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Abstract

This article aims to advance the historical-materialist understanding of racism 
by addressing some central theoretical questions. It argues that racism should be 
understood as a social relation of oppression rather than as solely or primarily an 
ideology, and suggests that a historical-materialist concept of race is necessary in order 
to capture features of societies shaped by historically specific racisms. A carefully 
conceived concept of privilege is also required if we are to grasp the contradictory 
ways in which members of dominant racial groups are affected by social relations 
of racial oppression. The persistence of racism today should be explained as a 
consequence of two dimensions of the capitalist mode of production – imperialism 
and the contribution of racism to profitability – and of a social property emergent 
from racism: the efforts of members of dominant groups to preserve their advantages 
relative to the racially oppressed.
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Upsurges of racism in many parts of the world today underscore why it is 
important for historical materialists to be able to understand this form of 
oppression in order to be able to act effectively against it.1 But the ability  

1   Thanks to Felix Boggio Éwanjé-Épeé, Susan Ferguson, Todd Gordon, David McNally, Jeffery 
Webber, Sheila Wilmot, the editors of Historical Materialism and the anonymous referees for 
comments on earlier versions of this article. 
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of historical materialism to provide an adequate account of racism is widely 
questioned among anti-racist analysts. In light of the widespread inattention 
to racism or inadequate analysis of it in the Marxist tradition, this scepticism 
is not unreasonable. 

Frantz Fanon once famously suggested that ‘Marxist analysis should always 
be slightly stretched every time we have to deal with the colonial problem’;2 
I believe that this is also true whenever racism is concerned. There is plenty 
of evidence that historical materialism can be expanded in this way. As Betsy 
Esch and David Roediger maintain, ‘Marxism has produced the best tools for 
understanding race and racism.’3 Unfortunately, all too often these are not put 
to use. Moreover, many would agree with critical race theorist Charles Mills’s 
observation that ‘while I am sympathetic to the claim that historical materialism 
ultimately provides the most promising theoretical tool for understanding the 
genesis and persistence of racism, that does not mean that I am not also aware 
of the many problems there have been in Marxist attempts to theorise race in 
its multidimensionality. So this seems to me more of a project in progress than 
a successfully completed one.’4 

The objective of this article is to contribute to this project by addressing the 
most basic questions that confront it, questions which historical materialists 
have rarely treated head-on: how ought we to understand the concepts of racism, 
race and privilege, and how should the persistence of racism be explained?  
I argue that racism should be theorised as a distinct phenomenon rather than 
in terms of a less specific category inherited from classical Marxism, and that 
it is best understood as a social relation of oppression rather than as solely 
or primarily an ideology. Ever since the genesis of racial oppression various 
historically-specific racisms (which it is beyond the scope of this article to 
analyse) have been part of the mutually mediating matrices of social relations 
of which societies have been composed. Against those who reject all talk of 
race, I suggest that a historical-materialist concept of race is necessary in 
order to capture features of societies shaped by racism. A carefully conceived 

2   Fanon 1968, p. 40. In referring to Fanon, I do not mean to equate colonialism and racism, 
which are distinct forms of oppression. Colonialism involves one society conquering another 
and then ruling over it. Where it exists today it is always interwoven with racism. However, 
racial oppression frequently exists in the absence of colonialism (although the presence of 
racially-oppressed populations within imperialist countries obviously arises out of histories 
of colonialism). This article does not attempt to take up the interlocked colonialism and 
racism inflicted on indigenous peoples (see Lawrence and Dua 2005 and Sharma and Wright 
2008). 

3   Esch and Roediger 2014.
4   Mills 2009, p. 272.
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concept of privilege is also required if we are to grasp the contradictory ways 
in which members of dominant racial groups are affected by social relations of 
racial oppression. Finally, the fact that racism remains a very real feature of the 
contemporary world should be explained as a consequence of two dimensions 
of the capitalist mode of production – imperialism and the profitability of 
racism – and of a social property emergent from racism, namely the efforts 
of members of dominant groups to preserve their advantages relative to the 
racially oppressed.

By refining and presenting key theoretical tools, I hope to encourage more 
people who do historical-materialist research to put them to use and to 
stimulate discussion about how best to integrate anti-racism into our analyses. 
Consequently, this article aims to engage all who do historical-materialist 
research on the contemporary world and on historical settings in which 
racism has been present, not just those whose research focuses on racism. 
To acknowledge some delimitations, this contribution is developed on the 
basis mainly of English-language texts produced within advanced capitalist 
countries by writers primarily concerned with questions of social structure 
(rather than philosophy or cultural representations). It is also mainly concerned 
with racism within these countries.5 It proceeds from two assumptions: first, in 
spite of the value of some existing historical-materialist work on the subject, 
most of the inherited Marxist tradition does not deal with racism adequately, 
and, second, better answers to basic theoretical questions can help remedy this 
weakness. To provide such answers, historical materialists need to draw on the 
best previous work in our tradition and draw on theoretical insights developed 
in other traditions, stretching but not breaking from historical materialism.6 

Before proceeding, it is worth considering a prominent objection to 
the claim made by Esch and Roediger to which Mills also declares himself 
sympathetic. Some critics argue not just that existing historical-materialist 
attempts to understand racism have fallen short but that historical materialism 
is inherently incapable of dealing with racism in an adequate way. Notable 
here is Cedric Robinson, whose Black Marxism aims to excavate the ‘Black 
radical tradition’. Robinson contends that Marxism is inescapably a product 
of Western civilisation, one of whose ‘ordering ideas’ has, since the feudal era, 
been ‘racialism: the legitimation and corroboration of social organisation as 
natural by reference to the “racial” components of its elements’. As a result, 

5   However, this approach can readily be used in other settings in which racial oppression is 
practised by a dominant group whose identity is not white (for example, Hindu fascism in 
contemporary India, to use one reviewer’s example).

6   I discuss this approach in Camfield 2014.
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‘the deepest structures of “historical materialism,” the foreknowledge for its 
comprehension of historical movement, have tended to relieve European 
Marxists from the obligation of investigating the profound effects of culture and 
historical experience on their science.’7 Historical materialism is, he claims, an 
economic-reductionist theory that is unable to reckon properly with matters of 
ideology, culture and consciousness, including how the ‘particularistic forces 
of racism and nationalism’ shaped the development of capitalism.8 

Robinson’s writing on Marxism raises a host of issues; I will limit myself here 
to the question of whether historical materialism is inherently incapable of 
being reconstructed to deal with racism. This is Robinson’s view, yet he offers 
no direct and detailed engagement with core concepts of historical materialism 
in order to demonstrate its alleged incapacity. This is what would be required 
to sustain his claim; identifying weaknesses in the thought of Marx, Engels and 
other Marxists is not enough. Historical materialism as a theoretical approach 
cannot be equated with what Marx or any other Marxist wrote, even if this 
habit has been common among both its would-be practitioners and foes.

Black Marxism was published in 1983, the year after the publication 
of The Empire Strikes Back: Race and Racism in 70s Britain, a milestone in  
anti-racist historical-materialist analysis.9 Yet Robinson does not examine this 
book or Stuart Hall’s work on racism that influenced it.10 Nor does he scrutinise 
the contributions of non-European Marxists such as Jose Carlos Mariategui, 
Amilcar Cabral and Walter Rodney11 or other work that demonstrates a 
concern with developing theory to understand the specificities of non-
European societies. But, given Robinson’s concern with ideology, culture and 
consciousness, perhaps the most remarkable absence is any consideration of 
Gramsci’s theoretical contributions. In addition to the lack of attention to core 
concepts of historical materialism and the limited review of theorists working 
in this tradition, Robinson’s case can also be questioned on methodological 
grounds. Its positing of deep structures of civilisational thought that persist 
at a level beneath that at which people socially produce and reproduce the 
means of life and life itself separates consciousness from existence. This is 
an idealism that resembles the target of Marx and Engels’s critique in The 

7   Robinson 2000, p. 2. See also Robinson 2001.
8    Robinson 2000, pp. 66, 10–11.
9    Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 1982.
10   Hall 1980.
11    The latter two are cited in Robinson 2000 but their contributions are not considered in 

relation to its verdict on historical materialism.
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German Ideology.12 Considering these failings,13 it is not difficult to conclude 
that Robinson fails to provide a compelling case that historical materialism is 
irredeemable when it comes to understanding racism.14 I therefore proceed to 
consider the most basic question to which an anti-racist historical materialism 
needs to be able to provide a well-developed answer. 

 What is Racism?

