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Marx, Capitalism, and Race

Tom Jeannot

In Capitalism and Slavery (1944), Eric Williams argued that “slavery was not 
born of racism: rather racism was the consequence of slavery.”1 In the nineteenth 
century, Marx anticipated a similar argument linking the categories of anti-black 
racism and African slavery. However, Williams’s formulation of their coinci-
dence in the peculiar institution carried a causal implication (assigning a “basic” 
economic cause to a “superstructural,” cultural effect) that has also contributed 
to the discrediting of Marxism. It is no mean feat to state what “Marxism” is 
in the fi rst place, but something like a received, semi-canonical formulation of 
it—“standard Marxism”—fails the test of conceptual adequacy for the theory of 
anti-black racism on at least three counts: on account of its economic determin-
ism and reductionism (called “economism” here); on account of the privilege 
it assigns to the category of class, to the exclusion of other forms of oppression; 
and on account of its Eurocentrism (which has been taken as evidence of its own 
implicit racism). 

Vigorous counter-arguments within Marxism exist, but Cedric Robinson’s 
1983 Black Marxism is a landmark that orients the state of the question today.2 
As Travis Tatum recently pointed out, “Robinson’s title may seem deceptive. His 
work is not a celebration of Marxism, but rather a critique of it and the Euro-
centric tradition from which it evolved.”3 It may be that “Marxist theorists and 
historians” are “locked in the same historical and analytical presumptions as the 
bourgeoisie they oppose.”4 On similar grounds, in his “Foreword” to the 1999 reis-
sue of Black Marxism, Robin D. G. Kelley writes that Robinson’s book constitutes 
“a withering critique of Western Marxism and its inability to comprehend either 

4.



Democracy, Racism, and Prisons70

the racial character of capitalism and the civilization in which it was born or mass 
movements outside Europe.”5 In the same year, Robinson wrote that the “Black 
Radical Tradition emerged in the belly of the beast” at least partly “as a response 
to the denial of historical agency within Marx.”6

As long as Marx’s thought stands in the shadow of these received views con-
cerning causality, class, Eurocentrism, and historical agency, an objective ap-
praisal of its contribution to the struggles against racism and to the renewal of 
radical theory will be hobbled. The irreducibly racist character of African slavery, 
and therefore also the congruence of origins of modern, anti-black racism and 
capitalism itself in the triangular trade was as evident to Marx in the nineteenth 
century as to non-Marxist theorists from Williams to Robinson in the twentieth.7 
Yet Marx, who closely followed and wrote copiously about the dramatic develop-
ments leading from slave revolts and abolitionism to the American Civil War 
and its aftermath, took a position more or less the reverse of the standard view 
assigned to him: far from subsuming the struggle against racism under the dynam-
ics of class struggle or otherwise relegating it to a secondary and subordinate status 
as a refl ex or epiphenomenon of something putatively more basic, he argued that 
the struggle against racism itself served as a catalyst and propellant of the class 
struggle.8 Ironically, in the received formulations of Marxism, his actual argument 
is rendered unintelligible. By arguing forcefully against “the loudly proclaimed 
principle that only certain races are capable of freedom,” Marx at once defi es the 
charge of Eurocentrism, makes anti-racist struggle a category in its own right of 
his humanist philosophy of freedom, assigns a pivotal role to the world-historical 
agency of the black liberation movement in the architecture of his theory as a 
whole, and fatally undermines the economistic reading of his text.9

I. Marx and the American Civil War
Marx’s account of the American Civil War can serve contemporary readers as a 
test case of the adequacy of a Marxian theoretical approach to anti-racist struggles 
and Marx’s own distinctive contribution to anti-racist discourse. Although he 
studied the military campaigns and political intrigues of the war, he focused on 
and emphasized the social factors that assured the Union’s victory.10 He held that 
the cause of the war was the movement to abolish slavery; that the agents of the 
North were not isolated individuals but the popular movements of the masses of 
people; that given its cause, the war would be transformed from a “constitutional” 
to a “revolutionary” war; and that the Emancipation Proclamation was “an earnest 
of the epoch to come” in the working-class struggle. We can briefl y consider each 
of these four key moments in turn.
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First, against “the leading weekly and daily papers of the London press,” which 
routinely presented the Civil War as “a tariff war” and “a war for the forcible 
maintenance of the Union” that “has absolutely nothing to do with [the abolition 
of slavery],” Marx argues that “[the] whole movement . . . is based . . . on the slave 
question,” that “the Union had in fact become the slave of the three hundred thou-
sand slaveholders who held sway over the South,” and that the decisive question 
is “whether the twenty million free men of the North should submit any longer to 
[this] oligarchy,” with its objectives of turning “the vast Territories of the republic” 
into “nurseries . . . for slavery” and the “armed spreading of slavery in Mexico, 
Central and South America.”11 “If, therefore, it was indeed only in defense of 
the Union that the North drew the sword, had not the South already declared 
that the continuance of slavery was no longer compatible with the continuance 
of the Union?”12 In short, for Marx, the “principle of the war” is “the root of the 
evil” leading to it: “slavery itself.”13 Observing that “[none] of the so-called border 
states . . . were ever actual slave states,” Marx writes that “the actual fi eld of battle 
between South and North” is a battlefi eld “between slavery and freedom.”14

