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Abstract

Two questions frame this response to Amin’s article ‘The Remainders of

Race’. It first introduces an epistemological question that recognizes the

impossibility of separating ontology and epistemology in modern thought

and asks why contemporary studies of racial subjugation so infrequently

consider the concept of race’s onto-epistemological function. The second,

methodological, question necessarily follows. Acknowledging that ‘the

what of race’ cannot be separated from the ‘how of race’ makes it crucial

to ask why the former is no longer considered in most analyses of the latter.

There follows a mapping of the context of emergence of political-symbolic

strategies that carve out racial difference and cultural difference as human

(moral) attributes. The article shows that, rather than an extraneous notion

or a referent of a natural (god-given) human attribute, the concept of race is

the modern ethico-political device that refigures the workings of scientific

universality in political and ethical texts. What this does is to enable the argu-

ment that, instead of manifestations of human ‘sorting’ instincts, the oper-

atives (juridical, economic and symbolic) of raciality proliferating in the

global present consist of biopolitical architectures, mechanisms and proce-

dures designed and assembled with the main tools of racial power/knowl-

edge, namely racial and cultural difference.
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Morality consists then in the reference of all action to the legislation which
alone can render a kingdom of ends possible.This legislation must be capa-
ble of existing in every rational being and of emanating from his will, so
that the principle of this will is never to act on any maxim which could not
without contradiction be also a universal law and, accordingly, always so to
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act that the will could at the same time regard itself as giving in its maxims
universal laws. (Kant, 2008: 52)

[T]he object does not await in limbo the order that will free it and enable it
to become embodied in a visible and prolix objectivity; it does not pre-exist
itself, held back by some obstacle at the first edges of light. It exists under
the positive conditions of a complex group of relations. (Foucault, 2004: 50)

WHENRESPONDING to a letter Isaac Newton sent to the journal
Philosophical Transaction (the story goes), in which he discusses
the refraction of rays of sunlight, his critics assumed that his sci-

entific theory was a statement on the nature of light (Newton, 2004:
xvi^xvii). From high school or college classes on physics we remember that
Newton was not so much interested in metaphysical questions of ‘the what’
(being) of the moving heavenly bodies he was studying, but in capturing
‘the how’ of the movements themselves. Much like Copernicus, Galileo and
Kepler, Newton was interested in the observable. Nevertheless, despite his
lack of interest in ‘the what’ of the Things moving across the heavens
(or Essence), the strategies he devised to explain ‘the how’ of Phenomena
(or Appearance), would have lasting ontological consequences. One of the
consequences, in modern thought, of the separation between essence and
appearance is the seeming impossibility of separating ontology and epistemol-
ogy.Why is it then that post-SecondWorldWar studies of racial subjugation
so infrequently provide an account of the concept of race’s onto-epistemologi-
cal function? Why is it that the question of ‘the what’of race is no longer con-
sidered in analysis of ‘the how’of ‘race’?1 There is no straight or easy answer
to this question. However, I think that an analysis of the context of emer-
gence of the strategies that carve out racial di¡erence as an object of knowl-
edge would show that ‘the how’ and ‘the what’ of the concept of race cannot
be distinguished, with important implications for disassembling the architec-
tures of racial power/knowledge at work in the global present.

Before I proceed with this partial response to Ash Amin’s ‘The
Remainders of Race’ (2010), it may be helpful to expose some assumptions
behind this rejoinder to his account of the effects of the particular temporal-
ity of ‘racial phenomena’. Let me establish from the outset that I am not
interested in a critique of the ‘metaphysics of race’, if the latter is an exercise
that would address the ‘first principles’ of something that is a given, and
thus a speculative inquiry into that thing’s being or essence. I am, however,
very much interested in a critique of the ‘metaphysics of race’ in the
Kantian sense, because such an intervention would target the conditions of
possibility for racial knowledge. The question of knowledge is relevant for
at least two reasons: (a) because there is an expectation that when one uses
the word ‘race’, the addressee knows what the referent is, and (b) most
importantly, because no critique of racial subjugation can afford not to
investigate that which renders this ‘common’ knowing possible. Put differ-
ently, I am interested in what makes it possible for us to speak of a ‘racial
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phenomenon’, ‘race relations’, ‘racial subordination’, ‘race consciousness’,
‘race prejudice’, ‘racism’ and so on, that is, I’m interested in the analysis of
the conditions of possibility for racial knowledge. I want to examine what
allows us to consider how this has become an object of knowledge and has
come to acquire the attributes of a phenomenon in the last 150 years or so.
To do so, I want to make an anti-Kantian move, to interrogate the ethical-
political consequences of this event. This response to Amin’s call to engage
racial difference as a moral predicament hopes to de-naturalize the concept
of race by highlighting the fact that its ethico-political significance does
not derive from an intrinsic attribute of ‘race’ (as a Thing). Instead, its
power effects derive from ‘the positive conditions’ or the discursive rules
under which the concept of race and the object it has produced, namely
racial difference, have been manufactured to catalogue human conditions.