In addition to an anti-imperialism that over the years became increasingly 
radical ‘just as his theory of social development evolved in a more multilinear 
direction’,15 Marx had some perceptive insights about a few realities of his day 
that we can readily understand as racism even though they were not identified 
in those terms at the time. He famously observed in 1870 that

Every industrial and commercial centre in England now possesses a 
working class divided into two hostile camps, English proletarians and 
Irish proletarians. The ordinary English worker hates the Irish worker as 
a competitor who lowers his standard of life . . . He cherishes religious, 
social and national prejudices against the Irish worker. His attitude 
towards him is much the same as that of the ‘poor whites’ to the Negroes 
in the former slave states of the USA . . . This antagonism is the secret of  

12   Marx and Engels 1970.
13    In addition, the discussion in Black Marxism of what Robinson sees as racial thinking 

in feudal Europe does not stand up well in light of more recent historical studies  
(see Bethencourt 2013), and its treatment of the history of capitalism has major problems 
stemming from the commercialisation model found in the work of Pirenne, Braudel and 
Wallerstein (see Wood 2002 and Brenner 1977) on which it draws. My reference here 
to Wood and Brenner should not be interpreted as an uncritical endorsement of their 
perspective on the origins of capitalism, which I see as very important (see Dimmock 
2014) but insufficient. For a discussion of some ‘international determinations and 
conditions’ missing from the work of Brenner, Wood and many others influenced by 
them, see Anievas and Nisancioglu 2013.

14    Robinson’s focus is ultimately more on Marxian socialism as a politics of liberation than 
on historical materialism as a theoretical approach. Although obviously of tremendous 
importance, this and Robinson’s political alternative (whose utopian-socialist character 
is very evident in Robinson 2001) are beyond the scope of this article.

15    Anderson 2010, p. 244. On these dimensions of Marx’s thought, see Anderson 2010, Achcar 
2013 and Pradella 2015.
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the impotence of the English working class, despite its organisation. It  
is the secret by which the capitalist class maintains its power.16

However, Marx did not theorise racism as such or recognise that, since its 
emergence, societies have been socially organised by racism as well as by 
relations of class (and by those of gender and sexuality).17

In the broadest terms, we can identify five ways that racism – understood 
just for the moment in a loose sense as the domination experienced in the 
modern era by non-Europeans, people of non-European ancestry and Jews 
at the hands of Europeans and people of European ancestry, as distinguished 
from earlier forms of subjugation and religious persecution (a more precise 
definition is developed below) – has been conceptualised among historical 
materialists. The first three approaches do not accord racism much specificity 
and subsume it into existing categories, which are sometimes combined.18 It 
is these understandings that we find in classical Marxism in its heyday.19 The 
other two approaches, which are more recent, attempt to deal with racism as 
a distinct phenomenon.

 Super-exploitation
Some Marxists have treated racism as fundamentally a matter of an exceptional 
level of class exploitation inflicted on a particular population. This view was 
present, for example, among early Communists in the US20 and one current 
within the ‘New Communist Movement’ in the US in the 1970s. According to a 
publication of one group within that current, racism is ‘the super-exploitation 
of black people’ and ‘Race is only one aspect of labor/capital class conflict.’21 
As one commentator has written, this position ‘acknowledges the specificity 
of Afro-American oppression beyond general working-class exploitation, yet it 
defines this specificity in economistic terms.’22 

16   Marx and Engels 1975, p. 222. 
17    The effort in Paolucci 2006 to show that there are concepts of Marx’s that are vital to the 

analysis of racism evades the issue of what is not found in Marx’s work. 
18   For example, see Bonacich 1999.
19   For example, see Communist International 1983, Reed 1920, Stewart 1985, Trotsky 1978.
20   See Reed 1920.
21   The New Voice 1975.
22   West 1988, p. 19.
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 National Oppression
This approach treats racism as a manifestation of the oppression of one 
nation by another, a phenomenon familiar to historical materialists from Marx 
onwards.23 This was how the Sixth Congress of the Communist International 
(1928) characterised the condition of African-Americans.24 More recently, 
Theodore Allen has argued that national oppression exists when ‘social control 
depends upon the acceptance and fostering of social distinctions within the 
oppressed group’ rather than on denying such distinctions. This, he suggests, 
was the case in Britain’s Caribbean colonies and in Ireland after Catholic 
Emancipation.25 

 Denial of Democratic Rights
Prior to the development of efforts to grasp racism as a distinct phenomenon, 
which stemmed from the rise of anti-imperialist and anti-racist struggles from 
the 1950s through the 1970s, it was very common to consider racism in terms  
of the denial of rights established in capitalist democracies. For instance, in 
1933 Max Shachtman condemned the ‘vast code of white master class laws, 
written and unwritten, [that] operates to keep the American Negro in an 
inferior social, economic and political position’, adding that ‘The abstract 
democratic equality for the Negro which was written into the Constitution 
three generations ago has remained on paper.’26

 Ideology
In Caste, Class, and Race, Oliver Cox raised the level of historical-materialist 
discussion of racism by attempting to distinguish what he called ‘race relations’ 
from other phenomena. ‘What then is the phenomenon, the beginnings of 
which we seek to determine? It is the phenomenon of the capitalist exploitation 
of peoples and its complementary social attitude.’ Dubbing ‘race prejudice’ 
as ‘an attitudinal instrument of modern human, economic, exploitation’ 
dating from European colonialism in the Americas after 1492, he argued 
it was ‘propagated among the public by an exploiting class for the purpose 
of stigmatising some group as inferior so that the exploitation of either the 
group itself or its resources or both may be justified.’27 This, in spite of its very 
real weaknesses, was an effort to theorise racism as such in a historical and 

23   Löwy 1998.
24   Naison 1983, pp. 17–19.
25   Allen 1994, pp. 241, n. 11, 36.
26   Shachtman 2003, p. 40.
27   Cox 1948, pp. 321, 330, 393.
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materialist way, avoiding ahistorical theories of inter-group enmity and the 
‘substitution of the history of a system of rationalisation for that of a material 
social fact.’28 It contends that racism is an ideology justifying exploitation. 
This understanding of racism as a ruling-class instrument has contemporary 
exponents, and has been strikingly echoed by Robert Young.29 

Anti-imperialist struggles and anti-racist organising within imperialist 
countries during the Long Boom, above all the African-American freedom 
movement, stimulated new historical-materialist efforts to comprehend 
racism. A notable effort to theorise racism as ideology was made by Stuart Hall. 
‘It is clear’, Hall argued, 

that ‘racism,’ if not exclusively an ideological phenomenon, has critical 
ideological dimensions. Hence, the relative crudity and reductionism of 
materialist theories of ideology have proved a considerable stumbling 
block in the necessary work of analysis in this area. Especially, the analysis 
has been foreshortened by a homogenous, non-contradictory conception 
of consciousness and of ideology.30

Hall strove to provide an alternative to economic-reductionist conceptions 
of racism and to those that treat racism as one of a number of independent 
factors that shape events. Suggesting that Althusser supplemented by Gramsci31 
provided the theoretical resources for a non-reductionist historical-materialist 
approach to racism, he noted ‘there is as yet no adequate theory of racism 
which is capable of dealing with both the economic and the superstructural 
features’ of ‘racially-structured social formations’ ‘while at the same time giving 
a historically-concrete and sociologically-specific account of distinctive racial 
aspects.’32 Hall emphasised that such a theory would need to apply ‘the premise 
of historical specificity’ to study ‘historically-specific racisms’. It would need to 
bear in mind that ‘one cannot explain racism in abstraction from other social 
relations – even if, alternatively, one cannot explain it by reducing it to those 
relations.’33 He proposed that ‘One must start, then, from the concrete historical 
“work” which racism accomplishes under specific historical conditions – as 
a set of economic, political and ideological practices, of a distinctive kind, 

28   Cox 1948, p. 321.
29   See Young 2006, p. 38.
30   Hall 1986, p. 26.
31   On Hall’s interpretation of Gramsci’s use for the study of racism, see Hall 1986.
32   Hall 1980, p. 336.
33   Hall 1980, pp. 336, 337.
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concretely articulated with other practices in a social formation.’34 It was this 
approach that informed the influential historical-materialist studies of racism 
in the UK produced by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies.35

Writing in the wake of Hall’s contributions, which he faulted for not 
pinpointing ‘what the many different racisms have in common qua racism’,36 
Robert Miles proposed that racism be understood strictly as ideology, identified 
by its content, and rigorously distinguished from ‘exclusionary practice’. Miles 
and coauthor Malcolm Brown suggest that ‘the precise definition of ideology 
is not important’, although they stress that racism is ‘an ideology because it 
represents human beings, and social relations, in a distorted manner’. ‘Rather, 
it is the content of this ideology that is important.’37 Racism signifies 

some biological and/or somatic characteristic(s) as the criterion by which 
populations are identified. In this way, these populations are represented 
as having a natural, unchanging origin and status, and therefore as being 
inherently different. . . . Second, one or more of the groups so identified 
must be attributed with additional (negatively evaluated) characteristics 
and/or must be represented as inducing negative consequences for  
(an)other group(s). Those characteristics or consequences may be either 
biological or cultural.38

Connected to this approach is a concept of racialisation: the ‘process by 
which meaning is attributed to particular biological features of human 
beings, as a result of which individuals may be assigned to a general category 
of persons that reproduces itself biologically. This process has a long history 
in precapitalist and capitalist societies’.39 Thus racism is ‘a particular form of 
(evaluative) representation that is a specific instance of a wider (descriptive) 
process of racialisation.’40 Whether particular exclusionary practices involve 
racism demands specific investigations; ‘exclusionary practices that result 
in disadvantage for racialised groups cannot be assumed to be determined 

34   Hall 1980, p. 338.
35   Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 1982.
36    Miles and Brown 2003, p. 63. This coauthored book is a revised edition of Miles 1989, 

hence my reference in the text to this as Miles’s perspective. Miles discusses his work in 
an interview: Ashe and McGeever 2011.