Second, with his eye steadily trained on the self-activity of the masses of peo-
ple and their vanguard (although not the “vanguard party”), Marx assigns histori-
cal agency to “[the] Kansas War [of 1854–1856], the formation of the Republican 
party, and the large vote, cast for Mr. Frémont during the Presidential election 
of 1856,” which were “so many palpable proofs that the North had accumulated 
suffi cient energies to rectify the aberrations which United States history, under 
the slave-owners’ pressure, had undergone, for half a century.”15 For the purpose 
of this essay, it is crucial to recognize that Marx makes his case concerning agen-
cy and subjectivity against the truly economistic position of The Economist: “In 
1859, on the occasion of John Brown’s Harper’s Ferry expedition, the very same 
Economist published a series of elaborate articles with a view to prove that, by 
dint of an economical law, American slavery was doomed to gradual extinction 
from the moment it should be deprived of its expansion.”16 By contrast, Marx 
did not take the view that slavery would wither away of its own accord “by dint 
of an economical law.” In fact, he points out that in 1859, “more Negroes have 
been imported from Africa than ever before in any single year, even at the time 
when the slave trade was still legal. The number of slaves imported in the last year 
totaled fi fteen thousand.”17 

Rather, in his investigation, it took the movement from below of the masses 
of people—the demographic “growth of the North-West,” popular resistance to 
“the attempt to transform Kansas into a slave Territory by force of arms,” slave re-
volts, and the raid on Harper’s Ferry itself—to achieve the “antagonistic agencies” 
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required to “turn the balance of power.”18 In a letter to Engels on July 1, 1861, 
Marx writes that “the present war should actually be dated” from “the Kansas af-
fair.”19 Anticipating the “irrepressible confl ict” (with William Seward), the trail 
Marx blazes leads from “the Kansas war” (1854–1856) to the raid on Harper’s 
Ferry, Virginia (October, 1859), and from Harper’s Ferry to Black revolt in Boli-
var, Missouri (December, 1859).20 Following the Black-led revolt in Bolivar, just 
after Harper’s Ferry, Marx writes to Engels, “the biggest things that are happening 
in the world today are on the one hand the movement of the slaves in America, 
started by the death of John Brown, and on the other the movement of the slaves 
in Russia” (January 11, 1860).21 Against the standing temptation to trivialize or 
ignore the self-activity of Black slaves themselves, or else cast them as passive 
bystanders to the process of their own emancipation, Marx foresaw, in an obscure, 
little-noticed event in Missouri before the war began, the key to the future course 
of world events. Once the war was underway, he wrote to Engels, “A single Negro 
regiment would have a remarkable effect on Southern nerves” (August 7, 1862).22 
In other words, demographic, statistical, and structural factors were not alone de-
cisive in his mind or even his point of departure; equally and decisively important 
was the human subject’s own inner aspiration to be free, in evidence in the revolt 
in a small Missouri town. 

Third, in the same letter to Engels just quoted, Marx returns to a related point 
that governs his thinking about the progress and outcome of the Civil War as a 
whole: “The long and the short of the story seems to me to be that a war of this 
kind must be conducted on revolutionary lines, while the Yankees have so far 
been trying to conduct it on constitutional lines.”23 In an article for Die Presse two 
days later (“A Criticism of American Affairs,” August 9, 1862), he argues that 
“things are taking a revolutionary turn,” owing not to economic factors but to the 
revolutionary wing of the abolitionist movement. Marx explains:

New England and the North-west, which have provided the main 
body of the army, are determined to enforce on the government 
a revolutionary waging of war and inscribe the battle-slogan of 
‘Abolition of Slavery!’ on the star-spangled banner. . . . So far we 
have only witnessed the fi rst act of the Civil War—the constitu-
tional waging of war. The second act, the revolutionary waging of 
war, is at hand.24 

Writing still later that month for Die Presse (“Abolitionist Demonstrations in 
America,” August 30, 1862), Marx excerpts a lengthy quotation from Wendell 
Phillips’s speech in Abington, Massachusetts “on the occasion of the anniversary 
of the slaves’ emancipation in the British West Indies,” a speech the Times of 
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London denounced as “an ‘abuse’ of freedom of speech,” but which Marx writes 
“is of greater importance than a battle bulletin.”25 At Abington, Phillips declared, 
“We shall never have peace until slavery is uprooted. . . . Had Jefferson Davis the 
power, he would not capture Washington,” for then “The entire North would 
thunder with one voice, ‘Down with slavery, down with everything that stands 
in the way of saving the republic!’” Short of this revolutionary demand, Phillips 
argues that the war itself can only be “a useless squandering of blood and gold,” 
and yet its inexorability, as Marx grasped from the outset, is only partly explained 
by the development of the productive forces and cannot be explained at all apart 
from the subjectivity and agency of a conscious meaning and purpose.26

Finally, as the Civil War changes in character from being a self-limiting 
confl ict over the U.S. Constitution and states’ rights of secession to becoming a 
revolutionary freedom struggle with the aim of abolishing “the root of the evil” 
in “slavery itself,” so too does Marx detect a transformation in Lincoln. His as-
sessment of Lincoln is a masterpiece of historical-materialist analysis. In 1861, he 
had written, 

During the last two decades the singular practice developed in 
the United States of not electing to the presidency any man who 
occupied an authoritative position in his own party. . . . In this 
manner Polk, Pierce, Buchanan, etc. became Presidents. Likewise 
Abraham Lincoln. General Andrew Jackson was in fact the last 
President of the United States who owed his offi ce to his personal 
importance, whilst all his successors owed it, on the contrary, to 
their personal unimportance.27 

Still, after Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation on September 22, 1862, 
Marx appraised his act as follows, which I will quote at length:

