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Introduction
Setting the Stain

A man’s character greatly takes its hue and shape from the 
form and color of things about him.

Fr eder ick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom

This book, as the title indicates, is about ethics and race. The conjunction 
may confuse—​would not the phrase “ethics of race” be more accurate? The 
grammatical modification, though minor, is meant to capture an endeavor 
distinct from the application of a metric to a concept. A short discussion of 
the latter formulation—​of what an “ethics of race” designates—​will help to 
distinguish the approaches.

An “ethics of ” may be said to denote an assessment of the value, contin-
gent or absolute, of any number of possible representational “objects,” includ-
ing but not limited to phenomena, deeds, states of affairs, affects, and beliefs. 
This “ethical” assessment is conventionally distinct from ontological determi-
nations of “what something is,” those apperceptive processes by which objects 
are said to appear to consciousness. An “ethics of,” then, implies the coming 
of some object into consciousness prior to and independent of an “ethical” 
process to which it is subsequently subjected. Representational identity, in 
other words, is taken as initially nonevaluative; “what exists” serves thereby 
as the object upon which “ethics” enacts its effects. Accordingly, only a small 
set of representational objects would appear for us as ethical objects; solely 
those matters that pose significant and practical problems—​that rattle what 
we think of as the smooth exercise of daily life, or that explode in ways that 
make anything like a “daily life” impossible—​would comprise the primary 
material for these critical if optional evaluative reflections. On this under-
standing, to engage in an “ethics of ” is to bring the question of value, as if for 
the first time, to phenomena definable without reference to value.
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At its most rudimentary, an “ethics of ” thereby connects two elements: a 
distinct “ethical object” (i.e., an action, quality, belief, or state of affairs capa-
ble of being put into question)—​an account, that is, of “what is now going 
on” that calls for rethinking—​and a mode of evaluative interpretation (i.e., a 
system, formula, or hierarchy of principles in light of which the value of the 
ethical object, of “what is now going on,” is disclosed). Without a distinct 
object an “ethics of ” has nothing—​or rather too many things—​to evalu-
ate, leading to overly formless imperatives. General agreement may exist, for 
example, that “technology” raises important ethical questions, yet as an ethi-
cal object “technology” reasonably includes information gathering systems, 
molecular gastronomy, autotuning, and perhaps, as Jacques Derrida contends, 
language itself.1 An “ethics of technology” at this panoramic scope could fur-
nish little more prescriptive insight than cautious support of “good” rather 
than “bad” technologies—​in effect, unhelpful restatements of the original 
question. Conversely, the absence of a coherent mode of evaluation easily 
trivializes the ethical object, creating contradictory or banal prescriptives. 
Applying an intuitive or “common sense” approach to a particular state of 
affairs, for instance, implies an ethical object that requires no special exercise 
of thought; moreover, it overlooks the possibility that this state of affairs may 
be itself the expression of contradictions internal to that “common sense.” 
Sartre’s account of the student torn between caring for his mother and fight-
ing for his country illustrates how “common sense” core values like “family” 
and “patriotism” can generate the dilemmas they are then invoked to resolve.2

On these conditions an “ethics of race” would appear a prime or at 
least serviceable philosophical project. “Race,” though difficult to define, 
certainly expresses a linguistically distinct notion that no other term 
replicates in its knotty mix of genealogical meanings and associations. 
Moreover, that race remains resiliently and controversially significant for 
descriptions of “what is now going on”—​globally, psychologically, politi-
cally, and economically—​suggests that it presents a legitimate and urgent 
object for ethical interrogation. It would appear as well that any number 
of evaluative theories might be harnessed to yield an ethics of race: com-
municative ethics, contract theory, natural or human rights discourse, vir-
tue ethics, etc. The availability of plausible models of application suggests 
an ethical examination of race is not only feasible but also well overdue. 
Despite this, no ethical analyses of race exist.3 To be sure, the topic of race 
surfaces occasionally in contemporary cultural and political theory, fields 
of discourse that frequently employ the prescriptive language of ethics but 
for which that language and the conditions of value are not themselves 
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primary matters for reflection. In these interventions—​often examining 
some aspect of multiculturalism, postcoloniality, hybrid identities, or 
transnational movements—​the nature of the good (as freedom, equal-
ity, self-​expression, etc.) and of the ethical subject (as a discrete possessor, 
giver, and arbiter of value), on which ethical claims about race necessarily 
depend, tend to be presented as self-​evident, and thus escape precisely the 
critical attention that an evaluative study would generate. As a result, most 
cultural and political theory waggingly presented under the auspices of 
“ethics” has little to no ethical analysis to recommend it.

