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The Racial Contract Charles Mills

Understanding The Racial
Contract: Charles Mills and a New
Framework for Social and Political
Theory

When  discussions  turn  to  systemic  inequality,  political
philosophy  often  feels  abstract,  disconnected  from the  lived
realities  of  those  who  face  discrimination.  For  decades,  the
grand narratives of Western political thought seemed to operate
in a vacuum, ignoring the brutal foundations upon which modern
societies were built. Then, in 1997, philosopher Charles W. Mills
published a work that would fundamentally alter the landscape
of  political  theory:  The  Racial  Contract.  This  powerful,
unflinching  book  does  not  merely  critique  existing  models  of
social  organization;  it  dismantles  them,  revealing  a  hidden
agreement that has shaped the modern world for centuries. The
racial  contract Charles Mills articulated is not a metaphorical
handshake  between  equals,  but  a  brutally  effective  system  of
domination  that  continues  to  influence  global  politics,
economics, and social hierarchies today. This article explores
the core tenets of  Mills'  groundbreaking work,  its  impact  on

contemporary thought, and why understanding this concept is
essential for anyone seeking to comprehend the deep structures
of racial inequality.

The Challenge to Classical Social Contract
Theory

To understand the seismic shift Mills brings, one must first grasp
the classical concept he challenges. For centuries, thinkers like
Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau used
the idea of a "social contract" to explain the origin of society and
the legitimacy of government. The story usually goes like this: in
a "state of nature," individuals lived in a condition of insecurity
or  conflict.  To  gain  security,  order,  and  mutual  benefit,  these
rational  individuals  agreed—through  an  implicit  or  explicit
contract—to surrender some of their freedoms to a governing
authority. This contract, in theory, created a society of equal
moral agents who consented to be ruled.

However, Mills exposes a fatal flaw in this universalist narrative.
He argues that this traditional social contract is not a contract
among  all  people,  but  a  contract  between  a  specific  group  of
people: white men. The racial contract Charles Mills describes is



a political, moral, and epistemological agreement to categorize
human beings into "persons" (whites) and "sub-persons" (non-
whites).  This  agreement,  often  unwritten  but  powerfully
enforced, establishes a racialized polity where only whites are
granted  the  full  rights,  freedoms,  and  moral  consideration
implied by the classical social contract.

Mills  is  not  suggesting  that  Hobbes  or  Locke  were  secretly
racists in a simplistic personal sense. Instead, he demonstrates
that their theories were developed within a historical context
defined  by  European  colonialism,  the  transatlantic  slave  trade,
and the systematic dispossession of  indigenous peoples.  The
"state  of  nature"  these  philosophers  imagined  was  often
conveniently  personified  by  the  non-European  "savage."  The
supposed  universality  of  their  theories  was,  in  reality,  a
particularism that  excluded  the  vast  majority  of  the  world's
population. Thus, the social contract was always, in its actual
historical functioning, a Racial Contract.

The Explicit and Implicit Dimensions of the
Contract

Charles Mills meticulously breaks down how this racial contract
operates on two key levels: the explicit and the implicit.

The  explicit  racial  contract  is  the  easiest  to  identify.  It
consists of the formal, written laws and policies that created and
maintained racial hierarchy. In the United States, this includes
the  Three-Fifths  Compromise,  the  Jim Crow laws,  the  Indian
Removal Act, the Chinese Exclusion Act, and the internment of

Japanese Americans.  In  South  Africa,  it  was  the entire  legal
apparatus of Apartheid. In European colonies across Africa, Asia,
and the Americas, it was the legal framework that denied land
rights, voting rights, and legal personhood to indigenous and
enslaved peoples. This explicit contract stated, in no uncertain
terms, that non-whites were property, wards of the state, or
subordinate beings.