Lincoln’s proclamation is even more important than the Mary-
land campaign. Lincoln is a sui generis fi gure in the annals of his-
tory. He has no initiative, no idealistic impetus, no cothurnus, 
no historical trappings. He gives his most important actions al-
ways the most commonplace form. Other people declaim about 
the “struggle for an idea,” when it is for them a matter of square 
feet of land. Lincoln even when he is motivated by an idea talks 
about “square feet.” He sings the bravura aria of his part hesi-
tatively, reluctantly, and indignantly, as though apologizing for 
being compelled by circumstances to “act the lion.” The most 
redoubtable decrees—which will always remain remarkable his-
torical documents—fl ung by him at the enemy all look like, and 
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are intended to look like, routine summonses sent by a lawyer 
to the lawyer of the opposing party, subtle legal arguments, in-
volved, hidebound juridical acts. His latest proclamation, which 
is drafted in the same style, is the manifesto abolishing slavery, it 
is the most important document in American history since the 
establishment of the Union, and it denotes the tearing up of the 
old American Constitution.

Nothing is simpler than to show that Lincoln’s principal political 
actions contain much that is aesthetically repulsive, logically in-
adequate, farcical in form and politically contradictory, and this is 
done by the English Pindars of slavery, The Times, The Saturday Re-
view, and the rest. But Lincoln’s place in the history of the United 
States and of mankind will nevertheless be next to that of Wash-
ington. Nowadays when the insignifi cant struts about melodra-
matically on this side of the Atlantic, is it of no signifi cance that 
the signifi cant is clothed in every-day dress in the new world?

Lincoln is not the product of a popular revolution. This plebeian, 
who worked his way up from stone-breaker to Senator in Illinois, 
without intellectual brilliance, without a particularly outstanding 
character, without exceptional importance—an average person 
of good will, was placed at the top by the normal interplay of the 
forces of universal suffrage unaware of the great issue at stake. 
The new world has never achieved a greater triumph than by this 
demonstration that, given its political and social organization, or-
dinary people of good will can accomplish feats which only heroes 
could accomplish in the old world!28

In standard Marxism, this remarkable passage could be read as a denial of sub-
jectivity and historical agency to the person of Lincoln, which would at least have 
the virtue of kicking a dead dog, the nineteenth century’s “great man” approach 
to history. But this is not Marx’s point. Rather, as Marx writes his maternal uncle 
Lion Philips in 1864, “if one bears in mind the fact that during Lincoln’s election 
3 ½ years ago, it was merely a question of making no more concessions to the slave-
owners, whereas now abolition of slavery is the avowed—and in part even real-
ized—aim, one must admit that so gigantic a transformation has never proceeded 
at such a rapid pace. It will have a most salutary infl uence on the whole world.”29 
This gigantic transformation in so short a time, in turn, reveals a characteristic 
Marx takes to distinguish the “new world,” namely, that here, “the signifi cant is 
clothed in every-day dress,” itself expressing a new form of “political and social 
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organization” that characteristically authorizes the agency of ordinary people in 
a historically unprecedented and even a revolutionary way. Moreover, Marx fi nds 
his key to a revolutionary explanation of the American Civil War in “the move-
ment of slaves,” signifi ed, even before Lincoln’s election and the outbreak of war, 
by an obscure uprising of Black freedom fi ghters in Bolivar, Missouri, responding 
in turn to John Brown’s seemingly futile raid on Harper’s Ferry.

This assessment of the signifi cance of Lincoln’s “aesthetically repulsive, logi-
cally inadequate, farcical in form and politically contradictory” Emancipation 
Proclamation contextualizes the letter Marx wrote to him on behalf of the Inter-
national Workingmen’s Association on the occasion of his reelection. He begins 
by congratulating, not Lincoln, but “the American people.” “If resistance to the 
Slave Power was the reserved watchword of your fi rst election, the triumphant 
war-cry of your reelection is Death to Slavery.” He continues,

From the commencement of the Titanic American strife the 
working men of Europe felt instinctively that the star-spangled 
banner carried the destiny of their class. . . . [The] working classes 
of Europe understood at once . . . that the slaveholders’ rebellion 
was to sound the tocsin for a general holy crusade of property 
against labor, and that for the men of labor, with their hopes for 
the future, even their past conquests were at stake in the tremen-
dous confl ict on the other side of the Atlantic. Everywhere they 
bore therefore patiently the hardships imposed upon them by the 
cotton crisis, opposed enthusiastically the pro-slavery interven-
tion . . . and, from most parts of Europe, contributed their quota 
of blood to the good cause.

While the working men, the true political powers of the North, 
allowed slavery to defi le their own republic, while before the Ne-
gro, mastered and sold without his concurrence, they boasted it 
the highest prerogative of the white-skinned laborer to sell him-
self and choose his own master, they were unable to attain the 
true freedom of labor, or to support their European brethren in 
their struggle for emancipation; but this barrier to progress has 
been swept off by the red sea of civil war.

The working men of Europe . . . consider it an earnest of the ep-
och to come that it fell to the lot of Abraham Lincoln, the single-
minded son of the working class, to lead his country through the 
matchless struggle for the rescue of an enchained race and the 
reconstruction of a social world.30
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As we have just considered, Marx does not have his tongue in his cheek when 
he calls Lincoln a “single-minded son of the working class.” Between Lincoln’s 
fi rst and second terms, the Civil War is transformed from a constitutional to a 
revolutionary struggle, as Marx predicted it had to for the Union to defeat the 
slavocracy. But this transformation in the terms of the titanic struggle likewise 
corresponds to a transformation in the nature of the working-class struggle itself. 
As Marx puts it to Lincoln in so many words, the anti-black racism of white-
skinned Northern workers, by virtue of which they felt themselves to be superior 
to African slaves, was a barrier that had to be swept away before they could be 
in a position to struggle for their “true freedom” and to “support their European 
brethren in their struggle for emancipation” as well.

