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INTRODUCTION

In the seventh chapter of his Letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul portrays an agent
who is prone to a vexing and particularly recalcitrant form of self-frustration. “I do not
understand my own actions,” he writes, “[f]or I do not do what [ want [0 féiw], but I do [roid]
the very thing that I hate [ uo®].” (Romans 7:15)! What so perplexes him is the unintuitive
relationship between his mental life and his conduct, between what this ‘I’> wants and what it
finally does. Typically, actions follow more or less directly from our intentions, just as effects
follow from their causes. This makes them intelligible. But here, the ‘I’’s actions contradict its
own desire. It does precisely what it hates.

The perplexity only increases when Paul introduces moral terms onto the scene. “I can
will what is right [z0 xaiov], but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good [dyafov] that I want, but
the evil [0 ... kaxov] I do not want is what I do.” (Rom. 7:18b-19) The failure now assumes the
form of a distinctly moral self-frustration. The ‘I’’s actions contradict not only what it wants but
also its judgments about the right and the good. This brings Paul to a precipice. All of the normal
springs of action have been exhausted. The ‘I’ does what is evil, not because of a false belief or a
vicious desire, but rather in spite of true beliefs and virtuous desires. Both the source of this evil

and the ability to resist it elude Paul. The power of the mind to govern our conduct, famously

! Unless otherwise stated, all biblical translations are from the NRSV.

2 Whether Paul is speaking here of humanity in general, humanity prior to Christian conversion, or for that matter,
any actual human being at all remains a matter of great debate. Stanley Stowers argues that the speaker here is not
meant to refer to Paul himself, but is rather an instance of the Hellenistic rhetorical trope of “speech-in-character”
or mpoowronotia. Stanley Stowers, “Apostrophe, Prosépopoiia, and Paul’s Rhetorical Education,” in Early
Christianity and Classical Culture: Comparative Studies in Honor of Abraham J. Malherbe, ed. John T.
Fitzgerald, Thomas H. Olbricht, and L. Michael White, Supplements to Novum Testamentum 10 (Leiden: Brill,
2003), 351-69; Stanley Kent Stowers, A Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews, and Gentiles (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1994).
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portrayed by Plato in his metaphor of the chariot driver,* fails to exercise its usual control. This
experience bewilders the defeated ‘I’, rendering its own actions unintelligible even to itself.

This confusion does not, however, stop Paul from trying to bring the phenomenon to
language, and the result is remarkable. A fissure seems to appear at the very center of this ‘I’, as
if the first-personal pronoun cracks under a pressure it cannot sustain. Paul writes, “Now if I do
what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.” (Rom. 7:16-17)
Within the span of a single sentence, Paul paradoxically asserts that these evil deeds both are and
are not attributable to the ‘I’. No sooner has he identified the ‘I’ who wills with the ‘I’ who acts
than he swiftly doubles back to disavow it. “[I]t is no longer I that do it, but sin...” We might
think that, having exhausted the usual springs of action within the self, Paul is forced to press
beyond the self in search of the cause of these evil deeds. The agent becomes intelligible to itself
only once it acknowledges that its actions are not simply its own - that a mysterious, second
agent is acting through, or perhaps even in lieu of, the self. Yet, as we see in the monologue’s
dramatic conclusion, these evasive maneuvers ultimately fail. The first-personal pronoun
emphatically returns when the ‘I’ cries out, “Wretched man that I am!” [éyw dvOpwmog] (Rom.
7:24) The wretchedness of this evil is finally attributable to no one other than the ego who
commits them, even if it does so in spite of itself.

The ambiguity of this account has produced lively exegetical debates. Some of these
fixate on the apparent fissure just mentioned, interpreting it as evidence of a tragically divided

self.* “The mind” [§ voig], which Paul identifies as his “innermost self” [éow dvOpwmov] (Rom.

3 Plato, Phaedrus, 253c-255a

4 Bultmann famously endorses the view that flesh/spirit mark, not two distinct parts of a self, but rather two
existential modes of being that encompass the whole of the self. “Just as his willing and doing are not distributed
between two subjects — say, a better self and his lower impulses — but rather are both realized by the same I, so
also are the ‘flesh’ and ‘mind’ (or the ‘inner man’) not two constituent elements out of which he is put together.
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7:22), turns out to be neither the whole of the self nor the self’s most practically effective part.
Rather, it stands at odds — even at war — with the “sinful passions” [za wa@nuato @V duopTidv)
(Rom. 7:5) and “desires” [émBvuiag] (Rom. 6:12) that work in and through the body, apparently
with a mind of their own.> Alongside this broadly Platonic account, others detect a more
Aristotelian lineage. On their view, the Apostle describes a case of moral weakness, or akrasia,
in which the agent is torn between competing desires and ultimately acts against its better
judgment.® Further others suggest that Paul’s thinking is more aligned with the Jewish notion of
an “evil impulse.”” In each case, these interpretations construe the recalcitrant moral failure as
the product of an internal contradiction where sin is conceived as a part of the self, typically the
irrational and affective part.®

Those who favor an apocalyptic interpretation, on the other hand, see much more at play
than a merely moral psychological problem. Instead of the internal fissure at the heart of the self,
they focus on the moment in which the self is apparently overtaken by a mysterious, external
power called Sin.” After all, Paul routinely depicts Sin as an agent, the subject of action verbs. It
“seizes” opportunities and “produces” desires in the self (Rom. 7:8); it also “enters the world”

(Rom. 5:12), “comes to life” (Rom. 7:9), “deceives,” (Rom. 7:11) “enslaves” (Rom. 7:14) and

Man is split.” (Rudolf Bultmann, “Romans 7 and the Anthropology of Paul,” in Existence and Faith: Shorter
Writings of Rudolf Bultmann, trans. Schubert Ogden (New York: Meridian Books, 1960), 151.)

For a Platonic account, see Emma Wasserman, The Death of the Soul in Romans 7: Sin, Death, and the Law in
Light of Hellenistic Moral Psychology, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, 2:256
(Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008).

Stanley Stowers and Troels Engberg-Pedersen advocate this view. See Stanley Stowers, 4 Rereading of Romans.
Justice, Jews, and Gentiles (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 269—72, and Troels Engberg-Pedersen,
“The Reception of Greco-Roman Culture in the New Testament: The Case of Romans 7:7-25,” in The New
Testament as Reception, ed. Mogens Miiller and Henrik Tronier (New York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 54-56.
7 Joel Marcus, “The Evil Inclination in the Letters of Paul,” Irish Biblical Studies 8 (January 1, 1986): 8-21.

For an important 20" century philosophical interpretation of Romans 7 along these lines, see Hans Jonas, “The
Abyss of the Will: Philosophical Meditations on the Seventh Chapter of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,” in
Philosophical Essays: From Ancient Creed to Technological Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).
Here, I capitalize “Sin” in keeping with many apocalyptic interpreters to emphasize it as a personified agent. It is
worth noting that others have noted the positive valence of sin in its biblical usage. See, for example, Paul
Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 81-99.
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even “kills” (Rom. 7:11) the self, subjecting it to the rule of a foreign law. The emerging picture
is not of a divided self,'° torn apart by conflicting mental states,!! but of a single agent
overwhelmed, even possessed, by a second agent that acts in and through it.!? These accounts
certainly admit that the ‘I’ in this condition remains an agent; it is just a relatively incompetent
one. The real dramatic action, that which adequately explains what its powers of mental
causation fail to explain, occurs between two non-human protagonists: the Spirit of God/Christ
and Sin/Flesh. In this “three-actor moral drama,”'® supra-personal powers strive to rule not only
the ‘I’ but the entire cosmos. The tragic disjunction between knowledge and action is thus not the
consequence of an internal contradiction but an exponent of supra-personal powers that hold
sway over the ‘I’.

This apocalyptic reading casts the phenomenon of moral self-frustration at the heart of
the passage in a very different light. First, it changes the sense in which the ‘I’’s actions are
unintelligible to itself. The confusion results, not from an inexplicable internal contradiction, but
from the constricted, psychological scope itself. Since the springs of action do not simply or

exhaustively lie within the self, even the most scrupulous introspection is bound to end in

10 Tn his classic critique, Krister Stendahl argues that the long interpretive trajectory centered on Paul’s
“introspective conscience” lacks historical support and, instead, represents a much later obsession with interiority
and the individuated ‘I’. See Krister Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,”
Harvard Theological Review 56, no. 3 (July 1963): 199-215.

! Ernst Kéisemann summarizes this “apocalyptic” view nicely. “Anthropology is here the projection of cosmology...
Because the world is not finally a neutral place but the field of contending powers, making both individually and
socially becomes an object in the struggle and an exponent of the power that rules it.” Ernst Kdsemann,
Commentary on Romans, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 150.

12 With reference to Romans 7:8 in particular, James D.G. Dunn writes that Paul “denotes sin as a personified power
oppressing human experience in the following verses — so experience/know sin as a force operating on and within
the decisions of the everyday.” (James D. G. Dunn, Romans, Word Biblical Commentary 38A-B (Dallas: Word
Books, 1988), 1:378.

13 J. Louis Martyn, “Epilogue: An Essay in Pauline Meta-Ethics,” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and His
Cultural Environment, ed. John M. G. Barclay and Simon J. Gathercole (New York: T&T Clark, 2006), 173—
83.177f. Martyn develops an account of apocalyptic powers in his Galatians commentary. See J. Louis Martyn,
Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible 33A (New York:
Doubleday, 1998), 370-73.

4



antinomies. The ‘I’ does that which it hates. To focus solely on the agent’s internal states is to
remain oblivious to the broader cosmological drama in which it is embedded and the more
potent, supra-personal forces that ultimately control it.

This broader scope also reveals the agent’s condition to be more severe than the moral
psychological interpreters might admit. Whereas an akratic agent can be strengthened by
exercising powers that already lie within her, the agent in Romans 7 does what is evil in spite of
a well-functioning mind and well-oriented desires. It needs, not to be morally corrected or
improved from within, but to be rescued from beyond. The agent suffers, not from moral
weakness, but a much more severe condition of extreme immorality, one that proves particularly
resistant to improvement. As one recent interpreter puts it, Paul describes a person who has
undergone a “death of the soul”'* — an unrelenting and normative unresponsiveness to morals the
rectification of which exceeds the agent’s own power to effect.

These are crucial themes to which this dissertation will return again and again. But before
turning to our topic more directly, one further insight bears noting. For all its emphasis on the
exteriority of sin, the apocalyptic interpretation of Romans 7 refuses to empty the ‘I’ of agency
and interiority. Paul’s text strongly resists this implication. He speaks often of “sinful passions”
and “desires,” along with the relatively impotent judgments and intentions of the “innermost
self.” Though Sin assaults the self from without, it is equally clear that it “dwells within me”
[oikoDoo. év éuoi] (Rom. 7:17) and “works in our members to bear fruit for death.” [z ...

EVIPYETTO €V TOIG UEAETIY HUAV, €iS TO Kaproppiiool 7@ Qovare] (Rom. 7:5) These passages make

14 This term has roots in ancient Hellenistic moral psychology, particularly amongst Platonists. Emma Wasserman
defines it as “a moral-psychological drama in which the worst part of the soul defeats the best part.” Wasserman,
The Death of the Soul in Romans 7, 8. She argues that the agent Paul describes in Romans 7 suffers from such a
condition wherein the rational part of the soul is figuratively killed by the passionate, lower parts of the soul that
are identified with sin. See Wasserman, 76—116.
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it difficult to suggest that the ‘I’ is simply coerced by Sin, as if it were a victim of sheer
compulsion. There is a more complex, nuanced relationship between these two agents.!® But it is
significant that, for Paul, the anthropological /ocus for this interaction between exteriority and
interiority is found in the affections, that part of ourselves over which we have the least control.
In fact, in one particularly suggestive passage, he even claims that Sin “produced in me all kinds
of desires.” [kazeipydoaro v éuoi waoov émbouiov] (Rom. 7:8) The implication is that the sinful
desires that one experiences as one’s own are actually affective effects of an encounter with a
power that lies beyond oneself. They are remnants of that foreign agent’s activity upon the self,
and, even more terrifyingly, traces of that Other’s enduring presence within oneself. In this light,
the affections are not simply the bodily urges or appetitive longings that inhibit self-control.
Rather, they indicate a kind of foreign control at the very root of the self.

Rather than enter into the exegetical debates, this project proposes that the very dynamic
in Paul’s text that drives these debates also reveals something profound about our nature as
agents. Granting that human beings are agents who bear a remarkable capacity for moral
motivation and a certain vulnerability to moral weakness, it asks if there are still other cases of
moral self-frustration that are not so easily explicable with reference to our powers of mental
causation alone. Is it possible that agents might commit evil deeds that fundamentally elude
moral psychological analyses, deeds under which the first-personal pronouns seem to crack
under the explanatory pressure? I will argue that these cases do, in fact, exist and are
unfortunately quite ordinary. Furthermore, the theories that attempt to explain these phenomena

follow Paul by positing the existence of supra-personal forces that constrain and enable

15 The non-competitive nature of divine and human agency for Paul is a central theme in the edited volume by John
M. G. Barclay and Simon J. Gathercole (eds.), Divine and Human Agency in Paul and His Cultural Environment
(London: T & T Clark, 2006)
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individual agents. But to see this, we must move well beyond the historical scope of biblical
studies and the introspective perspective of moral philosophy in order to explore a much more
contemporary, concrete, and distinctly political context — namely, tenacious antiblack racism in

the United States.

§1 The Tenacity of American Racism

For the entire history of the United States of America, the realities of racial violence and
domination have stood in monstrous contrast to the enlightened ideals inscribed in our founding
documents. For most of that history, this gap could be explained by the existence of pervasive
antiblack prejudices. So long as Black people were judged to be somehow less human that white
people, white Americans could enslave Black people even as they affirmed the fundamental
equality of persons before God and under the law. All persons were equal, but only white people
counted as persons.

This belief in a natural, often divinely ordained, racial hierarchy was frequently coupled
with equally racist desires and emotions which collectively animated and preserved the
institutions of white supremacy. The extreme efforts to keep schools, churches, neighborhoods,
and workplaces racially segregated were the result of a widespread desire amongst white people
to inhabit white-only spaces. The white desire for expressions of deference and subservience
from Black people orchestrated all manner of interracial social interactions that, if not satisfied,
could quickly turn deadly. Antiblack hatred motivated the racial terror of the Ku Klux Klan. A
prevailing white fear of Black men’s sexuality generated anti-miscegenation laws and lynch
mobs. White people expressed disgust toward the sub-human conditions in which Black people

were forced to live and anger toward those who dared to improve those conditions. Through the



middle of the twentieth century, most sociological models of racism emphasized these
prejudicial attitudes as the defining feature and animating principle of racial inequality.'¢

But by the final third of the twentieth century, the United States underwent a precipitous
decline in explicitly racist sentiments.!” Such trends align with shifts in the cultural acceptability
of racist language and the massive legislative and judicial reforms brought about by the Civil
Rights Movement. One might think that these declines in antiblack prejudice would have led to
equally significant declines in racial inequality. Without racist beliefs and desires, there should
be nothing standing in the way of a steady, if gradual, decline in racial injustice.

As mounting volumes of social scientific research have shown, this is far from the case.
Whether one looks to respective income levels, accumulated household wealth, access to high-
paying jobs, political representation, educational achievement, access to quality housing, access
to medical care, incarceration rates, and even expected lifespan, Black Americans remain at a

significant disadvantage vis-a-vis their white peers in nearly every measure of social well-being.

§1.1 Social Theories of Tenacity

18 social scientists have increasingly turned away

To solve this “puzzle of persistence,
from attitudinal models of racism in favor structuralist ones. These locate the cause of enduring

racial inequalities, not in subjective prejudices in individual minds, but in objective conditions

16 For examples, see Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1958) and
Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, 1st ed. (New York: Harper
& Brothers Publishers, 1944).

17 Maria Krysan and Sarah Patton Moberg, “Trends in Racial Attitudes,” University of Illinois Institute of
Government and Public Affairs, August 25, 2016, https://igpa.uillinois.edu/programs/racial-attitudes. Howard
Schuman, Racial Attitudes in America: Trends and Interpretations (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1997). In the 1930s, for example, a strong majority of white Americans expressed strong opposition to integrated
schools and interracial marriage. But by the turn of the twenty-first century, these indications of white racial
attitudes suggest that a nearly total inversion had occurred over the intervening seven decades.

18 Orlando Patterson, “The Mechanisms of Cultural Reproduction Explaining the Puzzle of Persistence,” in
Routledge Handbook of Cultural Sociology: Second Edition (Taylor and Francis, 2018), 122-32.
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rooted in our material and social environment. They convincingly argue that generations of
antiblack violence and oppression have shaped the very fabric of our social order, concentrating
wealth and power in the hands of white people by siphoning it from persons of color.!® This
gives a kind of order, or structure, to society. Even steep declines in racist attitudes and changes
to cultural norms do little to repair the more deeply embedded patterns that materially benefit
white people and disadvantage non-white people. Race has attained a social profundity that
conditions — or structures — everything else. This means that racial inequality is reproduced so
systematically and with such a thoughtless automaticity that it is largely impervious to the
changes in our racial attitudes. As one influential sociologist put it, contemporary racism
amounts to a “racism without racists.”

This marks a surprising parallel with our reading of Paul. When the contents of our minds
fail to explain human conduct, both Paul and these social theorists appeal to supra-personal
powers to fill the explanatory gap. Of course, we should not overstate this similarity.
Contemporary theorists would balk at Paul’s theological description of these powers, not to
mention his presumption that the powers that ultimately move us lie in the domain of religion.
But it is equally true that social theorists are themselves divided about how to understand these
forces. Marxists are likely to speak of group-based material interests indexed to economic
realities. Foucault’s intellectual inheritors may invoke historically contingent discursive regimes

that discipline what it is even possible for agents to see, think, or do. Such diversity suggests that

19 Laura Sullivan et al., “The Racial Wealth Gap,” Institute for Assets and Social Policy, Brandeis University &
DEMOS, 2015; Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro, Black Wealth, White Wealth: A New Perspective on
Racial Inequality (New York, NY: Routledge, 2006); Meizhu Lui and United for a Fair Economy, The Color of
Wealth: The Story behind the U.S. Racial Wealth Divide (New York : New Press : Distributed by W.W. Norton,
2006).

20 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in
America, 4th ed. (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014)
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these supra-personal forces are complex and multidimensional. They, no less than our
psychological powers, resist easy conceptualization. But there is overwhelming consensus
amongst scholars of contemporary racism that, however one might think of them, powers of
social causation are essential for understanding the tenacity America’s most persistent moral
failure.

This turn away from human interiority has provided a powerful solution to the puzzle of
persistence. But it raises serious questions about the place of human agents and their rich inner
lives amongst these larger forces. Contemporary racism may be able to persist without racists,
but it surely could not exist without agents. The broad social patterns revealed through empirical
research and statistical analysis are, after all, the cumulative result of choices made by
individuals and groups - even if the consequences of those choices are not evident to the ones
who make them. Social theorists are likely to admit this. They would simply say that their task is
not to explain the nature of agency but rather to account for the fact that supposedly
unencumbered agents display such remarkable statistical similarities and coordination in our
choices and conduct.

Here again, social theorists provide us with powerful explanatory resources. Marxists
speak of ideologies as forms of social consciousness that serve the material, group-based
interests of the ruling class. These interrelated sets of beliefs depict existing political relations
amongst groups as natural and just, thereby mystifying the group-based material interests that are

actually responsible for these conditions.?! Those who prefer their social theory in French might

2! For accounts of racism as ideology, see Tommie Shelby, “Ideology, Racism, and Critical Social Theory,”
Philosophical Forum 34, no. 2 (June 1, 2003): 153—88; Tommie Shelby, “Racism, Moralism, and Social
Criticism,” Du Bois Review: Social Science Research on Race 11, no. 1 (2014): 57-74; Lukas Egger, “Theories
and Critiques of Ideology as a Foundation for a Critical Theory of Racism,” Austrian Journal of Political Science
48, no. 3 (January 1, 2019): 17-28.
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quibble about the relation between basic material realities and the ideal constructions about them.
But they agree that social domination entails a fundamentally discursive process that disciplines

subjects to see the “order of things”??

as natural and fitting. For both, agents continue to make
choices. But our choices are dominated by material, ideological, and discursive conditions that
condition and influence them.

These developments in social theory have done much to illumine the way that social and
political relations affect the inner lives of agents. For example, it is difficult to imagine how the
white supremacist regimes operating in such geographically and culturally diverse locations as
Brazil, South Africa, India, and the United States could take hold without a relatively unified set
of racist ideas to coordinate their efforts. Furthermore, the isomorphism of such beliefs with the
material interests of the racially dominant helps us understand how they could plausibly enjoy
such a long shelf life.

But there are also reasons to wonder whether these theories grasp the complexity of
human life in general and racial life in particular. Though calculations of material group interests
are very clearly part of what moves us to act, these hardly exhaust our motivations. This is most
evident in our personal lives, where we pursue not only material security but also things like
truth, goodness, and beauty — sometimes even when those pursuits place our well-being at risk.
But even our baser, political motivations resist such easy characterization. Voting blocks are

t23

frequently moved to act in sharp contrast to their material interests by racial resentment* and

22 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. (New York: Vintage Books,
1994).
2 Thomas Frank, What’s the Matter with Kansas?: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America, 1st ed. (New
York: Metropolitan Books, 2004).
11



righteous anger,?* economic despair® and varieties of hope. This suggests that, in solving some
aspects of the puzzle of persistence, the shift away from prejudicial attitudes and the richness of
human interiority may have also occluded others.

There is a further theoretical concern that brings us closer to our central theme. By
emphasizing the ideological and discursive formation of agents living in racialized societies,
social theorists seem to presume that ideas and language have the power to move us. But, as Paul
knew all too well, the relationship between what we know and what we do is hardly self-evident.
Even after the racist ideologies that funded generations of white supremacy in the United States
have lost currency, our actions — individually and collectively — indicate that we are not entirely
outside of racism’s grip. Might it be that the supra-personal forces that preserve the racial order
have shaped our nature as agents even more profoundly? Might the fixation on ideology and
language that has illumined so much also conceal the more primordial, affective tethers that bind
us to one another and to the racialized world in which we live, move, and have our being? I will
argue that this is, in fact, the case. But to see this, we need to look beyond these social theoretical

insights and consider empirical psychological research on social cognition.