Take, for instance, the common presupposition in discourses of race that 
the qualitiative assessment or “prejudgment” of embodied racial appear-
ance constitutes a discriminatory practice. The broader evaluative principle 
invoked here is that ethical worth be determined independently of physiolog-
ical appearance. It is a dualism that, in effect, holds that the object of ethical 
analysis and the object of material analysis be separate and non-​intersecting. 
Most interventions of ethics and race start from this premise, yet it is far from 
decisive. For one, it presumes that an evaluative apperception of the body is 
a kind of “doing” or practice distinct from and subsequent to a value-​neutral 
perception. This would mean we first “see” embodied subjects as sets of ethi-
cally unmediated physiological features to which we then, from some private 
internal reserve, affix (false) qualitative judgments. Relatedly, a principle that 
“one should not judge people based on appearance” imagines ethical subjec-
tivity as what can be grasped apart from material “appearance.” If so, what 
precisely would be the genuine, non-​material substance of subjectivity being 
grasped here? Lastly, there is the metethical problem of the exclusion of phe-
nomena like bodies from the set of proper ethical objects, insofar as any such 
prohibition against ethics would itself be an ethical proposition. From where, 
other than ethics, could such a dictate come? Do bodies not have to fall under 
the auspices of ethical judgment in order to be deemed off limits to ethical 
analysis? How could ethics be expected to oversee itself in this way?

These are only a handful of the questions that an ethical examination of 
race would be obliged to address, questions that, notably, do not reduce to 
whether “racialization” is “good” or “bad” but place under negotiation the 
very parameters of ethics and thus the nature and function of value. It should 
not be expected, then, that the results of such an intervention will lend theo-
retical legitimacy to what is now being said about ethics and race, grounding 
conventional patter. On the contrary, they will indicate the relation of ethics 
and race as conducting an ongoing logic that Western modernity has long 
tried to disown, that of the genealogical inheritability of embodied value.
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The disclosure and tracing of this logic begins by way of the briefest expla-
nation that an “ethics of race” of the type described above has not taken place 
because, in short, it is not possible. This impossibility is not a consequence of 
“race” being too diffuse a notion to serve as an ethical object or of the lack 
of an appropriate ethical formula to which it could be submitted but of the 
overlapping discursive functions of ethics and race such that to speak of one 
is already to invoke the other.

The impossibility of an “ethics of race” should create some worry for any 
imagined application of ethics (inclusive of “justice” and “rights”) to either 
racial strategies or ends, as it will affirm that race is not the kind of thing to 
which ethics could apply. Correlatively, it should be emphasized that “race” 
is not here the problem—​as if the conceptual logic of value were not deeply 
implicated in this simultaneity of signification. As the book will show, one 
will be misled from the start by imagining ethics as innocent or impartial 
and thus as what displaces all responsibility for incoherence, contradiction, 
and paradox onto the delinquencies of “race.” It may even turn out that, in 
the historical fight against racial hierarchies, “ethics” has always—​perhaps 
necessarily—​been playing both sides.