What follows then is nothing more than a preface to a possible critical
itinerary. It begins with a brief description of the onto-epistemological con-
text of emergence of racial knowledge. A brief review of the classical
modern statements on universality will allow me to focus on how racial
knowledge is deployed in relation to the Will and the Understanding. My
goal here is to indicate how universality informs constructions of morality
and knowledge deployed in 17th- and 18th-century founding statements of
modern representation. Basically, I consider whether and how the distinct
ways universality works when deployed in regard to the ‘world of things’
and the ‘world of men’ account for how race can and should be addressed
as a modern ethico-political category. Here I am thinking about how critical
thinkers insist in wishing race away, instead of trying to dismantle the appa-
ratus that renders it such an effective, because productive, political tool.
Following this exploration of the field within which the concept of race
acquires the ‘first principles’, I outline a number of points on how the inti-
mate relationship which has been constituted between racial difference and
the formulation of cultural difference informs notions such as multicultural-
ism and diversity, as well as cultural difference that informs notions of the
‘dangerous’ Muslim, ‘Europe’s ‘‘others’’ ’, or the ‘criminal’ Latino border-cross-
ers in North America, that is, categories which today sustain the expansion
of global security architectures. What sort of critical political-intellectual
engagements become possible and necessary after it is recognized that,
rather than the negation of racial and cultural difference inscribed in the
founding philosophical discourse of universal reason, one demonstrates
how they are both producers of the modern apparatus of knowledge and of
the modern conditions of existence?

The Gifts of Universality
A first necessary step in this exploration would be to stop lamenting the fact
that ‘race’ resists the Arrow of Time (the winds of Progress) to find, as
Amin does, a temporality of permanence, and ask about race’s peculiar his-
toricity regarding its relationship to the onto-epistemological markers,
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namely Time and Space. On the one hand, one can follow the Hegelian path,
as 20th-century analyses of racial subjugation do, and assume that the phe-
nomenon is the Thing and not a construct of modern knowledge. On the
other hand, one can follow a Kantian track and examine the context and
conditions under which race becomes a modern concept and a descriptor of
human collectives.

Here I follow the Kantian track, a bit modified by a Foucauldian insis-
tence on the inseparability of power/knowledge as a grid of intelligibility,
and offer one possible way to consider how modern knowledge apparatus
has constituted the notion of the human itself. In doing so, I share with
Amin a concern about ‘whether ethical humanism can discursively and prac-
tically unsettle the elaborate machinery of fear, suspicion and discipline
that is being put in place by the new biopolitics of emergency’ (Amin,
2010: 16). His negative response to the question is not a dismissal of ‘ethical
humanism’. He actually identi¢es some of its bene¢ts. The problem, he
notes, is that it ‘can amount to tickling an adversary in armour-plate with a
feather, placing hope in human fellowship in the way of an instituted vio-
lence justifying itself as an act of human fellowship’ (Amin, 2010: 17).
After this, Amin moves on to consider other possible anti-racist political
strategies ^ ‘preparedness’ and ‘politics of the commons’ ^ which I address
at the end of this article. Here, however, I am interested in suggesting
lines of interrogation of the limits of humanity, a ¢gure of universality, as
the ethical grounds for political strategies that can e¡ectively respond to
the contemporary workings of racial power/knowledge.

