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tract (1997) is an indispensable text for teaching about racism, as 
demonstrated by the fact that it has been adopted by courses in 
philosophy, political science, sociology, anthropology, literature, 
African-American Studies, American Studies, and more.  Indeed, 
there are generations of students across the country who have 
grappled with how contemporary racism works via this text. 

Contemporary Anglo-American philosophy, particularly since 
the publication of John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice (1971), has been 
dominated by an account of justice that abstracts out from existing 
injustice into the realm of ideal theory which assumes the existence 
of a just society. In one of the most important challenges to this mode 
of theorizing, Charles’ life work forced philosophy to grapple with 
the fact that liberalism—contra the usual conflation of its theoretical 
commitments with the actual historical record—has historically been 
racialized and assigned conceptions of personhood and resulting 
rights and responsibilities on the basis of race. Charles sought to 
recuperate contractarian liberalism from its racial origins and re-
frame it conceptually to place questions of racial justice at its center. 
As he explained in Black Rights/White Wrongs (2017), this is the 
only way that racial justice could be achieved. Charles gives both 
substantive and strategic reasons for this claim: liberalism’s ideal of 
moral equality is normatively attractive even if it has never been ful-
ly implemented in practice, and as the dominant political ideology 
in the world today, a conception of racial justice rooted in it has a 
greater likelihood of being adopted. 

Charles’ scholarship was exceptionally creative and made a 
number of important contributions to the philosophy of race, schol-
arship on racial justice, and critical race theory. The concepts of 
“the racial contract” and of “white ignorance” were particularly 
significant in his work. 

Charles developed the notion of the racial contract in order to 
show the inner logic of racial domination and how it structures po-
litical communities in the West and elsewhere in a way that would 
be easily understood by those familiar with the notion of the social 
contract. The racial contract, he argues, is political, moral, and epis-
temological; it is an exploitation contract— i.e., it determines who 
gets what. The racial contract is also global; it emerged at a par-
ticular point in time with European conquest and colonization. The 
concept of the racial contract is brilliant because it makes visible 
and palpable how, since the invention of race, societies have been 
hierarchically ordered to apportion privileges to some and make 
possible the exploitation of others. Charles’ notion of the racial 
contract is widely cited in contemporary scholarship on race and 
racism, as scholars routinely refer to the concept to sketch accounts 

of how racism functions and is reproduced. 
The concept of “white ignorance” has been equally influen-

tial and fundamental for understanding contemporary racism. It is 
related to the racial contract in that it refers to the epistemological 
aspect of the contract— i.e., how race shapes agreements about 
who can know what as well as how this in turn shapes the moral 
orientations of white citizens in a racial polity. Charles defines white 
ignorance as a non-knowing fundamentally structured by race. It 
operates for both racist cognizers—those with straightforwardly 
racist beliefs—and non-racist cognizers—those without prejudice 
who may nevertheless form mistaken beliefs because of the social 
suppression of pertinent knowledge. The concept of white igno-
rance thus helps explain why some citizens might argue that oppor-
tunities for blacks and whites have been the same in the US since 
the end of slavery, or why they might incorrectly believe that Black 
citizens and immigrants are the primary beneficiaries of welfare. In 
actuality, it is working-class whites who are the largest beneficiaries 
of federal anti-poverty programs, even though they have a lower 
rate of poverty than Blacks and Latinos as a group. The concept of 
white ignorance is thus crucial for understanding both how racism 
is reproduced in ostensibly ‘color-blind’ eras, and why narratives of 
white grievance have become such potent mobilizing tools in our 
current moment.

Beyond his accomplishments as a scholar, Charles was a love-
ly human being. His humor, kindness, and self awareness made 
him easy to approach and interact with despite his professional 
stature. I recall him sharing the news of his election as president of 
the Central APA with a characteristic twinkle in his eye, adding that 
this was not as impressive as it might seem because only about 20 
people usually vote in these kinds of elections. Nevertheless, it was 
clear that he was pleased, largely because giving the presidential 
address would give him a chance to return to a theme that was 
central to his professional life: that philosophy, as he tirelessly doc-
umented, remains a very white discipline both in its subject matter 
and its practitioners. Charles devoted lifelong efforts to diversifying 
philosophy as a discipline and forcing it to grapple with his critique 
of the historical moral evasions of standard contractarianism and 
liberalism. Charles also supported and nurtured the work of people 
of color as well as the work of women in philosophy and political 
theory. He was a mentor to many, as well as a generous supporter 
and friend.