The Descent
So why is an “ethics of race” not strictly possible? Why, that is, is the relation 
of ethics and race not amenable to the guise of form and content, method 
and data, or theory and practice? The answer begins with the standard model 
of ethical theory, operative for any “ethics of X” as explained above, as what 
contains, in essence, three sequential steps: the presentation of an ethical 
object for evaluative assessment, the submission of that object’s qualities to 
evaluative scrutiny, and the securing of that assessment to the object through 
the metaphor of “attachment” or “disclosure.” This standard model of ethi-
cal theory, Bernard Williams writes, “implies a general test for the correct-
ness of basic ethical beliefs and principles.”4 Williams also gestures, however, 
toward the existence of ethical objects that defy the operation of that stan-
dard model, not because they are “bad objects” but because, in some fashion, 
they corrupt or disable the model itself such that “there cannot be such a 
test” of the object’s value. This standard model or “test” thus has two possible 
outcomes: either the revelation (or confirmation) of the object’s proper worth 
or the disabling of the test by the object that incapacitates the very procedure 
of ethical evaluation.
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This object for which can there be no test—​that implodes it or elicits com-
promised and tainted results—​is, for Williams, the “prejudicial” object. As 
he explains, when “prejudices” are held about an object, for instance, a type 
of person, ethical theory cannot conduct a proper evaluation, for what that 
theory would encounter is not that type itself but an already prejudged kind 
of entity. Accordingly, to properly evaluate an object ethical theory must 
encounter it as what has no known worth; for ethics to give an unprejudiced 
assessment value cannot have previously infiltrated and distorted that upon 
which it is to pass authoritative judgment. Even if value were intrinsic to the 
object, ethical analysis would need to approach it as having an as yet unde-
termined and thus unknown worth. Ethical theory on this account must 
be other than that which it assesses, something external to and outside of the 
object’s definition and representational possibility; the object, for its part, 
must not have value as constitutive of or “attached” to its definitional iden-
tity but must instead be available to consciousness as ethically unmarked. In 
the matter of “race,” then, the efficacy of the standard model depends upon 
ethics demonstrating its externality to race such that race as a possible ethical 
object be conceptually available prior to and outside of any value that may 
later characterize it.

In those instances, however, in which race does arise as a theoretical 
problem—​the kind of problem that an ethics of race might be summoned to 
treat—​value seems already “insinuated” in advance of its application through 
a formal model. That is to say, race names a difference that emerges precisely 
in the context of evaluative hierarchies. For example, when Immanuel Kant 
catalogues the “genuine races” in the following manner

First race, very blond (northern Europe), of damp cold.
Second race, copper-​red (America), of dry cold.
Third race, black (Senegambia), of dry heat.
Fourth race, olive-​yellow (Indians), of dry heat.5

the list means to indicate not merely a genealogy of anthropological descent 
but simultaneously that of evaluative “descent.”6 Racial kinds are for Kant 
qualitative as well as physiological—​a single taxonomy suffices to map both 
distinctions. Kant does not treat us to a singularly ontological argument jus-
tifying racial difference and then, in a subsequent move, overlay comparative 
worth upon those differences. To exhibit behavioral patterns of comparative 
worth correlative to physical features is rather just what it means to be raced. 
The list is thus ordinal as well as cardinal—​in telling us that there are “four” 
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races it simultaneously indicates their “natural” positions with respect to the 
human template as “unraced.” No additional mechanism is required outside 
of this declarative to situate races evaluatively; there are no sequential “steps” 
as in the standard model: no unmarked object that precedes evaluation, no 
separate judgment of worth, and no “attachment” of value to a discrete yet 
neutral representation. Value appears here not as external and secondary to 
racial difference—​as a procedure recognizably distinct from and posterior to 
it—​but as the expressive significance of that difference. Races are what they 
“are” in being thus ethically differentiated.

The question raised is whether race can function as an “ethical object” 
prior to and outside of value such that it can act as the novel recipient of val-
ue’s attentions or whether, if suffused by value in its basic configuration, it is 
contaminated by the very thing that would study and assess it from without. 
The “test,” it seems, could not be whether value has infiltrated race in all of 
its appearances but whether value is nothing other than that differentiating 
force by which race is understood to enact its effects. The affirmation of this 
premise would signal the impossibility of an “ethics of race” for the reason 
that “race” would designate thereby an articulation of the ethical. Race could 
not then be “presented” to ethics as a stranger or inconnu; neither could it 
stand “before” ethics as what temporally precedes it, for that would mean 
enjoining ethics to deliver a verdict upon itself—​that is, upon a sign that 
mobilizes in the name of value.