§1.2 Psychological Underpinnings of Tenacity

As social theorists were turning to the supra-personal realm to explain the tenacity of
racism, social psychologists pressed even further inward. They sought a similar question to that
of the social theorists: how can racial inequalities persist in the absence of racist beliefs and

desires? But instead of material conditions and ideologies, these scientists exploited new

24 Antoine J. Banks, Anger and Racial Politics: The Emotional Foundation of Racial Attitudes in America (New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
25 Anne Case and Angus Deaton, Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2020).
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advances in computing and experimental methods to detect and analyze the embodied,
psychological processes that undergird all that we feel, see, and do. Over the past four decades,
empirical research on the “broad affective system”?® has challenged a long-standing assumption
about the role of conscious, deliberative thought in human behavior. This affective system refers
to the autonomic and endocrinal processes that are relatively spontaneous, effortless,
computationally inexpensive, and phylogenetically older than the semantically structured
processes involved in reflective thought and deliberation. It coordinates many of the
physiological responses to environmental stimuli that we share with non-human animals,
including the fight or flight response and Pavlovian reward-punishment mechanisms.?’
Their findings have disclosed a new dimension to the problem of racism’s tenacity that existing
social theories struggle to accommodate.

Implicit biases are judgments or behaviors that are relatively unconscious and automatic.
This means that they remain undetected without the aid of sophisticated experiments. As
relatively unconscious, these biases are believed to be introspectively opaque; individuals do not
know that they exhibit these biases in the way that we know of our explicit aversions and
preferences or our explicit judgments. This means that individuals might hold an explicit belief
that Black people are the intellectual equals of white people even as they evince antiblack bias
when grading a paper or conducting a job interview. Furthermore, as automatic, these biases are
triggered by environmental stimuli that may or may not even register in person’s conscious

awareness. This means that we do not choose to exhibit these biases. Even more alarming is the

26 This is Peter Railton’s term. See Peter Railton, “The Affective Dog and Its Rational Tale: Intuition and
Attunement,” Ethics 124, no. 4 (July 1, 2014): 827f.

27 For an excellent summary of these findings, see Stephen T. Asma and Rami Gabriel, The Emotional Mind: The
Affective Roots of Culture and Cognition (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2019).
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finding that, once triggered, these biases tend to elude intentional efforts to control them. In fact,
some such efforts actually exacerbate the bias — making things worse.

The detection of these biases in the late 1980s and 1990s led to a flowering of empirical
research, and the theoretical models have only recently begun to catch up with and synthesize
these findings. It is particularly important to note the influence this research has had on moral
philosophers and philosophy of action.?® This owes to the fact that such research at least seems to
suggest that much of what human beings do — including that which seems to be morally
significant — results from automatic processes over which we have little direct control and
therefore not the deliberative processes over which we have a good deal more control.?

For our purposes, these findings reveal another dimension to the problem of racism’s
tenacity. They suggest that the social logic of race has permeated the very depths of our psyches,
coordinating our spontaneous evaluative perceptions of as well as our most primordial, affective
responses to one another. Some of these biases appear to rely on those psychological
mechanisms involved in semantic processing, but there is also evidence that even our autonomic,
physiological fear responses show signs of racialization.*°

If this is so, then the level of coordination between supra-personal forces and our
embodied psychological processes is even closer than theories of ideology or discursive

formation suggest. The powers that influence and move embodied creatures like us are not

28 For an overview of this research and its implications for empirical moral psychology, see Jonathan Haidt, “The
New Synthesis in Moral Psychology,” Science 316, no. 5827 (May 18, 2007): 998—1002.

29 This has implications for theories of moral responsibility, act attribution, aretaic evaluation, personal identity, and
a very many other topics in these fields. See Michael Brownstein, The Implicit Mind: Cognitive Architecture, the
Self, and Ethics (New York, NY, United States of America: Oxford University Press, 2018).

30 David M. Amodio, Eddie Harmon-Jones, and Patricia G. Devine, “Individual Differences in the Activation and
Control of Affective Race Bias as Assessed by Startle Eyeblink Response and Self-Report,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 84, no. 4 (2003): 738-53, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.84.4.738. For the
notion of “affect heuristic,” see Paul Slovic et al., “Risk as Analysis and Risk as Feelings: Some Thoughts about
Affect, Reason, Risk, and Rationality,” Risk Analysis: An International Journal 24, no. 2 (April 2004): 311-22.
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exhaustively discursive. Rather, it seems that we are bound to our material and social
environment at an even more basic level, one that constrains and distorts how and what we feel
toward and perceive in one another. Of course, these tethers are not chains; we are not simply
condemned to repeat these patterns that reproduce racial inequalities. But this research certainly
helps us understand how it is possible for embodied creatures like us to so routinely act in ways
that contribute to the very racial evils we abhor. Our actions follow, not only discursive patterns,
but more elementary and intransigent affective pathways.

This research on implicit bias reveals much about racism’s affective depths, but it
conceals others. For one, social psychologists have tended to explain implicit biases observed in
laboratory settings by positing a particular kind of attitude, namely, implicit attitudes, as their
cause. This sits uneasily with the central social theoretical insight that enduring racial
inequalities cannot be explained with reference to individual mental states. It has also led to
heated debates between social theorists and social psychologists. Some of these debates are about
explanatory adequacy. Structuralists claim that the psychologists miss the forest for the trees,
since the primary contributors to racial inequality are irreducibly social forces embedded in our
material environment.®! Social psychologists claim that structuralist explanations leave an
explanatory gap of their own, one that the concept of implicit attitudes might plausibly fill.>?

Other correlate debates center on the prescriptive implications for repairing racial injustices.

31 See, for example, Sally Haslanger, “Distinguished Lecture: Social Structure, Narrative and Explanation,”
Canadian Journal of Philosophy 45, no. 1 (2015): 1-15.

32 Payne and colleagues offer one recent attempt to bridge the gap between personal/systemic accounts of racism
with a revisionary conception of implicit bias. See B. Keith Payne, Heidi A. Vuletich, and Kristjen B. Lundberg,
“The Bias of Crowds: How Implicit Bias Bridges Personal and Systemic Prejudice,” Psychological Inquiry 28, no.
4 (October 2, 2017): 23348, https://doi.org/10.1080/1047840X.2017.1335568.
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Should antiracism advocates focus primarily on legislative and policy goals, or should they

spend precious resources on implicit bias workshops and “resistance™? trainings?

§1.3 Tenacity as a Descriptive, Ethical, and Theological Problem

The unresolved nature of these debates suggest that the phenomenon of racism’s tenacity
eludes the existing conceptual repertoire of both critical race theory and social psychology. Just
how, given its social-structural and implicit-psychological dimensions, should we understand the
tenacity of racism? Are there other resources that might plausibly integrate these components of
this most recalcitrant moral failure in American life? And what, then, does this mean for how we
orient our efforts to dismantle racism and repair its lasting effects?

This prescriptive concern undergirds, at least implicitly, much of the scholarly activity in
both fields. That is, critical race theorists and social psychologists of race are centrally interested
in the function of social oppression and psychological processes, but these descriptive questions
likely attained such salience because they promised some insight into how we might rid
ourselves of racial injustice. This prescriptive impulse already indicates that ethical questions —
broadly understood as concerning how we ought to live — are already at play in these fields. But
there is an even more fundamental question implied in these debates, one that critical race theory
and social psychology are less prepared to answer. Namely, what does the tenacity of antiblack
racism mean for our self-understanding as agents?

This is decidedly not the concern of critical race theory or social psychology. In fact,
their insights into racism’s tenacity were made possible by relegating the agent to the periphery

of explanations that centered respectively on impersonal powers, whether supra-personal forces

33 Alex Madva, “Resistance Training,” The Philosophers’ Magazine 91 (2020): 40-45.
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or sub-personal mechanisms. But we should not mistake these powerful functional explanations
of social evils as replacements for action explanations, nor should we suppose that the
explanatory inadequacy of our inner life empties it of ethical significance. After all, the
prescriptions about how to dismantle racism are directed toward human beings who are
presumably capable of heeding those insights and changing their ways. Whether that change
involves attending a Black Lives Matter protest, lobbying elected leaders to commit to
reparations for slavery, having an uncomfortable conversation with a family member who
forwarded you a racist email, or attending an implicit bias training session, it is always some
agent, i.e., a creature capable of authoring one’s own actions in response to reasons, that commits
the deed. Such creatures think, evaluate and choose amongst options, deliberate how best to
achieve their ends, and make judgments about what is right or good to do. These person-level
dynamics may not fully explain all that we do, but neither do expansive social forces or intricate
psychological mechanisms fully explain such phenomena as consciousness, perception,
evaluation, and judgment. Furthermore, it would be very rare indeed to find a person who
understands themselves as a mere functionary of supra-personal forces or an amalgamation of
psychological mechanisms. Even within the descriptive domain, the fact that racial oppression
and cognition has demonstrably changed in various epochs suggests that whatever dynamics are
responsible for the reiteration of racial logics do not exhaust racial dynamics.** For all of these

reasons, the question about what it means to be an agent remains a living one.

34 Anthony Giddens well-known notion of “structuration” attempts to name this ambivalence between reproduction
of the same and introduction of novelty. See Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society.: Outline of the Theory
of Structuration, 1st pbk. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). Emirbayer and Desmond have
developed an even more complex and compelling account of these dynamics within the context of the
contemporary racial order. They suggest that this order includes a reiterative, projective, and a practical
dimension. See Mustafa Emirbayer and Matthew Desmond, The Racial Order (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2015).
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Such questions about the nature of agency typically fall within the domain of moral
philosophy, concerned as it is with moral consciousness and its relation to the intentional
conduct of agents. But this field has a deep-seated tendency to approach these questions by
extracting human beings from the natural and social environment that contextualizes all of our
conduct.’®> Even when environment and context is considered, it is frequently treated as a set of
formal constraints on conduct. To be clear, such formalism and abstraction have been crucial to
understanding central aspects of human life. We are the kind of creatures who are capable of
moral motivation and who also fail spectacularly to act in accord with our judgments about the
right and the good. While moral philosophers have spilled considerable ink reflecting on these
phenomena, their predilection for abstraction from concrete moral contexts and their largely
individualistic scope has meant that they have not always considered why our moral failings take
the particular shape they do. That is, one might note that human beings exhibit a general
propensity for weakness of will; we frequently act in ways that contradict our evaluative
judgments because, say, a more tempting option presents itself to us. But the research into
racism’s tenacity suggests that there is a further, more severe problem affecting moral agents in
race-salient situations. Specifically, agents (primarily white agents but, as we will see, not
exclusively so) exhibit evidence of a pervasive antiblack bias that colors moral consciousness,
deliberation, and even conduct. This means that agents are more likely to commit moral failures
in situations where Black people are present. It also means that Black people are more likely to
suffer the unjust consequences of these moral failures than are white people. Moreover, the
agents who perpetuate these racial slights and injustices need not — and frequently do not —

intend them, and it is equally likely that they lack awareness of both the internal bias coloring

35 I emphasize that this is a tendency, but there are certainly moral philosophers who resist it.
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their moral deliberation and of the external effects that result from their actions. Insofar as these
biases are products of relatively automatic and unconscious processes, the agents who exhibit
them seem not to be able to detect or control them. They occur, not because of our beliefs or
desires, but rather in spite of those beliefs and desires. This is perhaps the most insidious finding
from the research on implicit racial bias. They appear even in good and strong-willed agents,
those who believe in racial equality and earnestly desire racial justice.

In other words, there seems to be a racial structure to the moral life in the United States
(as well as in other countries)*® that moral philosophers who neglect the insights of critical race
theory and social psychology are likely to overlook. This research complicates existing moral
philosophical accounts of moral weakness in two ways. First, it shows that there are moral
failures for which conscious mental states like beliefs and desires cannot explain. Second, there
are kinds of moral failure which arise not from intentional deliberation but from the spontaneous
and affective depths of our nature.

This brings us, finally, to the central question of dissertation. What does it mean for our
self-understanding as agents who live in racialized societies like the United States that even good
and strong-willed persons routinely find ourselves acting in ways that contribute to the very
racist evils we abhor? This is certainly an ethical question about the nature of agency. But, as my

phrasing of the question suggests, it bears a remarkable congruence to the problem that Paul

confronts in Romans 7 and that, at least on his account, entails a theological dimension. For Paul,

36 Race structures moral life in other countries around the world as well, of course. There is a sense in which, given
the vast reach of European colonialism, white racial supremacy has come to be a global structure. In locales as
different as South Africa, India, Brazil, and Australia, white people ruled over persons of color, and they
established enduring racial hierarchies with white people positioned at the top. But we must note that, while these
contexts are each iterations of white supremacy, there are important differences in how the various racial
categories are constructed and how their boundaries are adjudicated. Plus, the meaning of racial categories varies
greatly across these contexts. So, this project limits its scope to the racial order as it presently exists in the United
States even as it acknowledges that it shares much in common with other white supremacist polities.
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remember, the power of the mind to govern conduct proved impotent in the face of a mysterious
power that was simultaneously external to the ‘I’ even as it permeated its affective depths. This
impotence was more unrelenting than the quotidian phenomenon of moral weakness. Neither
moral instruction nor training in virtue could ameliorate it, since its mind already knew what was
good (i.e., the law of God) and desired to do it — even delighted in it. It suffered, not from a
deliberative error like akrasia, but a more fundamental disruption in which its power of choice
had been severed from its power to act. This more extreme moral condition indicates that the
agent is not merely morally weak, but morally dead. Though the agent remains an organically
living creature, he or she suffers from what the ancients called the death of the soul. This means,
more precisely, that the agent’s condition is characterized by an entrenched and enduring
unresponsiveness to moral suasion, exhortation, or training in virtue. The ordinary methods by
which agents and their communities intervene to prevent or correct recalcitrant wrongdoing
prove insufficient for such a person. He or she needs not to be instructed or trained but rescued
and delivered from this condition. Their hope lies, not within but beyond the self —in a
redemptive and reconciling power that affects and influences agents on the human scene but
fundamentally exceeds that scene.

This dissertation argues that these Pauline theological insights about our nature as agents,
the forces that incline us to evil, and the religious power by which we are delivered therefrom not
only contribute to existing debates in contemporary scholarship on racism’s tenacity in American
life, but they also illumine the ethical and religious depths of those questions. All of these
insights center on the nature of the affections and their place in human life before God, and I will
argue that attending to the affective life of contemporary racism opens new descriptive, ethical,

and theological horizons for understanding its tenacity and its meaning for our self-
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understanding as agents. But to gain these insights, we must look beyond the Apostle Paul who,
for all of his theological insight, produced neither a thorough account of human affections nor a
systematic account of the place of those affections in moral and social life. For that, we turn to a
much later thinker who not only advocated certain of these Pauline insights but also developed

them within an ingenious theory of the affections, human sociality, and redemption.

§2 Friedrich Schleiermacher: Sin, Sociality, and Feeling

Friedrich Schleiermacher, the 19" century German philosopher and theologian known as
the father of modern theology, developed an account of sin that integrates the supra-personal and
the affective dimensions of human action. In The Christian Faith,>’ he presents a picture of
human beings as thoroughly incapable of doing the good they want to do. Like Paul, he attributes
this recalcitrant moral failure to the power of sin, conceived as a force that essentially exceeds
the self even as it permeates and distorts the inner most recesses of its moral psychology. But
whereas Paul’s account remains at the level of first-order theological discourse, a thoroughly
symbolic level of description, Schleiermacher’s doctrine of sin constitutes a second-order
reflection on those symbolic formulations. It seeks not simply to reiterate Paul’s account, but to
reconstruct it in a way maximizes conceptual clarity and systematic coherence.® This famously

9939

leads him to reject the supernatural, or as he calls it “magical,””” understandings of supra-

personal forces as ethereal demons or spirits that were likely what Paul had in mind and were

37 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Christian Faith: A New Translation and Critical Edition, ed. Terrence N. Tice,
Catherine L. Kelsey, and Edwina G. Lawler, First edition. (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press,
2016); Friedrich Schleiermacher, Der Christliche Glaube nach den Grundsdtzen der evangelischen Kirche im
Zusammemhang dargestellt Zweite Auflage (1830/31)., ed. Rolf Schifer, De Gruyter Texte (Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 2008). Cited as CG with English/German pagination.

B CG §§15-16.

39 See, for example, Schleiermacher’s discussion of the devil and it’s supposed influence in these terms in CG §45.2.
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certainly what late antique and medieval Christians had in mind.*° In its place, Schleiermacher
articulates sin and grace as distinctly religious powers that operate on a social register. On his
view, sin generates recalcitrant moral failures in persons and groups by flowing through the very
ordinary, indeed natural, dynamics of human sociality.

This marked a paradigm shift in Christian theologies of sin that has proven to be as
contentious as it is fecund.*! Its fecundity is evident in the immense flowering of theological
reflection on “social” or “structural sin” that rose to prominence in the later 19 and 20
centuries.*? These accounts press beyond traditional accounts of sin as a general scourge
affecting individual agents in the depths of conscience and focused instead on specific, historical,
collective evils like poverty, misogyny, colonialism, and to be sure, racism. The tradition of
Black Theology has issued powerful theological diagnoses of white supremacy and racism, even
race itself, as a form of social or structural sin.** Indeed, it has become almost a commonplace to
speak of chattel slavery, that fateful episode of monstrous disobedience from which sprung an
entire history of racialized suffering, as America’s “original sin.”**

Even if his account of sin marks a turning point in the history of Christian theology, these
later developments far outstrip Schleiermacher’s own thinking about social domination in

general and racial domination in particular. But there is a further, less familiar aspect of

Schleiermacher’s doctrine of sin that, I contend, promises to contribute a great deal to our

40 David Brakke, Demons and the Making of the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christianity (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2006); Inbar Graiver, Asceticism of the Mind: Forms of Attention and Self-
Transformation in Late Antique Monasticism (Toronto, Ontario, Canada: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
2018).

41T address several of the major theological criticisms of Schleiermacher’s doctrine of sin in Chapter 6.

42 Derek R. Nelson, What’s Wrong with Sin?: Sin in Individual and Social Perspective from Schleiermacher to
Theologies of Liberation (London: T&T Clark, 2009).

43 See, for example, Stephen Ray, “Structural Sin,” in T& T Clark Companion to the Doctrine of Sin, ed. Keith L.
Johnson and David Lauber (New York: T&T Clark, 2016), 417-32.

44 Jim Wallis’s recent book is but one iteration of this. Jim Wallis, America’s Original Sin: Racism, White Privilege,
and the Bridge to a New America (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2016).
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understanding of racism’s tenacity. While most critical race theorists cast the supra-personal
forces that constrain and condition agents in ideological and discursive terms, Schleiermacher
argues that sin’s grip on us is even more fundamental. It corrupts our cognitive and volitional
activities by distorting a psychologically prior domain of consciousness, one that is most closely
related to our organic processes and informs our most basic affective and perceptual
apprehension of our environment. He calls this receptive dimension of the soul “feeling”
[Gefiihl], and its primacy vis-a-vis thinking and willing is central to his account of how sin
generates such recalcitrant moral failures. We do what is evil, even in spite of knowing better
and striving to do the opposite, because our springs of action exceed our conscious awareness,
deliberative processes, and our power of self-control.

This insight about the affective depths of sin may help us think about implicit racial bias.
But does it not amount to precisely the kind of retreat into individualism about which the social
theorists have warned? This brings us to Schleiermacher’s most provocative proposal, one that
has been frequently misunderstood. For Schleiermacher, feeling is not simply a bodily arousal or
a private mental attitude. It also entails a profoundly social dimension; feelings can be
transmitted between persons, shared among groups, and even circulated across time and space.
Although this social aspect of feeling is more explicitly treated in his ethical writings, it
undergirds his mature theory of religion as well as, of particular interest for this project, his
doctrine of sin. In other words, Schleiermacher’s well-known reinterpretation of sin as a social
dynamic often overshadows his perhaps even more innovative claim that social dynamics like sin
include an affective dimension. I will argue that it is his insight about the social life of human
affectivity and the affective life of human sociality that opens new descriptive, ethical, and

theological horizons for understanding the ruthless tenacity of American racism.
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Though I will argue that Schleiermacher’s ethical and theological works provide us with
constructive resources for addressing the aforementioned questions that emerge from critical race
theory and social psychology, I want to be equally clear that these works are not, by themselves,
sufficient for the task. This supple and incisive thinker was, like all thinkers, also a limited one.
He was, after all, a white German man of the Enlightenment era. Even if he was relatively
pluralistic by existing standards, he was formed by the racial and Eurocentric (even Prusso-
centric) prejudices of his time. On account of these biographical details, we will clearly need to
turn to other sources for insight into the contemporary political realities of race in the United
States. But even more concerning is the possibility, or rather the likelihood, that his thought is
itself colored by the presumption of white supremacy.* Furthermore, the fact that he died in
1834 means that he never read Marx or Freud, let alone the critical race theorists who exposed
the racial and Eurocentric biases of even these intellectual giants.

These are all fairly obvious points. But [ want to emphasize that my claim is decidedly
not that Schleiermacher holds the hidden key for understanding contemporary racial dynamics.
Nor do I mean to suggest that his insights are somehow immune to the same racialized political
and psychological forces that this dissertation attempts to diagnose. Rather, any illumination his
works might reveal on these matters will require hermeneutical reconstruction in light of other
thinkers and disciplines that are better situated to understand them. For this reason, I will draw

from critical race theory and social psychology to not only articulate contemporary racial

4 Theodore Vial has argued that, while Schleiermacher was a committed pluralist who viewed the differences
amongst various human populations as goods worthy of preservation and internal development, he and other so-
called “expressivists” like Johann Gottfried Herder developed philosophies of language and culture that play a key
role in modern conceptions of race. See Theodore M. Vial, Modern Religion, Modern Race (New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 125-87.
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realities in the United States in their concreteness but also to disclose and amend
Schleiermacher’s theoretical oversights.

But I hasten to note that, for all their genuine insights into contemporary racism, both
critical race theory and social psychology bring their own noetic limitations. Neither critical race
theorists nor social psychologists are centrally concerned with providing answers to ethical and
theological questions, for example. But as I noted earlier, there are also descriptive questions,
questions about the nature and function of racism’s tenacity that lie near the center of these
disciplines’ concerns, that they leave unresolved. If Schleiermacher’s work helps us gain traction
into these matters, then critical race theorists and psychologists alike have reason to consider his
suitably reconstructed insights. Moreover, insofar as critical race theorists and social
psychologists are also human beings who live in a racialized world and whose thinking has
therefore been formed by racial structures and dynamics, we have reason to interrogate their
claims from other, historically distant horizons of inquiry. In short, every attempt at
understanding is, as a human activity, constrained and enabled by certain presuppositions,
disciplinary methods, and contingent facts of history. Rather than deny this fact, we do well to
make the limits and powers of particular thinkers explicit and to pursue new knowledge by
juxtaposing them with other, differently limited thinkers to illumine that which exceeds the

perspective of each on their own.