From the outset one needs to ask about the dispositif of knowledge
that produced the object ‘racial difference’ and that has made it such a last-
ing mode for distinguishing man as category from other modes of being
human, as SylviaWynter (2003) reminds us. It is a question which returns
us to the category of universality as modern descriptor of humanism’s sub-
ject; it speaks directly to the ethical-political (unintended) consequence(s)
of Newton’s descriptions of the workings of nature.That is, it speaks directly
to why, as Amin gestures but does not develop, humanity is not an appropri-
ate tool for dismantling the workings of racial power in the global security
architectures legitimated by the ‘war on terror’.2

Formalizing Nature and Abstracting Desire

Not Newton, however, but Descartes, should be held to account for univer-
sality’s hold on the modern Western imagination. His statement on the
‘first principle’ that would ground ‘knowledge with certainty’, much like
Newton’s description of the laws of motion, had many consequences.
Among the most important was the establishment of a fundamental connec-
tion between knowing and being, in the inaugural statement that the doubt-
ing being could not doubt its own existence; that is, doubting itself, as an
activity of the mind, would establish with certainty the knowing entity’s
existence (expressed in its doing) and essence (thinking). The trajectory of
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the rational mind and its attributes in modern thought since then has been
long and complex.What for Locke, for instance, constituted but two aspects
(though important) of the mind’s power, in Kant became the privileged
domain of operation of transcendental (pure) reason, the purveyor of the
moral law and the conveyor of science’s tools, respectively the Will and the
Understanding. Only after Hegel’s rewriting of reason as a living whole
(substance-form), which displaced the Understanding’s lifeless (formal) per-
formance of such tasks, would morality and knowledge return to consider-
ations of Essence; only then was an onto-epistemological statement
possible that constituted Being and Knowing as one and the Same thing.
I will not retrace this trajectory; instead I will point to the consequences
of Understanding’s major accomplishment, which was the articulation of
universality as a formal onto-epistemological gauge without relying on the
divine author and ruler.

The Cartesian reconfiguration of epistemological formalization would
sustain the manufacturing of Natural History’s main tool, namely order (as
classification and measurement), with which it mapped how universal cate-
gories governs the world (Foucault, 2005).3 Elsewhere (Silva, 2009a), I pro-
vide a longer discussion of how the notion of order re-produces nature as
the domain of necessity. Here I would like to highlight two other aspects.
F|rst, as Foucault demonstrates in his analysis of the episteme of Classical
thought and its methodological frame, being is an e¡ect of di¡erence:
‘Identity and what marks it are de¢ned by the di¡erences that remain’
(2005: 158); this epistemological and methodological frame for classi¢cation
guides the horizontal delineation of ‘types’ and ‘kinds’. Second, measure-
ment, the quantitative method guided by formalization, relies on the
manufacturing of a common unit, which establishes a vertical distribution
of things. As such, order involves a formulation of di¡erence that centers
visibility and presupposes and reproduces vertical and horizontal un/equal-
ity (Silva, 2009a). This formulation of di¡erence would enter the post-
Enlightenment scienti¢c ¢eld through the project that replaced Natural
History ^ that is, through the science of life (biology), and from there,
spread into the very core of social scienti¢c projects which borrowed its
tools and strategies (Foucault, 2005).

Now, in the 18th century, universality would also sustain an ethical
program whose function was to protect man’s freedom (as self-determina-
tion) from the productive power of reason. In the Kantian rendering of
morality, one finds formalization sustaining a conception of free will that
is contingent upon universal (pure/formal) reason. For the moral law, the
principle of the autonomy of the will, that is, the statement ‘that every
human will is a will which in all its maxims gives universal laws’, allows
the writing of Morality (the domain of duty) as the indigenous territory of
self-determination (Kant, 2008: 52). In short, whether in the ruler or table
or the transcendent ‘kingdom of ends’, formalization guides a notion of uni-
versality that introduces immanent (concrete) un/equality in the object of
knowledge and transcendent (abstract) equality in the subject of Morality.
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What Hegel (1977) calls ‘pure’or ‘immediate’ universality, the one con-
veyed by the dead forms of universal reason ^ the products of the
Understanding ^ have not disappeared, as he postulated, in the lapsed histo-
ricity of self-developing, progressive Spirit. In fact, it is precisely because
our descriptive and normative representations of the social are informed by
the articulation of reason as foundational form deployed in the 17th
(Cartesian) and the 18th (Kantian) centuries that liberal considerations of
racial subjugation can only ¢nd one solution to the problem, namely the
elimination of racial di¡erence altogether. My point is that if anything
de¢nes modern representation, it is the view that universality and freedom
(autonomy or self-determination) are the sine qua non for Justice. Yet,
this accomplishment has had a hidden cost (that would only become evident
in the 20th century) and unheard of pro¢ts (only noticeable in the
21st century).

