some characteristic, 
one is very likely to conclude that this person is not merely a racialist but also a 
racist. In fact, if  someone insists on maintaining racialist beliefs in the face of 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary, this in itself is evidence o f racism. Ac
cording to Garcia, “merely voicing an opinion that members o f Rj [a certain race] 
are inferior (in some germane way) will count as racist (in any o f the term’s chief 
senses, at least) only if, for example, it expresses an opinion held from the opera
tion o f some predisposition to believe bad things about Rjs [members of that 

race], which predisposition itself stems in part from racial disregard.”26 Yet de
spite the common connection between racism and racialism, it is worth preserv
ing the distinction between them. This allows scientists, for example, to argue 
about empirical matters without worrying about being called racists, and it also 
allows us to correct mistaken racialist beliefs without moral condemnation. In 
the case o f genuine racism, moral condemnation is appropriate, but in some 
cases the problem may be simply mistaken beliefs about the world.

There are many questions left unanswered by this brief account. For example, 
some might object to the individualist nature o f this view, as it sees racism as fun
damentally about individuals’ beliefs and feelings. However, Garcia argues that 
his account can accommodate and explicate nonindividualist forms of racism 
such as institutional racism.27 More difficult, perhaps, is the notion o f “cultural 
racism,” which, some have argued, has come to replace traditional forms of 
racism. Cultural racism, as the name suggests, focuses on culture rather than bi
ological race, but it is often associated with the same attitudes that came with 

“old” racism. Whether cultural racism is a form of racism or a form o f ethnocen- 
trism is a complex issue that I cannot settle here. The important point that
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emerges from this discussion, however, is that the distinctions I have sketched, 
or something like them, are essential for thinking clearly about matters of race.

in
The volume opens with Timothy Reiss’s treatment o f Descartes’s silences on slav
ery and race. Descartes had little to say on either subject, and his silences appear 
odd once Reiss places Descartes in his context Descartes lived much o f his adult 
life in Holland, which was a major slave trader at the time, and Descartes’s 
“teachers’ teachers” included thinkers who had debated the propriety of con
quest and slavery extensively. So Descartes must have been aware o f the growing 
slave trade and the philosophical debates to which it gave rise, and yet he re
mained silent, except for using the figure o f a slave in his Meditations. His refer
ences to slaves in this work are vehicles for Descartes to discuss issues o f free 
will, but they leave no doubt as to the humanity o f the slave. Reiss concludes that 
there are no grounds for thinking Descartes supported slavery but that his silence 
on the issue remains troubling.

Barbara Hall then takes up the case o f Hobbes. Hall points out that human 
equality is the fundamental assumption of Hobbes’s account of the state of na
ture, yet she also reminds us that “the savage people in . . .  America” is Hobbes’s 
example of this state. While this may not necessarily reflect a racial view, Hall ar
gues, it certainly shows that Hobbes thought Native Americans to be less devel

oped than Europeans. Hobbes’s views on conquest are also disturbing, according 
to Hall, because Hobbes believed that Europeans had a “perfect right” to capture 
“insufficiently populated” lands. Hobbes also discussed slavery and argued that a 
slave has a right to kill his master but that in exchange for ending this state of en
mity the slave might consent to being a servant Hall concludes that Hobbes 
would have nothing to say against the African slave trade and would have en
dorsed the conquest of the “New World,” and that therefore, despite the lack of 
direct evidence for racism in Hobbes, his philosophical positions on these issues 

warrant considering him as a racist
The two chapters that follow argue that the metaphysics o f Spinoza and Leib

niz are incompatible with racism. For Spinoza, Debra Nails reminds us, every ex
isting thing is a mode of existence, a manifestation of a single substance. Things 
are individuated by their tendency to cohere in a certain way, but in this sense, a 
race cannot simply be defined into existence— a brake against racial oppression, 
according to Nails. Indeed, from the perspective o f Spinoza’s metaphysics, it is 

unclear in what sense races can be said to exist at all, except as a matter o f “ra
tional voluntary association.” When discussing the case of Jews, Spinoza— him-
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self a Jew who was expelled from the Amsterdam Jewish community for his un
orthodox views— denies any transcendent status to this group o f individuals. 
Hence for Spinoza, the very idea o f a race is without foundation, undercutting any 
rational basis for racism or racialism.