§3 Theological Stance and Method: Christian Realism and Hermeneutical Realism
This brings us to questions of theological method. Two questions appear especially
salient in this regard. First, what is it about such an inquiry that makes it theological? It may

seem that questions about the tenacity of racism and the moral failures that contribute to it are
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clearly matters of concern for critical race theory, social psychology, and ethics, but it is not
obvious that these are appropriate matters for theological reflection. The same might be said
from the other side as well. Christian theologians might wonder why someone who purports to
be engaged in theology is so concerned with social and psychological explanations of human
nature. So, I need to explain why this subject matter is theological in two senses. Why is this an
appropriate concern for theology, and why is theological reflection appropriate for the subject
matter? This opens up to a second question. If it is the case that the tenacity of racism is an
appropriate subject matter for theological reflection, how do theological resources relate to the
non-theological disciplines of critical race theory and social psychology, and what counts as

valid criteria for evaluating such theological claims?

§3.1 Stance and Method

To respond to these questions, I first want to draw a distinction between an inquirer’s
stance and their method. A stance refers to a set of basic convictions that orient an intellectual
project.*® One might speak of a particular “perspective” on the world or, in another idiom, a
“horizon” that designates the field within which possible objects of inquiry and explanatory
resources appear. A molecular biologist approaches her work on the nature and function of living
things with a certain set of assumptions about, say, what makes something alive rather than not.
This stance is likely to rule out certain non-physical realities, or certainly non-natural ones, as in

any way significant for explaining or understanding how living things carry on living. This

46 Charles Curran provides a thorough treatment of the concept of a stance, one that develops a tradition of Christian
ethical reflection that includes H. Richard Niebuhr and James Gustafson, in Charles E. Curran, The Catholic
Moral Tradition Today: A Synthesis (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1999), 30-32. See also,
James M. Gustafson, Christ and the Moral Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 240-47; H. Richard
Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, an Essay in Christian Moral Philosophy, Library of Theological Ethics
(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999).
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stance will run into its limits, however, if the biologist were asked to give an account of “the life
of the mind.” Daniel Dennett famously argues that we shift between various kinds of stances
when facing different tasks. The biologist might adopt an “empirical stance” in the lab, but when
she engages with colleagues at a conference, she will surely adopt something like an “intentional
stance” whereby she attributes things like conscious mental states to those living things (her
colleagues) for which her physicalist explanations prove insufficient.*’

A method, by contrast, describes the manner in which an inquirer draws upon and
arranges the evidence that appears within the horizon afforded by his or her stance or the sake of
making claims and demonstrating their truth. The biologist deploys all manner of experimental
procedures to test her hypotheses about the chemical composition and molecular structure of the
kind of things — namely, living things — that appear salient to her on account of her stance. The
adequacy of her explanations is judged in light of their replicability by other scientists working
in similar conditions. The moral philosopher, operating from a different stance, relies on a
different set of methods that are appropriate to the subject matter. He might appeal to our moral
intuitions about what is right or wrong, and his methods likely rely not on experimental
replicability so much as logical consistency and the elegance with which his theories explain
those basic intuitions. While these methods differ a great deal, two points are worth noting. First,
both fields rely upon some kind of method to advance and evaluate their respective claims.

Second, their methods are informed by the object of inquiry*® and by the inquirer’s stance.

47 Daniel C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1991).

48 As Aristotle puts the point, “For a well-schooled man is one who searches for that degree of precision in each kind
of study which the nature of the subject at hand admits: it is obviously just as foolish to accept arguments of
probability from a mathematician as to demand strict demonstrations from an orator.” (Aristotle, Nichomachean
Ethics, trans. Martin Oswald, The Library of Liberal Arts (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999), 1.3, 5
[1094b23-27].)
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Thus far, I have spoken of stances and methods in general terms. They are basic
structures of human inquiry and understanding that obtain for biologists, legal scholars, moral
philosophers, and, it must be said, theologians. What, then, makes a stance distinctly theological
or Christian? On my view, a Christian theological stance is one characterized by a set of
convictions preserved and proclaimed by Christian communities. Such convictions might pertain
to the divine source and end of all that is, the fallen character of human life, the possibility that
human life can be — in fact has been — redeemed by Jesus Christ, and so on. These particular
convictions enjoy rather broad support across different Christian communions, but for my
account at least, this need not be the case. A stance is a Christian theological one just insofar as
the inquirer self-consciously appropriates traditional Christian convictions — whether they
presently have currency in a particular communion or not — for the sake of illumining
phenomena within a field of inquiry. Disagreements about which norms should govern those

appropriations are thus internal disagreements with a more encompassing Christian stance.

§3.2 Christian Realism as a Theological Stance

This project adopts Christian realism as its theological stance. Christian realism is often
and appropriately associated with the work of Reinhold Niebuhr, although contemporary realists
argue that his work merely crystallizes insights that can be traced back through Martin Luther to
Augustine and has since generated a lively and diverse community of proponents.*” This stance
is particularly valuable for a theological inquiry into the tenacity of contemporary racism for a

few reasons. First, the Christian realist foregrounds the significance of the doctrine of sin for

49 For an account of Reinhold Niebuhr’s contribution to contemporary understandings of Christian realism, see
Robin W. Lovin, Reinhold Niebuhr and Christian Realism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). For a
short history of Christian realism see Robin W. Lovin, Christian Realism and the New Realities (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 43-83.
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understanding the limits of human virtue and political achievements. Second, these realists attend
carefully to the concrete political contexts within which agents make moral choices and show a
particular concern to account for the morally ambiguous features within those contexts that
influence our choices and actions. Third, the Christian realist emphasis on sin and the fallenness
of the present world corresponds to an equally strong emphasis on the gracious activity of God
which guarantees the possibility that agents might transcend these finite constraints, albeit in a
limited way, and which promises to finally redeem and reconcile all that is. The significance of
these three features for the present project will become clear below. But first, we need to see
clarify which convictions constitute the Christian realist stance. Following Robin Lovin’s
definition, I maintain that Christian realism consists in the integration of three otherwise distinct
realisms: political, moral, and theological.

Political realism is the view that political choices and action should be analyzed primarily
in terms of self-interest and power. It is thus a conviction about the kind of creature human
beings are, especially when we enter a distinctly political arena. We are frequently and even
primarily moved to act in accord with our interests, and in particular, with our interest to achieve
and maintain the power to reliably satisfy our future interests. The political realist of course
acknowledges the empirical fact that we also appeal to lofty moral ideals like freedom, justice,
and democracy and that we frequently justify our conduct on the basis of such values. But to be
realistic in this sense means to situate those appeals within the concrete political contexts in
which they are uttered and to ask whether there might be other, less noble motives at work. This
prima facie suspicion of moral discourse in political matters is one the Christian realist shares
with a wide array of social and political theorists including Marxist ideology critics, post-

structuralist genealogists, and prominent twentieth century figures in international relations like
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Hans Morgenthau. It is also a basic commitment of critical race theory. In each case, the political
realist takes the amoral human drive for self-preservation and its derivatives (i.e., material group
interests or the will to power) as explanatory primitives.

The Christian realist integrates this commitment with a second kind of realism, namely,
moral realism. Moral realism is the view that moral terms (ideals, laws, goods, virtues, etc.) refer
to enduring features of human nature that stand apart from our constructions about them.>® This
distinguishes the moral realist from other prominent theories of value such as expressivism,
communitarianism, and divine command theory. Expressivists construe moral terms as
expressions of subjective attitudes which lack any mind-independent reality.’! Communitarians
hold that moral terms are relatively idiosyncratic creations of communities of moral discourse.>
The upshot for the moral realist is that he or she can give an account of how moral judgments
could be universally true or false, something which neither the expressivist nor the
communitarian position affords. It follows from this that moral values are not exhausted by or
reducible to our personal or communal interests. Divine command theorists, by contrast, hold

that moral values are grounded in a mind-independent reality, namely, the divine will.>* This

30 Lovin, Christian Realism and the New Realities, 8. For analysis of how Lovin’s moral realism relates to other
prominent Christian theological ethicists who endorse moral realism, see Kevin Jung, “Models of Moral Realism
in Christian Ethics,” Harvard Theological Review 108, no. 04 (October 2015): 485-507. For a prominent moral
philosophical account of moral realism, see Russ Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism: A Defence (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 2003).

LA classic articulation of this position can be found in Charles L. Stevenson, Ethics and Language (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1944). It is worth noting that there are some who hold the view that moral concepts —
indeed, all evaluative concepts - are expressions of affective states, but they argue that these states are themselves
responses to evaluative facts that are non-relational. Christine Tappolet, for example, defends a “neo-
sentimentalist” account of value that admits of correctness conditions for the emotional responses to realities that
stand apart from the subject. On her view, I might feel fear toward an angry dog improperly if the dog is not, in
fact, fearsome. This is a version of, as she puts it, “Sentimental Realism.” See Christine Tappolet, Emotions,
Values, and Agency (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2016), 79-121.

52 See, for example, Alasdair C. Maclntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1981).

33 For a recent example of this, see John E. Hare, God’s Command, Oxford Studies in Theological Ethics (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015).
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makes them moral realists; moral claims can be true even if no particular community endorses
them and even if they do not express any particular person’s preferences. But whereas the divine
command theorist identifies the basis of determining moral truth in a non-natural reality, namely,
God’s will, other moral realists look to natural facts about the world to ground such judgments.
These ethical naturalists typically point to objective conditions necessary for human well-being,
whether bodily, social, cultural, reflective, or religious.>* Insofar as the Christian realist endorses
a variety of moral realism that indexes moral terms to enduring features of human nature, it is a
version of ethical naturalism.

Moral realism thus qualifies political realism. Human beings are the kind of creatures
who reliably choose to act in accord with our self- or group-interests, but we do not exclusively
so choose. Any clear-eyed assessment of human life certainly must admit that we are the kind of
creatures who pursue a wider, more diverse set of goods than those constrained to our narrow
self-interest and the accumulation of ever greater power. We strive for moral ideals like justice
and fairness, moral laws that require us to respect the humanity of all persons, and moral virtues
like kindness and compassion. Even if we do not completely understand each of these moral
realities, it is hardly unreasonable to count them among the kind of goods that we pursue and that
contribute to human flourishing.>® But the commitment to political realism also tempers that to
moral realism. Not only are the moral realities disclosed within concrete political contexts in the

to-and-fro of competing interest groups, but the plausibility of our claims about human moral

54 William Schweiker is a moral realist who endorses ethical naturalism. See William Schweiker, Responsibility and
Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 117-34; William. Schweiker, Power, Value,
and Conviction: Theological Ethics in the Postmodern Age (Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 1998), 116-17.

55 This argument follows that of early Christian theological responses to the classical political realism of Thomas
Hobbes. These Christian positions admitted Hobbes’s methodological empiricism but contested his account of
human nature as empirically implausible. See Joseph Butler, Five Sermons, Preached at the Rolls Chapel and A
Dissertation upon the Nature of Virtue, ed. Stephen L. Darwall (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub. Company, 1983).
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possibilities are constrained by evidence regarding how we actually make choices and act in
concrete political contexts.

Finally, the Christian realist also endorses theological realism, the view that God is a
reality that exceeds all of our constructions about God and lies beyond discourse itself —
including the biblical witness. Put differently, this is a conviction that there is more going on in
reality than the political dynamics of power and the moral limits and possibilities of human
nature. This is an utterly basic conviction for most monotheistic religions, and its implications
for thinking about the political and moral domains of life are significant. First, as with the moral
realist’s understanding of moral claims, the theological realist maintains that statements about
God can be true or false independently of what someone, or even everyone, believes about God.
It follows from this that true claims about the divine are true, not simply for a particular
individual or community, but universally. While this coheres with the first-order self-
understanding of most Christians and other monotheists, the second implication is perhaps more
discordant. For the Christian realist, the truth of a theological claim is not dependent, at least not
exclusively dependent, on its fidelity to a particular discursive tradition, an authoritative text, or

even to the self-consciousness that “has currency” within a particular historical community.>¢

56 This final point means that the Christian realist, as a theological realist, departs from Schleiermacher’s own
dogmatic method. As Andrew Dole has convincingly argued, Schleiermacher advocates a version of theological
anti-realism because he insists that all dogmatic propositions find their sole grounding in the pious states of heart
and mind of a given Christian congregation in a given time and place. See CG §15 and §31 and Andrew Dole,
“Schleiermacher’s Theological Anti-Realism,” in Analytic Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of Theology
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 136-54. With that said, Schleiermacher’s position is complicated
because, for the pious Christian, dogmatic propositions articulate one’s “convictions” or “certainties” about the
whence, whither, and basic structure of human existence. (CG §3.4) So while he is insistent that his claims should
not be understood to be metaphysical propositions, his point is that Christian dogmatic claims cannot be
demonstrated through dialectical reasoning, nor are they competitive with natural scientific claims about the
nature of the universe. They are propositions of faith, not science or philosophical reasoning. But those claims still
have realistic purport, that is, they mean to describe a reality that exceeds the self and all of our constructions
about it — indeed, all discourse. See Jacqueline Marifia, “Schleiermacher, Realism, and Epistemic Modesty: A
Reply to My Ceritics,” in Schleiermacher, the Study of Religion, and the Future of Theology: A Transatlantic
Dialogue, ed. Brent W. Sockness and Wilhelm Gréb, Theologische Bibliothek Topelmann 148 (New York:
Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 121-35.
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Rather, the truth of such statements must be demonstrated in the same way that political and
moral claims are, namely, by appealing to reality. In this way, the theologian effectively argues
back to the fundamental conviction that reality is more complicated and less transparent than
other political and moral realists admit. Reality entails a depth dimension, a wholeness that
exceeds the contradictions of moral and political life, that is both necessary for fully
understanding what is going on in concrete political contexts and resistant to description in
ordinary conceptual and metaphysical terms. It presses us rather to speak in symbolic and mythic
terms of a God who creates, redeems, and consummates all that is.

What exactly would it mean to demonstrate the truth of a theological claim, one that
invokes symbols and narratives, by appealing to reality? This is an important methodological
question to which I turn in the next section. But first, I want to note two ways that Christian
realism as a stance justifies this project as a theological inquiry into the tenacity of antiblack
racism.

First, the Christian realist is committed to the view that the various realities under
consideration are analytically distinct but not ultimately separate from one another. This owes to
a deeply Christian conviction, in fact, a Christological conviction, that the living God
(theological reality) most fully reveals itself in a human being who lived, taught, and was killed
amidst other human beings driven by some mix of self-interest and power (political realities) and
their higher, morally praiseworthy aspirations (moral realities). This means that the Christian
realist has a theological reason to look nowhere other than the concrete contexts within the
human scene to inquire about God. From this perspective, the theological task is primarily
concerned, not with some divine realm that utterly transcends our world, nor with a particular

authoritative tradition of textual interpretation that purports to uniquely impart theological
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knowledge, but rather with reality itself, understood to be the actual, God-suffused world in
which we live, move, and have our being.

The Christian realist couples this commitment with a second one, namely, that human
beings are particularly prone to self-delusion and evasion in their confrontation with reality. John
Calvin famously described the human mind as a “factory of idols” that requires a certain bridling
if it ever hopes to see past its own illusions and apprehend the one true God.*’ Different
theologians have responded to this problem in a variety of ways.>® The Christian realist can
certainly affirm many of the ways Christians have sought to clarify and vivify the distinctly
Christian message and its contents. But since the realist’s approach to the theological task
consists, not merely in the faithful articulation of the Christian message, but also in disclosing
the basic structure of lived reality, and since, as I just noted, this reality does not ultimately admit
of separation between the divine and the human scene, then the means by which the realist
bridles our speculative and idealizing proclivities is more complicated. Certainly, the realist must
attend to the Scriptures, direct her gaze toward the Cross, and humbly receive God’s self-
revelation in Christ. But having done that, she must also ensure that her understanding of the
world of human affairs is protected from the same distortions of self-interest and self-
righteousness that threatens to corrupt her understanding of the Christian message. This is why

the commitment to political and moral realism is, itself, a theological one. They identify a

57 John Calvin, Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, The
Library of Christian Classics (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 108 [1.11.8].

58 Calvin himself counseled readers to put on the “spectacles” of Scripture to see reality rightly, while Luther
proposed that theological truth is attained only by attending to the Cross which dashes every human attempt to
know God on its own terms. These approaches were forcefully reinterpreted in the twentieth century by Karl
Barth, who sought to return Christian theology to its only legitimate ground — God’s self-revelation in the eternal
event of Jesus Christ. See Calvin, 70 [1.6.1]; Martin Luther, “Heidelberg Disputation 1518,” in Career of the
Reformer 1, ed. and trans. Harold J. Grimm, Luther’s Works 31 (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1957), 52-53.;
Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/1, ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010).
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methodological commitment to ensuring that the rigorously articulated Christian message can be
correlated to a grasp of the human world that is articulated with equal rigor such that the former
might gain traction in and illumine the latter. After all, it is precisely in this world, properly
apprehended, that God is revealed.

We can now see why an inquiry into the tenacity of contemporary antiblack racism is a
matter of Christian theological concern and why a theologian has reason to consider the insights
from non-theological disciplines that contribute to a more realistic apprehension of what’s going
on in particular, concrete contexts. This raises a second set of questions. Why should non-
theological disciplines like critical race theory, social psychology, and moral philosophy concern
themselves with Christian theological claims? I have already hinted at an answer. To the degree
that Christian theological claims purport to be about reality, they can be true or false. That is, the
Christian realist contends that theological claims are not simply about questions of meaning but
also questions of truth. Like the social and human sciences, Christian realists want to get things
right, to describe reality as it is. But as I noted above, theological claims attempt to articulate the
truth of a dimension of reality that these other disciplines often do not acknowledge (namely,
God) and by invoking explanatory resources that differ formally and substantively from those
deployed by social theorists and moral philosophers. So, how exactly might a Christian realist
inquiry into the tenacity of antiblack racism proceed? What counts as evidence in support of its
claims? What kind of insight can it provide, and how might those insights be evaluated? For this,

we need to say more about hermeneutical realism as a theological method.
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§3.3 Hermeneutical Realism as a Correlate Theological Method

Hermeneutical realism is an account of moral meaning that foregrounds the role of
religious symbols and the act of interpretation in disclosing ethical and theological insight.’® As a
form of realism, it shares a good deal with Christian realism. Each holds that ethical and
theological discourses do not so much constitute as disclose moral and theological realities. This
means that moral and theological claims can be true or false, and that their truth status does not
depend on their being reflected in any set of interests or intuitions or on their fidelity to an
authoritative tradition. Despite these significant agreements, the two positions are not identical,
and I invoke both here because they each serves this inquiry differently. While nothing in
hermeneutical realism speaks against it, the Christian realist’s insistence that moral and
theological reflection must begin with a politically realistic analysis of a concrete political
context is vital to this investigation. As we will see, the progression from political realities to
moral and finally to theological reality provides a structure to the argument as a whole. The
Christian realist, on the other hand, offers a less sophisticated account of how moral and
theological language relates to the realities they purportedly disclose than does the hermeneutical
realist. In this section, I will argue that Christian and hermeneutical realism should be seen as
complementary positions that, together, provide orientation and structure for this inquiry.

The basic tenet of hermeneutical realism is that we arrive at moral and religious insights
by a process that involves both construction and discovery. This distinguishes the position from a

naive realism, which holds that moral and theological truths can be simply “read off of” reality

9 William Schweiker has developed this method over the course of his career. See William Schweiker, Mimetic
Reflections: A Study in Hermeneutics, Theology and Ethics (New York: Fordham University Press, 1990);
William. Schweiker, Responsibility and Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 113—
17; William. Schweiker, Power, Value, and Conviction: Theological Ethics in the Postmodern Age (Cleveland,
Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 1998), 66—70; William Schweiker, “On Religious Ethics,” in The Blackwell Companion to
Religious Ethics, Blackwell Companions to Religion (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 1-16.
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as in the manner of “natural laws” or “divine commands.” The act of understanding is a Auman
act, and it thus involves the cognitive capacities and limits of human agents. But this is not to say
that human beings simply construct moral and theological truths, since this would be to deny the
premise of moral and theological realism. There is an element of discovery to human
understanding, but such discovery always already entails some, even if rather primitive, form of
interpretation.®®

Since interpretations are human constructions that stand apart from the reality they
interpret, they can be more or less adequate. For example, the events that transpired at the U.S.
Capitol on January 6, 2021 might be interpreted as a violent act of insurrection or as a patriotic
indictment of a stolen election. Both interpretations refer to the same real events, but they
construe those realities in vastly different ways. Of course, one of those interpretations fails to
accommodate the preponderance of evidence that the 2020 Presidential Election was fairly
decided. This lessens its epistemic value; it is less true than the interpretation that these
individuals participated in a violent insurrection — even if they thought they were being
patriotic.%! The epistemic adequacy of an interpretation, that is, its truthfulness, is therefore at

least partly proportionate to its capacity to reduce errors and accommodate relevant evidence.

60 This is evident in the “as-structure” of human experience. To experience a tree as a tree, that is, as more than an
indistinct barrage of sensory inputs, involves some interpretive act on the part of the subject. The tree is a real
object, distinct from the interpreting subject. But the knowledge that this thing here is a tree is subject-dependent.
The same goes for moral truths. To experience a mob of insurrectionists storming the U.S. Capitol as a
desecration involves, even if it is non-inferential, an interpretation of these individuals (as rioters or domestic
terrorists, not merely protestors), the meaning of their physical and symbolic conduct (as violent, anti-democratic
insurrectionists intent to disrupt the legitimate lawmaking process), and the precarious value they threaten (the
U.S. Capitol as a symbol of American democracy worthy of admiration and preservation). This goes, also, for
theological truths. The conviction that God is the author of creation correlates to an experience of oneself and all
of finite existence as utterly dependent upon a good and gracious Giver.

To be sure, this judgment rests on further interpretations. The appeal to evidence (court decisions, voter tallies,
electoral procedures, etc.) involves an interpretation of what properly counts as evidence. But this does not
condemn us to a vicious relativism because of the insistence that our interpretations pertain to a reality that stands
apart from them.

61
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Along with this procedural criterion for evaluating the truth of an interpretation, there is
a further, heuristic criterion.®? An interpretation is truer than another to the degree that it not only
accommodates the existing evidence more comprehensively than the other position, but also
insofar as it discloses further, perhaps deeper questions which are implied but not adequately
articulated within that other position. This is particularly important for a theological inquiry that,
almost by necessity, draws upon first-order, tradition-specific religious symbols to interpret what
is going on in a particular situation. Such symbols almost always lack the conceptual clarity and
sets of necessary and sufficient conditions that are de rigueur in nearly all humanistic and social
scientific inquiries. Some have famously argued that this marks a certain imperfection in
religious thinking vis-a-vis the supposedly more thoroughly wissenschaftliche disciplines like
philosophy.®® But others see the potentially intrinsic ambiguity of religious symbols as that
which makes them such fruitful provocations to further thinking. In Paul Ricoeur’s well-known

64 which suggests that religious

formulation, it is the symbol that “gives rise to thought,
reflection might stand in a constructive and complementary relation to conceptual thinking. The
force of their provocation lies, according to the hermeneutical realist, in their capacity to broaden
existing horizons of inquiry and thereby disclose the deeper structures of lived reality, i.e., moral
and theological realities, that would have otherwise remained relegated to the margins of
thought.