Of Human Difference

Natural History did not shy away from including human beings among the
things it classified. Nevertheless, its cataloguing of human bodies, manners
and modes of life, which it linked to global geographies, did not assume
any fundamental (exterior or interior) determination.4 Understanding the
consequences of the deployment of the classical notion of di¡erence in the
study of human beings requires a sense of the conditions of production of
racial di¡erence, relating to the political/symbolic apparatus I call the ana-
lytics of raciality. In brief, these are: ¢rst, in Cuvier’s science of life, what
philosophers had identi¢ed as attributes of the rational mind (free will and
abstract understanding) would now be described as the e¡ect of a transcen-
dental and productive force (Life itself) whose workings could be mapped,
classi¢ed and named through the use of comparative anatomy. Second, this
transcendental force would also become responsible for human collectives’
di¡erent mental (moral and intellectual) traits, ordered according to an
equal/unequal grid that corresponded to particular bodily types, global
geographies of origin and modes of existence. Deploying the tools of the sci-
ence of life, 19th-century anthropology (the science of man) manufactured
the notion of ‘racial types’ ^ as the phenomenon that expresses them, and
as the concept circumscribing the object of study, namely, racial di¡erence;
it is the formal key for identifying and distinguishing human collectives.

Second, this notion of racial difference would also sustain the claim
that the visible markers observed and catalogued were not the effect of his-
torical relations established between these collectives but constants in
nature that produced the human body independently of the determination
of the human will.That is, it would render colonialism and slavery irrelevant
in the understanding of human collectives’ conditions of existence. Third,
the mapping of the analytics of raciality shows that in 20th-century anthro-
pology and the sociology of race relations the object racial difference is
transformed into a given attribute (a thing) of human bodies and operates
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to provide guides for reprehensible action arising from race consciousness,
race prejudice and racial ideologies; these departed from the ontological
descriptors and the assumptions of universality and self-determination that
distinguished post-Enlightenment social configurations.

Finally, in early 20th-century sociology of race relations and later anal-
yses of racial subjugation, racial difference would also acquire many other
attributes, such as that of an index of moral (cultural) difference, a trigger
for attitudes such as race prejudice, and behavior such as racial discrimina-
tion.5 Each one of these aspects of the conditions of production of racial dif-
ference would contribute to the dispositif for ¢guring the human as a
racial being/thing, a concept which underwrites the concept of racial-cultural
di¡erence now ‘ordering’ the global political stage (see Silva, 2007).

Whence Racial Subjugation?
Regarding the goal of a critique of the ‘metaphysics of race’, namely, to
unsettle the seemingly solid grounds upon which contemporary modalities
of racial subjugation stand, a more complicated account of the resilience of
‘race’ than Amin’s (2010) is required. His account attributes this resilience
partly to how ‘biopolitical regimes, with their explicit rules and practices of
order based on bodily di¡erentiation and discipline, regulate the state of
alert towards’ certain kinds of bodies (2010: 8). Since racial di¡erence is
not a given trait but an object of knowledge, and as such a political signi¢er
produced as a scienti¢c (onto-epistemological) referent of a fundamental
link between mind (intellectual and moral attributes), bodily attributes
and place, it matters not whether it is a product of ‘evil’ 19th-century anthro-
pology or ‘good’ 20th-century sociology. This is because this discourse
cannot but re¢gure di¡erence as an e¡ect of universality in the guise of
form as articulated in Classical thought ^ hence it also functions di¡erently
from other sociological concepts with which it is associated, namely,
gender-sexuality and class.That is, the onto-epistemological context of emer-
gence of the tools that produce racial di¡erence responds to the fact that it
signi¢es un/equality as both non-reducible and un-resolvable. Because they
ignore this fact, and ground their ethico-political claims upon notions of
universality and self-determination that cannot accommodate racial di¡er-
ence as political sign, contemporary analyses of racial subjugation remain
haunted by its consequences.