Though Leibniz is often cited as one of the first to use the word race in its mod
ern sense, Peter Fenves argues that it is a mistake to view him as an advocate of 
the idea. Rather, Leibniz mentions race in passing, but does not endorse the idea 
or even dwell upon it  Early in his career, however, Leibniz did say that non- 
Christians were not humans but beasts and recommended aggressive war upon 
them. Furthermore, Leibniz conceived a bizarre plan to kidnap young, non- 
European boys and train them into a fierce army for such a war. Still, Leibniz’s 
mature philosophy makes the idea o f race highly problematic. If in reality there 
are only monads, then any classification o f individuals must be justified. 
Nowhere does Leibniz endorse racial classification, and Fenves argues that there 
is reason to think he would not endorse it. The mature Leibniz denies that non
whites (or specifically “Australians”) are not humans and says that they are able 
to be converted to Christianity, which is open to all rational animals. Hence Leib
niz’s metaphysics and his theology mitigate against racialism.

It was mentioned above that the three empiricists have much to answer for 
with regard to race, and the following three chapters bear this out Robert 
Bemasconi and Anika Maaza Mann detail Locke’s involvement in the African 

slave trade and in the writing of The Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, which 
sanctioned slavery. Can Locke’s complicity with racialized slavery be reconciled 
with his political theory? Some commentators have answered no, but Bernasconi 
and Mann argue that we must interpret the political theory as being consistent 
with Locke’s actions. Though on a literal reading Locke’s just war theory of slav
ery would not sanction the hereditary institution of slavery, the authors argue that 
this does not show that this was not its intended purpose, or its effect In fact, 
some did use Locke’s theory to justify slavery. We cannot know for certain how 
Locke saw the relation between his just war theory o f slavery and his support for 
racialized chattel slavery, but in any case the latter is strong evidence of Locke's 
racism.

Berkeley participated in slavery too— by owning slaves. William Uzgalis de
tails Berkeley’s efforts to found a college in Bermuda that would educate indige
nous people and convert them to Christianity, and it was while he lived in Rhode 
Island waiting for funding for his college that Berkeley owned slaves. Berkeley 
was motivated by missionary zeal, and, Uzgalis argues, he is clearly guilty ofeth- 
nocentrism— presupposing the superiority of his own culture and religion. How
ever, Berkeley is not guilty of racism, because he did not believe in the inherent or
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irremediable inferiority of non-Europeans. Another reason that Berkeley had no 
quarrel with slavery is his rather conservative political views. He embraced the 
doctrine o f passive obedience, which supports submission to existing authority 
and institutions. In the end it is not racism but Berkeley’s religious and political 
views that explain Berkeley’s approval o f slavery.

Hume had no direct dealings with slavery, but he was among the first to ex
plicitly state a racist, or at least racialist, doctrine. In my chapter on Hume, I focus 
on this statement, which appears in a footnote to his essay “O f National Charac
ters.” My main argument is that though the footnote itself is quite troubling, it 
does not have some of the implications that some scholars have drawn from it. It 
does not show, for example, that Hume was committed to a polygenetic theory o f 
human origins, or that he supported slavery— in fact, he explicitly states his dis
approval of slavery elsewhere. More important, the footnote does not show that 
Hume’s whole philosophy is somehow racially coded, and attempts to demon
strate that it is have failed. Still, the footnote remains, showing that Hume him
self believed in the inferiority o f nonwhites, or at least o f blacks. Here the con
trast with Berkeley is instructive with regard to the contingent relation between 
views on slavery and on race: Berkeley was a nonracist who endorsed slavery, and 
Hume was a racialist who did not

Unlike Berkeley and Hume, Rousseau embraced neither slavery nor racialism, 
according to Bernard Boxill’s chapter. Boxill’s argument focuses on The Discourse 
on the Origins of Inequality, whose talk o f “natural man” has led some to suspect 
Rousseau of racist sentiments. Boxill argues that the Discourse has neither racist 
presuppositions nor racist implications. While it is true that Rousseau believed 
some non-Europeans to be at an earlier stage of cultural development than Euro
peans, he explained this difference by reference not to innate racial differences 
but rather to differences in environment (It could also be added that for 
Rousseau the kind of cultural development that European society had achieved 
was a mixed blessing at best) In addition, and in contrast to Kant, Rousseau held 
a nonteleological vision of history, so while, according to Boxill, Kant’s views po
tentially justify “the Europeanization of the world,” Rousseau’s do not

As foreshadowed in Boxill’s discussion, Kant’s views may have some troubling 
implications in matters of race, and this worry is only confirmed by Charles 
Mills’s chapter. Mills begins by differing with the general approach often taken to 
modem philosophers who both defend universalist ethics and express racist sen
timents. Rather than seeing the latter as contradicting the former, we should see 

the racist sentiments as qualifying the universalism. In Kant’s case, Mills argues, 
this means that Kant’s views on the inferiority of nonwhites show that he intends 
his universal moral theory to apply only to white Europeans— that only these
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count as “persons” for Kant Mills argues that any attempt to detach Kant’s racial 
views from his philosophy, or to view them as peripheral, simply presupposes an 
answer to the very question at issue. Mills suggests that a nonracist “Kantianism” 
may be possible, but this should not be mistaken for Kant’s own philosophy.