His clear-eyed, incisive, kind, and hopeful moral voice was a 
gift in these troubled times. He will be sorely missed.■

—Juliet Hooker, Brown University

Frances McCall Rosenbluth

With the passing of Frances McCall Rosenbluth on No-
vember 20, 2021, the profession has lost a brilliant 
scholar, a powerful advocate for gender equality, a 

beloved mentor, and a warm and generous colleague. Rosenblu-
th was one of the first and most prominent women in the fields of 
comparative political economy and rational choice approaches to 
the study of politics. She used her stature to lift others up, and con-
tributed enormous time and energy to promoting excellence in the 
discipline of political science. 

As a scholar, Rosenbluth took on a breathtakingly wide range 
of subjects—Japanese political economy, the politics of gender, 
war and politics, and most recently, the contemporary crisis of dem-

ocratic institutions in advanced economies. She produced seven 
books, three edited volumes, and more than 40 articles and chap-
ters. She earned multiple awards, including APSA’s Victoria Schuck 
Award for the best book on women and politics which she won in 
2012 with co-author Torben Iversen. She was elected to the Amer-
ican Academy of Arts and Sciences in 2007 and was awarded a 
Guggenheim fellowship in 2011. 

Rosenbluth was born in Osaka and grew up in Japan and 
Taiwan. While aware of the importance of national cultures, histo-
ries, and social norms to politics, at heart she was a rationalist who 
maintained that people respond to incentive structures embedded 
in political and economic institutions, and that they change social 
relations through bargaining and threats of exit.

Rosenbluth’s early work centered on the study of Japanese 
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politics and political economy. Her first book, Financial Politics in 
Contemporary Japan (1989), challenged the conventional wis-
dom that Japan’s culture was unique and that theoretical approach-
es used in the rest of the world did not apply. She also showed, ac-
cording to her obituary in the Yale Daily News, that “the Japanese 
economy was neither as efficient nor as viable as it appeared to 
most commentators. These innovations quickly established her as a 
leader in the field.”

Her 1993 co-authored book, Japan’s Political Marketplace, 
overturned the prevailing view that Japanese politics was beholden 
to its bureaucrats, and did so by supplying an inventory of the sub-
tle but effective ways that politicians control bureaucrats. As Amy 
Catalinac of NYU recalls, publication of the book marked “a wa-
tershed moment in research on Japanese politics.” Rosenbluth also 
tackled the reasons behind Japan’s chronic low fertility. She argued 
that fertility decline there and in other advanced democracies was 
not a sign of women’s progress, as some feminists had maintained, 
but rather proof of women’s exclusion from the labor market. 

Rosenbluth was a towering figure in the study of the political 
economy of gender, an area of research that she channeled in her 
legendary undergraduate course “Sex, Markets, and Power.” Her 
theory of gender equality forged a creative rapprochement be-
tween difference feminism and liberal feminism. She believed that 
many women want families, but that when women devote all their 
time to care work, they have little potential to exit hierarchical and 
abusive family relations. Wage work in the labor market—and ca-
reer success—gives women the resources they need to bargain for 
egalitarian conditions at home, at work, and in society generally. 
At a small dinner at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
that launched discussions leading to the Daedalus special issue on 
women’s equality, Rosenbluth noted, “I’m a Virginia Woolf feminist. 
Women need a room of their own and 500 pounds.” 

In her epic Women, Work, and Politics (2010) which she 
co-authored with Iversen, Rosenbluth argues that women politicians 
could make easier inroads into political office in party-centered, 
list-based electoral systems than in majoritarian, candidate-cen-
tered systems. As in the economy more generally, women do better 
in institutional contexts that are less punitive toward people who 
interrupt their careers to raise families. Iversen recalls that "Frances 
was a brilliant scholar who possessed one of the rarest of qualities: 
the ability to condense deep knowledge about particular cases into 
striking theoretical insights." 