In this account, Marx makes it known unequivocally that the anti-racist 
struggle against slavery categorically requires the defeat of “the loudly proclaimed 
principle that only certain races are capable of freedom,” and that the defeat of this 
principle is a necessary condition of progress for the international class struggle 
against capital itself. Marx’s own view, then, is not only that capital is racialized, 
linking his nineteenth-century outlook to Williams’s twentieth-century one and 
creating the problematic of race and class to which Robinson’s critique of standard 
Marxism responds, but it also discloses an integral connection between race and 
class as socially constructed realities, which it takes an explicitly anti-racist form 
of freedom struggle, now as then, to cancel and transcend.

II. Marx’s View on Racism Misinterpreted
It is part of the tragic history of Marxism after Marx that it has too often equivo-
cated when Marx himself did not. It is true that in private correspondence, Marx 
was capable of using racist expressions.31 Furthermore, the textual evidence cited 
for his alleged Eurocentrism includes his 1850s writings on India for the New York 
Daily Tribune, in which the line can be found that “Indian society has no history 
at all,” (reminiscent of some of Hegel’s more obnoxious claims in the Lectures on 
the Philosophy of History), although his purpose in writing about England’s “double 
mission in India” was to bring out “[the] devastating effects of English industry” 
on the subcontinent, and “[the] profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of 
bourgeois civilization” that “lies unveiled before our eyes, turning from its home, 
where it assumes respectable forms, to the colonies, where it goes naked.”32 Texts 
like these count as evidence for charges like Robinson’s that Marx denies “his-
torical agency” to non-European or non-Western people. Whether Marx moved 
from a unilinear view of development in the 1850s, according to which the stages 
of history and the future of humanity were uniquely reposited in the European 
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class struggle, to the multilinearism evident in the writings of his last decade, 
(for example, the “Preface to the Russian Edition of The Communist Manifesto,” 
the “Letter to Mikhailovsky,” the “Letter to Vera Zasulich,” and The Ethnological 
Notebooks), or whether indeed the former view is rightly ascribed to Marx in the 
fi rst place, are not topics that can detain us here.33 However, in the light of our 
discussion of Marx’s writings on the American Civil War, it is diffi cult to see how 
the notions can be sustained that Marx himself was a racist, that his outlook was 
Eurocentric, that his analyses were economistic, that he privileged class to the 
exclusion of race, or that he denied historical agency to freedom struggles other 
than the class struggle itself.

For the subsequent history of Marxism, to be sure, the case is not as clear, al-
though Black radicalism has intervened in that history and shaped it in ways that 
continue to be signifi cant. It is beyond the scope of this essay even to begin to sort 
out the tangle of positions and counter-positions that have invoked Marx’s name 
and warrant for the bewildering array of confl icting tendencies proliferating like 
mushrooms across the landscape of theory and practice. A single fi gure will have 
to suffi ce. The Harlem Renaissance poet and novelist Claude McKay, speaking as 
a U.S. delegate to the Fourth Congress of the Communist International in 1922, 
emblemizes both the essential connection between black radicalism and Marxism 
and also the essential tension between them. On the one hand, McKay states, 

When in 1920 the American government started to investigate 
and to suppress radical propaganda among Negroes, the small radi-
cal Negro groups in America retaliated by publishing the fact that 
the Socialists stood for the emancipation of the Negroes, and that 
reformist America could do nothing for them. Then, I think, for 
the fi rst time in American history, the American Negroes found 
that Karl Marx had been interested in their emancipation, and 
had fought valiantly for it.34

On the other hand, however, he tells the Congress that “American Socialists and 
Communists . . . are not willing to face the Negro Question,” leaving it to “[the] 
reformist bourgeoisie [to carry] on the battle against discrimination and racial 
prejudice in America.”35 He continues, 

In associating with the comrades of America, I have found dem-
onstrations of prejudice on the various occasions when the white 
and black comrades had to get together, and this is the greatest ob-
stacle that the Communists of America have got to overcome—
the fact that they fi rst have got to emancipate themselves from 
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the ideas they entertained towards Negroes before they can be 
able to reach the Negroes with any kind of radical propaganda.36 

More than eighty years later, one way the Marxist tradition can renew the lost 
opportunity (to which McKay testifi es) to restore Marx’s own integral, organic 
connection to the Black radical tradition is to return to the sources in his writings 
for the dialectics of Black freedom struggles.

III. Marx as Philosopher of Liberation
However, before such a return to the sources and radical renewal can be achieved, 
and the integral place of an irreducible anti-racist discourse in the architecture 
of Marx’s theory can be restored, it is fi rst of all necessary to contextualize it 
within an approach to Marx’s work as a whole, which can be stated only briefl y 
here. The fulcrum is the recognition that Marx must be thought of fi rst and fore-
most as a philosopher of liberation, who takes his stand with the self-activity and 
self-development of every freedom struggle. The anthropological vision of The 
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 grounded every subsequent develop-
ment in his theory and practice, from the Communist Manifesto to Capital, and 
from Capital to his fi nal return to the philosophical ground wire of 1844 in the 
Ethnological Notebooks of his last decade.37

