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‘Racial capitalism has ‘ascended 
across the humanities and social 
sciences. It has arisen as a 
conceptual framework to understand 
the mutually constitutive nature of 
racialization and capitalist 
exploitation… on a global scale, in 
specific localities, in discrete 
historical moments, in the 
entrenchment of the carceral state, 
and in the era of neoliberalization and 
permanent war.’ 

Charisse Burden-Stelly

South African Roots Cedric Robinson Race & Class

US Racial Capitalism Colonial possession Cleaning, caring, dying



“Racial capitalism, 

that is to say all 

capitalism”

“Capitalism and racism did 
not break from the old order 
but rather evolved from it to 
produce a modern world 
system of “racial capitalism.” 

Robin D.G. Kelley (2017)

What Racial Capitalism is…



What Racial Capitalism is…
- Capitalism is not inevitably racialised, but it did develop during the 

period of the ‘racialised demarcation of the world’ and contemporary 

capitalism is still racialised. 

- Racial Capitalism is both within national boundaries and global  

- Racial Capitalism is ‘the mode of capitalist development that has 

occurred through the coincidence of the emergence of modern 

racism alongside key phases of capitalist expansion.’ 

- Racial Capitalism is not about how different racialised groups are 

treated differently, but of ‘how the world made through racism 

shapes patterns of capitalist development.’ 

Gargi Bhattacharyya (2018) Rethinking Racial Capitalism



“We can see that capitalism, and by 
this I mean racial capitalism, is quite 
capable of presenting “diversity” as 
a business good.” 

Gargi Bhattacharyya (2018) Rethinking Racial 
Capitalism 

What Racial Capitalism is not …



— The South African Roots of  
Racial Capitalism 



The South African Origins of Racial Capitalism
‘Legassick and Hemson 
use the concept of racial 
capitalism to critique South 
African liberals who 
argued that apartheid was 
a “dysfunctional” 
aberration of capitalism 
that could be abolished 
through the improvement 
and better organization of 
South African capitalism—
a position shared by many 
white South African 
capitalists, by Henry 
Kissinger and the U.S. 
State Department, and by 
the World Bank and the 
International Monetary 
Fund.’ 

Peter Hudson, The Boston Review 

“A non-racial capitalism is impossible in 
South Africa.” 

Neville Alexander (1983)

Neville Alexander



— Racial Capitalism in 
Cedric Robinson



“[A]t the centre of Cedric’s critical project has been the exposure of the 
philosophical and historical compromises Marxism, as theory and practice, 
has made with bourgeois society and with a deadly racism it consistently 
underestimated.” 

Cedric J. Robinson, 
1940-2016

Avery Gordon (2005) 



“Elizabeth and Cedric Robinson forged a life-long connection with the 
Institute of Race Relations and its quarterly journal Race & Class, where 
Cedric found a political home for his crucial analysis – which helped shape 
the journal into what it is today.”

Cedric Robinson with A. Sivanandan, members of the Institute of Race Relations and his family.

Institute of Race Relations 



‘Combining political 
theory, history, 
philosophy, cultural 
analysis, and 
biography, among 
other things, 
Robinson literally 
rewrites the history of 
the rise of the West 
from ancient times to 
the mid-twentieth 
century, tracing the 
roots of Black radical 
thought to a shared 
epistemology among 
diverse African 
people and providing 
a withering critique of 
Western Marxism and 
its inability to 
comprehend either 
the racial character of 
capitalism and the 
civilization in which it 
was born or mass 
movements outside 
Europe’ 

Black Marxism 
“rewrites the history 
of the rise of the 
West from ancient 
times to the 
mid-20th Century.” 

Robin D.G. Kelley, Preface to 
Black Marxism 

Robin D.G. Kelley, Preface 
to Black Marxism 



The European origins of racial 
capitalism

- European racism and nationalism did not emerge from 

capitalism but, preceded it.  

- “The creation of capitalism was much more than a 

matter of the displacement of feudal modes and relation 

of production by capitalist ones” (Black Marxism, p. 10) 

- Europe is formed on antagonistic lines, going back to 

the division between Romans and ‘Barbarians’ 

- Racial capitalism is foremost a question of labour - slave 

labour. 

- The rise of Europe as a spiritual kingdom - Christendom 

- is key



“the western European merchant 
class - ‘a class of deracinés’- 
crystallized within a social order 
for which it was an extrinsic 
phenomena.” 

Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism, p. 13

Europe, the rise of the bourgeoisie, 
and internal colonialism

Early modern Venice



“The first European proletarians 
were racial subjects (Irish, Jews, 
Roma or Gypsies, Slavs, etc.) 
and they were victims of 
dispossession (enclosure), 
colonialism, and slavery within 
Europe.” 