37   Miles and Brown 2003, pp. 8, 9, 8.
38   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 104.
39   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 102.
40   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 109.
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wholly or in part by racism.’41 Miles’s approach has an enduring influence 
within academic Marxism in the UK.42

 Social Relation of Oppression
The Black Power movement in the US also generated a way of theorising the 
specificity of racism which does not treat it as solely or primarily a matter 
of ideology. Conceptualising racism as a form of oppression – as distinct 
from class exploitation and alienation – is the hallmark of this approach, 
which has not been theoretically elaborated to the same extent as racism- 
as-ideology. However, many of its adherents would agree with the general idea 
that oppression exists when ‘groups within and across classes, identified by 
ascribed characteristics, are subjected to specific discriminatory practices’ and 
that racism is a unique instance of oppression.43 

Robert Blauner’s Racial Oppression in America was a significant text of 
its time in this regard. For Blauner, racism should be understood as racial 
oppression, which involves ‘a dominant group, which thinks of itself as distinct 
and superior, rais[ing] its social position by exploiting, controlling, and keeping 
down others who are categorised in racial or ethnic terms.’44 

Blauner’s work displays sympathy to historical materialism rather than 
using historical-materialist concepts; he openly acknowledged that in his 
book ‘racial oppression and racial conflict are not satisfactorily linked to the 
dominant economic relations nor to the overall distribution of political power 
in America.’45 In the same period, avowed Marxists were also advancing ways 
of understanding racism that aimed to go beyond limited inherited notions of  
super-exploitation, national oppression and unequal rights by identifying 
racism as a specific form of oppression and which did not conceptualise it 
as ideology. For example, in 1967 Noel Ignatin emphasised that ‘the practice 
of white supremacy’ provided the ‘material basis’ of ‘the ideology of white 
chauvinism’.46 

Ignatin’s cothinker Theodore Allen later argued that racial oppression is 
a system of social control that ‘depends upon the denial of the legitimacy of 
social distinctions within the oppressed group’.47 Alex Callinicos’s claim that 

41   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 112.
42   For example, Carter 2007; Carter and Virdee 2008.
43   Bakan 2008, p. 249.
44   Blauner 1972, p. 22.
45   Blauner 1972, p. 13.
46   Ignatin 1976, p. 1.
47   Allen 1994, p. 241, n. 11.
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‘racism exists where a group of people is discriminated against on the basis 
of characteristics which are held to be inherent in them as a group’ is a less 
restrictive way of characterising the specific distinguishing feature of racism  
as oppression.48 Étienne Balibar’s assertion that ‘racism is a social relation’ 
makes explicit an idea that is generally implicit in this approach.49

 The Concept of Race

In addition to divergent views on the nature of racism as a social phenomenon, 
disagreement exists around the concept of race. There is overwhelming 
agreement among anti-racist social researchers that there is no biological basis 
for any notion of race.50 However, there is no unanimity about how to answer 
the question of whether a concept of race understood as referring to a product 
of society has any legitimacy. Both historical materialists and other critical 
analysts of racism are divided between those whom Mills dubs eliminativists, 
who believe ‘race should be seen as comparable to “phlogiston” ’ (an element 
supposedly released during combustion whose existence was disproved by the 
chemist Lavoisier in the eighteenth century) and purged from our theoretical 
vocabulary, and anti-eliminativists who redefine race ‘so it refers to one’s 
structural location in a racialised social system . . . [w]ithout implying any 
biological referent.’51

The anti-eliminativist case suggests, in Roediger’s words, that ‘race is 
itself a critically important social fact . . . Race also defines the consciousness 
of commonality uniting those oppressed as a result of their assumed 
biology, perceived colour, and alleged cultural heritage, as well as the fellow 
feeling of those defending relative privileges derived from being part of  
[a] dominant . . . race.’52 Hall argues that race is ‘the modality in which class is 
“lived,” the medium through which class relations are experienced, the form 
in which it is appropriated and “fought through”.’53 From a different anti-
eliminativist angle, Allen maintains that ‘it is not “race” in general that must 
be understood, but the “white race,” in particular; so the “white race” must be 

48   Callinicos 1992, p. 6.
49   Balibar and Wallerstein 1991, p. 41.
50   For a good critical discussion of this and ‘the new racial science’, see Roberts 2011.
51   Mills 2012.
52   Roediger 2008, p. xii.
53   Hall 1980, p. 341.
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understood, not simply as a social construct, but as a ruling class social control 
formation.’54

Arguing for eliminativism, Miles and Brown ‘do not deny that the structure 
of social stratification can be and is racialised’ but argue that when race is 
used in social explanation ‘what needs to be represented as a social process 
and explained is reconstructed as a social fact that can be used to explain 
other social facts’.55 Similarly, Robert Carter rejects the concept because of 
its dubious history and because ‘the discrediting of its ontological referent – 
races of human beings – leaves it without an object’. It is, Carter contends, 
‘impossible to formulate a research question using it that is capable of being 
answered.’56 

 Elucidating Racism as a Social Relation of Oppression

It is my contention that the most promising way to develop a stronger 
historical-materialist approach to racism is to theorise it as a social relation of 
oppression with an anti-eliminitativist understanding of race. At the outset it 
is useful to identify two foundational guidelines for any adequate historical-
materialist approach to racism. First, care must be taken to avoid retaining 
residual naturalist or transhistorical notions. For example, at one point Hall 
suggests that ‘the question is not whether men-in-general make perceptual 
distinctions between groups with different racial or ethnic characteristics, 
but rather, what are the specific conditions that make this form of distinction 
socially pertinent, historically active.’57 This suggests that racial characteristics 
define groups prior to historically-specific social processes of racialisation. 
Second, there must be no minimisation of racism. One version of this is the 
downplaying of the impact of racism on racially oppressed persons or of 
racism’s social significance.58 Another is the diminution of racism’s ontological 
status. This is evident in Mike Cole’s stark assertion that ‘it is capitalism, not 
white supremacy, that is a structural system of oppression’.59 Such ontological 
claims treat racism as literally less real, in Cole’s case as an epiphenomenon 

54   Allen 1998.
55   Miles and Brown 2003, pp. 7, 91.
56   Carter 2007, p. 446.
57   Hall 1980, p. 338.
58   See the examples discussed in Roediger 2006.
59   Cole 2009, p. 258. For a similar position, see Carter 2007, p. 448.
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of capitalism, and are conducive to the minimisation of racism’s social and 
political importance. 

Those preliminaries aside, why should we treat racism as a social relation 
of oppression? I believe there are both historical and logical grounds for 
choosing this as an approach. In his recent historical work Racisms, Francisco 
Bethencourt argues that the evidence does not support ‘the idea that the theory 
of races precedes racism – a relatively consensual view among historians’: 
‘classification did not precede action’.60 Consistent with this is Barbara Fields’s 
important observation that ‘people are more readily perceived as inferior by 
nature when they are already seen as oppressed’.61 Although Bethencourt’s 
definition of racism as ‘prejudice concerning ethnic descent coupled with 
discriminatory action’62 is inadequate, for reasons that will become clear 
below, his point that racial ideology did not precede racist practices suggests 
one reason why treating racism as ideology in the manner of Hall and Miles  
is not the best way to proceed. 

Another is, simply, that a materialist method should prioritise human 
activity, while recognising that social being is always and everywhere con-
scious, intersubjective and linguistic. Historical materialism should not merely 
invert an idealist elevation of ideas (or discourse) over matter, although this 
habit has unfortunately been common in the history of Marxism. Rather, it 
should follow Marx in rejecting the dualism of material and ideal altogether 
and asserting the unity of consciousness and human individuals, so that 
social existence and social consciousness are seen as an internally-related 
ensemble. Within that unity, there is a hierarchy of determination: bodies are 
prior to or determinate of thought. ‘Starting from the standpoint of objects, 
of the non-conceptual, materialist critique resists all idealist moves to absorb  
the object into concepts.’63 Such methodological premises do not prevent us 
from recognising the importance of racist ideology. However, they do suggest 
that racism should not be theorised primarily in terms of ideology.