We are now in a position to draw some methodological conclusions. As noted in the

previous section, this dissertation adopts a Christian realist stance which explains why the

62 Schweiker, “On Religious Ethics,” 13-14.

63 This is Hegel’s view. See Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion: The Lectures
of 1827, ed. Peter Crafts Hodgson, trans. Robert F. Brown, Peter Crafts Hodgson, and J.M. Stewart, Hegel
Lectures Series (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), 75-110.

% Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, 347-57.
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tenacity of antiblack racism is an appropriate subject matter for theological inquiry as well as
why a theologian should be at all concerned with insights from critical race theory, social
psychology, and moral philosophy. But it left unresolved the question of why these non-
theological disciplines have any reason to heed the insights of a theologian or how the truth of
theological claims could be evaluated. My contention is that hermeneutical realism provides one
way to respond to both these questions.

First, it treats all acts of human understanding as inescapably hermeneutical and oriented
toward a reality that stands apart from our constructions about it. This means that non-
theological disciplines, no less than theological ones, seek to understand their subject matters
from particular stances that both reveal and conceal aspects of reality. We saw this in my earlier
analysis of the various theories of racism’s tenacity. Critical race theorists and social
psychologists are all trying to understand a single phenomenon, but they do so from different
perspectives and with different conceptual resources. If a theologian can deploy Christian
symbolic resources in ways that shed light on that same phenomenon, then those interested to
improve their understanding of that phenomenon, regardless of their stance, have a reason to
consider those insights.

Second, hermeneutical realism provides two criteria, one procedural and one heuristic, by
which I will demonstrate the truthfulness of this theological diagnosis of racism’s tenacity. Since
the procedural criterion regards descriptive adequacy, this account must show that it 1)
accommodates the genuine insights into racism’s tenacity from critical race theory and social
psychology, ii) identifies limits and inconsistencies in these disciplines’ accounts, and iii) more
comprehensively and coherently answers these remaining questions that the other disciplines do,

individually or combined. I argue that my conception of the “dark atmospherics of race,” as
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developed throughout this work, achieves these criteria. Since the heuristic criterion requires that
my account deepen insight into the moral and theological dimensions of racism’s tenacity, my
account must show 1) that this phenomenon raises questions about our nature as agents and our
hope for moral transformation that are either implicit or unacknowledged by critical race theory
and social psychology and ii) that Schleiermacher’s insights about sin, sociality, and feeling both
a) disclose these questions and b) provide conceptual and symbolic resources to articulate what’s
going on in these deeper levels of human existence. I will argue that my reconstructed notions of
“apocalyptic soul death” does just this.

In sum, this is a Christian realist theological inquiry into the tenacity of antiblack racism.
It hermeneutically reconstructs insights from critical race theory, social psychology, and
Friedrich Schleiermacher’s philosophical and theological works for the sake of a more
comprehensive understanding of racism’s peculiar staying power in American life and deeper
insight into its meaning for our ethical self-understanding as agents. As such, it demonstrates that
Christian theological reflection can contribute genuine insight into matters of great political and
moral concern. It also shows that such theological insight only comes to the degree that
traditional Christian convictions are hermeneutically reconstructed in light of the genuine
insights from other disciplines that, while non-theological, are no less concerned with reality.
Even so, it remains a decidedly Christian theological inquiry insofar as its ultimate criterion of
adequacy lies not in the constructions of critical race theory, nor in the empirical findings of
social psychologists, nor even in the rich tradition of Christian dogmatic reflection. It lies, rather,
in its capacity to articulate that reality in which we live, move, and have our being and that

Christians believe, in faith, is most vividly disclosed in Jesus Christ.
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§3.4 Structure of the Argument

In light of these remarks on the dissertation’s stance and methods, we can outline the
specific steps of its argument. It proceeds in three major steps which correspond to Christian
realism’s three realistic convictions. Part I pursues a politically realistic account of the tenacity
of contemporary antiblack racism in the United States. This provides realistic constraints on the
ethical theorizing that takes place in Part II, which investigates the moral realities, that is, the
enduring features of human nature, that are necessary to understand racism’s peculiar
recalcitrance to moral suasion and political subversion. Part III then builds upon these insights to
argue that there is a further, religious dimension to these racialized moral failures that the
Christian theological symbols of sin and death help to illumine and articulate. The argument will
be successful to the degree that it 1) provides a more coherent, integrated response to the
descriptive questions raised by critical race theorists and social psychologists but for which they,
at least in their current form, lack adequate conceptual resources and ii) deepens the genuine
insights of both fields into this phenomenon by disclosing its ethical and theological depths.

To achieve a politically realistic diagnosis of racism’s tenacity, I turn to critical race
theorists Charles W. Mills (Chapter One) and recent empirical research on implicit racial bias
(Chapter Two). Mills offers us a preliminary description of the problem of racism’s tenacity. His
Marxism-informed “non-ideal theory” of racial domination reveals the limits of individualistic
approaches to understanding racialized moral failures and provides a particularly sophisticated,
self-reflective example of the structuralist turn in critical race theory. But Mills’s most
significant contributions to this inquiry concern his claims about the psychological effects of
living in racially structured societies. I explore his concepts of “white ignorance” and “white

Herrenvolk ethics” before testing them against the empirical evidence of unconscious and
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unintentional racial bias in the following chapter. Based on this evidence, I argue that the threats
racism poses to agents’ epistemic and moral capacities are much worse than even Mills suggests.
I identify a particularly insidious type of racialized moral failure that eludes both structuralist and
attitudinalist analyses of racism’s tenacity and raises ethical questions about the very nature of
human agency that exceed the purview of critical race theory and social psychology.®

Part II offers a response to these descriptive and ethical questions by hermeneutically
reconstructing insights from Friedrich Schleiermacher’s ethical writings. This reconstruction
occurs on two levels. First, since Schleiermacher never composed a systematic account of feeling
and sociality in the moral life, I undertake an internal reconstruction of Schleiermacher’s
position by tracking its historical development and divergences over three periods of his
authorship. This reveals a complex account of affectivity as entailing 1) an embodied-
psychological dimension responsible for apprehending value and representing it in consciousness
and 2) an embodied-social dimension that renders our spontaneous evaluative perceptions
susceptible to influence from social and cultural forces. The idea that psychological and social
forces converge in the affective consciousness of agents offers, I argue, a promising way to
respond to the descriptive and ethical questions raised in Part I. But given Schleiermacher’s
biographical and theoretical limitations discussed above, this claim about the social-affective
structure of lived reality must be itself hermeneutically reconstructed if it is to illumine anything
about contemporary racism.

Chapter Four conducts an external reconstruction that places Schleiermacher’s notion of

social affectivity in conversation with Mills’s critical race theory and recent work in German

% In this way, I construct a politically realistic account of racism’s tenacity to 1) present a preliminary description of
the phenomenon under consideration 2) outline a set of theoretical constraints for the ethical and theological
theorizing to be undertaken in the rest of this inquiry, and 3) highlight some unanswered questions in critical
social theory and social psychology that motivate the dissertation’s ethical turn.
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neo-phenomenology on the concept of affective atmospheres. The concept that emerges, what I
call the “dark atmospherics of race,” provides theoretical connective tissue to link the social-
structural and implicit-psychological aspects of racism’s tenacity. This provides a more coherent
way to understand the close coordination between social structures and implicit racial biases than
existing structuralist or attitudinal theories can offer. It also provides a more subtle, recognizably
Schleiermacherian, way of thinking about the concrete threats to moral agency (both internal and
external to the self) that avoids reducing the agent to a mere functionary of broader forces or to
an amalgamation of bodily, psychological processes.

If Parts I and II develop a politically and morally realistic account of racism’s tenacity
and its meaning for moral agency, Part III argues that the phenomenon of recalcitrant racialized
moral failure poses even more profound, religious questions that exceed the purview of those
resources upon which we have previously drawn. If we are agents capable of moral motivation
who yet, on account of these dark atmospherics of race, find ourselves frequently committing the
very racial evils we detest, does it still make sense to think of ourselves as fiee to choose and do
what is good? This raises fundamental questions about the nature of morality itself which, by
most accounts, presupposes some significant degree of agential freedom. It also raises a question
that can only be described as soteriological. Given this recalcitrant incapacity to act in concert
with our beliefs and desires in race-salient situations, what kind of hope do we have for personal
and social transformation?

Attentive readers will note the distinctly Pauline provenance of these questions. For our

purposes, their significance lies in the fact that they concern the /imits of moral agency. As David
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Tracy has argued, limits can be understood as both limits-of and limits-t0;°® they mark the full
extent of one reality, and even if only in a negative way, they mark the threshold of some other
reality that exceeds and encompasses the former one. For the Christian realist, this marks the
point at which an inquiry must draw upon religious symbols to probe the deepest structures of
reality. So, in the project’s final move, I turn to Schleiermacher’s theological writings for
resources to respond to these questions. Chapter Five attends to the philosophy of religion
Schleiermacher develops in the Introduction to The Christian Faith to show that, while he
consistently distinguishes religion from ethics, he also understands religious feeling or “piety”
[Frommigkeit] to play a fundamental role in the moral life, a role that I argue is well-understood
in atmospheric terms. Chapter Six draws on Schleiermacher’s substantive dogmatics to offer a
theological diagnosis of the dark atmospherics of race as a form of sin that both exceeds and
permeates agents, thereby generating a kind of “apocalyptic soul death” from which we are not
able to free ourselves. Agents in such a condition require more than moral exhortation or training
in virtue to have their moral liveliness restored. Rather, they need something on the order of a
conversion, a fundamental transformation of one’s affective and perceptual responsiveness to the
world, everything and everyone within it, and crucially, to the transcendent source and power
animating everything that exists. The final chapter outlines this transition from soul death to new
life by turning to Schleiermacher’s explication of the Christian consciousness of grace, focusing
in particular on his Christology and ecclesiology. In this way, I complement the theological
diagnosis of the religious depths of racism’s grip on American life in Chapter Six with a

theological prognosis in Chapter Seven that describes how what I call Christ’s “atmospherics of

% David Tracy, Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1979), 91-119.
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grace” might awaken us to the face of God in the human face of color and in the face of Black
people in particular.

In sum, this work develops a Christian theological account of racism’s tenacity that not
only draws from critical race theory and empirical social psychology but also extends and
deepens their genuine insights by articulating the moral and theological realities at play in this
concrete political situation. It demonstrates that Christian theology can be fruitfully instructed by
contemporary scholarship on racism even as it speaks in its own voice to illumine dimensions of
these matters of moral and political concern that non-theological disciplines tend to overlook. If
successful, that is, if I can show a) that this theological account contributes to a more coherent
understanding of the meaning of moral agency amidst contemporary racism than the non-
theological disciplines can on their own and b) that it also discloses fundamental questions about
the nature of moral agency itself that remain merely implicit in critical race theory and social
psychology, then I will have made a case for theology as a truth-seeking field of inquiry. The
truth it seeks is not constrained to the piety of a particular community nor the tradition-specific
“cultural and/or linguistic framework™ that constitute Christianity’s “comprehensive interpretive
[scheme].”®” Rather, it seeks hermeneutical insight into the basic structures of lived reality itself,
a reality that is fundamentally shared but that admits only of a kind of fragmentary knowledge
for creatures like us.

To plumb such profound depths requires that we first come to terms with those more

manifest realities bearing down on human life in our contemporary situation. For this reason, we

begin with an inquiry into the realm of power and group-based material interest in order to

7 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age, 25th Anniversary
Edition (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 17-18.
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apprehend those political realities that make contemporary antiblack racism so resistant to moral

suasion and social subversion.
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PART 1

A POLITICALLY REALISTIC ACCOUNT OF RACISM’S TENACITY

CHAPTER 1

SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND THE TENACITY OF RACISM

Despite significant declines in explicitly racist sentiments over the past several decades,
racial inequity, discrimination, and violence remain persistent features of American life. How
should we understand this phenomenon, and what does it mean for our self-understanding as
moral agents? Part I of this dissertation begins to address these questions by developing an
account of racism’s tenacity that is politically realistic. Such an account situates agents within a
concrete political context marked by structural inequalities and attempts to explain their conduct
primarily in terms of self-interest and power. This promises to provide a preliminary, clear-eyed
description of racism’s tenacity, a sense for the challenge it poses for thinking about moral
agency, and a set of realistic constraints for the moral and theological theorizing that takes place
in Parts II and II1.

On all of these fronts, the critical race theory of Charles W. Mills provides considerable
insight. Mills endorses a materialist theory of racial domination that explains its persistence in
terms of group-based material interests. According to him, white supremacy as a socio-political
system remains intact even after declines in explicit racial prejudice because white people as a
group make decisions that promote and further entrench their dominance as a group over persons

of color. This explanatory emphasis on groups and objective environmental conditions in favor
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of individuals and subjective prejudices is characteristic of critical race theory as a field, and for
that reason, Mill’s work can be read as a particular iteration of a more general insight.

But Mills’s work is also exemplary in several key respects that make him an invaluable
contributor to the present study. First, Mills’s work as a critical race theorist has continually
engaged with, albeit in a critical fashion, what he calls “mainline” or “white” anglophone
political and moral philosophy.! Since debates in contemporary moral philosophy figure
prominently in this dissertation, his familiarity with this field make him an ideal interlocutor and
critic of its shortcomings for thinking about race. Second, as an erstwhile Marxist who
prominently broke with Marxism and wrote a book about his conversion to critical race theory,?
Mills is especially explicit about his commitments as a social theorist and reflective about the
necessary and sufficient conditions for a politically realistic theory of racial domination. This
means that he offers not only a powerful account of racial social structures but also an historical
self-awareness of his theory’s relation to other prominent theories of domination and oppression.
Finally, for a sociological materialist, Mills exhibits remarkable subtlety in theorizing the effects
of social forces on the inner lives of agents. Since the relation between sociality and psychology,
especially affectivity, is at the heart of our inquiry, Mills makes for an ideal guide.

The present chapter begins this larger project by developing a preliminary, politically
realistic account of racism’s tenacity and by clarifying how it challenges thinking about moral
agency. It proceeds in four steps. First, I chart the contours of the contemporary debates in

anglophone philosophy about moral motivation and failure. Second, I turn to Mills’s critique of

His scholarly formation and early career focused on Analytical Marxism, a field committed to clearing the
proverbial underbrush from Marx’s writings in order to reconstruct his positions in the most systematic and
coherent way. More recently, his interests have turned to John Rawls and the adequacy of political liberalism for
thinking about questions of reparative justice.

2 See Charles W. Mills, From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism and Black Radicalism (Lanham, Md.:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).
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anglophone moral philosophy’s individualistic scope. He describes it as an “ideal theory” that
occludes, and in fact, perpetuates, antiblack racism. Third, I consider Mills’s own non-ideal
theory of racial oppression and isolate the contours of his reconstructed materialism. Fourth, I
relate Mills’s materialist social theory to his account of racialized subjectivity by exploring two
concepts in particular: white ignorance and white Herrenvolk ethics. On the basis his insights, I
argue that critical race theory discloses and articulates two limitations that hamper many moral
philosophical approaches to moral motivation and failure. Insofar as these approaches explain
human action exclusively with reference to mental states, they occlude 1) the irreducibly social
determinants of action that contribute to racism’s recalcitrance and 2) the manner in which those
social determinants shape the epistemic and moral consciousness of agents living in racially
structured social orders. The chapter concludes by raising some questions about the adequacy of
Mills’s reconstructed materialism that motivate the turn in Chapter Two to empirical research on

implicit racial bias.

§1 Moral Motivation: The Contemporary Debate

Most people, most of the time, seem to act in accord with what they judge to be the best
thing to do. If I judge that it is morally right to recycle egg cartons, then it would be reasonable
to expect that I typically recycle egg cartons. But if I discover that egg cartons actually damage
recycling equipment, I might decide that it is morally better to compost my egg cartons instead.
In this case, it would be reasonable for my conduct to change in accord with my judgments. We
appear to be creatures capable of such rational guidance; our actions are frequently responsive to
reasons, including moral ones. This is a central intuition that moral philosophers seek to explain:

how is it possible for moral judgments to be so reliably correlated with the motivation to act?
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But another, less rosy intuition about human action looms as well. Human beings also
commit moral failures, ranging from minor omissions to monstrous commissions. Even more
troubling is the fact that these moral failures occur in persons who seem to be in reasonable
command of their conduct and who possess many other forms of human excellence. Taken
together, we appear to be the kind of creatures that are capable of both moral motivation
approaching the saintly and moral failure bordering on the demonic. Moral philosophers who
study moral motivation and failure strive to give accounts of human action that coherently

accommodate both phenomena.?

§1.1 Theories of Moral Motivation

The trouble, at least in its modern formulation, regards a distinction between two species
of mental states: beliefs and desires. Beliefs are cognitive attitudes. They purport to accurately
represent features of the world and are said to have a mind-to-world direction of fit. As such,
beliefs are truth assessable; they can be true or false depending on how accurately they represent
the way things are. If | believe that it is sunny outside, and I turn to the window to discover a
heavy fog and storm clouds, the law of non-contradiction requires that I change my belief. On
the other hand, desires are conative attitudes. This means that they purport to represent the world,
not as it is, but as one would like it to be. These attitudes have a world-to-mind direction of fit.
As such, desires are not truth assessable; they make no claim about matters of fact. No amount of

fog outside my window logically contradicts my desire for a sunny afternoon.

* For a comprehensive overview of moral motivation and its philosophical debates see Connie S. Rosati, “Moral
Motivation,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Winter 2016 (Metaphysics
Research Lab, Stanford University, 2016), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/moral-motivation/.
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This “Humean psychology™ provides the background for contemporary debates about
moral motivation and failure. Michael Smith helpfully frames this in terms of what he calls “the
moral problem” facing contemporary anglophone meta-ethics, and it consists of three apparently
inconsistent components: moral cognitivism, judgment internalism, and Humean moral
psychology.’ The moral cognitivist claims that moral judgments are expressions of belief about
matters of fact; specifically, they are judgments about what is right or good to do. This position
is intuitively appealing because it holds that moral judgments are truth assessable, and this means
that moral debates can be about getting things right, not just winning arguments.® Moral non-
cognitivists reject this claim entirely, arguing rather that moral judgments are expressions of an
agent’s conative state. To judge an action to be good or right is equivalent to saying “hooray” or
“boo” toward that action; instead of responding to moral facts about the world, moral judgments
merely express an agent’s desire to encourage or discourage that kind of action. Lacking a shared
normative source, the only basis for such encouragement is the agent’s own desires.’

This might make non-cognitivism intuitively unappealing. But its strength lies in how
easily it explains the second proposition of Smith’s moral problem. Judgment internalism is the
claim that to judge an action to be good or right is, all things being equal, to be motivated to act.
If I judge that recycling egg cartons is the right thing to do, and if that judgment just is an

expression of my desire to see people recycle egg cartons, then my moral judgment is

Michael Smith describes it this way, but just how closely this matches David Hume’s own views is a matter of
debate. See Michael Smith, The Moral Problem (Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1995), Chapter 4; Jaqueline
Taylor, “Hume on Moral Motivation,” in Moral Motivation: A History, ed. lakovos Vasiliou (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2016), 179-201.

5 Smith, The Moral Problem.

This can be a semantic or a metaphysical claim, or both.

According to Bernard Williams’s “reasons internalism” thesis, a normative reason for action counts as a reason to
act only if the agent holds some corresponding desire in her subjective “motivational set.” See Bernard Williams,
“Internal and External Reasons,” in Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers 1973-1980 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1981), 101-13.
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intrinsically motivating. My action is explicable with reference to a pre-existing desire, which
just is a motivational state. The cognitivist, on the other hand, cannot appeal to any pre-existing
desire. Since moral judgments are beliefs about matters of fact, moral desires emerge from moral
beliefs if they emerge at all. To reverse the order threatens the possibility that moral judgments
can be assessed in terms of their truthfulness. But this means that the cognitivist struggles to
explain how moral judgments motivate us.

The cognitivist has two options: judgment externalism or judgment internalism.
Externalism is the view that while moral judgments are indeed a species of belief, beliefs alone
are insufficient to explain moral motivation. Beliefs about what is right or good require an
“external” conative state to provide the motivation to act in accord with that belief. This position
affirms that moral judgments are about matters of fact, and thus avoids the threats of moral
relativism and anti-realism. But it can only endorse a contingent relation between moral
judgments and motivation. That is, two individuals might share the same moral belief that
recycling egg cartons is the right thing to do. But whether or not they act on that judgment is a
matter of contingent, empirical facts about their psychological constitution.?

The moral cognitivist who endorses judgment internalism, on the other hand, tries to have
it both ways. She holds that moral beliefs differ from empirical beliefs because they bear
intrinsic motivational force as a matter of conceptual necessity. To equate a moral belief (it is
right to keep one’s promises) with an empirical belief (this egg carton holds twelve eggs) is to
make a category error; moral judgments are simply the kind of judgments that motivate us to act.

To make a moral judgment without being motivated to act is therefore not to make a moral

8 Michael Smith argues that that a commitment to externalism forces one to say that the good and strong-willed
agent is good on account of having a basic desire to “do what is right.” But this turns moral motivation into a
“moral fetish” and a “vice” rooted in the agent’s moral self-regard. (Smith, The Moral Problem, 72-75)
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judgment at all. Rather, it is to make a moral judgment in the “inverted commas” sense, where a
“moral judgment” is a belief about what is right or good to do that one merely entertains but does
not personally endorse.” Bona fide moral judgments conceptually entail personal endorsement
and are therefore intrinsically motivating.'°

This position claims to have threaded the needle. It can explain the rational guidance of
moral actions, and its conception of moral beliefs as intrinsically motivating purports to explain
how reason can be practical. But a critical question remains: are such mental states conceptually
possible? According to the third proposition of Smith’s moral problem, they are not.!! This
proposition asserts the standard Humean psychology described earlier and extends it to a theory
of motivation: “[a]n agent is motivated to act in a certain way just in case she has an appropriate
desire and a means-end belief, where belief and desire are, in Hume’s terms, distinct
existences.”!? The final condition is critical. If cognitive and conative attitudes are distinct
existences with opposing directions of fit, then no single attitude with the same content can be
both truth-assessable and intrinsically motivating. Yet, this is precisely what the cognitive
internalist claims to have found.