The surrealist poet Franklin Rosemont examines the thesis of Marx’s return 
to 1844 in the Ethnological Notebooks in his essay “Karl Marx and the Iroquois.”38 
Rosemont writes, “That Marx, toward the end of his life, was returning to projects 
that had been dear to his heart in the days of his original and bold grappling with 
‘naturalist anthropology’ as a theory of communist revolution, the days in which 
he was most deeply preoccupied with the philosophical and practical legacy of 
Hegel . . . is resonant with meanings for today.”39 In the Notebooks, Marx copied 
out lengthy excerpts from the nineteenth-century American anthropologist Lewis 
Henry Morgan’s “Ancient Society, and especially its detailed account of the Iro-
quois, [which] for the fi rst time gave Marx insights into the concrete possibilities of 
a free society as it had actually existed in history.”40 Rosemont also stresses that, 

The neglect of the [Notebooks] for nearly a century is [not] sur-
prising when one realizes the degree to which they challenge 
what has passed for Marxism all these years. In the lamentable 
excuse for a ‘socialist’ press in the English-speaking world, this 
last great work from Marx’s pen has been largely ignored. The 
suggestion that the Ethnological Notebooks signify Marx’s return 
to the ‘projects of his Paris youth’ might turn out to entail more 
far-reaching implications than anyone has yet realized.41 
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If the Marxian tradition has its own resources in Marx’s text to respond to and 
benefi t from Robinson’s critique of the standard presentation, a way forward to its 
“far-reaching implications” lies in a renewal of the philosophy of liberation that 
informed Marx’s project from fi rst to last.42 

From this perspective, even Marx’s emphasis on class struggle must be 
reckoned against the horizon of human freedom—what Hegel called “the self-
bringing-forth of liberty”—along the multiform paths of creative advance.43 In what 
may be his most succinct formulation of the humanist backbone of his theory and 
practice, Marx posits “the categorical imperative to overthrow all circumstances 
in which man is humiliated, enslaved, abandoned, and despised, circumstances 
best described by the exclamation of a Frenchman on hearing of an intended 
tax on dogs: Poor dogs! They want to treat you like men!”44 In the spirit of this 
“categorical imperative,” the Marxist-Humanist philosopher Raya Dunayevskaya 
singled out four “forces of revolution”—both “force and reason,” as she called 
them—thinking of Marx’s announcement of “new forces and new passions” in 
the fi rst volume of Capital, without imagining that she was departing from Marx: 
in addition to the working class, she included what she called the “Black dimen-
sion” along with women and youth.45 In her 1963 pamphlet American Civilization 
on Trial, she traced the course of Black struggle from the time of Denmark Vesey, 
Nat Turner, and the slave revolts to the Freedom Riders of the time she wrote, in 
which she characterized the “Black masses as vanguard.”46

Dunayevskaya thought that her singling-out of “Black masses as vanguard” 
was organically rooted in Marx’s own thought. She imagined that in American 
Civilization on Trial, she was continuing an approach to racism, anti-racism, and 
revolution that was textually founded by Marx, from Marx’s time to her own and 
from abolitionism to the Black labor struggles of the early nineteen-sixties. For the 
twentieth-anniversary edition (1983), she added “A 1980s View of the Two-Way 
Road Between the U.S. and Africa,” in which she wrote:

Marx’s reference in the Ethnological Notebooks to the Australian 
aborigine as “the intelligent black” brought to a conclusion the 
dialectic he had unchained when he fi rst broke from bourgeois 
society in the 1840s and objected to the use of the word, “Negro,” 
as if it were synonymous with the word “slave.” By the 1850s, 
in the Grundrisse, he extended that sensitivity to the whole pre-
capitalist world. By the 1860s, the Black Dimension became, at 
one and the same time, not only pivotal to the abolition of slavery 
and victory of the North in the Civil War, but also the restructur-
ing of Capital itself. In a word, the often-quoted sentence: “Labor 
cannot emancipate itself in the white skin where in the black 
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skin it is branded,” far from being rhetoric, was the actual reality 
and the perspective for overcoming that reality. Marx reached, at 
every historic turning point, for a concluding point, not as an end 
but as a new jumping-off point, a new beginning, a new vision.47

This way of thinking about Marx’s own self-development, perhaps surprisingly, 
places anti-black racism, his critique of it, and the freedom struggle against it, 
among his overarching concerns. The idea of “Black masses as vanguard” is not 
an accretion in Marxism but has an organic place in it. Having considered Marx’s 
Civil War journalism and correspondence to this effect, it remains to consider the 
sense in which this notion is not only consonant with Marx’s theory of capital (i.e. 
the critique of political economy), but also an integral moment within it. 

IV. Race as an Economic Category
To begin with, Marx’s text addresses slavery as an “economic category.” Our subse-
quent thinking about Marx on racism will therefore hinge upon on the question of 
what an “economic category” is in Marx’s thought. The approach taken here is the 
opposite of standard Marxism. Once more, the characteristic feature of standard 
Marxism is its subordination of every form of struggle to the class struggle, main-
taining that the only category relevant to Marxian explanation is class itself. For 
example, the editors of the volume from Progress Publishers on Marx and Engels 
on the United States write the following in their “Preface”:

Marx and Engels considered that the war against Negro slavery in 
the USA would inaugurate the era of the rise of the working class 
in the same way that the American War of Independence at the 
end of the eighteenth century had opened the era of the rise of the 
bourgeoisie. It was in this above all that they saw the world-wide 
signifi cance of the American Civil War, considering that if the 
reactionary forces of the American slave-holding planters, who 
were also supported by the counter-revolutionary ruling circles 
of the European capitalist states, were destroyed, this would be 
very much in the interest of the European and American working 
class. In the opinion of Marx and Engels, such a war was bound to 
become popular and revolutionary in character.48