Along with these general reasons for choosing the social relation of 
oppression approach over that of racism-as-ideology, it is also worth addressing 
some problems in the versions of the latter developed by Cox, Hall and Miles. 
Cox’s instrumentalist theory ‘assumes that the capitalist class as a whole 
benefit[s] from racism’, whereas racism’s effects may be contradictory for at 
least some capitalists. It also portrays racism ‘as inauthentic to the working 

60   Bethencourt 2013, p. 3.
61   Fields and Fields 2012, p. 128.
62   Bethencourt 2013, p. 1.
63   McNally 2001, p. 74.
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class, something externally imposed by the ideological dominance of the 
ruling class. This [is] not only sociologically unpersuasive, but it discourage[s] 
serious consideration of racism within the working class, since the real sources 
of such racism [are] held to be the ruling class and its functional need to 
manage the conditions of labour exploitation.’64 

The emphatic separation by Miles of ‘exclusionary practice’ from racism 
as ideology has the unfortunate consequence of distancing racism as he 
defines it from the material realities of what Bethencourt dubs ‘discriminatory 
action’. If racism involves the ideological signification of a group on the basis 
of allegedly natural characteristics and the identification of negative qualities 
or consequences, then it is possible to say that racism exists in the absence 
of any significant ‘exclusionary practice’. In Miles’s terms, a system of ‘anti-
white’ beliefs present among a profoundly-marginalised and impoverished 
community of recent African immigrants in a European country could qualify 
as racism; this detaches racism from any considerations of social power. Even 
more troubling is the difficulty that Miles’s separation creates for identifying 
racism when ‘biological and/or somatic’ characteristics are not, or not 
explicitly, ‘the criterion by which populations are identified’65 in ideology. For 
example, Miles and Brown quite consistently conclude that ‘Islamophobia is 
not to be regarded as an instance of racism’.66 However, Fanny Müller-Uri and 
Benjamin Opratko make the important point that ‘anti-Muslim racism works 
by essentialising cultural difference, that is to say the construction of Islam as 
a static, homogenous and characteristically different culture’,67 a point whose 
broad significance will be taken up below. 

Satnam Virdee’s praise for Hall’s contributions of the 1970s and early 1980s 
as ‘a genuine tour de force’ and ‘the intellectual high point of scholarly work 
that was sparked by the mass protest movements of the 1960s and 1970s’68 is 
merited. However, they are not without significant weaknesses. Hall’s theory is, 
as Miles contends, imprecise about what makes racist ideology racist. Although 
Hall is not uncritical of Althusser’s conception of ideology, his own theory, 
like Althusser’s, is ultimately missing the important dimension of ideology-
critique found in Marx (and also in Gramsci), which Hall ‘erroneously reduces 
to a critique of “false consciousness” ’.69 As a result, it does not engage with 

64   Carter 2007, p. 435.
65   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 104.
66   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 164.
67   Müller-Uri and Opratko 2013, p. 12.
68   Virdee 2010, pp. 144–5.
69   Rehmann 2013, p. 188. See also the excellent discussion of Althusser on pp. 147–8. 
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Marx’s insights about how capitalist social relations generate ‘ “socially valid, 
and therefore . . . objective thought forms” . . . which are reproduced directly 
and spontaneously as “current and usual thought forms” ’.70 The influence 
of Althusser also explains why Hall is also ‘unable to capture analytically 
how the class struggle, especially its intensification, may contribute to the 
destabilisation of well-entrenched racialised subjectivities.’71 These specific 
problems along with those common to all versions of racism-as-ideology take 
us back to the need for an alternative approach. 

What, then, of theorising racism as a social relation of oppression? While 
references to oppression by Marxists are longstanding, the development 
of a distinctive meaning for the term began as a response within advanced 
capitalist countries to the rise of new movements, among women, people 
who experience racism, and others in the 1960s. Activists in these eruptions of  
self-organisation all stressed their experience of forms of domination other 
than class exploitation and developed ideas to understand these. Oppression 
was the problem for which liberation was the solution. This term is preferable 
to others, such as discrimination and prejudice, because of its stronger 
connotations and its implication that the harm done is systemic and structural, 
quite often ‘as a consequence of . . . the normal processes of everyday life’.72 

In spite of their many important insights, non-Marxist theories of oppres-
sion do not offer a concept of oppression in general that can be used in 
historical materialism. This is because they almost always treat class as a 
form of oppression, consider forms of oppression as involving exploitation 
akin to class, or do both.73 This is clear in, for example, Iris Marion Young’s 
discussion of ‘Five Faces of Oppression’,74 which posits exploitation as one of 
these faces, thereby subsuming it under an overarching notion of oppression. 
Such theories are unable to capture the distinctive differences between class 
exploitation and the phenomena I consider as forms of oppression; the same 
problem also occurs in Marxist work that fails to make a rigorous distinction 
between exploitation and oppression. Class, anchored in the extraction of 
surplus labour, has historically always been mediated by gender oppression 

70   Rehmann 2013, p. 43.
71    Virdee 2010, p. 147. For the historical analysis of racism and class struggle in the UK in the 

1970s that supports this claim about Hall, see Virdee 2000.
72   Young 1990, p. 41. Frye 2003 was an important theoretical contribution in this regard.
73    For a discussion of the second of these problems in Christine Delphy’s feminist theory, 

see Arruzza 2013, pp. 92–7.
74   Young 1990, pp. 39–65. The same problem occurs in Cudd 2006 and Frye 2003.
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and often by other forms of oppression.75 But not all members of an exploited 
class must also be oppressed; consider the condition of higher-paid white male 
able-bodied heterosexual workers in advanced capitalist countries today, who 
endure exploitation and alienation but not oppression.

There is no truly adequate conceptualisation of oppression in general to 
be found in the many historical-materialist efforts to understand the forms 
of oppression to which feminist, anti-racist, national-liberation, lesbian and 
gay, indigenous and other movements draw attention and that do distinguish 
exploitation from oppression. For the sake of intellectual precision and clarity, 
I propose that oppression is best understood to mean systemic harm, arising 
from social practices, inflicted on a group that is not constituted on the basis of a 
common relationship to social production. Racism, sexism and heterosexism are 
qualitatively different instances of this general phenomenon.

Callinicos’s contention that oppression ‘on the basis of characteristics which 
are held to be inherent in . . . a group’76 is the defining feature of racism begins 
to capture what distinguishes this form of domination. Unlike Miles, Callinicos 
appreciates that biological or somatic references are not essential features of 
racism. Unlike Allen’s insistence that racial oppression involves ‘the denial 
of the legitimacy of social distinctions within the oppressed group’,77 which 
entails that racism does not exist where oppressors recognise the legitimacy of 
high-status strata among the oppressed, Callinicos is not excessively narrow. 
Yet what Callinicos says of racism is also true of other forms of oppression, 
such as patriarchy, heterosexism and the oppression of people with disabilities, 
in cases where members of the oppressed group in question are seen to have 
relevant inherent characteristics. Thus his contention is not sufficiently precise. 

It is therefore helpful to consider the conclusion reached by George Fredrickson 
at the end of Racism: A Short History, acknowledged by Bethencourt as the ‘first 
general history of racism in the Western world’.78 Fredrickson writes that ‘we 
might say that racism exists when one ethnic group or historical collectivity 
dominates, excludes, or seeks to eliminate another on the basis of differences 
that it believes are hereditary and unalterable.’79 Fredrickson’s suggestion has 
a number of strengths. It is certainly better than Bethencourt’s view of racism 
as ‘prejudice concerning ethnic descent coupled with discriminatory action’80 

75   On the historical inseparability of class and gender, see Coontz and Henderson 1986.
76   Callinicos 1992, p. 6.
77   Allen 1994, p. 241, n. 11.
78   Bethencourt 2013, p. 4.
79   Fredrickson 2002, p. 170.
80   Bethencourt 2013, p. 1.
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because it foregrounds what amounts to oppression, rather than prejudice and 
discrimination. It also grasps that the differences alleged to exist are treated 
as not only inherited, as Bethencourt notes and Callinicos does not, but also 
inherent, a feature missed by Bethencourt. Fredrickson’s conception tells us 
more about who suffers from racism than Callinicos’s. It is compatible with 
Müller-Uri and Opratko’s argument that 

Historically, the construction of racist difference has always been about 
the essentialisation of socio-cultural differences that allegedly express 
themselves in biological characteristics, but only tendentially and always 
precariously. This brings us to see that while these cultural differences 
should tendentially be linked to bodily markers, racist discrimination 
does not stop where this isn’t possible. This can be illustrated through 
many historical and contemporary examples where strategies of artificial 
visibilisation were necessary, such as the yellow badge/star of David in 
Antisemitism.81

However, Fredrickson’s reference to ethnicity – a concept ‘that emerged into 
social-science parlance in the 1950s as a way of avoiding the concept of race 
(while often holding on to much of its baggage)’82 – is unfortunate, since the 
meaning of this vexed term is not clarified.83 

