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Alain Locke’s Critical Pragmatist  
Philosophy of Ethnic Race” 

 
Michael Omi and Howard Winant present in their book 
Racial Formation in the United States three 
paradigms of race: the ethnicity theory of race, the 
class-based theory of race, and the nation-based 
theory of race. This paper will focus on the first of 
these three paradigms: the ethnicity theory of racial 
formation. Key to that theoretical perspective is the 
view that races are cultural, rather than, biological 
groups. As such, the boundaries that demarcate 
racialized populations are not static and fixed. For 
this reason, the concepts of assimilation and cultural 
pluralism are essential features of the ethnic theory 
of race. The African American pragmatist philosopher 
Alain L. Locke is arguably a representative of the 
ethnicity paradigm of race. However, it is argued in 
this paper that Locke’s philosophy of race represents 
a critical pragmatist version of the ethnicity theory 
of race that avoids many of the criticisms aimed at 
that paradigm. The paper considers assimilation as a 
racial program/practice that Locke advocated early 
in his career. It is further argued that Locke begins as 
an assimilationist but as his philosophy of race 
becomes more critical, he is compelled to abandon 
that position in favor of cultural pluralism. The paper 
ends with a presentation of cultural pluralism as 
Locke’s mature philosophy of race, one that is 
informed by aspects of the African American 
intellectual tradition that make it a more critical 
philosophy of race than any pragmatist alternatives.  