Returning to the role of classificatory schema as a condition of possi-
bility for knowledge, one could note Foucault’s (2005: 140) point that, until
the mid-17th century: ‘The history of a living being was that being itself,
within the whole semantic network that connected it to the world.’ In the
Classical age, natural history acquired a di¡erent meaning:

for its construction requires that words be applied without intermediary to
things themselves. The documents of this new history are not other words,
texts or archives, but uncluttered spaces inwhich things are juxtaposed . . . the
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locus of this history is a non-temporal rectangle in which . . . creatures pre-
sent themselves beside one another, their surfaces visible, grouped according
to their common features, and thereby already virtually analysed, and
bearers of nothing but their own individual names. (2005: 143)

The tools of raciality (racial difference and cultural difference) re-pre-
sent this ‘classified time’ and ‘checkered and spatialized becoming’ (2005:
142) by refiguring diversity, uniformity and fixity in nature in terms of a
(formal) universality. This explains how multiculturalism and diversity
would and could be deployed in the last decade of the 20th century, first
as progressive and later as conservative political platforms ^ and how both
would be so immediately ‘re-placed’ by the deployments of cultural differ-
ence that support the global security architectures (Silva, 2009a). That is,
because it is a product of classical epistemology, cultural di¡erence’s e¡ects,
such as ¢xing and attributing immanent un/equality, do nothing more
than rehearse the signifying e¡ects of its form of classi¢cation. What has
changed is the fact that the concept of culture, as an ambiguous signi¢er,
promises historical signi¢cation ^ and the notion of agency (self-determina-
tion or autonomy) it conveys ^ yet never delivers it when deployed to capture
meanings associated with non-white/non-Europeans, since, in their case, it
is pre¢gured by the concept of race.

What I see at work is the mistaking of cultural difference that facili-
tated the celebration of multiculturalism and diversity ^ and now sustains
the hope of a cosmopolitan polity as the sure road to racial and global justice
(see for example Turner [2002] and Appiah [2006] for the desire that this
hybrid culture could function as a post-Enlightenment [Hegelian] historical
signi¢er). Not that of Natural History but that of World History, where
reason ¢gures as Spirit, a self-unfolding thing of time, the one in which dif-
ference becomes just a stage (to be resolved) of Spirit. In this rendering of
the transcendental, in which universality is no longer immediate but an
e¡ect of re£ection, being is always already mediated by an existing being
other than itself (see also Silva, 2007).

In the late 19th and for all of the 20th century, the concept of culture
has consistently indexed Hegel’s account of historicity. Nonetheless, when-
ever it has been deployed as a global signifier, cultural difference, like
racial difference, signifies ‘spatialized becoming’, carrying with it all the
implications which critical anthropology’s critique of culture have made vis-
ible. Neither can Leibniz’s description of a multiple and diverse universe,
as Turner (2005) hopes, teach the ‘inherent value of di¡erence’ of Europe’s
‘others’, nor can diversity itself become the basis for a cosmopolitan ethical
program (2005: 141). For the di¡erence signi¢ed by the social scienti¢c con-
ceptualization of cultural di¡erence always already presupposes a fundamen-
tal un/equality, exposed in visible bodily and territorial traits, that cannot
be reduced in time because it is an e¡ect of the tools of scienti¢c reason.
Furthermore, the historical theorization of the concept of culture cannot
resolve either cultural or racial di¡erence because the Hegelian account of
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history (out of which it is framed) places the moment of transcendental
becoming in the ¢nal resolution of all di¡erence in the spatial/temporal bor-
ders of post-Enlightenment Europe, implicitly excluding contemporaneous
modes of being human found in other global regions.