Like Kant, Hegel expressed some clearly racist views, and his whole philoso

phy is infamously Eurocentric. In his chapter, Michael Hofflieimer focuses on 
Hegel’s philosophy o f religion to show the importance of race in Hegel’s overall 
social and political philosophy. Hofflieimer demonstrates that early on Hegel ab
sorbed the racial and cultural prejudices of his day, particularly the anti-Turk and 
anti-Islamic views. Hegel also absorbed the racial classifications o f Kant and Blu- 
menbach, and in his later work he increasingly relied upon race to categorize var
ious religions. Through all of the changes in the particular features of his views, a 
constant theme in Hegel’s work on religion is the superiority o f Christian Europe 
over non-European peoples; only the former are capable of freedom and o f being 
governed by law. Hence, race— and the religious and cultural differences associ
ated with it— is central to Hegel’s moral and political philosophy.

Although John Stuart Mill is often seen as a progressive thinker on issues o f 
difference— particularly gender equity questions— Anthony Bogues argues in his 
chapter that Mill was not as enlightened on race as some have thought. Bogues 
places Mill in the context o f Victorian political thought, which exhibits a consen
sus on the importance o f character and “civilization.” Mill participated in this 

consensus, which led him to view many non-European societies as less devel
oped than European ones. So while Mill was the “good guy” in his debate with 
Carlyle— rejecting the latter’s contentions that blacks are naturally inferior and 
that slavery is justified— Bogues argues that Mill remained within the mindset 
that saw European civilization as superior. As a result, Bogues interprets the Mill- 
Carlyle debate as being between two participants who agree more than they dis
agree with each other. The disagreement is over the form that European colonial 
rule should take, not over its fundamental propriety. These limitations in Mill’s 
thought are reflected in his provisos in On Liberty and in Considerations on Represen
tative Government that liberty and self-government are not appropriate for “back
ward” societies.

Marx agreed with Mill that European civilization is superior, and with Hegel 
that history itself, in a strict sense, takes place mainly in European society. De
spite this— and despite some racist remarks in his private letters— Richard Peter
son argues that Marx should not be seen as a racist thinker. Rather, the most no

table feature o f Marx’s views on race is the extent to which Marx left race 
untheorized. Though Marx (and later Marxists) saw race as a barrier to working- 

class solidarity, he did not examine it as an independent source o f oppression. In
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addition, Marx's relation to anti-Semitism is complex. Marx himself came from a 
Jewish family (his father converted so that he could practice law), and Marx was 
the object o f anti-Semitic attacks. Yet at the same time Marx sometimes seems to 

be anti-Semitic, because, Peterson explains, he adopted the conventional associ
ation o f Judaism with commercial activity. In any case, Peterson argues, the fun

damental problem with Marx’s relation to race is not that Marx was racist but that 
he failed to account for the complex relations between race and class and for the 
importance o f racial identity.

In the final chapter, James Winchester examines Nietzsche’s views on race. 
Against those who have charged that Nietzsche was a racist, Winchester shows 
that his relation to race is far too complex to be captured by this label. Although 
Nietzsche made some disturbing remarks on this score, he also departed from 
conventional racial thinking o f his day by claiming, for example, that Jews consti
tuted a strong race and Germans a mixed and weak one. These views, among oth
ers, do show that Nietzsche was a racialist— he believed that races were real and 
had great causal significance in shaping thought and culture. This view, com
bined with his assessment of the German and Jewish races, led Nietzsche to rec
ommend “ mixing” o f the two in order to strengthen the German race. While 
Nietzsche sometimes thought in racial terms, his use o f racial ideas was neither 
consistent nor well worked out.

I do not attempt to draw any overall conclusion from the chapters o f the vol

ume. There are far too many issues in play here, far too much complexity to allow 
for that, and my brief summaries do not begin to capture the subtlety of the argu
ments. Furthermore, there are many issues— of both interpretation and sub
stance— on which the contributors to the volume disagree. It would therefore be 
a mistake to attempt to bring the discussion to a neat conclusion. It also would be 
a mistake to pretend that any o f the arguments contained here is the last word. 
Rather, the goal o f the volume is to assess the state of the discourse on race and 
modern philosophy and to contribute to this important set of discussions. If the 
chapters that follow do this— both individually and collectively— we will consider 
it a success.
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