Robin D.G. Kelley (2017)

European slavery

Slaves in medieval England 



“The bourgeoisie that led the development of capitalism 
were drawn from particular ethnic and cultural groups; the 
European proletariats and the mercenaries of the leading 
states from others; its peasants from still other cultures; 
and its slaves from entirely different worlds. The tendency 
of European civilization through capitalism was thus not to 
homogenize but to differentiate-to exaggerate regional, 
subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ ones.” 

Black Marxism, p.  26

The roots of European racialization



“First, African workers 
had been transmuted by 
the perverted canons of 
mercantile capitalism 
into property. Then, 
African labor power as 
slave labor was 
integrated into the 
organic composition of 
nineteenth-century 
manufacturing and 
industrial capitalism, 
thus sustaining the 
emergence of an extra-
European world market 
within which the 
accumulation of capital 
was garnered for the 
further development of 
industrial production.” 

Black Marxism, p. 113
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Amsterdam Mapping Slavery tour



“after some centuries of 
racial indulgences the 
substratum of Western 
thought was unprepared 
for anything else. Even 
the shift in eighteenth-
century and nineteenth-
century Western 
thought from a basis of 
a religious and 
philosophical 
epistemology to that of 
modern science had 
made little difference. In 
point of fact, it had 
merely served to extend 
the terms and rationales 
for the fantasy of racial 
inferiority (for the Jews, 
Irish, Slavs, and Asians 
as well as for Blacks).” 

Black Marxism, p. 76

Th
e 

ef
fe

ct
 o

f r
ac

e 
on

 
Af

ric
an

s



— Race and Class 



The Limitations of Marxism in 
Robinson

- "Marxism is a western construction… emergent from 
the historical experiences of European peoples" but 
‘European Marxists have presumed…  that their 
project is identical with world-historical development.’ 

-  “Ordering [recurrent] ideas” of western civilisation - 
such as racialism - have no theoretical justification in 
Marxism: “the legitimation and corroboration of social 
organisation as natural by reference to the “racial” 
components of its elements’. 

- Marxism misses the extent to which racialism (later 
nationalism) affected class consciousness of the 
English working class. 

- The centrality of slavery to the growth of modern 
capitalism and the development of Black radicalism as 
a result means that the European proletariat is not the 
sole revolutionary subject of history 



“[R]acisms also 
dehistoricize—
translating historically-
specific structures into 
the timeless language 
of nature; 
decomposing classes 
into individuals and 
recomposing those 
disaggregated 
individuals into the 
reconstructed unities, 
the great coherences, 
of new ideological 
'subjects': it translates 
'classes' into ‘blacks' 
and 'whites', economic 
groups into 'peoples', 
solid forces into 
'races'. This is the 
process of constituting 
new 'historical 
subjects' for 
ideological discourses

“Race is… the 
modality through 
which class is 
“lived,” the medium 
through which class 
relations are 
experienced, the 
form in which it is 
appropriated and 
“fought through”.’” 

Stuart Hall, ‘Race, Articulation 
and Societies Structured in 

Dominance’  (1980: 340) 

Stuart Hall (1980: 342) 



— US Racial Capitalism 



“Drawing on the 
intellectual production of 
twentieth-century Black 
anticapitalists, I theorize 
modern U.S. racial 
capitalism as a racially 
hierarchical political 
economy constituting 
war and militarism, 
imperialist 
accumulation, 
expropriation by 
domination, and labor 
superexploitation.” 

Charisse Burden-Stelly 2020
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“Blackness is a capacious category of surplus value  
extraction essential to an array of political-economic  
functions…. The contradiction of value minus worth



“The dominant economic class has 
always been at the motivating 
centre of the spreads of racial 
antagonism. This is to be expected 
since the economic content of the 
antagonism, especially at its 
proliferating source in the South, 
has been precisely that of labor-
capital relations.” 

Oliver Cromwell Cox, Capitalism and American 
Leadership (1962)

Modern US Racial Capitalism



“I think it was in 
Africa that I came 
more clearly to see 
the close  
connection 
between race and 
wealth… the 
income-bearing 
value of race 
prejudice was the 
cause and not the 
result of theories of 
rare inferiority; that 
particularly in the 
United States the 
income of the 
Cotton Kingdom 
based on black 
slavery caused the 
passionate belief in 
Negro inferiority 
and the 
determination to 
endorse it even by 
arms.”

“The problem of the 
20th century is the 
problem of the 
‘Color Line.” 

W.E.B. Du Bois (1903)  

W.E.B. Du Bois  (1940) 



“It must be remembered that the white group of 
laborers, while they received a low wage, were 
compensated in part by a sort of public and 
psychological wage. They were given public 
deference and titles of courtesy because they were 
white. They were admitted freely with all classes of 
white people to public functions, public parks, and 
the best schools. The police were drawn from their 
ranks, and the courts, dependent on their votes, 
treated them with such leniency as to encourage 
lawlessness.  

W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction (1935)

The Wages of Whiteness



“For the 
progressive 
women’s 
movement, the 
Negro woman, 
who combines in 
her status the 
worker, the Negro 
and the woman, is 
the vital link for 
this heightened 
political 
consciousness.” 