To summarize, debates about moral motivation in anglophone philosophy are deeply

imbricated in neighboring debates about the nature of moral properties and moral judgments.

° This “inverted commas” formulation has become a commonplace in moral philosophy, but it was first used by
R.M. Hare. See R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963).

10 This is not to say that such motivational force is necessarily overriding. But it does assert that moral judgments
can motivate action and that, in the absence of countervailing desires, they do.

! Although Smith endorses the Humean psychological claim that there are no “unitary mental states” that combine
cognitive and conative elements, others have argued that such entities do exist. See for example, the notion of an
alief in Tamar Szab6 Gendler, “Alief and Belief,” The Journal of Philosophy, no. 10 (2008): 634—63. Some have
argued that these problems are easily resolved once such complex mental states are considered. See, for example,
Uriah Kriegel, “Moral Motivation, Moral Phenomenology, And The Alief/Belief Distinction,” Australasian
Journal of Philosophy 90, no. 3 (September 2012): 469—86. I consider these states more in Chapter Two when I
raise questions about the adequacy of this Humean psychology.

12 Smith, The Moral Problem, 12.
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Moral cognitivists explain how moral judgments could be truth-assessable, and thus they show
how it would be possible to have substantive debates about morals that aim at getting things
right. But their attempts to show how those judgments can actually motivate action run into
trouble. Externalists argue that beliefs about what is right or good to do must be accompanied by
conative states if they are to motivate action. But this position can only support a contingent
connection between moral judgments and motivation because it restricts the scope of normativity
to include only those persons who happen to share this desire. Internalists argue that a merely
contingent connection fails to give an account of the very phenomenon of moral motivation
itself, the reliable tracking of moral motivations with moral judgments. While internalists can
explain this reliable connection, their account requires an appeal to mental states that, at least on

the standard Humean psychology, do not (in fact, logically cannot) exist.

§1.2 Theories of Moral Failure

With these observations in view, we need to explore the second, more pessimistic
intuition about human beings as moral agents: the reality of moral failure. As Lisa Tessman
defines it, a moral failure is “the violation of any of the plural kinds of moral requirements,”
which, as opposed to the exclusively deontic connotations of “moral wrongdoing,” can include
supererogatory requirements of care and love.!3 This is an intentionally capacious definition. To
love one’s neighbor as oneself, to act in such a way that maximizes happiness, and to respect
persons as ends each counts as a moral requirement vulnerable to violation. Such failures can be

acts of commission or omission. Both the pastor who sexually abuses a congregant and the

13 Lisa Tessman, Moral Failure: On the Impossible Demands of Morality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015),
14.

54



bishop who neglects credible allegations of abuse commit moral failures. But for the action to
violate a moral requirement, that requirement must pertain to what is good or right to do or be.
When Michelangelo discarded the half-finished sculptures currently held in Florence’s Uffizi
Museum, he did so because they failed to meet his aesthetic standards. These count as aesthetic,
not moral, failures because no moral standard was transgressed. Furthermore, only certain kinds
of action are appropriate for moral assessment. Traditionally,'* such actions must be voluntary,
i.e., chosen freely without coercion, and with sufficient knowledge about what one was doing. If
I am pushed over an overpass and fall through the window of a passing truck, my falling through
the window might harm the driver. But I did not violate any moral requirement because my
falling was involuntary. If I place a spoonful of white powder into my friend’s coffee believing it
to be sugar, my ignorance about the fact that this powder is indeed anthrax renders my friend’s
death a tragedy, not a moral failure. Moral failures are thus typically blameworthy, although not

necessarily so.!?

§1.2.1 Cognitivist and Non-Cognitive Theories
Moral philosophers typically explain moral failures in terms of beliefs and desires.'¢
Vicious desires are perhaps the paradigmatic threat to moral conduct. Although non-cognitivists

deny that there are any moral requirements that categorically bear on all rational agents, they

4 A classic formulation can be found in Aristotle’s account of voluntary (éxodotov), involuntary (éxodeiov), and
non-voluntary (é¢yvoovvra) action. See Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, 111.1, 52-57 [1109b30-1111b3].

15 Tessman argues that there are truly dilemmatic situations whereby moral failure is unavoidable; to avoid one
moral failure necessitates the violation of a different moral requirement and vice versa. In these cases, moral
failure is only blameworthy if the agent voluntarily places himself in the double bind.

16 Some “augmented Humeans” insist upon a third mental state, intentions, as a crucial cause of human action that is
irreducible to beliefs and desires. See Michael Bratman, Intention, Plans, and Practical Reason (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987). For present purposes, this internal debate amongst Humeans is of no
consequence to my argument.
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might still endorse a set of moral norms whose validity is circumscribed within a community that
desires to instantiate them. In such a case, moral failure occurs when an agent violates those
communal norms, and the non-cognitivist is committed to explain this action in terms of a
motivating desire. Moral conflict, on this view, is strictly a competition amongst desires. Moral
motivation occurs when the moral desires outweigh the immoral ones. When the opposite occurs,
an agent commits moral failure. If false beliefs play any role in moral failure, they do so as errors
of strategic, not epistemic, reasoning.

Unsurprisingly, cognitivists assign a much more prominent role to beliefs in their account
of moral failures. They contend that moral judgments, as cognitive states, can be false. An agent
might commit a moral failure on account of an error in reasoning about what is right or good to
do. On the basis of this false moral belief, agents would develop desires and intentions that lead
them to violate moral requirements. For example, suppose that in 2004 I believed that the United
States has a moral obligation to spread democracy around the world. This belief generated a
desire to vote for George W. Bush for President. But by 2008, I came to believe that, not only
was the American invasion of Iraq a strategic error toward the end of spreading democracy
around the world, but the value of spreading democracy around the world was itself deeply
flawed. All other things being equal, such a person would be motivated to vote quite differently
in 2008. Furthermore, this person could well judge that the decision to vote for Bush had been a
moral failure the root of which was a cognitive error, a mistake in epistemic reasoning about
what is right or good to do.

Given that beliefs and desires play prominent roles in motivating action, then morally
problematic (false or imprudent) beliefs or morally problematic (normatively inappropriate)

desires could plausibly explain the violation of a moral requirement. But the cognitivist can
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account for a further kind of moral failure. Recall that the non-cognitivist is committed to
judgment internalism. If moral judgments are conative states, then the internal relation between
judgment and motivation necessarily follows. But cognitivists can be externalists or internalists.
The externalist rejects the necessary connection between moral judgment and motivation. They
generally endorse the Humean view that moral motivation requires both a desire and a means-
end belief. Since these two states are conceptually distinct, it is possible to imagine an agent with
a moral belief that it is right or good “to ¢ but who lacks the requisite desire to motivate the
agent “to ¢.” One might know what is good or right to do and yet fail to do it.

Weakness of will,'” or akrasia,'® refers either to an action committed against one’s better
judgment or the condition of an agent who commits such an act. The akratic agent is one who
can freely choose between two actions, judges it better to do one and then elects to do the other.
While internalists agree with non-cognitivists that moral judgments are intrinsically motivating,
even they have reached a general consensus that such motivation is not necessarily overriding.
Strong internalists argue that weakness of will is possible if and only if the agent’s evaluative
judgment is based on a limited set of possible available reasons. This limitation constitutes

practical irrationality because rationality requires that an agent act on judgments that consider all

17 Weakness of will is the paradigmatic form of practical irrationality. But recently, moral philosophers have
attended to all manner of phenomena that, arguably, count as forms of practical irrationality. One list includes
“indecision, irresoluteness, caprice, weakness of will, obstinacy, procrastination, imprudence, akrasia, accidie, and
compulsion.” (Sarah Stroud and Christine Tappolet, “Introduction,” in Weakness of Will and Practical
Irrationality, ed. Sarah Stroud and Christine Tappolet (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 1.)

18 Some scholars distinguish between weakness of will and akrasia. They contend that whereas akrasia refers to an
action committed that contradicts an occurrent better judgment, weakness of will refers to an action that runs
afoul of a previous intention or resolution. These two concepts are dissociable; akrasia is neither necessary nor
sufficient for weakness of will. For discussion, see Neil Levy, “Resisting ‘Weakness of the Will,”” Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research 82,no. 1 (2011): 137-38, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2010.00424 x.
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available relevant reasons.!” Had the agent considered all the available relevant reasons, she
would have made an unconditional judgment the force of which is necessarily overriding.

More recently, internalists have endorsed “weaker” positions that acknowledge the
possibility of “strict akratic action.”?® Even in the face of these unconditional judgments, agents
can experience motivational failures that result in moral failure. While unconditional moral
judgments necessarily entail motivational force, this force is defeasible. Under ideal conditions,
my judgment that it is right to keep my promises is sufficient to motivate me to do so. But in
real-world conditions, the motivational force of that judgment competes with all manner of
conative states that threaten to overwhelm it. While the rational agent tempers those desires and
acts in accord with unconditional moral judgments, we all fall victim to momentary lapses of
rationality. This is especially true when we are tired, distracted, or otherwise distressed. So
chastened, internalists can admit the possibility of akratic action and maintain the intrinsically
motivating nature of moral judgments by constricting the scope of rational agency. The akratic

agent is possible, but he stands outside the bounds of reason.

§1.2.2 Neo-Sentimentalist and Dispositionalist Theories

Questions remain about whether or not our moral judgments are so reliably rational.
While it might be true that we could reasonably expect agents to act in accord with their better
judgments, this is not to say that their better judgments are, in fact, rational judgments. Consider

the case of Adolph Eichmann.?! Believing himself to be a thoroughgoing Kantian, Eichmann

1% Donald Davidson exemplifies this position. See Donald Davidson, “How Is Weakness of Will Possible?,” in
Essays on Actions and Events, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 21-42.

20 See, for example, Alfred R. Mele, Irrationality: An Essay on Akrasia, Self-Deception, and Self-Control (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 16-30.

2! Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York, N.Y.: Penguin Books,
20006).
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reported that his better judgment led him to defer to his authorities and to ensure that the trains to
Auschwitz operated with perfect efficiency. Even so, this man’s actions made him a genocidaire.

Granting that this is an accurate self-report, imagine that in the midst of his work one day,
Eichmann stumbled across a scene at a train station where he saw hundreds of Jews being loaded
onto railcars. Suppose that he witnessed a wrenching scene of a mother being separated from her
young children that caused him emotional distress. His “better judgment” remains that it is
morally right to follow orders and to do his duty. But his emotional response inclines him to
disobey his superiors to ensure that these children are not separated from their mother. If he were
to act on the latter inclination, this would count as an akratic action since it contradicts his “better
judgment.” But surely his better judgment is mistaken, and the weight of reason sides with the
emotional response.??

These enduring debates about moral motivation and failure have led to some recent
developments worthy of our attention. In the example of our alternative Eichmann whose
emotional response to Jewish suffering actually led him to revise his better judgment, we are
within hailing distance of a position known as ethical sentimentalism.?® Historically,?*
sentimentalists have argued that evaluative concepts, including moral ones, are grounded in the
affective domain of consciousness. More recently, sentimentalists have rallied around the claim
that one particular kind of affective state, i.e. emotion, is crucial to moral agency and irreducible

to beliefs or desires. These neo-sentimentalists contend that emotions are especially helpful in

22 Sabine Déring argues that while emotions might disclose better normative reasons for action than one’s “better
judgment,” weak-willed actions motivated by an emotion remain practically irrational because it does not result
from rational guidance. Sabine A. Doring, “Emotion, Autonomy, and Weakness of Will,” in Autonomy and the
Self, ed. Michael Kiihler and Nadja Jelinek (Dordrecht: Springer, 2013), 173-90.

2 For an historical overview of ethical sentimentalism, see Remy Debes and Karsten Steuber, “Introduction,” in
Ethical Sentimentalism: New Perspectives, ed. Remy Debes and Karsten R. Steuber (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2017), 1-14.

24 Sentimentalists trace their roots to British moral sense theorists like Francis Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith.
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moving past the internalism/externalism impasse. Like moral beliefs, emotions seem to have a
cognitive component. Emotions are usually about something in the world. Arachnophobia is a
fear of spiders; anger typically takes aim at some target, be it a person or an uncooperative
vending machine. But unlike beliefs, emotions have an unproblematic relation to motivation and
action. The arachnophobe shrieks when she eyes a spider, and the angry child stomps out of the
room to pout. While sentimentalists debate the precise nature of emotions, the precise relation of
emotions to desires and beliefs, and the nature of moral judgment, they all agree that moral
agency is under-theorized if attention is not paid to these peculiar states.

Whereas the sentimentalist attempts to resolve the debates by introducing a new,
potentially “unitary” mental state into the traditional Humean psychology of cognitive and
conative states, personalists contend that these issues can be resolved with a more holistic
position that incorporates beliefs, desires, and emotions into an overarching concept: character.
Personalists, or dispositionalists, tend to be cognitivists who think that moral action begins with a
belief about what is right or good to do. But this belief is far from the kind of theoretical belief
that purports to show the necessary and sufficient conditions for morally worthy conduct, full
stop. Rather, these beliefs are more heuristic in nature and limited in scope.?* Having observed
good professors at work, I might form a moral belief that, when a student commits plagiarism, a
good professor will be relentless in her enforcement of the fundamental values of the university
and, furthermore, will display heartfelt concern to the student by meeting with them individually

and gently teaching them how to avoid plagiarism in the future. This moral belief is restricted to

25 Eric Schwitzgebel contends that these beliefs are best conceived as “multi-track” dispositions to reliably respond
in ways that are recognizable in folk-psychological terms. To have a belief in racial justice is to act, feel, and
speak in ways that are typically attributed to those who believe in racial justice. Eric Schwitzgebel, “Belief,” in
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Fall 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford
University, 2019), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/belief/.
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what counts as being a good professor in a particular situation but says nothing about what
counts as being a good carpenter or even a good lecturer. Moreover, it is derived from a kind of
rationality that draws inferences about what to do from examples of good conduct in previous
similar situations. The personalist combines this particularism and a heuristic account of moral
beliefs with a further contention that even the right moral belief will prove motivationally inert in
persons who lack good character. Good character includes not only these intellectual capacities
but also a set of conative states, emotional dispositions, and behavioral habits that make one
reliably disposed to act in accord with what she believes to be good to do.

To summarize, anglophone moral philosophers broadly acknowledge that, in addition to
our capacity for moral motivation, human beings are also capable of moral failure. As with moral
motivation, the field continues to debate how best to explain and categorize these failures. For
present purpose, it helps to isolate four kinds of moral failure in particular. First, in cases of
compulsion, morally inappropriate desires cause an agent to violate a moral requirement. Second,
in cases of strategic error, agents form a true belief about what is good or right to do but make a
mistake in determining how best to achieve that state of affairs. Third, in cases of epistemic
error, agents go wrong in judging what is good or right to do. Fourth, in cases of weakness of
will, an agent who is free to do X or Y judges it best to do X and yet, for whatever reason,
chooses to do Y. Finally, neo-sentimentalists and personalists expand the possible explanations

of moral failures by including emotions and character traits respectively.

§1.3 Summary
With these positions in view, we can now make some general comments about the

contours of contemporary debates about moral motivation and moral failure. First, all the
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participants agree that human action in general, and moral action in particular, is questionable;
most of us, most of the time, reliably act in accordance with our moral judgments even though
we are also capable of moral failure. Save for a few strong internalists, most also agrees that
akrasia can occur even in agents who seem otherwise normal. Second, a commitment to
metaphysical naturalism stands as the unstated premise for each of these positions. While they
differ on the existence and nature of moral facts, they all reject theistic explanations of moral
motivation and would agree that plausible action explanations must refer to elements subject to
the laws of nature. In other words, they categorically reject varieties of non-naturalism, religious
or otherwise.?¢ Third, these moral philosophers further limit the set of possible explanations of
action by focusing exclusively on mental states and, in particular, those mental states that figure
into conscious moral deliberation.?’

One central claim of this chapter is that, despite these genuine insights into moral
motivation and failure, there is a strong tendency in anglophone moral philosophy to pose
questions about agency strictly in terms of the relation between an action and an agent’s
conscious mental states. This approach limits our understanding of the particular moral failures
associated with American racism, or any social evil for that matter, because it neglects a second

crucial agential relation, namely, that of an agent to his or her social environment. The prevailing

26 There are important counterexamples. See, for example, John E. Hare, The Moral Gap: Kantian Ethics, Human
Limits, and God'’s Assistance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996); Linda Trinkaus Zagzebski, Divine Motivation
Theory (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Ryan Nichols, “Moral Motivation and Christian
Theism,” Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of Christian Philosophers 21, no. 2 (April 1, 2004): 175—
94.

27 Michael Smith makes this explicit. ““For it would seem to be part of our concept of what it is for an agent’s
reasons to have the potential to explain her behavior that her having those reasons is a fact about her; that the
goals that such reasons embody are her goals. By contrast with normative reasons, then, which seems to be truths
of the form ‘It is desirable or required that I ¢’, motivating reasons would seem to be psychological states, states
that play a certain explanatory role in producing action.”(Smith, The Moral Problem, 96) David Velleman
contends that those “events and states [that] play the role of the agent” are desires, motives, reasons, and other
mental states. (J. David Velleman, “What Happens When Someone Acts?,” Mind 101, no. 403 (1992): 475-78.)
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individualistic scope of moral philosophy not only occludes the social, material forces at play in
racism, but it also distorts the very intuitions that moral philosophers seek to make intelligible.
For to claim that most people, most of the time, reliably act in accord with our judgments is
difficult to square with the reality of racialized agency in the United States. For a nation founded
on the moral belief that all people are created equal and entitled to certain inalienable rights, it is

the very unreliability that persons of color will be so treated that concerns us.

§2 Anglophone Moral Philosophy as Ideal Theory

Anglophone moral philosophers consider moral motivation and failure to be general
features of human action that are best understood with reference to an individual’s mental states.
But according to theorists of social oppression, such theories ignore, and thereby occlude, the
irreducibly social forces that establish and preserve patterns of domination and exploitation. The
problem they identify is twofold. First, since agents are always ensconced within and influenced
by social forces, these theories fundamentally misunderstand human action. This amounts to a
descriptive error; to understand the nature of moral agency requires that we further understand
the way that historical patterns of conduct and contemporary social conditions differentially
constrain and enable individual agents. Second, by neglecting the causality of social forces, such
theories culpably occlude precisely those mechanisms that produce and maintain forms of group-
based oppression. More than a descriptive error, critical social theorists argue that such theories
are morally and politically suspect because they, wittingly or not, preserve and enhance such
oppression by naturalizing it. Following developments in feminist philosophy, critical race
theorist Charles W. Mills draws on a distinction between “ideal” and “non-ideal” theory to

diagnose this inadequacy and prescribe how best to amend it. In this section, I explore this
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distinction and argue that it helps us see why the prevailing individualism in moral philosophy
makes it ill-suited to diagnose racism’s recalcitrance.

Charles Mills is a contemporary political philosopher and critical race theorist who, over
his three decades of scholarship, has sought to make the philosophical significance of race
manifest to a field that has long neglected it. He attributes this neglect to two sweeping
philosophical prejudices stemming from Descartes’s Meditations.?® Anxious for indubitable
epistemic certainty, Descartes extracted the ego from medieval ascriptive social and
cosmological hierarchies and narrowed the philosopher’s focus to the relation between an
isolated individual and his thoughts. First, he privileged the individual ego over groups as the
locus of epistemic authority and philosophical concern. Liberal political theorists like Hobbes
and Locke simply extend this logic when they rethink the nature of political groups as aggregates
of voluntary, consenting individuals. Second, by defining the ego primarily as a thinking being,
and only secondarily as an extended body, Descartes launches a philosophical trajectory that
privileges ideation over its material conditions of possibility. The consciousness of an individual
subject marked the scope for philosophical inquiry such that social and material realities were
relegated to the theoretical periphery.

Though the origins of individualism and idealism are likely more complex than Mills
suggests,?’ these “Cartesian” legacies are certainly clear in the survey of anglophone moral
philosophy in §1. Despite their differences, each explains human action in terms of an individual
agent’s relation to her own thoughts. They also construe moral agents without any mention of

material needs or social relations, which leaves out any recognition of gender, class, or racial

28 Charles W. Mills, “Non-Cartesian Sums: Philosophy and the African American Experience,” in Blackness Visible:
Essays on Philosophy and Race (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998), 1-20.

2 Consider, by contrast, Charles Taylor’s more extensive inquiry into these questions in Charles Taylor, Sources of
the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989).
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identity markers. Presumably, this abstraction allows moral philosophers to achieve what they
seek, namely, conceptual clarity about universally shared features of moral agency. But Mills’s
claim is that, given the pervasiveness of group-based oppression in contemporary societies, these
theoretical maneuvers are neither necessary nor sufficient for understanding human action. In
fact, they badly misunderstand human action and perhaps even exacerbate the moral failures that
contribute to tenacious social evils like racism.

To clarify this claim, Mills distinguishing between “ideal” and “non-ideal” theories.>® It
is important to note that this is a distinction amongst normative theories. Both ideal and non-
ideal theories, whether in epistemology, ethics, or political philosophy, are concerned with
making judgments about how we should go about knowing, acting, or structuring our common
life. Furthermore, both ideal and non-ideal theories are prescriptive. On the basis of those
judgments, they offer recommendations to guide, and presumably change, existing norms. This
means that both are likely to make reference to counter-factual states of affairs. Finally, insofar
as all theorizing, if it is to serve as an aid for thinking, must reduce exceedingly complex realities
into simpler models or schemas, both ideal and non-ideal theories foreground some aspects of

reality and relegate others to the periphery.