Rosenbluth’s work with John Ferejohn was enormously influ-
ential. Their book, Forged Through Fire: War, Peace, and the Dem-
ocratic Bargain (2016), operates on a vast canvas, tracing the in-
terplay between war and democracy across space and time. They 
hatched the collaboration while touring an exhibit of 16th century 
Japanese artifacts, and over many years tested their ideas by or-
ganizing conferences with historians of diverse eras from ancient 
China to Renaissance Italy, among others. Ferejohn credits Rosen-
bluth for guiding the process: "I cannot say enough about how ef-
fective and persistent Frances was in keeping our eyes on the kinds 
of generalizations we were seeking and insisting that the historians 
react to them (brutally if they thought it necessary— some did). I 
came away amazed at her combination of enthusiasm, eagerness 
to find answers, flexibility in her approach and, at the end of the 
day, wisdom."

Her most recent book, Responsible Parties: Saving Democra-
cy From Itself (2018), which was co-authored with her partner and 
colleague Ian Shapiro, argues that the decentralization of institu-

tional power has contributed to contemporary democratic crises 
around the world. Far from generating greater representation, the 
devolution of power has done the opposite. Parties are no longer 
able to aggregate citizen interests and develop long-term policy 
responses to today’s pressing problems. Democracies around the 
world need stronger, disciplined, hierarchical parties, not parties 
that claim to be inclusive but respond primarily to polls and activists. 

Many of us came to know Rosenbluth through the leadership 
role she played in advancing the interests of women in the profes-
sion. At Yale, she served as a mentor to dozens of women within the 
department and advocated gender equity in faculty hiring. As ad-
visor on more than 40 dissertation committees, Rosenbluth helped 
students succeed. LaiYee Leong, a student from the early 2000s, 
remembers that her own long absence from New Haven “did not 
affect the regularity and attention with which Frances checked in 
with me (via email and phone calls) to keep me on track.” Rosen-
bluth understood that the road to academic success could be circu-
itous, especially for women, and she supported her students on the 
path they chose. 

As deputy provost for faculty development, Rosenbluth worked 
to help people balance family and career, including by advocating 
for an early childhood learning center for scholars working in Yale’s 
laboratories. She brought her ideas and commitment to work-life 
policies to all the organizations she worked with. The President of 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, David Oxtoby, de-
scribes her as a “thoughtful leader” within the Academy and notes 
that “she inspired all through her example.”

In her work with APSA she led with a light touch—sharing the 
spotlight and drawing others into leadership roles by example and 
by invitation. She didn’t micromanage but inspired and empowered 
others to contribute to the collective. Former APSA president Jane 
Mansbridge remembers Rosenbluth not just as “an extraordinary 
political scientist, but also as an extraordinarily hard worker in the 
cause of women, particularly women in our profession.” Along 
with Mala Htun, Rosenbluth co-chaired Kathleen Thelen’s presiden-
tial task force on Women’s Advancement in the Profession. Among 
other APSA projects, Rosenbluth contributed countless hours to the 
construction of an APSA database, the Project on Women and Mi-
norities, or P-WAM, which tracks their progress through the career 
pipeline to locate more precisely the impediments to diversity in po-
litical science.

Some will remember Rosenbluth for her scholarly accom-
plishments and the institutions she built. But what made her truly ex-
traordinary was her character—warm, generous, inclusive, always 
gracious, totally relaxed, completely unflappable. She had a won-
derful sense of self-irony, a self-deprecating wit, and a slightly mis-
chievous laugh. A devoted mother, partner, and friend, Rosenbluth 
mixed public and private lives in ways that set her as a role model 
for everyone. She remained an extraordinarily productive scholar 
while preserving time for things that matter. She taught us how to 
learn and how to live.■

—Mala Htun, the University of New Mexico
—Dawn Teele, Johns Hopkins University

—Kathleen Thelen, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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