Building on Fredrickson, I believe that the following conceptualisation best 
fits the global historical evidence: racism is the oppression of a multi-gender 
social collectivity on the basis of differences (not limited to those surrounding 
sexuality or impairment) that are treated as inherited and unchangeable. This 
captures the defining feature, the oppression of communities of persons on 
the basis of differences that are, in practice, considered inherent and inherited, 
without limiting the differences in question to those that are supposedly 
biological.84 It also clearly differentiates racial oppression from patriarchal 
oppression, heterosexism and the oppression of people with disabilities, which 

81   Müller-Uri and Opratko 2013, p. 10.
82   Nirenberg 2014, p. 39.
83   On some problems with ‘ethnicity’, see Sizwe 2013.
84    Two readers for the journal questioned the claim that racial oppression always involves 

the essentialisation of differences, citing the treatment of migrants and of African-
Americans seen as mired in a ‘culture of poverty’. I believe the history of racism suggests 
that essentialisation of differences is a defining feature of this form of oppression. This 
essentialisation happens both in practice and in how racially-oppressed groups are 
presented ideologically; we should not limit ourselves to the latter. It is also possible for 
migrants to experience xenophobic oppression that is not racist in character.
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frequently involve the essentialisation of socially-constructed differences 
in the oppressed group. Beyond this minimal characterisation, there is not 
much that can be said about the content of racial oppression in general. As 
Hall has argued, we should think in terms of ‘historically-specific racisms’ and 
avoid positing ‘a common and universal structure to racism, which remains 
essentially the same, outside of its specific historical location’.85 

One point that can, however, be made about racial oppression in general is 
that its existence does not require that it always be consciously perpetuated. 
Carter’s claim that ‘racism requires racists’ needs to be qualified.86 Drawing 
on concepts of Andrew Sayer, he argues that most manifestations of racism 
(which, following Miles, he considers an ideology) are ‘identity-sensitive 
mechanisms’, not ‘identity-neutral mechanisms’ whose functioning does not 
depend on the identities of agents.87 While it is evident that many practices of 
racial oppression do indeed involve conscious actions by people in dominant 
groups directed against members of racially oppressed groups, Carter’s 
sweeping claim is questionable. Many anti-racist activists have stressed 
that what matters most when dealing with racism are effects, not people’s 
intentions. Impersonal practices carried out without racist intent can and 
frequently do reproduce racial oppression. Consider the example of rules for 
university admission that prohibit reference to racial identity in applicants’ 
personal statements and its consideration in admissions decisions. Such rules 
prevent members of racially oppressed groups from referring to important  
life experiences, including disadvantages encountered, without which their life  
stories may be ‘both incomplete and incomprehensible’.88 In so doing, they can 
be objective barriers to access to university education for persons who belong 
to racially oppressed groups whose members are less likely to graduate from 
university. University staff who are committed to anti-racism but required 
to implement such rules thereby reproduce racism. Similarly, laws that ban 
people wearing ‘ostentatious’ religious items from accessing services or being 
employed in certain positions perpetuate anti-Muslim racism against Muslims 
who wear headscarves regardless of the consciousness of those who enforce 
such legislation.89 In considering racism, we should be attuned to harmful 
effects on members of groups defined by differences that are treated as 
inherited and unchangeable, rather than focused on subjective racist intent.

85   Hall 1980, pp. 336, 337.
86   Carter 2007, p. 450.
87   Carter 2007, pp. 448–9.
88   Carbado and Harris 2012, p. 206.
89   Zemni 2011.
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To make the best use of this understanding of racism, we need a historical 
materialism whose social ontology is more multidimensional than Marx’s. 
Racism, like patriarchy and heterosexism, is not an epiphenomenon of class. 
Forms of oppression constitute the mutually-mediating matrix of social 
relations that is social reality at the same time as it is constituted by class. 
Racism, like other forms of oppression, operates simultaneously with class, 
both in the subjective experiences of individuals (at the level of identities) and 
in the objective happening of social processes.90 

The absence of such an ontology leads to a theoretical downgrading of 
racism. This is not always formulated explicitly, but Carter provides a very clear 
example:

Marxism, in arguing that human beings make history but not in circum-
stances of their own choosing, acknowledges a distinction between the 
contexts in which people find themselves and the efforts of those people 
to change or reproduce those contexts. The forces shaping these contexts 
are the social relations of production; these . . . define the context within 
which all forms of social inequality are generated. . . . [T]he social relations 
of production refers to emergent, and relatively enduring forms of social 
relation; racism to ideas and ideology, to the forms of thought developed 
in response to, and in the effort to manage, these social relations.91

Here the forces that condition the contexts of human agency are literally 
reduced to relations of production, while racism is merely ideas and definitely 
nothing like a ‘relatively enduring . . . social relation’. From this perspective, it 
is difficult to imagine that racism could be very significant in shaping social 
processes in time. In this way, theoretical downgrading opens the door to an 
underestimation of racism’s political importance.

 Race and Racialisation

Should this theory of racism be accompanied by a concept of race? There 
is general agreement among historical materialists that race has no basis 
in nature. Historical-materialist proponents of eliminativism concur with 
Carter that the concept should simply be discarded because the natural-
scientific demonstration that human races do not exist ‘leaves it without an 

90   Kelley 1997 is just one of many studies that support this claim.
91   Carter 2007, pp. 447–8.
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object’.92 However, holding this position creates difficulties when it comes to 
analysing particular features of societies in which racial oppression is part of 
the interlocking matrix of social relations.93 The eliminativist position can also 
create ‘immense problems relating to political practice’94 when, as in the case 
of Miles, it leads to a questioning of anti-racist mobilisations organised around 
the racial identities of racially oppressed groups, although eliminativism does 
not necessarily lead to such a conclusion.

Where racism exists, societies come to possess features that are a certain 
set of what Paul Taylor designates as ‘institutional facts, facts that depend 
for their existence on constitutive networks of social conventions’, which 
‘assign meaning’ to them. ‘Races and racial identities’, Taylor maintains, are 
such ‘institutional facts’. They are ‘created and sustained’ by practices that 
‘assign meanings to human bodies and bloodlines’.95 Races can be understood 
as ‘probabilistically defined populations’ that are ‘brought into being by the 
practices of racial identification’, which link ‘certain bodies and bloodlines to 
certain social locations and modes of treatment’.96 A ‘racial identity is a way of 
specifying someone’s location on a racialised social terrain’.97 Himani Bannerji 
helpfully describes race as ‘no more or less than an active social organisation, 
a constellation of practices motivated, consciously and unconsciously, by 
political or power imperatives with implied cultural forms – images, symbols, 
metaphors, and norms that range from the quotidian to the institutional.’98 All 
this suggests that the concept of race does indeed have an object – not, of course, 
in nature, but in certain phenomena of social ontology. A critical concept of 
race is a tool for the analysis of these phenomena, important institutional facts 
generated by racial oppression and anti-racist resistance. The eliminativist 
refusal of such a concept leads to problems in understanding such realities. 
For this reason, then, there are good grounds for using a historical-materialist 
concept of race in the analysis of societies in which racial oppression exists, to 
capture aspects of social relations that exist in and through racism. 

92   Carter 2007, p. 446.
93    The term ‘interlocking’ should be understood in this article as synonymous with mutually-

mediating, and distinct from the idea of intersection (which suggests the coming together 
of externally-related phenomena rather than inner-relatedness within a social ontology 
of internal relations).

94   Virdee 2010, p. 31.
95   Taylor 2009, p. 185.
96   Taylor 2004, p. 117; Taylor 2009, p. 185; Taylor 2004, p. 117.
97   Taylor 2009, p. 186.
98   Bannerji 2005, p. 149.
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To highlight the ways in which persons and social relations acquire racial 
meanings, the concept of racialisation is useful. In Miles’s usage, racialisation 
refers to ‘instances where social relations between people have been 
structured by the signification of human biological characteristics in such 
a way as to define and construct differentiated social collectivities’.99 But in 
keeping with the understanding of racism argued for here, there is no reason 
to embed biology in this way. At issue are differences (not limited to those 
surrounding gender, sexuality or impairment) that are treated as inherited 
and unchangeable. Thus we can say that racialisation happens when racism 
exists and the meanings linked to differences derived from it are assigned to 
persons or things. As Virdee suggests,100 historical materialists can benefit 
from drawing on Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s racial-formation theory. 
For Omi and Winant, race is a ‘concept which signifies and symbolises social 
conflicts and interests by referring to different types of human bodies’ and 
racial formation is ‘the sociohistorical process by which racial identities are 
created, lived out, transformed, and destroyed’.101 Yet, as Nikhil Pal Singh 
argues, their ‘identification of race as primarily a question of social meaning – 
even when that meaning has been understood to be productive of “structures” 
of inequality in wealth, employment, housing, law enforcement, and the 
like – continues to operate within a methodological discourse that imagines 
the category of race as something that can ultimately be precipitated out of 
social relations, rather than as something that is constantly made and remade 
as a social relation’102 or, to put it in a manner consistent with the position 
developed here, as a dimension of an oppressive social relation. Singh’s astute 
observation takes us back to the starting point of racism as a relation of 
oppression, without which racialisation would not happen.103

Where racism exists as a social relation of oppression, all social relations that 
are mediated by it become racialised to at least some degree. Consequently, 
racial formation happens, producing what Sadri Khiari calls ‘social races’: 
‘hierarchically-ordered social groups that think of themselves and oppose 
each other as races, demarcated by imagined and reified differences’.104 Races 

99   Miles and Brown 2003, p. 101.
100   Virdee 2010, p. 157.
101   Omi and Winant 2015, pp. 110, 109 (emphasis removed).
102   Singh 2012, pp. 285–6.
103    For Miles, racialisation is not connected in any way to oppression. Miles sees racialisation 

happening in ancient Greece (Miles and Brown 2003, pp. 100–3), where racial oppression 
was absent, as is evident from Bethencourt 2013 and Fredrickson 2002. 