This book maintains not only the impasse of “ethical” analyses of race for 
these reasons but also elucidates the intricate logic and implications of the 
relation that ensures, likewise, that each and every analysis of race is “ethical,” 
which is to say, always and necessarily that of value. What is meant by “ethics” 
and “race” will of course be under consideration throughout, but it can be 
shared in advance that by the close of this study neither term will have ceded 
to the other nor to any third term that would attempt to secure and temper 
their effects (e.g., truth, system, description, history, language, etc.). What 
will be shown instead is that, despite their appearance as antithetical, eth-
ics and race execute similar and corresponding functions as what designate 
and justify coordinated and relational appearances of differential value. It 
will be asserted, moreover, that this value is not preceded by an earlier mode 
of difference—​most notably, a purely descriptive difference to which value 
then can be said to apply, attach, or otherwise adhere. Value, on the contrary, 
will disclose itself not as this or that kind of difference but as that by which 
anything could show up as such—​that is, by which any entity exists as “itself.” 
As constitutional and conditional for the appearance of representation and 
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meaning, value (and by extension, race) will at once refer to (1) a historic and 
material coordination of signifiers or marks through which embodied ethical 
subjectivity becomes recognizable, and (2) the idiom that sustains simultane-
ously the causal logic of responsible subjectivity and the logic of transferable 
responsibility and thus inheritable worth.

Such claims may seem implausible as a consequence of a study like 
this:  how could an analysis of “race”—​a concept so unrepentantly narrow, 
historically leaden, and unjust—​generate insight not only into the structur-
ing of value to which “history” and “justice” are themselves indebted but also 
to the very possibility of representation? Indeed assertions like these threaten 
a host of what we have come to believe about the proper place of ethical and 
racial difference: that a subject’s qualities should be determined solely on its 
deeds and not its embodied features; that deeds are knowable as pre-​ethical 
phenomena prior to their evaluative assessment; that ethical worth is unin-
heritable such that all subjects enter the world as ethically innocent and 
hence unmarked; and that the subject in its ethical expression detaches from 
all affiliative lineages of embodied worth.7 All of these convictions attest, in 
effect, to the inessentiality of evaluation and racialization—​that as subse-
quent to epistemological determinations of “what is” they in no way enable 
the representations to which they “attach.” Instead these applied ancillary 
layers are taken to envelop original phenomenal content in a manner that 
readily obscures and corrupts our ability to grasp that original existent in its 
primordial value-​neutral and unraced state.

It is not merely, however, that ethical and racial determinations are under-
stood to obscure original percepts but are thought to do so by means of a 
particular force of distortion. Of values, Nietzsche writes that “almost every 
sense impression [in] our world is colored by them”; Frantz Fanon relatedly 
describes race as a “dye” [colorant] that “fixes” the development of embodied 
self-​consciousness.8 In both depictions ethics and race face incrimination as 
what discolor or stain percepts, a staining that eclipses, distorts, hides, and 
falsifies otherwise unfettered and directly intuited phenomena. To encounter 
and contemplate a being or phenomenon as it originally accedes to conscious 
awareness—​as unmarked and uncolored—​one becomes thereby obliged 
to strip from that existent all ethical and racial associations: to perform an 
interpretive exercise of stain removal.

The guiding question of this book is whether value denotes an inherently 
secondary, applied feature that succeeds—​and thus attaches to or imprints 
itself upon—​already existing representations. Does value by its very defini-
tion exhibit the structure of the stain as what “colors” both the world and 
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its inhabitants and thus, simultaneously, tarnishes, distorts, and hides those 
initial existents as they originally arise to consciousness as value-​neutral? Is 
value truly a valence that we place upon phenomena, as an evaluative interpre-
tation conducted separately from and subsequent to the perceptual awareness 
of phenomena? (How would we then measure this break? This temporal lag 
between the “unmarked” representation not yet stained by value and its evalu-
ative marking? Or the equivalent distance between the “initial” recognition 
of the subject in its unmarked and unmediated state of disaffiliation and that 
in which it becomes perceptually yoked into criminal ties of racial associa-
tion?) If, alternatively, the perceptual world is unavailable to us in the way 
we have so long dreamt—​unmarked, uncolored, unstained—​value would not 
signify a stain one attempts to remove to get at a more authentic and origi-
nal impression underneath. It would stand, rather, for the differential mark-
ing any phenomenon—​as this and not that entity—​must presuppose for its 
appearance, insofar as relations of difference by which existents may arise as 
distinctly “what they are” would be necessarily relations of value.