30 Mills clearly has John Rawls’s self-proclaimed “ideal theory” in mind as his principal target, one he takes to be
paradigmatic for a wider tendency. Mills’s relationship to Rawls is complex; his recent work attempts to critically
rehabilitate Rawls’s political liberalism to accommodate the claims of reparative justice for historical wrongs
suffered such as American chattel slavery. My concern here is not with Mills’s reception of Rawls, however, but
rather with the ideal/non-ideal distinction as a critical diagnosis of broad trends in anglophone moral philosophy.
For Rawls’s theory, see John Rawls, 4 Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1971); John Rawls, Political Liberalism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005). For Mills’s critical
reconstruction of Rawls positions, see Charles W. Mills, Black Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial
Liberalism (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017). Christopher Lebron draws the distinction in the
following way: “Ideal theory is that method of normative theorizing that prioritizes the definition and
identification of normative principles that are justified by their internal integrity and mutual coherence... By
contrast, nonideal theories [...] think that an ideal theoretical approach leaves all the important questions of justice
on the table: Who was wronged? When were they wronged? By whom? How? What is the current world state
given the answers to the prior questions? You answer these queries, and then you know what’s fair.” (Christopher
Lebron, review of Rethinking Racial Justice, by Andrew Valls, Ethics 130, no. 3 (April 2020): 478-82. 480.)
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The distinction between ideal and non-ideal theory, then, regards the manner in which
they approach these shared normative, prescriptive, and modelling functions. According to Mills,
ideal theories approach each of these functions by abstracting away from the concrete, political
realities of group-based oppression that characterize actual social orders and the actual agents
who live, think, and act within them.?! Ideal theorists argue that such abstraction is necessary for
all theoretical endeavors but especially for normative ones. Theories provide insight precisely by
schematizing reality, bracketing some aspects and highlighting others. Normative theorizing
requires a special kind of abstraction, namely, the positing of ideals that are decidedly
counterfactual. Such idealizing is necessary to recognize concrete instances of injustice or vice as
such; one must have some counterfactual depiction of political justice or moral virtue as a
standard for comparison. To refrain from such abstraction would be to remain lost in
inexhaustible detail and to resign normative reflection to a suffocating empiricism.

Mills concedes both points. But he insists that normative theories need not necessarily be
ideal theories. They are so only if their schematizations attribute capacities or qualities to persons
or societies that they demonstrably lack. This is what it means to idealize persons or societies.
For example, when John Rawls constructs a theory of justice that assumes the “basic structures”

of society to be largely just, that moral agents act in “strict compliance”?

with the principles of
justice, and that individual moral psychologies are typically unaffected by histories of group-

based oppression, no intrinsic requirement of normative theory-building requires him to do any

of this. An ethicist might construct theoretical abstractions that explain the manifest realities of

31 Charles W. Mills, “‘Ideal Theory’ as Ideology,” in Black Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial
Liberalism, Transgressing Boundaries: Studies in Black Politics and Black Communities (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2017), 72-90.

32 “Bveryone is presumed to act justly and to do his part in upholding just institutions” even though Rawls admits
that “[o]bviously the problems of partial compliance theory are the pressing and urgent matters.” Rawls, A Theory
of Justice, 8-9.
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social injustice, that chart the characteristic ways in which agents fail to act justly, and that grasp
the ways in which political forces distort individual moral consciousness. In both cases,
theoretical abstraction and normative ideals are at play. But only the former idealizes persons
and social conditions.

Mills’s claim is that ethicists can construct non-ideal theories about precisely those
realities that characteristically inhibit the practical achievement of moral and political ideals.
Such theories deploy “descriptive mapping concepts” to illumine the concrete, non-ideal
conditions in which humans actually think and act.’® Far from collapsing moral and political
ideals into the given, this descriptive labor isolates predictable moral pitfalls for the sake of
refining a set of normative, action-guiding prescriptions, potentially rendering the prescriptive
ideals more effective. The appeal of non-ideal theory for normative ethics is this twofold realism.
It aims for a realistic diagnosis of the concrete social and political conditions that constrain and
enable human action. This descriptive realism makes possible a more realistic prognosis for how
to actually achieve those ideals that normative ethicists strive to clarify.

Non-ideal theorists must refrain from idealizing both social conditions and the
individuals living therein. These two elements are inextricably related, according to Mills. He
contends that the nature of the social order has a profound, asymmetrical influence on the nature
of individuals. This is precisely the problem with Descartes’s socially denuded ego. To picture
human beings as if sociality were merely accidental to our nature badly misunderstands our
nature. For better or worse, we are social creatures whose being, thinking, and acting are

conditioned by social relations. For a non-ideal theorist to resist idealization, he or she must

33 Examples include Marxism’s “class society,” feminist concepts of “patriarchy,” etc. See Mills, “‘Ideal Theory’ as
Ideology,” 82—84.
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acknowledge this important connection between social ontology and philosophical anthropology.
At the most basic level, a social ontology is an account of the nature and properties of social
entities, i.e., those realities that emerge from social interaction.?* But according to Mills, human
beings are themselves social entities. We are “socially constituted sel[ves], or at least [...]
socially shaped sel[ves].”*> So when he defines social ontology as “a mapping of the deep
structures of being [...] that does nonetheless locate [these structures] in changing sociohistorical
realities,”*¢ the structures he intends to map include both social systems of group-based
oppression and their effects on the agents whose subjectivities emerge amidst these oppressive
conditions.

But not all social ontologies acknowledge this interdependence. An idealized social
ontology is one that fails to accurately map social existents and their non-ideal relations. The best
example is that of classical Liberalism, which according to Mills, “will typically assume the
abstract and undifferentiated equal atomic individuals [so as to] abstract away from the relations
of structural domination, exploitation, coercion, and oppression.”?’ This social ontology counts
as idealized for two reasons. First, since it makes individuals ontologically basic, social groups
must be conceived as amalgamations of consenting individuals. At the very least, this
misconstrues the nature of politically salient groups like races and classes that are not, or not
simply, voluntary associations. Second, this misconception of social groups means that instances

of group-based oppression will either be occluded from view entirely or their systemic character

34 Such entities can include money, works of art, and institutions. See Brian Epstein, “Social Ontology,” in The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Summer 2018 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford
University, 2018), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/social-ontology/.

35 Charles W. Mills, “White Supremacy as Sociopolitical System,” in From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism
and Black Radicalism, New Critical Theory (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 177-94. 193.

36 Mills, “White Supremacy as Sociopolitical System,” 193.

37 Mills, ““Ideal Theory’ as Ideology,” 75-76.
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will be misunderstood as individualistic, arbitrary, and unconnected. A non-ideal social ontology
avoids these idealizations by accounting for non-voluntary social groups, their historical
relations, and their enduring political arrangements.

These idealizations of social and political reality also lead to idealizations of the agents
who constitute them. To relegate social groups and their oppressive relations as matters of
peripheral significance also occludes how those relations “will profoundly shape the ontology of
those same [supposedly undifferentiated, equal, atomic] individuals, locating them in superior
and inferior positions in social hierarchies of various kinds.”*® To overlook these hierarchical
social arrangements highlights only the formal capacity of agents to act and brackets the
significant substantive limitations imposed on agents by virtue of their perceived membership in
historically subordinated groups. Philosophical anthropologies that ignore these unequal
constraints thereby idealize the agential capacities of persons.

But Mills presses the point even further. These political arrangements also affect our
inner lives, shaping our cognitions and perceptions in sociologically generalizable ways. Non-
ideal theorists must therefore attend to the ways in which perceived group membership
contributes to group-specific experiences of and attitudes towards various social realities.
Individuals who belong?®® to an historically subordinated group are likely to share, at least to
some degree, some generalizable experiences relevant to that group’s subordinated position.*°
Furthermore, Mills argues that group-based interests to maintain or achieve social privilege can

distort the epistemic and moral cognitions of individuals. Even more insidiously, Mills notes that

38 Mills, ““Ideal Theory’ as Ideology,” 76.

39 The nature of such belonging is complex. Scientists roundly deny that human races constitute a natural kind, so
we do not belong to racial groups the way we belong to the human species. But neither is such belonging simply
voluntary. So, when I say that persons “belong” to or are “members” of a certain race, this is shorthand for
“socially perceived racial group membership.”

40 This is a logical extension of the existence of politically salient social groups. I address this in §4.
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dominant social groups can exploit their differential control of various media and epistemic
justificatory processes to circulate and legitimate hegemonic ideologies. These distort the
cognitions of dominant and subordinated groups alike in ways that entrench the political interests
of the dominant group. In each case, an idealized social ontology that occludes social relations
will necessarily fail to diagnose their effects on individual agents.

Each of the moral philosophical construals of agency discussed in §1 meets Mills’s
definition of an ideal theory. By framing human action individualistically, these moral
philosophers neglect the role that social forces and conditions play in constraining and enabling
human action. Of course, moral philosophers might contest this characterization. Whatever the
social forces at play in racial oppression, individual agents are the ones that instantiate it,
whether by ignoring racial injustice or by actively perpetuating it. So long as individuals are not
being physically coerced into reproducing racial oppression, moral consciousness remains the
most significant domain for understanding these moral failures. But here, Mills’s claim about the
inextricable relationship between social ontology and philosophical anthropology is crucial.
Group-based oppression not only differentiates agential capacities in ways that a non-ideal
philosophical anthropology must acknowledge. They also impact the relation of an agent to his
or her own thoughts. As we saw in §1, this relation is the stock-in-trade of moral philosophy. If
epistemic and moral consciousness is itself partially constituted, or at least strongly influenced,
by social realities beyond the individual agent, then a non-ideal account of moral agency must
attend to those realities as well.

If Mills is right, then human beings are not simply undifferentiated actors on a social and
political stage; rather, we are actors who act within and are shaped by that social and political

environment. So conceived, neither our moral consciousness nor our conduct is adequately
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theorized until we come to terms with this complex agential structure. But to issue this critique
of a prevailing trend in anglophone moral philosophy as an ideal theory is not yet to offer a non-
ideal alternative. To develop this, I turn next to explore Mills’s non-ideal critical race theory.
Mills maps the deleterious consequences of racism on epistemic and moral capacities with his
conceptions of “white ignorance” and “white Herrenvolk ethics.” But in order to understand how
moral consciousness becomes racialized, we need to see how Mills conceives of the social

structures that create and reproduce racial oppression.

§3 Racialized Society: Social Causality, Materiality, and Race

Mills’s critique of anglophone moral and political philosophy centers on its
individualistic focus. By focusing exclusively on the agent-thought relation, these theorists
neglect the relationship between an agent and his or her social environment. In societies marred
by group-based oppression, these social structures are essential components for understanding
human action. The non-ideal theorist’s task is to theorize these structural determinants of agency,

rendering visible that which ideal theory occludes.

§3.1 Ideal and Non-Ideal Theories of Racism

It is important to note that scholars of race and racism are not of one mind on how best to
theorize these phenomena. Jorge L.A. Garcia, for example, argues for a “volitional account of
racism” that centers on the moral quality of an agent’s intentions. He defines racism as either

antipathy toward or callous disregard for a person on account of his or her race.*! On his account,

4! Jorge L. A. Garcia, “The Heart of Racism,” Journal of Social Philosophy 27, no. 1 (March 1, 1996): 5-46; Jorge
L. A. Garcia, “Philosophical Analysis and the Moral Concept of Racism,” Philosophy & Social Criticism 25, no. 5
(September 1, 1999): 1-32.
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social realities like institutions are racist only if the individuals who constitute them hold racist
intentions; they are made racist by their intentional inputs, not their consequentialist outputs. He
argues that to suggest otherwise is to make a category error. Although racial inequalities may
well persist in social life without racist intentions, such “racial ills” do not warrant the moralized
connotations intrinsic to ascriptions of racism.

Garcia’s volitional account of racism contrasts sharply with the dominant trend in
scholarship on race and racism, which favors social-systemic accounts over individualistic or
psychological ones. This follows a shift in the role of racism in American life. Following the
achievement of formal legal equality and the significant strides toward substantive equality
during the Civil Rights Era, scholars sought to understand how such stark racial inequalities
persist despite significant declines in explicit racial prejudice. If racial inequalities endure
“without racists,” they contend that supra-personal forces must be at play.*

Disagreements remain even amongst those who view racism as a social system. A main
fault line runs between structuralists and post-structuralists.*® Structuralists trace their theoretical
roots to Karl Marx’s historical materialism, which holds that material conditions, conceived as
exploitative economic relations, structure all other elements of the social order. Post-
structuralists reject Marxism’s narrowly economic interpretation of social oppression in favor of

tracing its manifestly plural forms. Instead of economic relations, these theorists look to

42 Several scholars have noted this divide between personal/psychological and social-systematic accounts of racism
and sought to bridge it. See, for example, Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United
States: From the 1960s to the 1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994); Emirbayer and Desmond, The Racial Order.

43 Some scholars simply equate critical race theory with post-structuralist approaches over against Marxism, as in
Abigail B. Bakan and Enakshi Dua, “Introducing the Questions, Reframing the Dialogue,” in Theorizing Anti-
Racism: Linkages in Marxism and Critical Race Theory, ed. Abigail B. Bakan and Enakshi Dua (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2014), 5-13. With that said, Bakan and Dua contend that both provide important
insights for understanding racism.

72



“discourses” or “discursive regimes”**

as the most basic manifestation of social power. Post-
structuralists insist that racial oppression is irreducible to economic oppression even if, in reality,
it is always inextricably related to it. Both structuralists and post-structuralists i) acknowledge
the existence and political significance of non-voluntary social groups, ii) attempt to illumine
their political relations, and iii) view those political relations as paramount for understanding the
nature of individual agents. By Mills’s lights, they are both non-ideal theories. But by contrast,
since Garcia foregrounds individual moral consciousness without attending to the supra-personal
forces that constrain and condition it, his volitional account of racism amounts to an ideal theory.
Charles Mills’s critical race theory is a non-ideal theory that incorporates elements from
both Marxism and post-structuralism. To clarify his account of racialized social structures, I will
situate his view in relation to these two prominent non-ideal theoretical positions. I then turn to

examine how Mills extends Marx’s concept of “materiality,” along with his post-structuralist

revisions, to theorize the racialized nature of epistemic and moral consciousness.

§3.2 Marxist Materialism and Its Racial Discontents
It is difficult to overestimate the place of Karl Marx in Charles Mills’s scholarly
development. As a graduate student, Mills found in Marxism a theory that “made oppression

central” to its analysis, a discovery that he describes in quasi-religious terms.*> His early writings

* The insufficiency of economic structures to explain social reality is perhaps the central insight in poststructuralist
social theory. Whereas Marx thought linguistic and ideational constructions were the social effects of economic,
material causes, Foucault argued that the individual subjects and groups were more primordially conditioned and
governed by implicit discursive norms that bore only a contingent relationship to economic interests. For an
account of “discursive formations,” see Foucault, The Order of Things. For the relation of such discourses to
political, disciplinary power, see Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 2nd Vintage
Books ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1995). The task of social theory, then, is not to distinguish the real base
from the ontologically derivative superstructure. It is to unmask these power dynamics by inquiring
genealogically into their discursive conditions of possibility.

45 Mills speaks of his encounter with Marxism as a “sense of revelation” that led to his “scales falling,” a clear
reference to Paul’s conversion recounted in Acts 9:18. Mills, From Class to Race, 121.
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were in Analytical Marxism, and despite a prominent break with the field in the 1990s,* key
features of Marxist social theory endure across his career. Reflecting on the transition from
Marxism to critical race theory, Mills writes, “Now what I have belatedly realized is that in my
theorization of race, I basically adapted most of this [Marxist] apparatus and changed the
identities of the players.”*” He identifies five crucial features of this apparatus:
(1) the emphasis is on the social and the systematic as a structure of
domination, rather than on the individual and the ideational;
(i1) exploitation and material group interests are taken to be causally central;
(i)  the basic players are the two main classes, the exploiting and the exploited
class;
(iv)  the economic power of the exploiting class, the bourgeoisie, translates into
a political and juridical power — they are the ‘ruling class’;

(v) ideologies are generated by this structure which influence social cognition,
factual and moral, so as to justify or obfuscate its existence.*8

Mills suggests here that his major shift from class to race was essentially an application of
Marxism to the realities of racial oppression. This understates a more extensive revision, as I will
argue. But given the enduring importance of historical materialism for Mills, this apparatus
deserves attention.

The first point (i) simply restates the ideal/non-ideal theory distinction. Marxism
emphasizes social groups, not individuals, as the primary actors in society and history. But here,
Mills makes a further vital qualification. In addition to the social/individual distinction, he pits
the “systematic” and “structure[s] of domination” against “the ideational.” Furthermore, (ii)
clarifies the nature and logic of these structures; they are exploitative and rooted in material

group interests. For Mills, the appeal of Marxism lies not only in its identification of the most

46 Mills narrates his “conversion” in Mills, From Class to Race.

47 Charles W. Mills, “Introduction: Red Shift: Politically Embodied/Embodied Politics,” in Radical Theory,
Caribbean Reality: Race, Class and Social Domination (Kingston, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press,
2010), 1-27. 23.

48 Mills, “Red Shift,” 23.
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politically salient actors in society and history, but also in its materialist diagnosis of what drives
their interactions.

This materialism is sociopolitical, not metaphysical; it makes no claim about the basic
elements of the universe but rather asserts that sociopolitical causality flows asymmetrically.
This claim has three components: 1) socio-political orders can be divided into distinct domains,
2) some domains are “material” whereas others are “ideal”, and 3) the overarching socio-political
dynamics are explicable with reference to the material, not the ideal, elements.** The
sociopolitical materialist contends that material determinants will generally be more efficacious
vis-a-vis social and political dynamics than ideal ones. This causal asymmetry means that the
most adequate, i.e., non-ideal, description of a polity’s social function appeals to its material
elements as explanatorily basic.

For Marx, material elements are those involved in economic production.’® As finite,
physical creatures, human beings depend upon our environment to remain in existence. We
employ creative, productive forces to appropriate and transform our environment for the sake of
satisfying those basic needs. Since we lack the ability to meet those needs on our own, we turn
our creative energies toward the social world, producing social arrangements to meet these
collective needs. These arrangements are material in that they 1) are necessary to meet the basic
needs required to keep human beings alive and 2) constitute an objective, permanent constraint
on individual and group agents. While particular arrangements change, the human need for basic

goods remains constant.

49 Charles W. Mills, “Materializing Race,” in Living Alterities: Phenomenology, Embodiment, and Race, ed. Emily
S. Lee, SUNY Series, Philosophy and Race (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2014), 20.

0 Marx classic formulation of historical materialism can be found in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German
Ideology: Part One with Selections from Parts Two and Three, Together with Marx’s “Introduction to a Critique
of Political Economy,” ed. C.J. Arthur (New York: International Publishers, 1995).
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Furthermore, Marx thinks that these social forms are never egalitarian. Some groups
inevitably achieve control over the means of production on which every group depends. This
creates a power differential in which the dominant group literally holds the power of life and
death. They use this crucial advantage to exploit other groups and further secure their
dominance. Even in modern societies that reject ascriptive hierarchies, dominant groups
constitute a ruling class. Motivated by interest to entrench their dominance, they translate their
economic leverage into juridical, political, religious, and cultural power (iv), coercing other
groups to accept their terms under threat of withholding the necessities of life. Furthermore, the
ruling class circulates “ideologies” (v), forms of social consciousness that serve ruling class
interests by justifying or obfuscating their coercive practices. The crucial point is that the power
relations that characterize the material “base” of a society effectively structure its ideal
“superstructure.” Thus, the entire polity functions as a coherent system of oppression.

A non-ideal theorist like Mills has good reason to endorse this kind of materialism. It
figures non-voluntary social groups, not individuals, as the basic units of social analysis, and it
foregrounds those oppressive dynamics that ideal theory overlooks. Moreover, it provides an
explanation for how these oppressive structures operate; they advance and secure the economic
dominance of the ruling class. Thus, materialism promises the non-ideal theorist precisely the
kind of political realism he seeks.’! Diagnostically, it purports to expose the non-ideal reality and
function of structural oppression. This diagnosis makes possible a politically realistic prognosis

for how best to transform those structures. Furthermore, this twofold political realism provides

51 Mills explicitly identifies materialism as a species of realism. See Charles W. Mills, “European Specters,” in
From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism and Black Radicalism, New Critical Theory (New York: Rowman
& Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 147-72. 148. See also Charles W. Mills, “Racial Exploitation,” in The Changing
Terrain of Race and Ethnicity, ed. Maria Krysan and Amanda E. Lewis (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
2004), 235-62. 243.
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the non-ideal theorist a set of realistic constraints for those individuals whose lives are
conditioned by structural determinants of group agency. Materialism thus avoids the descriptive
and prescriptive pitfalls of ideal theory.

But Mills’s concern is to theorize racial, not class, oppression. This eventually led him to
the judgment that orthodox Marxism is politically unrealistic for theorizing race. As already
noted, he had at the very least to expand its social ontology to admit racial groups as basic units
of analysis. But this seemingly minor change exposes a more fundamental theoretical chasm. For
Marx, social oppression just is class oppression. Economic relations are material, and all other
forms of oppression are explicable with reference to them. This led twentieth century Marxists to
interpret race as ideology, an epistemically vacuous constellation of beliefs and values created by
the bourgeoisie to divide the proletariat and to justify its exploitation of new labor and
commercial markets. Race, on this view, is superstructural, an ideological effect of economic
causes.

For Mills, this analysis of racism proves triply inadequate. First, not only is there no a
priori reason why all oppression must be reducible to class oppression, but even a cursory glance
at American history (not to mention the history of European colonialism) would reveal ample a
posteriori evidence that racial dynamics were causally efficacious to distribute and restrict the
goods necessary for human life.>? Second, racial oppression has a distinctly somatic dimension
that economic oppression lacks; its logic is inscribed on human bodies, which renders its
alienating effects even more inescapable than class oppression. Third, racial oppression entails
an “ontological” dimension missing from economic oppression. It correlates somatic properties

with the kind of being one is and arranges these types hierarchically, figuring white people as

52 For a list of such historical and sociological evidence, see Mills, “European Specters,” 166—67.
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paradigmatic humans and nonwhite people as inferior deviations therefrom. This means that,
beyond class struggle, persons of color face an “ontological struggle” for social recognition as
human beings. Thus, race is not only “material” in the Marxist sense of being socially efficacious
to make society systemically oppressive. There is also a “deeper, more foundational” materiality

of race that demands theoretical attention of its own.>>

§3.3 Mills’s Post-structuralist Turn and the ‘Dark Ontology’ of Race

To articulate this materiality of race, Mills turns to poststructuralist methods and insights.
Specifically, he probes the discursive conditions of possibility for the simultaneous rise of
explicitly racialized social hierarchies and the Enlightenment’s moral egalitarianism. This leads
him to analyze the writings of the main Liberal moral and political theorists, most notably
Immanuel Kant. The second formulation of Kant’s categorical imperative appears to claim that
all human beings equally deserve moral respect. Rational, self-legislating creatures, i.e., persons,
are morally obligated to treat other persons as ends and never simply as a means.>* This neatly
divides the moral universe into two groups: persons who must be treated as ends, and non-
persons who may be justifiably treated as means to an end. Such a view ought to hold institutions
like chattel slavery as paradigmatic instances of moral wrongdoing.