104   Khiari 2009, p. 21 (my translation).
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in this sense are historical formations cross-cut by other social relations 
including those of class, gender and sexuality, and existing simultaneously 
and in the same social spaces as class and other formations generated by a 
matrix of mutually-mediating relations. The emergence of the ‘white race’ – 
a reactionary development of world-historical importance – can be located 
in the cauldron of gendered class conflict and dispossession of indigenous 
people in English colonies in North America and the Caribbean in the 1600s. 
In colonies of the southern coast of the Atlantic Ocean, rulers responded to 
unrest among subaltern Europeans and Africans directed both at them and 
indigenous people by imposing life-long and hereditary enslavement upon 
Africans, policed by Europeans of all classes, thereby creating a ‘new regime 
that sought to set poor people apart from each other much more clearly on 
the basis of “race” ’.105 Although racial oppression has been reorganised in 
many ways since then and processes of racial formation have reconfigured 
whiteness, Allen’s claim that the white race originated as a ‘ruling class social 
control formation’106 is well-founded. This brings us to the question of how 
historical materialists should conceptualise the effects of membership in a 
dominant race on its members.

 Privilege

In the 1960s, some US Marxists, inspired by W.E.B. Du Bois’s analysis of the 
history of the US South after the Civil War in Black Reconstruction, began to 
argue that people socially categorised as belonging to the white race in the US 
received privileges as a consequence of their racial location. These ‘material and 
spiritual privileges’ underpinned the ‘white chauvinism’ that was ‘the greatest 
ideological barrier to the achievement of proletarian class consciousness, 
solidarity and political action’107 in the US. The original formulators of this 
perspective, Ignatin and Allen, did not draw the conclusion that the white 
section of the US working class had no revolutionary potential. Nor did some 
of the other socialists who developed different interpretations of the analysis.108 

105    Roediger 2008, p. 6. Roediger 2008 provides a recent synthesis of the historical literature, 
including Allen 1997.

106   Allen 1998.
107    Ignatin 1976, pp. 150, 149. Michael Staudenmaier (Staudenmaier 2007) states that the term 

‘white-skin privilege’ was first used by Theodore Allen in a 1965 speech.
108    For example, Smith 2007. The history of US Marxist studies of whiteness is surveyed in 

Roediger 2011.
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However, some radicals who adopted the concept of white-skin privilege, such 
as the current in Students for a Democratic Society that became the Weather 
Underground, did reject white workers as a force capable of fighting for radical 
change – a fact that helps explain the vociferousness of debate around the 
concept of white privilege in the 1970s.109 

During the 1980s, after the revolutionary left formed by participants in the 
movements and struggles of the 1960s and early 1970s had gone into steep 
decline, the term ‘white-skin privilege’ spread among sections of the left in 
the US and beyond.110 But now the phrase was increasingly detached from any 
kind of historical-materialist understanding of society and change in the US 
or anywhere else. Some people have also generalised the idea of privilege as 
‘unearned advantage’ to refer to any and all forms of social inequality. Because 
today the term ‘privilege’ is used with significantly different meanings by 
adherents of very different theoretical and political positions, it is a mistake to 
create an amalgam dubbed ‘privilege theory’, as some critics have.111 Doing so 
lumps together variants of historical materialism, critical race theory, liberal 
analytical philosophy and other perspectives.112 This polemical technique is 
especially problematic because a clearly conceptualised concept of ‘privilege’ 
can be a valuable tool for historical materialism. 

The idea of privilege is used today by some non-Marxists to refer to any 
differential of social condition. This is a kind of generalisation of a stratification 
conception of class, and like the latter it is fundamentally arbitrary. Instead of 
illuminating determinate relations of exploitation and oppression it obscures 
them with a logic of infinite differences between individuals. Even when 
it is used in a way that is linked with a more social and relational notion of 
oppression, ‘privilege’ is often associated with an emphasis on the interpersonal 
dynamics of oppression rather than systemic dynamics, and with the absence 
of a conception of social totality.113

Nevertheless, historical materialism needs a concept to analyse the   
advan tages that members of dominant races experience because of how they 
are positioned by social relations of racial oppression. When these advantages  

109    Staudenmaier 2007. See Geier and Gerson 1972 for a critique of ‘white-skin privilege’ 
politics within SDS.

110    Staudenmaier’s suggestion (Staudenmaier 2007) that ‘the adoption of the white skin 
privilege concept by a segment of the white feminist movement was the catalyst for the 
general diffusion of the idea within the white left over the course of the 1980s’ is plausible.

111   For example, Choonara and Prasad 2014.
112   Consider Ignatin 1976, Smith 2007, Mills 2009 and Cudd 2006.
113   D’Arcy 2014; Smith 2013; Tietze 2014.
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are not scrutinised, the conditions of members of dominant races are assumed 
to be the norm from which the conditions of the racially oppressed are 
deviations; the latter are treated as significant but the former are not. Marxists 
who reject any use of the concept of privilege can acknowledge the obvious fact 
that, as two put it, ‘life for black workers is often significantly harder than for 
white workers’.114 However, they are left with no theoretical tool for exploring 
how white workers are affected by the material differentials that make their 
lives relatively easier.

A carefully specified concept is needed to examine this reality. In general 
terms, privilege should be taken to mean advantages relative to the conditions 
of an oppressed group that are conferred on members of a dominant group as a 
consequence of how they are positioned by a social relation of oppression. Note 
that there is no suggestion that privilege is voluntarily chosen or that it can 
be freely discarded by individuals. Nor is the claim that these advantages 
are unearned. This is a common view of privilege, but it rests on untenable 
assumptions that are traces of the ideology of meritocracy. It implies that 
some advantages are acquired purely by individual effort and have nothing 
to do with social conditions (‘earned’) – an idealist and voluntarist view – and 
others are assigned by social conditions (‘unearned’). In reality, no individual 
acquires or fails to acquire anything outside of social conditions. Each form of 
oppression produces privileges for persons in the oppressor group. However, 
because the members of an oppressing group are divided by class and usually 
by other relations of oppression, the character of privilege is highly variable. An 
interlocking matrix of social relations produces a complex pattern of privilege; 
most members of the working class today are conferred at least one form of 
privilege, however minimal (consider, for example, the lives of heterosexual 
Latinas working for wages in the US without legal immigration status). 

The scope and significance of racial privilege has varied enormously; class, 
gender and other relations powerfully mediate its distribution. Consequently 
it needs to be analysed concretely. For instance, the advantages conferred on 
middle-class German citizens classified as Aryan by Nazi legislation that barred 
Jews from practising law, medicine and other professions were substantially 
different from those obtained in the 1930s by non-Jewish would-be doctors 
in the US, where many medical schools had quota systems that limited the 
admission of Jewish students.115 But it is the impact of privilege on the working 
class that has been the flashpoint of debate among historical materialists.

It is often argued that because racism divides the working class and weakens 
working-class power it leads to lower wages for white workers, and so ‘at most 

114   Choonara and Prasad 2014.
115   Sokoloff 1992.
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what white workers receive is the imaginary solace of being members of  
the superior race.’116 This evades the contradictory reality of racial privilege. The  
traditional socialist claim that racism divides, weakens and economically 
harms the working class as a whole, including workers who do not face racism, 
is very well-supported by theoretical reasoning and empirical evidence.117 Yet 
it is also the case that racial oppression confers privilege on workers assigned 
to dominant locations in racial hierarchies, and that the relative advantages 
that accrue to them as a consequence are material as well as psychological; 
some of what Du Bois referred to as ‘a sort of public and psychological wage’ 
is not merely ‘imaginary solace’.118 Preferential access to information about  
job openings, treatment in competition for employment, jobs with better  
pay and conditions, and promotion are not imaginary. Nor is preferential 
treatment by landlords, service providers, business owners and the police. 

