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In his landmark 1994 book The Racial Contract, philosopher Charles Mills borrows the “social contract” language of liberal political thought to make this same claim about the basic organization of the world’s social structures. He argues that we live in a world “built by the Racial Contract”; that is, “global white supremacy” is itself a political system, the one resulting from the fact that the world has been “foundationally shaped for the past five hundred years by the . . . gradual consolidation of global white supremacy.”28 Mills characterizes that political system in comprehensive, distributive terms, describing it as “a particular power structure of formal or informal rule, socioeconomic privilege, and norms for the differential distribution of material wealth and opportunities, benefits and burdens, rights and duties.”29 This book contends that he is correct.
As this chapter moves forward to explain the structure of today’s world in terms of the historical motions it embodies, it will be helpful to pause first to highlight a key pair of concepts that we will return to throughout the book—cumulative advantage and cumulative disadvantage.
Cumulative Processes
Money, goods, knowledge, and technology can be or can provide social advantages. Debt, pollution, and knowledge gaps are social disadvantages. These are also products, the direct  results of intentional human activity. We can ask basic questions about any given moment: Where are these advantages and disadvantages produced, and whose labor is involved in producing them? When they are produced, where do they go, and who gets access to them? More simply, who gets what, and how much of it? These are questions about distribution, or how advantages and disadvantages are spread out across people, countries, and social positions. This is a core concept that we can use to analyze many problems of injustice, which can happen when a system directs more or fewer advantages to a place or population than it ought to.
The concept of distribution is intimately related to another important concept: accumulation, which marks how advantages and disadvantages build up over time. When we’re thinking about advantages, think paychecks. If you get paid more than your bills and expenses cost, you can save up the excess money—an accumulation of advantages. In any given moment of need, money in a bank account is an advantage. But how much you are able to keep in that account depends on the size of your paychecks over time, that is, your distribution of income. When we’re thinking about disadvantages, think about trash collection. If sanitation workers are not available or do not do their essential work, then, like the disposable income in a savings account, the trash accumulates. But in this latter case, the accumulation is adverse, and the amount of trash in an area ultimately represents the distribution of access to sanitation service over time. Since accumulation results from past distributions, this pair of concepts help us understand how past injustice explains present injustice, and how present injustice can explain future injustice.
This also provides a route into a different way of thinking about the political situation, one that animates some reparations arguments. Rather than thinking of racial disparities in wealth or access to public health as evidence of some nefarious undiscovered intentional conspiracy, we can explain disparities in many cases as simply the present accumulated imprint of past racist distributions of resources and infrastructure
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