But Mills argues that this conclusion elides a non-ideal reality. It presumes that Kant’s
ascription of intrinsic moral worth to all persons is identical to ascribing such worth to all human

beings. Kant’s lectures on anthropology and physical geography reveal that this presumption is

53 Mills, “European Specters,” 168-169.
5% Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. and trans. Mary J. Gregor, Cambridge Texts in
the History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 38 [4:429].
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mistaken. As several scholars have noted,>> Kant endorses a set of empirical judgments in these
lectures that the baseline requirements of personhood (rationality and self-legislation) are not
equally distributed across the human population. In fact, he contends that a racial hierarchy
neatly divides human beings into “Whites,” “Indians,” “Negroes”, and “[Native] Americans.”>®
Whites “contain all the inclinations of nature in affects and passions, all talents, and all the
predispositions toward culture and civilization. They can obey as well as rule. They are the only
race that always advances to perfection.”’ Below whites come “Indians” who, although they are
“perpetual students,” can only be educated in the arts, not the sciences and “only know coercion,
not right and freedom.” These racial limitations on rationality increase when it comes to Black
people who only “adopt the culture of slaves. They are not free but children incapable of leading
themselves.”® Native Americans are “insensible. They do not speak, love, or care about

anything” and “do not adopt any culture.” Especially given the importance on self-legislation

for Kant’s conception of personhood, his claim that “Native Americans and Negroes cannot

55 See Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, “The Color of Reason: The Idea of ‘Race’ in Kant’s Anthropology,” The Bucknell
Review 38, no. 2 (January 1, 1995): 200-241; Robert Bernasconi, “Who Invented the Concept of Race?: Kant’s
Role in the Enlightenment Construction of Race,” in Race, ed. Robert Bernasconi, Readings in Continental
Philosophy (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 11-36.

56 These lectures were never published in Kant’s lifetime and can be found only in Kant’s handwritten literary
remains and collections of his students’ notes. All of the following citations come from the Royal Prussian
Academy Edition of his collected works. Immanuel Kant, “Entwiirfe zu dem College {iber Anthropologie aus den
70er und 80er Jahren,” in Immanuel Kant: Gesammelte Schriften (Akademie-Ausgabe) I-XXII (Electronic Edition),
edited by the Koniglichen-Preussischen Akaemie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, sec. 3, vol. 15, Anthropologie,
edited by Erich Adickes (Charlottesville, VA: InteLex Corporations, 1999), 877-878. Cited as AA4. Translations
are mine. Mills cites many of these himself in Charles W. Mills, “Kant’s Untermenschen,” in Black Rights/White
Wrongs: The Critique of Racial Liberalism, Transgressing Boundaries: Studies in Black Politics and Black
Communities (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 91-112. 95-97. For selected English translations of this
material, see Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Anthropology, ed. Allen W. Wood and Robert B. Louden, trans. Robert
R. Clewis et al., The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2012).

57 Kant, A4 XV.878 This capacity to both readily obey and rule matches the picture of moral personhood, described
in the third articulation of the categorical imperative, as both obedient member and ruling “sovereign”
[Oberhaupt] of the kingdom of ends. Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 41 [4:433].

38 Kant, A4 XV.878.

% Kant, A4 XV.878.
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govern themselves; therefore, they only serve as slaves” strikes Mills as especially difficult to
square with the claim that Kant thinks of moral personhood as a universally human attribute.®

Those familiar with Kant’s ethics may contend that his clearly racist empirical judgments
issued in unpublished lectures on anthropology have no bearing on his published, normative
ethics. After all, the latter affirms the intrinsic dignity of persons, the very thing that shows
precisely why racial hierarchy is morally wrong. If one’s concern were to exculpate Kant from
moral censure, or to preserve the viability of his ethics and its morally egalitarian ideals, then
such arguments might be convincing.

But these are explicitly not Mills’s concern, and neither are they ours. Recall that Mills is
engaged in non-ideal theory and thus seeks to highlight the social and material conditions that
routinely inhibit the achievement of ethical ideals. In Kant, he finds a figure whose written work
manifests the central contradiction of Liberalism as a philosophical and political project. The
same champion of human freedom who espoused moral egalitarianism and the intrinsic dignity
of persons also championed a view of racial hierarchy that distributed the components of moral
personhood in accordance with an individual’s racial essence.

Rather than disregard Kant’s empirical judgments as conceptually unrelated to his ethics,
Mills asks how it is intellectually possible to endorse both racial hierarchy and moral
egalitarianism as if there were no contradiction. To explain this, Mills argues that, alongside the
morally egalitarian ideal Kantianism, there is textual evidence for a non-ideal Herrenvolk
(master race) Kantianism. The latter describes a de facto moral order that restricts moral

personhood to a master race, i.e., white people, and relegates nonwhite humans to the moral

60 Kant, A4 XV.878. Rather, Mills interprets Kant to mean that “[sJubpersons are not capable of becoming moral
agents in the full sense, directing and legislating for themselves, but require the paternalistic supervision of the
person population.” Charles W. Mills, “White Right: The Idea of a Herrenvolk Ethics,” in Blackness Visible:
Essays on Philosophy and Race (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 139-66. 153.

80



status of “sub-persons.”®! While moral respect is the prescribed norm for conduct amongst and
toward white persons, degrees of moral disrespect and instrumentalization are prescribed toward
nonwhite sub-persons. The rights to which sub-persons are entitled fall somewhere between
those of white persons and those of non-human animals, and their obligations entail deference
and submission to the supposed mater race. In other words, the apparent contradiction between
Kant’s empirical and normative judgments disappears if we recognize that when he spoke of
moral persons, he was really only speaking about white people.

This reveals a crucial feature of the non-ideal social ontology from which Enlightenment
moral and political philosophy emerged. It shows that Kant and others®? were thinking, writing,
and living within a “discursive field” that restricted full moral personhood to a racial subset of
human beings. To be racially white was the condition of the possibility of being fully human.
This means that racialized descriptive claims about human nature and normative claims about
moral entitlements and obligations are always already present as the “ontological horizon®* that
conditions and inflects Kant’s explicit claims about moral personhood. As Mills puts it, the

9965

“normative ground floor”*> of Kant’s moral egalitarianism is racialized, restricted to white

humans.

61 Kant does not use the term “subperson.” It is Mills’s claim that non-ideal Kantianism implies it, however.

62 Mills also identifies similar racialized distinctions in the works of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.

63 Charles W. Mills, “White Supremacy and Racial Justice,” in From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism and
Black Radicalism, New Critical Theory (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 195-218. 216.

64 Judith Butler uses this term in precisely the sense that [ mean it here, “the limits to what will be considered to be
an intelligible formation of the subject within a given historical scheme of things.” These limits constitute
“regimes of truth” which “[constrain] in advance what will and will not be a recognizable form of being.” Judith
Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 17, 22.

65 Charles W. Mills, “Revisionist Ontologies: Theorizing White Supremacy,” in Blackness Visible: Essays on
Philosophy and Race (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 107.

81



Mills calls this racialized stratification of moral personhood the non-ideal “dark
ontology”® that undergirds the Enlightenment ideal of moral egalitarianism. This constitutes the
central logic of racial oppression, and it structures every aspect of not only American social life
but also that of much of our now globalized world. It is “the original injustice [...] of the failure
to see people of color as full persons in the first place,” a failure that “shapes everything else.”®’
In other words, this dark ontology has a social causality all of its own; it is to racial oppression
what economic relations are to class oppression.

On first glance, this seems like a perfect inversion of Marxist materialism. A set of ideas
about racial hierarchy has become causally efficacious, embedded in social and historical
conditions. But Mills’s position is more nuanced than this. He grants that racism’s modern
genesis is best explained as a function of bourgeois economic interests. But this ideological
construction has become “materially embedded”*® and even “incarnated”® through concrete
historical processes of oppression and institutionalized non-recognition. “That is,” he writes,

it is a matter not merely of the stigmatized representation of blacks but of the

literal destruction of black being by slavery and colonial forced labor, regimes

under which people were often worked to death and were at times reduced to a

condition beneath the human. Thus, it is not only that whites are depicted as the

superior race, beings of a higher order, but that this depiction begins to seem true

in a world in which they dominate the planet and become exemplars of the
human.”

86 Charles W. Mills, “Dark Ontologies: Blacks, Jews, and White Supremacy,” in Blackness Visible: Essays on
Philosophy and Race (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 67-96. As Mills puts it, a dark ontology is “the
unacknowledged dark side of the Enlightenment ideal. Simply put: one set of rules for whites, another for
nonwhites. All persons are equal, but only white males are persons.” Mills, 70. It is “dark” in the sense of being
generally unacknowledged and also in that it ascribes personhood along a color spectrum.

7 Mills, “White Supremacy and Racial Justice,” 217.

8 Mills acknowledges the seeming inconsistency. Charles W. Mills, “New Left Project Interview with Charles
Mills,” in Black Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial Liberalism, Transgressing Boundaries: Studies in
Black Politics and Black Communities (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 8.

% As Mills puts it, race constitutes “a social materialism, through which political domination becomes incarnated...”
Mills, “European Specters,” 168.

70 Mills, “Racial Exploitation,” 256.
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It is only as the governing logic of a global socio-political system, backed by economic
and military might, that this dark ontology came to so profoundly shape our social world.
But Mills’s point is that we fundamentally misunderstand that system if we neglect this
dark ontology of racialized personhood that undergirds it.

In other words, a non-ideal theory of race requires a more supple conception of
social causality than orthodox Marxism admits. It requires a materialism that maintains
the asymmetrical flow of social causality, emphasizing “the social and the systematic as a
structure of domination, rather than on the individual and the ideational,””! but that
further acknowledges that individual agents and their ideas are also conditioned by
discursive regimes and their ontological horizons. To grasp the materiality of race
requires this theoretical nuance.”

Mills calls the global socio-political system that materializes this dark ontology “white
supremacy.” Unlike “racism,” which bears connotations of individual prejudices, Mills prefers
white supremacy as a non-ideal descriptive mapping concept that clearly indicates a coherent
system of racial oppression.”® A polity is white supremacist if it divides the human population
into hierarchically stratified racial groups (R1>R>>R3>...Rn) such that R;s are white people,
R»...Rus are varieties of nonwhite people, and Rs are systematically privy to special set of

benefits, burdens, rights, and duties from which R;...Rys are excluded.” This conception is

"I Mills, “Red Shift,” 21.

2 As Mills puts it, “[WThite supremacy is founded on a distinctive metaphysic, which is embedded in
sociopolitical realities and which in turn reciprocally shapes those realities.” (Mills, “White Supremacy
as Sociopolitical System,” 193)

3 Mills, “Revisionist Ontologies,” 100.

74 1t thus accommodates historical variations in the conception of “race,” the boundaries of racial groups, and how
color hierarchies within designated racial groups add complexity racial oppression. In each case, the crucial
feature remains: white people (however whiteness is conceived) as a group (however that group is ethnically
demarcated) occupy a position of multi-dimensional political dominance vis-a-vis various groups of nonwhite
people (however those nonwhite groups relate amongst and within themselves).
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necessarily formal because it aspires to isolate the general features of historically and
geographically diverse iterations of white racial domination, including de jure and de facto
forms. Furthermore, Mills conceives of this system as semi-autonomous and multi-dimensional.
White supremacy is semi-autonomous because its particular logic makes it analytically distinct
from other oppressive systems even if it always actually intersects with them. As multi-
dimensional, Mills contends that the dark ontology becomes causally efficacious through
multiple means that are irreducible to, and yet operate in coordination with, one another. White
racial domination materializes itself by structuring (i) the juridico-political, (ii) economic, (iii)
cultural, (iv) cognitive-evaluative, (v) somatic, and (vi) ontological/metaphysical aspects of a
social order to systematically benefit white people and to systematically disadvantage persons of

color.

§3.4 Summary

We are now in a position to clarify how Mills’s critical race theory conceives of the
supra-personal determinants of human action. Mills consistently endorses three central claims of
Marxist materialism: 1) groups, not individuals, are the basic units of social analysis, 2) group
material interests provide the most realistic explanation for social function and evolution, and 3)
these interests drive groups to antagonistic relations that result in the systematic domination of
one (or some) by the other. But to theorize race, Mills augments these positions by 1a)
supplementing classes with races as politically salient, non-voluntary social groups, 2a)
expanding Marx’s narrowly economic conception of materiality to include the somatic and
ontological dimensions of distinctly racial oppression and material interests to include psychic

and social recognitive ones concerning full personhood, and 3a) reconceptualizing social
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causality to acknowledge the reciprocal relation of social realities and social ontologies. This
allows him to chart the multidimensional contours of racial material conditions without making
them functions of economic relations. This more supple conception of materiality grants him
insight into how the dark ontology of racialized personhood conditions not only social and
political orders but also how individuals see, interpret, and orient themselves within that order.
Even with these amendments, Mills’s materialism remains intact. Social causality is still
asymmetrical. Social systems and power relations will always more adequately explain social
function than individual attitudes and ideas.”> He merely acknowledges that ideas can become
materially embedded through social processes of recognition and non-recognition. This is not
sociological idealism but rather a poststructuralist insight about the potency of discursive
regimes to shape social reality. Furthermore, these materially embedded ontologies remain
essentially productive. They produce social forms and political arrangements, but they also
produce particular kinds of subjects. As Mills puts it, race is “deep in the sense of shaping one’s
being, one’s cognition, one’s experience in the world: it generates a racial self.”’® In other
words, white supremacy as a socio-political system inscribes our physical bodies and even our
inner lives with the racial logic of persons and sub-persons. This reveals the full scope of his
critique of the Cartesian ego above. Racialized societies like the United States produce racial
selves. To abstract away from this dimension of selthood is to idealize the way in which racial

material conditions structure agency and moral subjectivity.”’

75 This is especially clear when Mills turns to make explicitly normative prescriptions for how to achieve a more
racially egalitarian structure. See Mills, “White Supremacy and Racial Justice,” 217.

76 Charles W. Mills, “The Racial Polity,” in Blackness Visible: Essays on Philosophy and Race (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1998), 119-38. 134.

77 Mills writes, “[a] pervasive racialization of the social world means that one’s race, in effect, puts one in a certain
relationship with social reality, thereby tendentially determining one’s being and consciousness.” (Mills, “White
Supremacy as Sociopolitical System,” 186.)
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This leads us to a point where the moral philosopher must work hand in hand with the
social theorist. The same discursive horizon that determines who counts as a full human being
conditions the agent-thought relation itself. For moral philosophers to focus exclusively on the
agent-thought relation is thus doubly idealized. First, it neglects the fact that individuals act from
particular social locations and so are characteristically encumbered from acting or empowered to
act by social determinants. Second, and more insidiously, it neglects the fact that the dark
ontology of race conditions what individual agents can think, see, recognize, and say. A non-
ideal theory of race must not only be politically realistic; furthermore, it must be psychologically
realistic. Insofar as an account of moral agency fails to descriptively map how our agential and

cognitive-evaluative capacities have become racialized, it remains an ideal theory.

§4 Racialized Agency: White Ignorance and White Herrenvolk Ethics

“We learn to see whiteness and blackness,” Mills writes, “seeing ourselves in our own
eyes, and in the eyes of others, as equal, as superior, as inferior, but in all cases ineluctably
(given a racialized social order) as a human of a certain racial kind.””® The dark ontology of race
has become materially embedded, marking human bodies with a political and moral significance
that is easily, and perhaps unavoidably, recognized by agents whose inner lives have been shaped
by that same logic. Mills names these psychological effects of white supremacy “white
ignorance” and “white Herrenvolk ethics,” both of which are inexplicable without reference to
social causation. By descriptively mapping these realities, Mills uncovers aspects of the agent-

thought relation that an ideal theory would neglect or misdiagnose.

8 Mills, “European Specters,” 169.
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White ignorance and white “Herrenvolk ethics” each depend upon the supple materialism
described in §3. They refer to sociologically generalizable patterns of consciousness caused by
white supremacy as a sociopolitical system. As such, they belong to what Mills calls the
cognitive-evaluative dimension of white supremacy. By exposing these forms of social
consciousness to be both false and politically motivated, Mills aims to rouse those seduced by
false consciousness into political action, motivating them to improve their beliefs and their
conduct. That is, Mills engages in a “naturalized””® approach to epistemology and ethics, albeit
from the perspective of what Marxists call “ideology critique.”8 It seeks to illumine non-ideal
patterns of epistemic and moral cognition for the sake of improving them, thereby retaining the
normative and realist aspirations of traditional epistemology and ethics. But unlike many
contemporary naturalists, Mills is concerned primarily with those cognitive failures with social,
as opposed to personal, causes.

On first blush, it might seem that a socially caused belief would be epistemically
suspicious. If social causation simply means that members of a given group have a material
interest to believe ‘that P’ despite the absence of rational reasons (or despite contradicting
rational reasons) for holding that belief, then socially caused beliefs would be manifestly
irrational. Mills certainly admits that such bad-faith modes of group-based ignorance exist. But

his conception of socially caused beliefs also includes more subtle and insidious forms. Given

" The term “naturalized epistemology” belongs to W.V.O. Quine, who sought to incorporate methods from the
natural sciences into philosophical reflection on belief formation and justification. See W. V. Quine, Ontological
Relativity: And Other Essays (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969), 69-90. For more recent proponents
of this project in ethics, see Alvin I. Goldman, “Ethics and Cognitive Science,” Ethics 103, no. 2 (January 1993):
337-60; Owen J. Flanagan, Varieties of Moral Personality: Ethics and Psychological Realism (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1991); Larry May, Marilyn Friedman, and Andy Clark, eds., Mind and Morals: Essays
on Cognitive Science and Ethics (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996); Haidt, “The New Synthesis in Moral
Psychology.”

80 Charles W. Mills, “Marxism, ‘Ideology,” and Moral Objectivism,” in From Class to Race: Essays in White
Marxism and Black Radicalism, New Critical Theory (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 59—
88.
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that white supremacy describes a polity in which races count as politically salient non-voluntary
groups, it is reasonable to suppose racial group membership in such a polity would subject
individuals to relatively distinct, group-specific experiences of social life.8! For example, since
persons of color are more likely than white people to experience police harassment, it follows
that this tends to generate different experiences, beliefs, and evaluations amongst those groups
with regard the police. These group-specific experiences provide an evidentiary basis from
which individuals draw inferences and make judgments about the nature and function of their
social world. This means that socially caused beliefs might also be rationally justified. 3 There
are possible reasons for the unequal social distribution of true and false beliefs about racial

oppression that are not simply reducible to material group interests.

§4.1 White Ignorance

White ignorance is socially caused in both these good- and bad-faith ways. As Mills
defines it, white ignorance is “an ignorance, a non-knowing, that is not contingent, but in which
race — white racism and/or white racial domination and their ramifications — plays a crucial
causal role.”®* This non-contingency speaks to the systemic production of such ignorance. It

specifically refers to a “structural group-based miscognition,”®* those false beliefs and absences

81 This is the central claim of standpoint epistemology; different locations in a social hierarchy equate to differences
in epistemic access, especially with regard to knowledge related to social oppression. But it must be qualified.
Such experiences are only relatively distinct, i.e., they are in principle communicable across groups even if this
only results in derivative, second-hand knowledge. And as sociological generalizations, group-specific
experiences neither universally obtain for in-group, nor universally exclude out-group, members.

82 This is not to say the privileged epistemic access guarantees the formation of true beliefs. Mills recognizes this,
describing epistemic differences as sociologically generalizable (not determinative) “inclination[s],” “doxastic
disposition[s],” or “cognitive tendenc[ies]” within racial groups. Charles W. Mills, “White Ignorance,” in Black
Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial Liberalism (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2017), 58. Any
beliefs achieved through social causation are, like all empirical beliefs, defeasible.

8 Mills, 55.

8 Mills, 49.
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of true beliefs that are characteristic of white people and causally dependent on racial social
structures.®> Examples include instances of explicit white racism, wherein a white person rejects
overwhelming evidence that Black people are his intellectual and moral equals in order to
maintain his belief in racial hierarchy. But even more significant for Mills are the forms of
“impersonal social-structural causation”®¢ that produce ignorance even in the absence of
conscious racism. These instances of good-faith white ignorance result from broad efforts to
suppress knowledge of white racial domination, whether by omission in American history
textbooks, skewed media coverage of racially charged events, quotidian practices about what
makes for polite conversation, or the vastly greater number of national monuments
memorializing Confederate generals than those memorializing enslaved persons. Each of these
contribute to an epistemic environment in which access to the historical and sociological record
has been unequally distributed and actively inhibited by white people for whom such knowledge
is politically threatening. To lack true beliefs about the pervasiveness of lynching in the 1890s
and the grotesque wealth gap between white people and persons of color in the United States, or
to erroneously believe that the extension of formal equality to the enslaved amounted to
substantive equality could each be the result of willful ignorance. But it is more likely that they
result from socialization in communities for whom the suppression and distortion of such
knowledge is politically expedient. In either case, we fail to understand such ignorance if we

overlook the social and political forces at play in distributing true and false beliefs.

85 Both conditions are necessary. A form of ignorance that is generalizable to all white people but that is not caused
by white supremacy is not white ignorance. For example, white people may generally not know who won the 100-
meter dash in the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, but this does not make it an instance of white ignorance. (Mills, 56—
57.)

8 Mills, 57.
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Mills extends this conception of ignorance beyond the empirical and into the moral
realm. He writes of a decidedly “moral ignorance — not merely ignorance of facts with moral
implications but also moral non-knowings, incorrect judgments about the rights and wrongs of
moral situations themselves.”®” Like other forms of white ignorance, white moral ignorance
manifests in individuals as a result of social causation. It produces sociologically generalizable
cognitive tendencies and inclinations that result in white moral failures that perpetuate white

supremacy. And as socially caused, an individualistic framing will always mischaracterize them.

§4.2 White Herrenvolk Ethics

White Herrenvolk ethics®® is, like white ignorance, a “naturalized,” non-ideal descriptive
mapping concept. It describes the de facto moral code of white supremacist polities like the
United States that prescribes moral respect amongst white persons and varying degrees of
disrespect toward persons of color. This racially partitioned moral code is also a product of social
causation. It occurs in bad-faith forms, wherein white communities explicitly socialize their
members to morally distinguish between white persons and nonwhite sub-persons. But again,
Mills is more interested in the subtle, more insidious ways that white moral agents can
innocently claim to endorse moral egalitarianism even as they perpetuate racially charged moral
failures. “In these cases,” Mills writes, “problems of cognition are involved, the failure to make
the appropriate categorization, to identify what one is doing.”®® These cognitive problems center
on the processes that allow individuals to perceive a particular situation as a moral situation that

calls for a moral response.