How should such relative advantages be evaluated? Allen insists that white 
privilege is real but not in the ‘day-to-day real interests of the white workers’, 
which lie in ‘the development of an ever-expanding union of class conscious 
workers, white and black’.119 It is, in his words, ‘poison bait’. Although this 
view has been challenged by those who follow the Weather Underground and 
maintain that racial privilege deprives white workers of radical potential, it is  
well-founded. The ability of white members of the working class to meet  
their needs and flourish as human beings is fundamentally constrained by their  
place within capitalist relations of production. Their interests, like those 
of all workers, are objective: that which helps them to meet their needs and 
flourish is in their interests. The limited and relative advantages provided by 
racial privilege are not in white workers’ interests because racial privilege 
weakens and harms the entire working class. This is similar in some ways to 
how competition between workers engaged in piece-work lowers average 
wages but can allow some individuals to make higher than average wages. 
Michael Lebowitz’s conclusion that ‘[r]ather than separation and competition, 
only combination and cooperation yields the optimum solution for workers’ 
applies in both cases.120 

Unfortunately, racial privilege is an obstacle to white workers understanding 
what their interests are. Its materiality underpins what, in the US context, 

116   Callinicos 1992, p. 25.
117    Lebowitz 2003, pp. 157–60, pinpoints the issue in theory. Three of many empirical studies 

are Du Bois 1935, Szymanski 1976 and Goldfield 1997.
118   Du Bois 1935, p. 700.
119   Allen 1967, p. 174.
120    Lebowitz 2003, p. 85. My argument about interests is also influenced by Callinicos 1987, 

pp. 129–33.
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George Lipsitz terms the ‘possessive investment in whiteness’,121 which affects 
white workers as well as whites of other classes. As Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor 
argues, privilege ‘has a deleterious effect on the development of working-class 
consciousness’. It 

necessarily complicates the fight against racism because it convinces 
white workers that they have something to lose by not being white – 
which, of course, is true. If they did not get some advantage – and with it, 
the illusion that the system works for them – then racism would not be 
effective in dividing . . . workers.122

As this suggests, a carefully-specified historical-materialist concept of privilege 
used in the analysis of concrete situations can provide a more dialectical 
understanding of a contradictory reality that is one aspect of social relations 
of racial oppression.

 The Persistence of Racism

In order to be intellectually persuasive, a historical-materialist theory of racism 
must be able to explain the persistence of racism in the contemporary world. 
Being able to explain the historical origins of racial oppression is less vital; 
genesis and persistence are distinct issues. For present purposes, it is sufficient 
to proceed on the basis of the very well-supported claims that racial oppression 
did not exist for most of human history and that capitalist colonialism was 
extremely important in forging racial oppression and diffusing it globally.123

The key question in dealing with the persistence of racism is not how racial 
oppression is reproduced, though it is vital to be able to show this in order 
to avoid falling into functionalism;124 racism is reproduced in a myriad of 
ways in various situations, as has been demonstrated in detail by anti-racist 
researchers. Nor is it a question of locating a ‘material basis’ for racism, since 
such a framing of the problem assumes that racism is an ideology rather than 
a social relation. Rather, the question is why does racial oppression remain a 
major feature of matrices of social relations in the contemporary world? 

121   Lipsitz 2006.
122   Taylor 2013.
123   Fredrickson 2002, Bethencourt 2013, Roediger 2008 and Allen 1997 support these claims. 
124   On which, see Sayer 1987.
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Some critical race analysis, influenced by poststructuralism, does not go 
beyond identifying the pervasiveness of ‘race thinking’ – as Sherene Razack 
puts it, ‘a structure of thought that divides up the world between the deserving 
and the undeserving according to descent’.125 While this phenomenon is both 
real and significant, naming it does not explain the persistence of racism in a 
way satisfactory to defenders of any kind of materialism. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva 
offers a materialist explanation that is widely shared among contemporary 
anti-racist researchers:

Racial structures remain in place for the same reasons that other 
structures do. Since actors racialised as ‘white’ – or as members of the 
dominant race – receive material benefits from the racial order, they 
struggle (or passively receive the manifold wages of whiteness) to 
maintain their privileges. In contrast, those defined as belonging to the 
subordinate race or races struggle to change the status quo (or become 
resigned to their position). Therein lies the secret of racial structures and 
racial inequality the world over. They exist because they benefit members 
of the dominant race.126 

This explanation has more than a grain of truth to it, as I will argue. However, it is 
inadequate because it fails to identify any connection between specific features 
of capitalism and the persistence of racism or to make distinctions about who 
benefits from racism and how. But some historical materialists deny that this 
kind of explanation has any validity whatsoever. Callinicos argues that ‘the 
Marxist claim’ is that ‘the forces and relations of production, a complex set of 
historically developed and changing powers, explain relations of domination.’127 
There are two problems with this approach. The first is that it equates an 
explanation of the origins of a form of oppression with an explanation of its 
persistence. I believe that the genesis of racial oppression can be explained 
by historical analysis of forces and relations of production. However, as  
Mills argues, ‘genealogy does not necessarily translate into continuing causal  
pre-eminence’.128 The second is that it treats forms of oppression as generating 
no properties that contribute to their own persistence. However, there is 
considerable evidence that they do. This is why Esch and Roediger contend 
that ‘understanding racism necessitates a separate and distinct perspective on 

125   Razack 2008, p. 8.
126   Bonilla-Silva 2003, p. 9.
127   Callinicos 1990, p. 163.
128   Mills 2003, p. 164. 
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power relations beyond the terms of class’. For example, they suggest that ‘racist 
acts are sometimes or maybe often acts of racial empowerment, rather than of 
class disempowerment’129 – an insight that many Marxist accounts of racism 
and white workers do not acknowledge because they lack a concept of racial  
privilege. While it is better to treat such acts as often being about both  
‘racial empowerment’ and ‘class disempowerment’ rather than one or the 
other, Esch and Roediger’s point about the limits of treating racism as 
explicable solely with reference to the forces and relations of production is 
clear. In their spirit, I suggest that racism’s persistence today can be explained 
as flowing from three deeply-rooted features of contemporary society that are 
interwoven in reality but analytically distinguishable: imperialism, the profits 
of racism, and efforts to defend or enhance racial privilege.

 Imperialism
Imperialism is an essential dimension of the capitalist mode of production. 
The system develops in an uneven and combined manner both in time and 
space, with ‘spatial cycles of development at one pole and underdevelopment 
at another’.130 This is a consequence of differential profits, which can lead to 
‘a self-reinforcing process that gives rise to privileged concentrations of high-
productivity capital’.131 The ensuing domination of the globe by capitalist 
imperialism has been interwoven with racism almost from its inception.132  
A result of this fact has been histories in which, as Susan Ferguson has argued,

People become [negatively] racialised insofar as they are associated . . .  
with other socio-geographic spaces. The ‘other,’ of course, is relative –  
and determined largely by the historical configuration of geo-political and  
social relations. . . . So while people are necessarily ‘territorialised’ by 
matter of their birth (we are all born and live somewhere), they are only 
racialised as a function of how their location figures in the broader  
socio-geo-political ordering of capitalism.133

Today imperialism reproduces, Winant writes, ‘a worldwide pattern of 
employment discrimination, violence, morbidity, impoverishment, pollution, 

129   Esch and Roediger 2014. 
130   Smith 2006, p. 192.
131   Callinicos 2009, p. 89.
132    I say almost, because British capitalism’s imperialist domination of Ireland was not racist 

in character in its earliest years.
133   Ferguson 2008, p. 52.
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and unequal exchange’. This is ‘a global system of social stratification’ that 
‘correlates very well with racial criteria: the darker your skin is, the less you 
earn; the shorter your life span, the poorer your health and nutrition, the 
less education you can get.’134 Even if we set aside the contentious issue of 
unequal exchange and assert the huge importance of class divisions within 
imperialised countries,135 Winant’s correlation still matters. Even when 
explicitly racist ideology is absent today, imperialism reproduces ‘an already 
racialised structural distribution of property and economic power . . . which is 
the product of the long history of global racialised dispossession’.136 Moreover, 
imperialism today frequently operates in ways that treat the populations of 
imperialised countries as different in inherent and unalterable ways. This 
makes their oppression by imperialism racial in character. While in the 
twenty-first century the differences used to mark imperialised populations are 
not always posited explicitly as ones of inferiority, imperialised populations 
are in practice routinely treated as essentially culturally deficient. This can 
be seen in the neoliberal ideology of international development’s depiction 
of the people of imperialised countries as mired in irrational culture.137 The 
treatment by imperialist state officials of Muslims and Arabs as essentially 
pre-modern, religious and irrational is another case in point.138 Such racialised  
imperialist practices and ideologies are also influential within the borders 
of imperialist countries; they powerfully condition how state managers 
structure immigration controls and politically administer the portions of 
their populations who have migrated from imperialised countries or who are 
descended from such migrants or enslaved ancestors.139 This in turn has a broad 
influence on the ideological environment in advanced capitalist countries. 

