Semiocapitalism is rooted in racial exploitation
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Mills begins his list of examples with slavery and Native American expropriation. An argument for the illegitimacy of most currently held property claims could be made on the basis of those alone, since they can be thought of as large-scale instances of theft thoroughly integrated into the development of the US economy. Notice, however, that though Mills characterizes these 'transactions'-centuries-long processes, which worked very differently in different times and places-as instances of racial exploitation, his broader argumentative strategy does not require it. Fortunes built on expropriation and slavery were very plainly not earned through processes wherein the rights to life, liberty, and property of all parties to the transactions were respected. Whatever justice in acquisition and justice in transfer require, claims to wealth produced by seizing land through the doctrine of discovery, owning and selling the products of their enslaved labor violate them. If we are seeking to describe and explain these practices, then theorizing about race and changing racial norms is 5 Mills, "Reply to Critics," 261. Emphasis mine. 34 crucial, but no such theorizing is necessary in order to consider whether the property claims slavery and land expropriation produced were legitimate by contemporary liberal norms; it can be argued that redress is owed for these practices, or that the wealth holdings that followed them were illegitimate, regardless of how the broader theory of racial exploitation fares. But a theory of racial exploitation ought to treat these cases as paradigmatic. These practices played an enormous role in producing what Mills calls "illicit white advantage"-the elimination of which is his primary goal in theorizing racial exploitation in the first place. To determine whether Mills's theory fits these cases, I'll turn to some of the historical work about the racial ideas that were prevalent early on in these practices.
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