Claudia Jones, 1949

An
 E

nd
 to

 th
e 

Pr
ob

le
m

s o
f 

th
e 

N
eg

ro
 W

om
an

“The bourgeoisie is most fearful of the militancy of the  
Negro woman, and for good reason.”



“Born to a premature 
death, the menial, 
subsistence-wage worker, 
odd-job man, the cleaner, 
the caught, the man under 
hatches without bail - that’s 
me, the colonial victim. 
Anyone who can pass the 
civil service examination 
today can kill me 
tomorrow… I’ve lived with 
repression all my life, a 
repression so formidable 
that any movement on my 
part can only bring relief, 
the respite of a small 
victory or the release of 
death. In every sense of 
the term, in every sense 
that’s real, I’m a slave to, 
and of, property.” 

George Jackson, Blood in My Eye, 

1972
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“For me, abolition is not just about getting rid of cages, it’s about actually  
undoing the parts of society that continue to feed on and maintain the  
oppression of masses of people, mainly my people, through punishment,  
violence, and control. Because the prison-industrial complex isn’t an isolated 
system, so abolition must be a broad strategy.” 

Tabitha Lean, Overland, 2021



— Colonial possession 



“For Indigenous people, white 
possession is not unmarked unnamed, 
or invisible; it is hypervisible… signs of 
white possession are embedded 
everywhere in the landscape. The 
omnipresence of Indigenous 
sovereignties exist here too, but it is 
disavowed through the materiality of 
these significations which are 
perceived as evidence of ownership 
but those who have taken 
possession.” 

Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive (2015)

White Possession

Dark & Disturbing/Vernon Ah-Kee



Dispossession is not 
“just a loss of 
property, territoriality, 
power, nation, or 
sovereignty; it is the 
loss of those 
philosophies that 
derive from the 
relationship the land 
activates, fosters, 
and nourishes.” 

Byrd, Goldstein and Melamed, 2018
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“Dispossession is an insatiable predatory relation that entails a specific  
manner of world making that is at once predicated on and generative of  
a dialectic of bio political sorting.” 

Byrd, Goldstein and Melamed, 2018



Dispossession is not 
“just a loss of 
property, territoriality, 
power, national or 
sovereignty; it is the 
loss of those 
philosophies that 
derive from the 
relationship the land 
activates, fosters, 
and nourishes.” 

Byrd, Goldstein and Melamed, 2018
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“Dispossession is an insatiable predatory relation that entails a specific  
manner of world making that is at once predicated on and generative of  
a dialectic of bio political sorting.” 

Byrd, Goldstein and Melamed, 2018



— Cleaning, caring, dying 



“Racism and sexism train us to 
develop and acquire certain 
capabilities at the expense of 
all others. Then these acquired 
capabilities are taken to be our 
nature and fix our functions for 
life, and fix also the quality of 
our mutual relations. So 
planting cane or tea is not a 
job for white people and 
changing nappies is not a job 
for men and beating children is 
not violence. Race, sex, age, 
nation, each an indispensable 
element of the international 
division of labour. Our 
feminism bases itself on a 
hitherto invisible stratum of the 
hierarchy of labour powers - 
the housewife - to which there 
corresponds nonage at all.”  

Selma James, Sex, Race & Class, 1975 
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“Colonial exploitation is the parallel process to the invisibilisation  
of women and their work.” 

Gargi Bhattacharyya, Rethinking racial Capitalism, 2018



“To focus the terms 
of social 
reproduction solely 
at the level of 
household and 
family is to 
naturalise, again, 
the terms of 
capitalism. Both 
collective and non-
human elements of 
reproduction 
become invisible, 
while our attention is 
focused on the 
reproduction of the 
individual/ised 
waged worker, as if 
each one of us is 
coaxed back to 
humanness only and 
exclusively in the 
space of a idealised 
private sphere.”

“The perceived 
boundary between 
work and non-work 
goes to the heart of 
the practices of 
differentiation that 
make up racial 
capitalism” 

Gargi Bhattacharyya (2018) 

Gargi Bhattacharyya 
(2018) 

The Nurse Maid (Biddy), Julie Dowling (1969) 



“‘It is hard to witness 
the myriad processes 
that work to siphon 
value, wealth, 
resources, human worth 
away from the poor 
world to the rich and not 
feel that somehow this 
multiple theft is not also 
a factor in remaking life 
and consigning to 
death.’ 

Gargi Bhattacharyya, 2018 
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“The labour of remaking human beings against the battering of racial  
capitalism takes place for the far more usual reasons of love, care,  
community and survival.” 

Gargi Bhattacharyya, 2018



“The dominant discourse about 
cleaning the world has chosen to 
ignore the fact that neoliberalism 
overproduces waste and that 
disposing of this waste is 
racialized..” 

Françoise Vergès,  Capitalocene, Waste, Race, and 
Gender,  2019 

Capitalocene, Waste, Race, and 
Gender



Thank you
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