However, the more potent and enduring aspect of the racial
contract  is  its  implicit  form.  This  is  the  unspoken,  often
subconscious agreement among whites to maintain the racial
status  quo,  even  after  the  explicit  laws  of  segregation  and
discrimination  have  been  formally  abolished.  This  implicit
contract  involves:

Political Exclusion: An agreement to maintain white
dominance in political institutions, subtle gerrymandering,
and the shaping of policies that disproportionately benefit
white citizens.
Economic Exploitation: A systemic understanding that
labor markets, housing policies, and banking systems
should continue to favor white wealth accumulation while
systematically disadvantaging communities of color.
Control of Narrative: A collective agreement that
history, culture, and national identity should be told from
the perspective of white experience, often erasing or
marginalizing the contributions and suffering of non-white
peoples.

The power of the racial contract Charles Mills identifies lies in its
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ability  to normalize this  inequality.  It  makes the advantaged
position  of  whites  seem  natural,  earned,  and  morally  justified,
while making the disadvantaged position of non-whites appear
to be the result of their own shortcomings. This implicit contract
ensures that even in the absence of formal discrimination, the
racial  hierarchy  persists  through  custom,  culture,  and
institutional  inertia.

The Epistemology of Ignorance: The Contract's
Cognitive Dimension

One of the most brilliant and unsettling contributions of  The
Racial  Contract  is  Mills'  concept  of  an  "epistemology  of
ignorance." This is not a simple lack of knowledge about race; it
is an active, structured, and willful pattern of not knowing. It is
a cognitive contract designed to ensure that whites cannot see
the reality of racial domination.

This epistemology of ignorance operates in several ways:

Misremembering History: A collective national amnesia1.
about the brutal realities of slavery, genocide, and
colonialism. History is taught as a story of progress,
freedom, and benevolent expansion, erasing the violence
at the core of the nation's founding.
Denial of Systemic Racism: The persistent belief that2.
racism is a thing of the past, or the exclusive domain of a
few "bad apples." This allows individuals to ignore the
structural data showing vast disparities in wealth, health,
education, and incarceration rates.

Moral Inversion: The tendency to see white victimhood3.
where there is white domination. Affirmative action is
framed as "reverse racism," and demands for racial justice
are seen as "identity politics" that threaten national unity.
Colorblindness as a Weapon: While colorblindness4.
sounds like a noble ideal, Mills reveals it can be a powerful
tool of the racial contract. By insisting on not "seeing"
race, society refuses to see the ongoing effects of
centuries of racial discrimination. This "colorblindness"
functions to maintain the status quo by making any
attempt to remedy racial inequality seem unfair or
"racist."

This  epistemology  of  ignorance  is  not  accidental.  It  is  a
necessary feature of  the racial  contract.  For  the contract  to
function, those who benefit from it must genuinely believe they
are operating in a fair, just, and meritocratic system. This willful
ignorance protects  their  moral  self-image and justifies the vast
inequalities that surround them. Learning to see the world from
the  perspective  of  the  Racial  Contract,  therefore,  requires
breaking  this  spell  of  ignorance  and  confronting  an
uncomfortable  truth  about  the  foundations  of  modern  society.

Rethinking the State, Morality, and Justice

The implications of the racial contract Charles Mills' theory are
profound for how we understand three core concepts in political
philosophy: the state, morality, and justice.

The  State:  Traditional  theory  sees  the  state  as  a  neutral



arbiter,  a  referee  ensuring  fairness  for  all  citizens.  Mills,
however,  reframes  the  state.  He  argues  that  the  modern
Western state is not a neutral  entity but a racial state.  Its
foundational purpose was not to protect the rights of all, but to
protect the rights of white people over non-whites. The state
was  the  primary  enforcer  of  the  Racial  Contract,  using  its
monopoly on violence to dispossess, enslave, and segregate.
This does not mean the state is irredeemable, but it does mean
we must be deeply skeptical  of  claims that  it  operates with
universal  fairness.  The  long  history  of  the  police,  the  legal
system, and the military demonstrates a pattern of enforcing
racial hierarchy.