In one way, this account accurately refl ects Marx’s plain view. For example, 
in the “Preface to the First Edition” of Capital (Volume One), Marx writes, “Just 
as in the eighteenth century the American War of Independence sounded the 
tocsin for the European middle class, so in the nineteenth century the American 
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Civil War did the same for the European working class.”49 However, Marx, with 
the Civil War having only recently concluded, also wrote in this Preface (dated 
25 July 1867):

[On] the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Mr. Wade, Vice-
President of the United States, has declared in public meetings 
that, after the abolition of slavery, a radical transformation in the 
existing relations of capital and landed property is on the agenda. 
These are signs of the times, not to be hidden by purple mantles 
or black cassocks. They do not signify that tomorrow a miracle 
will occur. They do show that, within the ruling classes them-
selves, the foreboding is emerging that the present society is no 
solid crystal, but an organism capable of change, and constantly 
engaged in a process of change.50

There is a subtle but crucial difference between Marx’s remarks in this Preface and 
the Russian editors’ summation of it. The Russian editors discover “the world-
wide signifi cance of the American Civil War” only in the class defeat of “the 
American slave-holding planters,” which is “in the interest of the European and 
American working class.” What they omit is the emancipatory content of the abo-
lition of slavery itself. On the other hand, Marx does not reduce “the world-wide 
signifi cance” of the war to the class interests of the contending classes. Rather, he 
observes a “sign of the times” that “a radical transformation in the existing rela-
tions of capital and landed property is on the agenda.” This formulation occupies 
a higher level of abstraction and complexity than the reductive formulation of 
class interests. What the “radical transformation” discloses is not class interests 
alone, but the shock of recognition that society is, in the metaphor Marx takes 
from biology, “an organism capable of change, and constantly engaged in a process 
of change.” 

In the hands of the Russian editors, “race” as a category is either invisible or 
it is wholly subordinate to class and the class interest of the working class. But 
we have already recorded Marx’s view that “the biggest things that are happening 
in the world today are on the one hand the movement of the slaves in America 
. . . and on the other the movement of the slaves in Russia,” that “the loudly 
proclaimed principle that only certain races are capable of freedom” is a dam-
nable lie, that “the root of the evil” is “slavery itself,” and that the racism of “the 
white-skinned laborer” is a “barrier to progress” that had been “swept off by the 
red sea of civil war” (only to return again with the end of Reconstruction and the 
coming of Jim Crow). In Dialectics of Black Freedom Struggles, John Alan makes 
the relevant point: 
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Many Marxists have pointed to the economic effects of restruc-
turing on the Black population as a way to point to the inherent 
racism of U.S. capitalism. They do so to single out the underly-
ing root cause of the revolt. Yet the tendency to focus on the 
economic roots of oppression, rather than what W.E.B. Du Bois 
called ‘the spiritual strivings of the Black masses’ for liberation, 
has a great deal to do with why Marxism has never succeeded in 
sinking deep roots in the African-American community. Even 
those who recognize the inherent limitations of the economic 
reductionism that has marred so much of post-Marx Marxism 
suffer from the tendency to reduce Marxism to a ‘theory of strug-
gle’ rather than a philosophy of liberation rooted in the ongoing 
struggles of the oppressed.

. . . [As] seen from his relation to the abolitionist movement 
which arose to oppose slavery, Marx didn’t stop at making slav-
ery an economic category. The active opposition to slavery was 
central to the unfolding of the whole liberation movement of his 
day as seen in the creation of the International Workingmen’s 
Association, which solidarized with Black slaves fi ghting for free-
dom. The whole point of a philosophy of liberation is for subjects 
of liberation to determine themselves beyond the arena of ‘root 
cause’ and economic determinism.51

Accordingly, no “economic category,” in Marx’s hands, is merely an economic 
category and nothing else. As Herbert Marcuse showed in Reason and Revolution 
(1941), all of Marx’s economic categories are philosophical, and all of his philo-
sophical categories are likewise economic.52 In other words, Marx never made the 
mistake of economism, the idea that a phenomenon such as African slavery has 
a “merely economic” meaning and signifi cance. Concerning the “economic cat-
egory” of slavery, Marx’s essential argument already appears in 1847 in The Poverty 
of Philosophy. He writes,

Slavery is an economic category like any other. . . . [We] are deal-
ing only with direct slavery, with Negro slavery in Surinam, in 
Brazil, in the Southern States of North America. Direct slav-
ery is just as much the pivot of bourgeois industry as machinery, 
credits, etc. Without slavery you have no cotton; without cotton 
you have no modern industry. It is slavery that gave the colonies 
their value; it is the colonies that created world trade, and it is 
world trade that is the pre-condition of large-scale industry. Thus 



83Jeannot: Marx, Capitalism, and Race

slavery is an economic category of the greatest importance. Without 
slavery North America, the most progressive of countries, would 
be transformed into a patriarchal country. Wipe North America 
off the map of the world, and you will have anarchy—the com-
plete decay of modern commerce and civilization. Cause slavery to 
disappear and you will have wiped America off the map of nations. 
Thus slavery, because it is an economic category, has always ex-
isted among the institutions of the peoples. Modern nations have 
been able only to disguise slavery in their own countries, but they 
have imposed it without disguise upon the New World.53

This text gives a straightforward account of the role of slavery in the historical 
development of capitalism to the point of world trade and large-scale industry. A 
virtually identical account appears in volume one of Capital.