 The Profits of Racism
The mediation of capitalism by racism almost from its very beginning140 that 
was registered in the preceding paragraph can also be seen in the history of 

134   Winant 2004, pp. 134, 135.
135   This is my preferred term for countries oppressed by imperialism.
136   Gruffyd Jones 2008, p. 924.
137    Taylor 2010. The move from an identification of people’s culture as the problem to 

essentialising their alleged cultural qualities in practice is an easy one because of the 
pervasiveness of racist ideological conceptions of people of colour. 

138   See Razack 2008, Fekete 2009 and Kumar 2012.
139    Much the same can also be said about the treatment of indigenous people in colonial-

settler states. On capitalist state power and racism, see Gordon 2007.
140    The development of capitalism in England between 1400 and 1600 (Dimmock 2014) 

occurred prior to the emergence of racism in England’s colonies.
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how production has been socially organised. The massive use of racialised 
African slavery and Asian indentured migrant labour was succeeded in the 
twentieth century by new flows of immigration from imperialised countries. 
Today these flows increasingly involve migrants from imperialised countries 
engaging in unfree or highly precarious wage labour. As Ferguson and David 
McNally note,

What is unique about the neoliberal period, therefore, is not that 
[negatively] racialised labour-power is appropriated from the peripheries 
of the global system. That has been a constant of the capitalist mode of  
production. Instead, the key development has been the massive expan-
sion of the global labour reserve as a result of the most accelerated and 
extensive processes of primitive accumulation in world history.141

Across the history of capitalism, then, employers have often dealt with working 
classes stratified by racial hierarchies (and simultaneously by divisions rooted 
in patriarchal and other forms of oppression), which they have frequently 
cultivated directly or indirectly.142 They have done so and often continue to 
do so in large part because racism is conducive to higher profitability. This is 
true in a number of ways. First, a workforce divided by racism is less able to 
resist managerial control, which allows employers to extract more effort from 
workers. Second, labour-market competition among workers divided by racism 
can result in workers placed lower in a racial hierarchy being willing to work 
for lower wages and/or in ways preferred by employers than workers ranked 
above them in the racial order.143 This can extend to workers at the bottom of 
a racial hierarchy being willing to take jobs that other workers are unwilling to  
do because the work is seen as so undesirable. It is possible for employers  
to successfully ‘use race as a sorting mechanism in their pursuit of increased 
productivity’, with particular skills or capacities linked to specific racial groups, 
thereby reducing training costs.144 Finally, the weakening of the social power of 
the working class (not simply solidarity at the point of production) by racism 
facilitates capitalist profitability.145 It is admittedly easier to argue convincingly 

141   Ferguson and McNally 2014, p. 9.
142    Roediger and Esch 2012 examines the racial management of labour in the US into the 

early twentieth century in detail.
143   Mason 1995.
144    Chibber 2013, pp. 141, 140. Chibber refers to occupational skills, but the linguistic and 

cultural competencies of labour-power are equally relevant. 
145    See footnote 117. Reich 1981 is a rare attempt by a radical political economist to empirically 

demonstrate the contribution of racism to capitalist profitability.
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that the existence of racism contributes to profit-making than to show that this 
in part actually explains the contemporary perpetuation of racial oppression; 
the latter is important in order to avoid functionalist explanations of racism’s 
persistence. Nevertheless, the frequency with which employers use perceived 
racial identity as a sorting mechanism in dealing with job applications and 
play workers off against each other along racial lines lends support to this 
claim. So too does the widespread opposition of capitalists and their political 
advocates to measures that would substantially improve the bargaining  
power of racially oppressed workers in labour markets, such as granting 
citizenship or permanent-resident status to non-status migrants and those 
with temporary residency rights and instituting effective anti-racist reforms to 
employment law.146 

 Efforts to Defend and Enhance Racial Privilege
The third force responsible for the perpetuation of racial oppression is not an 
aspect of the forces and relations of production in capitalism, although it is 
interwoven with them. It is the one that has been least recognised in historical-
materialist explanation due to the simple absence or conscious rejection of 
a concept of racial privilege. Yet there is overwhelming evidence that efforts 
by members of dominant social races, to use Khiari’s term, to preserve their 
advantages relative to the racially oppressed play a role in the persistence of 
racism. While such attempts to maintain both the material advantages and the 
less tangible compensations conferred by oppression are not, as Bonilla-Silva 
suggests, ‘the secret of racial structures and racial inequality’, they definitely  
are a factor. Failing to recognise this results in weaker analysis and detracts  
from the appeal of historical materialism to many anti-racists. Omi and 
Winant’s concept of racial project – ‘simultaneously an interpretation, 
representation, or explanation of racial identities and meanings, and an  
effort to organise and distribute resources (economic, political, cultural) along 
particular racial lines’147 – can be used to place particular mobilisations to 
defend or expand privilege within a broader array of forces configured with 
respect to racial oppression in a given society. Such projects, which are often 
cross-class formations, can themselves be analysed, following Gramsci, as part 
of hegemonic blocs of social forces. 

There is no shortage of examples of efforts to defend or expand privilege 
perpetuating racial oppression. It is common for white workers to respond 
to competition for jobs in ways that harm racially oppressed workers. This is 
a response rooted in the material differentials of privilege and the absence 

146   Oreopoulos 2011; Roediger and Esch 2012, pp. 205–12; Longhi 2013.
147   Omi and Winant 2015, p. 125 (emphasis removed).



62 Camfield

Historical Materialism 24.1 (2016) 31–70

of a compelling practical alternative based on anti-racist working-class 
solidarity.148 It is also conditioned by state action.149 A historical example with 
far-reaching consequences is the white-supremacist assault on the newly-
acquired citizenship rights of African-Americans and other Reconstruction-
era reforms in the US South, whose methods included terrorism and guerrilla 
warfare. This was both the enactment of a cross-class racial project to enhance 
white privilege and a successful attempt to restore the hegemonic class-
power of the former slave-owning planters.150 More recently, campaigns to 
roll back affirmative action in the US and employment equity in Canada are 
not difficult to analyse as defences of privilege articulated in the language 
of ‘colour-blindness’ and opposition to ‘reverse racism’. In the US, these have 
included referendum victories against affirmative action in California in 1996, 
Washington in 1998, Michigan in 2006, Nebraska in 2008 and Oklahoma in 
2012. In Canada, opposition to the just-enacted employment-equity legislation 
of the Ontario New Democratic Party government contributed to the victory of  
hard-right Conservatives in the 1995 provincial election and the rapid repeal  
of the law.151 Mobilisations against multiculturalism policies and the presence of  
Muslims in the public sphere are also moves to defend or enhance privilege that  
shore up racism. The racial advantages at stake here are often miniscule or 
nonexistent in material terms, no matter how meaningful they are to some 
white citizens of all classes. Demands in Western Europe, the US and Canada 
that official representations of national culture reaffirm its whiteness are a good 
example, as is the ban on the building of new mosque minarets in Switzerland. 
However, the advantages are sometimes more substantial: consider policies in 
European countries that prohibit the wearing of ‘ostentatious’ religious items. 
These have the effect of barring Muslims from some jobs, which in terms of 
racial privilege mainly serves to advantage white workers. Of course, all such 
relative advantages are corrosive for working-class solidarity and therefore 
antithetical to the interests of all workers, but such is the contradictory nature 
of privilege as poison bait.

Inadequate theory does not always lead to problems in political practice, 
and the weakness of the radical left today means that the negative political 

148    Brenner and Brenner 1981 identifies the logic behind ‘attempts by stronger sections of the 
working class to defend their positions at the expense of weaker sections’. 

149    For example, as one reviewer pointed out, both major political parties in the US have 
usually catered to white hostility to affirmative-action measures but neither has pressed 
seriously for major pro-worker reforms to labour law.

150   Du Bois 1935, pp. 670–709; Roediger 2008, pp. 110–19.
151   Roediger 2008, p. 207; Saloojee 2000.
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effects of inadequate theories of racism are not easily documented. However, as 
a reminder of the political significance of the theoretical questions with which 
this article has dealt it is worth concluding with a note about one country where 
a sizeable radical left does exist, France. In September 2014, a poll reported that 
for the first time the leader of the fascist Front National (FN), Marine Le Pen, 
would win the presidency in a second-round contest against current president 
François Hollande of the Socialist Party.152 The rise of FN support is directly 
connected to the growing extent to which national identity, immigration 
and the place of Islam in French society have become central political issues  
in the country, an outcome achieved by the efforts of the forces (of which  
the FN is just one element) pursuing a reactionary racial project.153 Neither the  
radical left as a whole (including both its anti-neoliberal and consistently anti-
capitalist wings) nor any of its components have been able to intervene in this 
dangerous political process in a way that effectively challenges the appeal to 
white workers of this project and its political definition of what matters. Much 
of the blame for this failure lies with the influence within the radical left of 
politics that are not guided by a strong understanding of racial oppression and 
white privilege in France.154 Here, alas, the politics of theory are not difficult 
to interpret. 
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