Closing Considerations
What would be the ethico-political implications of a critical engagement
with the ‘metaphysics of race’ that follows these lines of interrogation?
I assume it is evident by now that my partial response to Amin’s text is:
because they are a product of modern power/knowledge, racial and cultural
difference are (by, in and of themselves) quite effective global political
weapons. Not, as Amin argues, because racial difference, along with
human sorting instincts, strategically functions against the always already
racially/culturally different Muslim ‘other of Europe’, but because the appa-
ratus of modern knowledge and its onto-epistemological devices are part of
the biopolitical apparatus which has been assembled with the deployment
of the Classical toolkit to classify, order and manage populations. In other
words, the analytics of raciality constitutes the biopolitical arsenal operating
in the postcolonial/global political terrain. Now, once that is acknowledged
it follows that universality, as understood in Kant’s formal or Hegel’s existen-
tial formulation, cannot sustain an ethical project concerned with racial/
global emancipation. I am not repeating here the postmodern announce-
ment of the demise of modern grand narratives of history and science,
which now appears more and more as a lamentation for the apparent loss
of footing of Western intellectuals. The problem, as I have argued, is not
that universality (and historicity) is coming to an end, but the fact that it
has been and remains quite productive. Because raciality has been intrinsic
to the institution of the very global (ethico-political) subjects, emancipatory
projects and visions of justice grounded in (neo-)Kantian universality and
self-determination will remain self-defeating because impossible goals.

A critical itinerary crafted to facilitate these goals should first de-nat-
uralize racial difference and cultural difference; refuse to re-deploy them
as un-mediated descriptors of the human being. Further, the dismantling
of the arsenal of racial/global subjugation will also require the renouncing
of a conception of justice sustained by universality, since it would be a con-
cept which, because it is mapped by raciality, can never signify global
issues. Along with it, it will be necessary to abandon that other modern
ontological descriptor, namely freedom as self-determination. For if differ-
ence ^ as the descriptor of our material conditions of existence ^ is to be
taken seriously, then heteronomous determination should necessarily
become an acceptable ontological descriptor. That is, it will be necessary to
relinquish self-determination, which has led to the writing of the classical
hierarchy in the global table of identity and difference organized by the
arsenal of raciality ^ and their assumption that the ‘other of Europe’ should
remain separated to avoid contamination, or die out. In sum, the critical
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itinerary that can seriously threaten the apparatus of racial subjugation is
not separation, mixture or oblivion ^ all well-intentioned gestures (in some
cases), which, more often than not, further reify racial difference.
Borrowing from Z› iz› ek’s (2000) description of the ‘crazy decision’ that
would bring about emancipation from the ideological bounds of cultural dif-
ference, I propose that the cure for the ethico-political e¡ects of racial di¡er-
ence is not less, it is more, more engagement with, more analysis of, more
critique of the context of emergence and conditions of production of the
tools that set up and sustain this rather e⁄cient biopolitical arsenal.

Notes
1. I am italicizing the term race to emphasize the fact that when I use it I am
referring to the social scientific concept. When I refer to common uses of the
term, such as when it stands for racial difference or race relation, I use single quo-
tation marks: ‘race’.

2. In Silva (2009a, 2009b), I provide an analysis of the global present in which I
indicate how the tools of racial power ^ which in my work I call the analytics of
raciality ^ play a role in global subjugation. There I present a description of what
I call the ‘global contract’, in which I argue that liberalization measures, and the
factors determining nation-states’ escalation of their security apparatus, include
stipulations that demand the inclusion of racial, ethnic and gender-sexual subal-
tern collectives.

3. As Foucault describes it:

For natural history to appear, it was not necessary for nature to become
denser and more obscure, to multiply its mechanisms to the point of
acquiring the opaque weight of a history that can only be retraced and
described, without any possibility of measuring it, calculating it, or
explaining it; it was necessary ^ and this is entirely the opposite ^ for
History to become Natural. (2005: 140)

4. Elsewhere (Silva, 2007) I show how Hegel’s transformation of universal reason
into Spirit allowed for the formulation of projects of knowledge of man and
society, including two versions of anthropology, which assembled what I call the
analytic of raciality; the latter is a political/symbolic apparatus led by the
concepts of the racial and the cultural, which deploys the classical formulation of
di¡erence ^ and its requirement for visibility and for an intrinsic equal/unequal
duality ^ the products of which are irreducible and unresolvable.

5. An important related consequence is that early 20th-century social scientific
texts would, under the celebration of humanity (human unity and diversity), natu-
ralize (by writing it as innate, universal, or as human capacity) classification itself
in texts that rejected the main arguments of the science of man. See for instance,
Durkheim and Mauss’s Primitive Classification (1963), Durkheim’s Elementary
Forms of Religious Life (1995) and Le¤ vi-Strauss’s The Savage Mind (1966).
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