Although Marx discusses slavery in a variety of contexts—for example, as a 
precapitalist economic formation in antiquity and the basis of a historically deter-
minate mode of production separate and distinct from the capitalist mode of pro-
duction; or, for example, as a conceptual adjunct to the categorial presentation of 
“free labor,” counting as its dialectical opposite—the passage from The Poverty of 
Philosophy specifi cally bears on African slavery, especially “in the Southern States 
of North America.” Granted, in this passage, Marx is not morally condemning 
slavery, nor is he explicitly linking it to the phenomenon of anti-black racism. But 
for the purpose of our argument, it is signifi cant that he is describing African slav-
ery as historically necessary to the determination of specifi cally capitalist develop-
ment. Without detaining ourselves on the logical status of “historical necessity,” 
at least it is clear that to Marx’s mind, slavery is a necessary condition for world 
trade and large-scale industry as they actually developed in history. In this respect, 
“it is slavery that gave the colonies their value.” If the economic category, African 
slavery, is also racist, then we can conclude that racism is necessary to capitalism 
(or that capitalism is necessarily racist).

From the standpoint of a philosophy of liberation, one of the fundamental 
errors or harms of racism is the dehumanization of the object of its regard. The 
gesture of dehumanization is also a fundamental characteristic of slavery. Thus, 
in volume one of Capital, in a note where Marx addresses slavery in antiquity, he 
writes that the ancient world regarded “the slave” as “the speaking implement,” 
that is, an implement or a thing rather than a subject or a person, only, with the 
distinction of talking, while animals were “semi-mute implements” and a plough 
simply “mute.”54 When it is an African who is a slave, the dehumanizing gesture 
has a double force. 
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Lance Selfa, in his Marxist reconstruction of the historical tissues connecting 
African slavery to racism and racism to capitalism, writes: 

Historians can actually observe colonial Americans [in the last 
quarter of the seventeenth century, after Bacon’s Rebellion in 
1676] in the act of preparing the ground for race without fore-
knowledge of what would later arise on the foundation they were 
laying. . . . After establishing that African slaves would cultivate 
major cash crops of the North American colonies, the planters 
then moved to establish the institutions and ideas that would 
uphold white supremacy. Most unfree labor became Black labor. 
Laws and ideas intended to underscore the subhuman status of 
Black people—in a word, the ideology of racism and white su-
premacy—emerged full-blown over the next generation.55

An African slave is dehumanized, assigned a subhuman status, both by virtue of 
being a slave (a “speaking implement”), a characteristic of human beings as chat-
tel property in any historical epoch or form of society where slavery occurs, but 
also specifi cally by virtue of being black, in the specifi cally capitalist context of the 
triangular trade, the persistence of which across the subsequent centuries required 
“the ideology of racism and white supremacy,” or once more, in Marx’s words, “the 
loudly proclaimed principle that only certain races are capable of freedom.”

In Capital, Marx distinguishes between a patriarchal form of Black slavery and 
a capitalist form, where the capitalist form intensifi es the misery already evident 
under patriarchy. He writes,

But as soon as peoples whose production still moves within the 
lower forms of slave-labor . . . are drawn into a world market dom-
inated by the capitalist mode of production, whereby the sale of 
their products for export develops into their principal interest, the 
civilized horrors of over-work are grafted onto the barbaric hor-
rors of slavery, serfdom etc. Hence the Negro labor in the south-
ern states of the American Union preserved a moderately patri-
archal character as long as production was chiefl y directed to the 
satisfaction of immediate local requirements. But in proportion 
as the export of cotton became of vital interest to those states, 
the over-working of the Negro, and sometimes the consumption 
of his life in seven years of labor, became a factor in a calculated 
and calculating system. It was no longer a question of obtaining 
from him a certain quantity of useful products, but rather of the 
production of surplus-value itself.56
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The “patriarchal character” of a certain type of slavery is a residue of precapitalist 
social relations apart from racial coding (in western antiquity, for example, classifi -
cation by race does not exist). But in the passage just quoted, Marx draws not only 
a historical but also a structural and conceptual link from African slavery to the 
production of surplus-value, imbuing it with its specifi cally capitalist character. As 
we saw in the passage quoted earlier from The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx traces the 
historical path from “direct slavery” in America to industrial capitalism and the “dis-
guised slavery” of the working class in England and elsewhere, but at the same time 
he refers to it as an “economic category of the greatest importance” and “the pivot 
of bourgeois industry.” When we think about the passage just quoted from Capital 
in conjunction with the passage from The Poverty of Philosophy, it begins to appear 
that a historically determinate content operates as a structural determinant shaping 
a basic category of Marx’s theory of value. If his categories, like Hegel’s, aim to unify 
form with content, then anti-black racism enters constitutively into the terms and 
relations of his critique of political economy, the capitalist mode of production, and 
bourgeois society; and it enters as well into his emancipatory projection of the op-
posite, a post-capitalist society free at last from the long travail of racism.

But the crucial question here is whether this implicit indictment of the inten-
sifi cation of the exploitation of the labor of slaves under capitalism is also and at 
the same time an indictment of African slavery as racist in nature. The same chap-
ter of Capital just quoted (Chapter Ten on “The Working Day”) gives us grounds 
to answer affi rmatively. Some pages later, Marx writes the “often-quoted” passage 
(to which Dunayevskaya referred): 

In the United States of America, every independent workers’ 
movement was paralyzed as long as slavery disfi gured a part of 
the republic. Labor in a white skin cannot emancipate itself where it 
is branded in a black skin. However, a new life immediately arose 
from the death of slavery. The fi rst fruit of the American Civil 
War was the eight hours’ agitation, which ran from the Atlantic 
to the Pacifi c, from New England to California, with the seven-
league boots of the locomotive.57 

In this passage, the relevant distinction, labor in a white skin and labor in a black 
skin, is explicitly a racial one, in which Marx links the project of the emancipa-
tion of labor explicitly to the overcoming of the branding of black skin.