Morality:  Western  moral  philosophy,  with  its  emphasis  on
universal rights, equality, and human dignity, rings hollow when
viewed through the lens of the Racial Contract. Mills argues that
this supposedly universal morality was always a "herrenvolk"
ethics—a morality for the master race. The moral precepts were
meant to apply within the white polity, not between the white
polity and the non-white world. Non-whites were located outside
the realm of moral concern. They could be exploited, killed, and
dispossessed  without  violating  the  ethical  codes  that  bound
white society together. Understanding this moral schizophrenia
is  essential  to  understanding the deep hypocrisy of  Western
empires that preached liberty while practicing slavery.

Justice: Finally, Mills forces a fundamental rethinking of justice.
If  society  is  founded  on  a  racial  contract,  then  the  current
distribution of wealth, power, and opportunity is not the result of
a fair process. It is the result of centuries of systematic theft,

violence, and exclusion. Therefore, demands for "justice" today
cannot  be  satisfied  by  simply  treating  everyone  equally  going
forward. True justice requires a radical reparation—a recognition
of  the foundational  theft  and a  commitment  to  undoing the
structures of the Racial Contract. This includes not just material
reparations, but also an epistemic reparation: a commitment to
telling the truth about history and dismantling the epistemology
of ignorance.

Contemporary Relevance and Criticisms

Since  its  publication,  The  Racial  Contract  has  become  a
cornerstone text for critical race theory, post-colonial studies,
and  any  serious  attempt  to  understand  racial  injustice.  Its
influence  can  be  seen  in  movements  like  Black  Lives  Matter,
which explicitly frames police brutality not as isolated incidents
but as a feature of a fundamentally unjust system. The theory
also resonates powerfully in debates about immigration, where
the question of  who "belongs"  to  the national  community  is
often a coded negotiation of the Racial Contract. Discussions
about critical race theory in schools are, at their core, a struggle
over  the  epistemology  of  ignorance—a  fierce  resistance  to
teaching  the  true  history  of  the  Racial  Contract.

However, the theory is not without its critics. Some argue that
Mills' framework is too monolithic, presenting whites as a unified
bloc  of  oppressors  and  ignoring  the  complexities  of  class,
gender,  and  ethnicity  within  both  white  and  non-white
communities. Others contend that it relies on a deterministic
view of history, leaving little room for resistance, agency, and
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change. Still, others worry that the concept of an "epistemology
of  ignorance"  can  be  used  to  dismiss  the  experiences  and
perspectives of white people who genuinely seek to be allies in
the struggle for racial justice.

While  these criticisms have merit,  they  do not  diminish  the
power of Mills' central insight. The Racial Contract is not meant
to be a complete description of all social reality; it is a diagnostic
tool, a lens for seeing what has been systematically hidden. It
reveals the deep, unwritten rules of the game. It explains why
progress  toward  racial  equality  is  so  often  met  with  fierce
resistance, and why even well-intentioned reforms can fall short.
Understanding the racial contract Charles Mills described is not
an  endpoint;  it  is  a  starting  point  for  a  more  honest  and
courageous engagement with the world as it actually is, rather
than as we pretend it to be.

Conclusion: The Unfinished Work of Contracting
a Just Society

The Racial Contract is a devastatingly honest account of the
modern world's founding. It reveals that the shiny ideals of the
Enlightenment—liberty, equality, and fraternity—were built on a
foundation of global apartheid. Charles Mills did not write this
book to inspire despair, but to provide the clarity necessary for
genuine transformation. By naming the contract, by exposing its
explicit and implicit terms, and by diagnosing the epistemology
of ignorance that sustains it, he has given us the tools to begin
the work of creating a truly just society.
The challenge now is not merely to critique the Racial Contract,
but to actively work to break it. This requires more than good
intentions; it demands a relentless commitment to truth-telling,
a willingness to examine our own complicity, and a courage to
build a new social  contract—one that finally  fulfills  the promise
of equal moral concern for every human being. The contract
Mills exposed is not eternal; it was made by people, and it can
be unmade by people. The intellectual and moral work he began
challenges  us  to  finish  the  narrative,  to  replace  the  hidden
contract of racial domination with a new, explicit, and universal
covenant of human liberation.