And if this is so? What then would have to be said about the nature of 
value? One might begin to think, as Frederick Douglass suggests in the open-
ing epigraph, that the very “character” of something—​the qualities of any 
representation or being—​has not only a “shape” but a “hue” or resonance 
of value that has no intrinsic content or “color” but rather acquires that 
content—​that is, becomes available to perception—​in and through its actual-
ized relations to other “characters.” One might then start to wonder whether 
value as a nonsensory, nonempirical condition for the possibility of differen-
tiated representation could be mistaken for an a priori form of intuition like 
space and time.

Any such conclusion would have to be a mistake. For how could someone 
like Frederick Douglass—​he or any other figure so deeply and historically 
stained—​attune us to greater philosophical transparency?

Two Alibis
That ethics and race both exhibit the dynamic of the stain neither exempts 
nor immunizes them from the effects of the other. On the contrary, their 
greatest danger lies, we are told, in their interaction. Each is said to stain the 
other so severely as to produce misperceptions and distortions that render the 
other unrecognizable. Contemporary theory, accordingly, gives us two ver-
sions of ethics and race in which each is derided and mourned, respectively, 
as the attachment that stains and that which is stained. The protestation that 

 

 



	 Setting the Stain� 9

    9

race is perverted by ethics is perhaps the less conspicuous of the two com-
plaints so will be addressed first. A discussion of the complementary claim 
positing the staining of ethics by race follows.

The Ethical Staining of Race

In Visible Identities, Linda Alcoff offers that the “visibility” of race enables 
the exploitation of differences of physical embodiment such as “skin tone, 
hair texture, [and the] shape of facial features.”9 Although “almost laughably 
insignificant” in their own right, she explains, these differences nevertheless 
provide the physiological indices for racial classifications. Such constellations 
of physiological features, Alcoff emphasizes, are not themselves inexorable 
referents of race but what have become historically intuited “visual manifes-
tations” and “markers” of racial difference. Each bodily mark by which race is 
signified and materialized is accordingly a “sign” that “invites interpretation 
to discern what is behind it, beyond it, or what it signifies.”10 As with any 
semiological system, these marks of race acquire meaning through their rela-
tion to other physiological marks, those both apparent as well as “hidden” on 
and through the body. Race, like gender, is itself never seen or conceptualized 
as such; one apprehends only materialized instances of it, instances that are 
not themselves unified representational figures (e.g., the body as such) but a 
coalescence of signs that testify, sometimes assuredly, sometimes vaguely, to 
the synthetic of race.

Visibility, Alcoff continues, is nevertheless only one of three components 
of racial difference:  “The concept of race and racial difference emerged as 
that which is visible, classifiable, and morally salient.”11 Each element, more-
over, bears varying culpability for the discriminatory effects of race. That we 
acknowledge visible corporeal differences, Alcoff contends, is not insidious 
in itself—​neither are classifications based on those differences, she proposes, 
even when those categories are “arbitrary” as in the case of race. Danger arises, 
Alcoff asserts, only when the intrinsically value-​neutral differences between 
features become disparately valorized. Accordingly, it is the third element, 
“moral salience,” that for Alcoff converts embodied distinctions into sym-
bolic marks of differential worth. By “moral salience” Alcoff does not mean 
any simple valorization of racial signifiers as either “good” or “bad” but their 
more complex linking to dispositional and behavioral tendencies—​seemingly 
descriptive assertions, that is, of the performative qualities of subjects: “What 
is pernicious about race classifications . . . is the host of attributes purportedly 
correlating to physical racial features.”12 Classifications of race untouched by 

 