Furthermore, it should be clear, although perhaps to standard Marxism it has 
never been suffi ciently clear, that Marx’s criticism of anti-black racism, here in 
connection with African slavery, has an explicitly ethical hue. For example, in 
Capital, he writes, 
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While the cotton industry introduced child-slavery into England, 
in the United States it gave the impulse for the transformation of 
the more or less patriarchal slavery into a system of commercial 
exploitation. In fact, the veiled slavery of the wage-laborers in 
Europe needed the unqualifi ed slavery of the New World as its 
pedestal. . . . [Capital] comes dripping from head to toe, from ev-
ery pore, with blood and dirt. . . . The discovery of gold and silver 
in America, the extirpation, enslavement and entombment in 
mines of the indigenous population of that continent, the begin-
ning of the conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of 
Africa into a preserve for the commercial hunting of black skins. 
. . . The treasures captured outside Europe by undisguised looting, 
enslavement and murder fl owed back to the mother country and 
were turned into capital there.58 

Although Marx does not explicitly state an ethical precept or theory, his charac-
teristic language in passages like these, which could be multiplied indefi nitely, is 
saturated in a moral idiom as striking as any classical moralist.59

Marx’s clear recognition of the explicitly racist character of the institution 
of African slavery, which, in other words, is no mere “economic category,” also 
comes out in other works where we can discover an explicit anti-racist discourse 
from his pen. I will give just two more examples. First, in Wage-Labor and Capital, 
he writes: “What is a Negro slave? A man of the black race. The one explanation 
is as good as the other. A Negro is a Negro. He only becomes a slave in certain 
relations. A cotton spinning jenny is a machine for spinning cotton. It only be-
comes capital in certain relations. Torn away from these conditions, it as little 
capital as gold by itself is money, or as sugar is the price of sugar.”60 Quite a bit of 
Marxian theory is condensed in these few lines, but the relevant point for us is 
the equation of an African with a “slave,” not by nature, of course, but only in the 
context of “certain” capitalist social “relations.” 

Finally, in a “Confi dential Communication on Bakunin” sent to Ludwig 
Kugelmann in 1870 in his capacity as the corresponding secretary for Germany of 
the International Workingmen’s Association, Marx writes:

Every industrial and commercial center in England now possesses 
a working class divided into two hostile camps, English proletar-
ians and Irish proletarians. The ordinary English worker hates 
the Irish worker as a competitor who lowers his standard of life. 
In relation to the Irish worker he feels himself a member of the 
ruling nation and so turns himself into a tool of the aristocrats 
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and capitalists of his country against Ireland, thus strengthening 
their domination over himself. He cherishes religious, social and 
national prejudices against the Irish worker. His attitude toward 
him is much the same as that of the “poor whites” to the “nig-
gers” in the former slave states of the U.S.A. This antagonism is 
artifi cially kept alive and intensifi ed by the press, the pulpit, the 
comic papers, in short, by all the means at the disposal of the rul-
ing classes. This antagonism is the secret of the impotence of the 
English working class, despite its organization.61

Here Marx is once again explicitly linking racist ideology and practice, anti-Irish 
racism here compared to anti-black, as a key element in the divide-and-conquer 
strategy of the capitalist ruling class. Conversely, “the impotence of the English 
working class” has to do, not with its class position alone but with other social 
and cultural factors including its racism. Likewise, we have found Marx argu-
ing that the ideology of white supremacy, as long as it persists, constitutes an 
insuperable barrier to the development of the American working class, for the 
simple but decisive reason that it fails to reach up to and “attain” the idea of 
“true freedom.”

V. Conclusion
Marx’s view is that racism and capitalism are cut from the same cloth. Just as his 
discursive practice is profoundly anti-capitalist, it is also anti-racist. Nor is race 
subsumed into other, allegedly more fundamental categories, such as class. Marx 
was aware of the social construction of “race” as a category in the fi rst place, 
and he demonstrated the systematic role that racist practices and ideology play 
in the history and development of the capitalist mode of production. Inasmuch 
as we still live in a deeply racist, as well as capitalist society, the affi liation of one 
with the other is not an accident, and Marx recognized as much. If these conclu-
sions are not controversial, even for Cedric Robinson, they nevertheless imply the 
need for a profound reorientation towards Marx’s thought as a whole, if a renewed 
Marxism has any hope of answering Claude McKay’s concern about what used to 
be called “the Negro Question.” If Marx’s own thought is too nuanced and com-
plex to be captured in the nets of certain classic oversimplifi cations–economism, 
Eurocentrism, the reading-out from history of “antagonistic agencies” other than 
class and class confl ict, along with the more or less patently false unilinearism 
of a mechanical theory of history—there is a fundamental reason why, which is 
philosophical in nature. What these theses share in common is their failure to rise 
to the level of a philosophy of freedom, grounded in the many concrete freedom 
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struggles of which the Black freedom struggle is a “touchstone.”62 The conceptual 
move from thinking of Marxism as a “theory of struggle” to thinking of it as a 
“philosophy of liberation” is the key to encountering the positions Marx actually 
took on capitalism and race.
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