87 Mills, 58.
88 Mills, “White Right.”
89 Mills, 149.
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Following developments in cognitive psychology and philosophy of mind,”® Mills
contends that the mental processes by which agents subsume particular objects under general
concepts rely strongly on prototypes drawn from concrete examples stored in working memory.”!
Mills speculates about how these processes of category subsumption operate in the moral realm
with regard to the recognition of persons. If we admit that racially structured polities tend to
produce group-specific experiences, and if we further accept that the moral education of
individuals in white supremacist polities tends to occur in racially segregated communities, then
it follows that, for white people, “the examples that are called upon to illustrate, make vivid, and
fix in their minds the appropriate abstract moral concepts are prototypically drawn from white
experience.”? Even if the days of de jure white supremacy are past, the moral communities that
teach their members how to orient themselves morally persist across time and space. Thus, even
once explicitly racist beliefs and values have fallen out of fashion, the racially segregated
communities produced by white supremacy transmit this subtler form of racism. The conceptual
prototype of a full moral person remains white, and persons of color are perceived to be inferior
deviations from the white prototypes.

These racialized moral perceptions are of great significance for what Mills calls “white
recalcitrance on race.”®* In addition to the ample amoral and immoral motivations to preserve

racial hierarchy, Mills contends that white supremacy threatens to corrupt the very moral

resources that might, in a good and strong-willed white person, overcome moral failure. “[I]n a

%0 The key philosophical conception of mind here is Jerry Fodor’s “modular” model. Jerry A. Fodor, The Modularity
of Mind: An Essay on Faculty Psychology (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1983).

! See Paul Churchland, “Neural Representation of the Social World,” in Mind and Morals: Essays on Cognitive
Science and Ethics, ed. Larry May, Andy Clark, and Marilyn Friedman (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996),
91-108.

92 Mills, “White Right,” 150.

3 Mills, 165.
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racial polity, [moral] rationality will itself generally be ‘raced’” precisely because these cognitive
patterns involved in moral perception are raced.”* If, as Hume suggests, we develop the moral
capacity of empathy by observing our moral community’s empathic responses to suffering and
reproducing those responses in similar situations, then to receive one’s moral education from a
non-ideal community systematically desensitized to nonwhite suffering puts one at a moral
epistemic disadvantage; such suffering will seem, not morally problematic, but typical and
potentially even morally appropriate.”> The same goes for a racialized Kantianism where that
which demands moral respect is not abstract, ideal personhood but the moral perception of
phenotypical traits associated with whiteness. In both cases, the dark ontology of race has shaped
moral cognition and deliberation such that white people routinely fail to recognize moral failures
in racial situations as moral failures. The problem is not simply that white people’s conduct
happens to deviate from moral norms; it is that “social privilege and material interests manifest
themselves [...] in the reshaping and transformation of the principles themselves.”*® This makes
possible a special kind of moral dilemma, one in which impersonal social causality generates an
insidious form of moral self-frustration. Even apparently good and strong-willed white people
fail to perceive such situations of racial injustice as moral situations calling for redress.
Overcoming this condition requires more than mustering the moral motivation to do what is right
in the face of immoral self- or group-interests.”’ It requires a radical shift in moral perception, a

transformation of one’s basic moral capacities. In a word, it requires conversion.

%4 Mills, 150-51.

%5 “In a racial polity, empathic feelings will travel weakly, if at all, across the color line; white empathy will refuse
to enter black skin.” (Mills, 157.)

% Mills, 165.

97 In critiquing the “optimistic integrationist” approach to racial justice, Mills contends that that which inhibits racial
equality is not merely “the scenario (problematic enough in itself) of an ideal morality set in clear opposition to
(and expected to triumph over) interest-based motivation, but the worst-case outcome: perceived group interest
and a sensed moral entitlement converge on the preservation of the existing racial system.” See Charles W. Mills,

92



§5 Conclusion

This chapter has argued that the predominately individualistic scope of anglophone
debates about moral motivation and failure is inadequate for understanding the concrete moral
failures that contribute to American racism’s recalcitrance. Although each party in these debates
highlights different mental states to explain moral motivation and failure, the fact that they all
appeal to mental states exclusively means that they neglect the irreducibly social determinants of
action. According to most critical race theorists, these forms of social causality are necessary for
understanding racism’s enduring staying power. Drawing on Charles Mills distinction between
ideal and non-ideal theory, I argued that ignoring the sociopolitical determinants of action
idealizes moral agency in two ways. First, it diminishes the difference that an agent’s social
location in a racially structured society makes in determining his or her agential capacities.
Second, it diminishes the degree to which our epistemic and moral consciousness it itself
constrained and shaped by social causality. Therefore, to understand the concrete moral failures
that contribute to racism’s recalcitrance in the United States, we must expand this individualistic
tendency in contemporary moral philosophy to consider the supra-personal determinants of
human action and the way in which those forces influence our agential capacities themselves,
including epistemic and moral consciousness.

In addition to these critical insights, this chapter also explored one constructive response
to these limitations in moral philosophy in Charles Mills’s non-ideal theory of racial oppression.
Mills identifies the dark ontology of race as that which structures societies and subjectivities

alike with the logic of white supremacy. To understand how unjust racial disparities persist into

999

“Whose Fourth of July?: Frederick Douglass and ‘Original Intent,”” in Blackness Visible: Essays on Philosophy
and Race (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998), 167-200. 197.
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the post-Civil Rights Era requires that we acknowledge 1) how racially structured societies
present white people with more opportunities than persons of color to preserve and enhance our
social status and 2) how living in such societies renders white people (and some persons of color
too) vulnerable to socially-circulated patterns of epistemic and moral cognition that are
themselves marked by the logic that distinguishes white moral persons and nonwhite moral sub-
persons. This further naturalizes racial hierarchy and diminishes the very capacities to detect and
respond to racial injustice as a moral problem that calls for redress. If moral rationality is raced,
as Mills suggests, then even morally good and strong-willed persons routinely commit moral
failures that perpetuate racial injustice and harm without even knowing it.

Mills’s reconstructed materialism marks a crucial step in an adequate account of moral
agency amidst tenacious racism. But like all acts of human understanding, some aspects of
reality are disclosed while others are concealed. I want to conclude this chapter by highlighting
some of the aspects of racialized life that this otherwise powerful theory occludes and note some
of the questions that remain to answered.

The first concerns his vestigial intellectualism. In keeping with his early Marxism, Mills
consistently endorses a doxastic account of racism as an ideology. That is, racism consists in a
system of epistemically false beliefs about human beings as members of hierarchically arranged
racial groups that functionally legitimize and preserve a particular social order, namely, white
supremacy.”’® This allows Mills to critique ideological productions like white ignorance and
white Herrenvolk ethics as not only politically dangerous but epistemically false. But this

emphasis on doxastic states risks neglecting the affective, sub-doxastic components of our minds

%8 Charles W. Mills, “‘Heart’ Attack: A Critique of Jorge Garcia’s Volitional Conception of Racism,” The Journal of
Ethics 7, no. 1 (2003): 29-62.
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that yet play prominent roles in epistemic and moral consciousness and, indeed, in motivating
action.” Racialized life is largely unrecognizable without reference to the complex mélange of
feelings that give it a felt, phenomenal texture. The resentful hatred that fueled the white
supremacists in Charlottesville, the guilt that racks the white liberal conscience, the morally
ambiguous fascination white suburban middle schoolers feel toward Black cultural products, the
righteous anger that undergirds protest movements like Black Lives Matter, the urge white
people feel to lock the car doors when driving through a black neighborhood, and the
awkwardness of a botched interracial handshake may all include doxastic states, but they are
hardly reducible to them. Furthermore, when we turn to the research on implicit racial bias in the
next chapter, the significance of sub-doxastic states to recalcitrance anti-black racism will
become even clearer.

Mill’s intellectualism further constrains his account of social causation. Though his
reconstructed materialism augments classical Marxist theory with poststructuralist insights, it
largely neglects the quasi-discursive, affective dimensions of human sociality. Advocates of the
recent “affective turn” in social theory have argued that affectivity, i.e., the “thick interstices
connecting bodies to worlds erupting beneath and between the links of language” is a critical
element in understanding “the deeper embodied formations by which power makes bodies

move.”!% Critical race theorists have recently followed suit, arguing that “hegemonic emotional

% In fairness, Mills does acknowledge in various essays that agents living in white supremacist polities have “been
cognitively and affectively molded” by those polities in ways that produce “cognitive and affective grooves within
[...] one’s mind.” But these acknowledgements never develop into an account of the nature, function, or relation
of these processes, not to mention their role in moral motivation and failure. See Mills, “Whose Fourth of July?,”
192; Mills, “White Right,” 149. Emphasis added.

190 Donovan O. Schaefer, Religious Affects: Animality, Evolution, and Power (Durham: Duke University Press,

2015), 35.
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economies, racialized emotions, and “racial habitus are irreducible to discursive or
economic logics and yet play significant roles in constraining and enabling agents in racialized
societies. These articulations of racism’s intricate affective life render Mills’s appeal to group-
based material interests seem too simplistic. In other words, an even more thoroughgoing
materialism is needed to grasp the social circulation of racialized affectivity, including their
automatic, unconscious, and embodied dimensions.

These questions of descriptive adequacy motivate our turn to the social psychology of
implicit cognition in Chapter Two. But there are other explicitly ethical questions about the
adequacy of Mills’s account. As noted above, Mills rightly emphasizes the tremendous inertia of
oppressive social systems. But of course, these systems are never truly static. Mills
acknowledges this in principle.!%* But like other structuralists, his social theory struggles to
explain the manifest dynamism of racial oppression, let alone the complexity of racial life.!% If
human beings, whether as individuals or groups, are conceived primarily as functionaries of

large, structural forces, it is not clear if or how we could be considered agents at all, let alone

agents with the capacity for moral motivation.!%

101 paula loanide, The Emotional Politics of Racism: How Feelings Trump Facts in an Era of Colorblindness,
Stanford Studies in Comparative Race and Ethnicity (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2015).

102 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “Feeling Race: Theorizing the Racial Economy of Emotions,” American Sociological
Review 84, no. 1 (February 1, 2019): 1-25.

103 Emirbayer and Desmond, The Racial Order, 238-45.

104 He readily notes that de jure white supremacy transformed into the de facto white supremacy, for example.

105 As an example, Mills suggests that the major moments of racial progress in the United States are best explicable
as “convergences” between the material group interests of black and white people. So long as material group
interests are treated as the sole cause of social effects, then this conclusion would seem to follow. See Mills,
“Whose Fourth of July?,” 197-99.

106 This is a point of emphasis in Emirbayer and Desmond’s recent account of the racial order. On their view,
structuralist social theorists have too often focused on “racial structures” to the neglect of “racial dynamics.”
They correct for this by developing an account of racial agency that is “tri-chordal;” it entails iterative,
projective, and practical evaluative moments or dimensions. The point is to acknowledge that individuals and
groups not only reproduce received racialized patterns of thinking, feeling, and doing, but we also transform
those patterns in light of our aspirations (moral and otherwise) and navigate each new concrete situation in ways
that are not simply explicable by what came before us. See Emirbayer and Desmond, The Racial Order, 130-83.
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The final question concerns the practicability of Mills’s account. Though he is careful
not to endorse a strict sociological determinism, he has relatively little to say about if and how
the moral failures caused by white ignorance and white Herrenvolk ethics could be avoided or
disrupted. Here again, his materialist social theory does him no favors. If social relations are
essentially zero-sum contests between groups with competing material interests, this seems to
exclude the possibility that these relations might prove ethically salutary such that these socially
caused cognitive impairments might be corrected. At most, Mills appeals to the Brechtian notion
of “alienation effect” whereby the ideology critic’s work exposes false consciousness and evokes
a political awakening. In this way, he writes, “the white eye can learn to see itself seeing
whitely.”!%7 But what justifies this practical optimism that moral knowledge, specifically
knowledge about the practical pitfalls that routinely inhibit the achievement of the good? As the
survey of moral philosophy in §1 suggested, there are good reasons to suspect that moral
judgments are insufficient on their own to motivate moral conduct. To know what is good is not
necessarily to desire to do it. If we recall the case of Paul’s “I” in Romans 7, there might even be
cases wherein true moral beliefs and virtuous desires still prove insufficient for moral action.
Especially since the knowledge in consideration is knowledge of one’s own socially caused
moral ignorance and epistemic unreliability, it seems equally likely that it would generate moral
paralysis as moral motivation.

Before confronting these ethical questions, we need to explore one further factor that
constrains and enables agents living in structurally racist societies. The next chapter turns to
social psychological research on implicit racial biases to better understand the sub-doxastic

threats to moral agency in race-salient situations.

107 Mills, “White Right,” 151.
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CHAPTER 2

IMPLICIT BIAS AND THE TENACITY OF RACISM

The first chapter launched our inquiry into the tenacity of racism by investigating its
social causes. It argued that these supra-personal forces are essential for understanding antiblack
racism’s recalcitrance to moral suasion and political subversion. I then turned to Charles Mills’s
non-ideal theory of racial domination, which provides an account of these social forces and
explains how they interface with the inner lives of agents to coordinate their conduct. This
revealed three structural determinants of action in racially structured societies that, I argued, any
politically realistic account of racism’s tenacity must accommodate: 1) differential opportunities
for action on account of social location, 2) group-based material interests, and 3) socially caused
cognitive distortions like white ignorance and white Herrenvolk ethics.

These insights from critical race theory provide a set of realistic constraints for the
theological and ethical diagnoses of racism’s tenacity developed in the ensuing chapters. But I
also raised questions about the adequacy of Mills’s account. Though Mills offers a supple
account of the relation between material and discursive aspects of racial oppression, he has less
to say about its affective and sub-doxastic dimensions. The prominence of affect and emotion in
the phenomenology of racism combined with the insufficiency of discursive realities to explain
how systems of oppressive power move embodied creatures each suggest that Mills’s
reconstructed materialism might occlude essential aspects of what makes racism such a stubborn

feature of American life.
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This chapter advances the investigation by amending this vestigial intellectualism. It
explores recent empirical research on implicit racial bias in order to argue for two central claims:
a) such biases are significant determinants of action that contribute to recalcitrant antiblack
racism and b) neither the contemporary debates in moral philosophy about motivation and failure
nor Mills’s critical race theory adequately accounts for their moral significance. In addition to
these theses, the present chapter also advances a methodological claim about the necessary
conditions of a politically realistic account racism’s tenacity. In addition to the three structural
determinants of action outline earlier, I propose that political realism should also entail a
commitment to psychological realism. Owen Flanagan formulates the “principle of minimal
psychological realism” in the following way: “Make sure when constructing a moral theory or
projecting a moral ideal that the character, decision processing, and behavior prescribed are
possible, or are perceived to be possible, for creatures like us.”! For our purposes, “creatures like
us” just means agents who live in racialized societies marked by the three structural determinants
of action. So, in surveying recent empirical research on implicit racial bias, this chapter develops
a richer account of the socially caused cognitive distortion mentioned earlier and a more finely-
grained set of constraints for the ethical and theological account of our nature as agents that
follow in Parts II and III of this work.

The chapter proceeds in four steps. First, I turn to the empirical research itself to outline
the basic attributes and kinds of implicit racial bias. Second, I argue that these relatively
unconscious and automatic antiblack biases are politically significant insofar as they partly
explain how racial injustices persist even as explicitly racist sentiments decline. Third, I argue

that implicit racial biases result from peculiar, sub-doxastic mental states that the so-called

! Flanagan, Varieties of Moral Personality, 32.
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Humean psychology discussed in the previous chapter fails to take into account. Next, I isolate a
particular kind of implicit racial bias that presents an especially perverse threat to moral agency
in racially structured societies, one that enervates the very moral resources to which moral
philosophers appeal to explain the possibility of moral motivation. With these insights in hand, I
conclude by raising further questions about the conceptual adequacy of implicit bias itself, which
is, after all, a property of individuals, to grasp the clearly social determinants of action. In light
of these enduring descriptive and ethical questions, I turn in the following chapter to look for

resources in Friedrich Schleiermacher’s account of affectivity and sociality in the moral life.

§1 Implicit Racial Bias: Empirical Methods and Findings

The debates about moral motivation and failure generally focus on an agent’s relationship
to his or her thoughts, specifically those thoughts that are readily available to introspective
awareness. But over the last three decades, new experimental methods in cognitive and social
psychology have allowed researchers to detect and measure biases that seem to play a role in
moral agency but bear a different, more ambiguous relationship to the agent. Implicit biases are a
species of social cognitions,> which are mental states and processes involved in the perception,
recognition, and evaluation of social objects like people groups, political parties, or consumer
brands. To qualify these social cognitions as implicit means two things. First, they are relatively
opaque to conscious introspection. They are stimulated within us, influence our judgments, and
shape our behavior all without our awareness that these processes are taking place. Second,

implicit social cognitions are relatively automatic. They are triggered by environmental stimuli

2 For an overview of these studies, see Bertram Gawronski and B. Keith Payne, eds., Handbook of Implicit Social
Cognition: Measurement, Theory, and Applications (New York: Guilford Press, 2010).
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and influence judgments and behavior in ways that are largely unresponsive to those judgments
we form through deliberation. These qualities make implicit biases difficult to intentionally
suppress or control.®> Scholars continue to debate the precise nature of these cognitions, their
relation to conscious mental states, and the meaning of implicitness and automaticity. But there
is scholarly consensus that Americans (and others) exhibit widespread implicit biases that link
various social groups (races, genders, sexual minorities, elderly persons, obese persons) with
culturally stereotypical traits, evaluative characteristics, and even affective responses in ways
that generate discriminatory conduct.* If we are to grasp the nature of moral motivation and
failure in the concrete context of recalcitrant racism, the empirical findings about these racialized

constraints on moral agency deserve our attention.

§1.1 Definitions and Methods

Before turning to the research, a few methodological and terminological clarifications are
in order. First, while the debates about moral motivation and failure in anglophone philosophy
are predominately debates about conceptual analysis, social psychologists conduct empirical
research that tests hypotheses through experimentation. This means that, although both moral
philosophers and psychologists are broadly interested in the nature and function of the human

mind and its relation to conduct, they approach these common subject matters with different

Michael Brownstein and Jennifer Saul define implicit bias as “evaluations of social groups that are largely outside
of conscious awareness or control” in Michael Brownstein and Jennifer Mather Saul, “Introduction,” in Implicit
Bias and Philosophy: Metaphysics and Epistemology, ed. Michael Brownstein and Jennifer Mather Saul, vol. 1, 2
vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 1-22. 1. A prominent, earlier definition regards implicit
attitudes as “introspectively unidentified (or inaccurately identified) traces of past experience that mediate
favorable or unfavorable feeling, thought, or action toward social objects.” Anthony G. Greenwald and Mahzarin
R. Banaji, “Implicit Social Cognition: Attitudes, Self-Esteem, and Stereotypes,” Psychological Review 102, no. 1
(January 1995): 8, https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.102.1.4.

For a summary of seven years of datasets derived from Harvard University’s online Project Implicit, see Brian A.
Nosek et al., “Pervasiveness and Correlates of Implicit Attitudes and Stereotypes,” European Review of Social
Psychology 18 (2007): 36-88, https://doi.org/10.1080/10463280701489053.
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methods and success conditions. Moral philosophers typically strive to render the concepts we
use to speak and think about our moral intuitions maximally clear, distinct, and systematically
coherent. The evidentiary basis by which to evaluate the success of their concepts is often the
common pool of folk intuitions about the nature and function of our minds. Empirical
psychologists are also interested in the clarity, distinctness, and coherence of concepts. But they
employ and refine concepts to best explain experimentally observed behaviors, some of which
differ quite radically from our ordinary intuitions. This is especially important for work on
implicit bias, since these frequently dissociate from our explicit, consciously endorsed
evaluations of social groups.

Second, psychologists and philosophers use the term “attitude” differently. In empirical
psychology, an attitude is a mental state that represents an evaluative stance toward some object.
These are preferences, likings and dislikings, that a subject has toward some object that include
an affective valence (positive/negative) and a magnitude of intensity (from weak to strong). In
philosophy, on the other hand, attitudes typically refer to mental states that represent a subject’s
relation to a proposition, usually cognitive or conative.’ These might include affective valences,
but they need not.® I can believe that the moon revolves around the earth without feeling
anything at all. Furthermore, the word “cognitive” in philosophy refers to those mental states that
have a propositional structure and purport to represent states of affairs. Empirical psychologists,
on the contrary, use “cognitive” to refer to much wider set of information processing

mechanisms in the mind, including non-semantic, associative, and affective ones.

Roughly, cognitive attitudes are beliefs or belief-like representations that aim at truth; conative attitudes are
desires or wishes that aim at satisfaction, and affective attitudes are feelings that register an appraisal with some
valence and intensity.

Recent work in cognitive phenomenology contests this point, arguing that even the most abstract cognitions bear
some phenomenal content, i.e., they feel or appear in some such way. See Tim Bayne and Michelle Montague,
eds., Cognitive Phenomenology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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Third, the term “implicit” in the literature on implicit bias has at least four distinct
meanings.’ (1) Implicit attitudes are psychological constructs employed to explain
experimentally observed behaviors. (2) Implicit measures are experimental instruments and
tests that detect and assess those thoughts and feeling that evade conscious introspection or that a
subject might be motivated to suppress. (3) Implicit processes are psychological mechanisms
that unconsciously and automatically affect a subject’s judgments and behavior and require
implicit measures for detection. Finally, (4) implicit biases are evaluative behaviors stimulated
by environmental conditions, often automatically, that escape a subject’s capacity for
deliberative control. When I refer to “implicit bias,” I exclusively intend (4). When speaking
about the experimental instruments and tests used to disclose implicit bias, or (2), I refer to
“indirect” as opposed to “implicit” measures since subjects and researchers alike are typically
aware of the instrument itself even if they lack awareness of what it is measuring.® Finally, when
speaking of the theoretical constructs and processes that psychologists posit to explain indirect
measures, | use the term “implicit attitude” while acknowledging that the nature of such
constructs is contested.’

We can now consider the phenomenon of implicit bias itself. Essentially, implicit biases
are evaluative behaviors like judgments or categorizations that are relatively unconscious and
automatic such that they are only indirectly detectable. Frequently, these biases differ from

consciously and intentionally endorsed evaluative behaviors. On the one hand, these biases are

These distinctions come from Bertram Gawronski and Skylar M. Brannon, “Attitudes and the Implicit-Explicit
Dualism,” in The Handbook of Attitudes, Volume 1: Basic Principles, ed. Dolores Albarracin and Blair T.
Johnson, 2nd ed. (Routledge, 2018), 158-96. Cited in Michael Brownstein, “Implicit Bias,” in The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Spring 2017 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University,
2017), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/implicit-bias/.

This distinction comes from Jan De Houwer et al., “Implicit Measures: A Normative Analysis and Review,”
Psychological Bulletin 135, no. 3 (January 2009): 347-68, https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014211.

° I engage these debates about the nature of implicit attitudes in §3 below.
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hardly new. It is no great surprise that human beings are often conflicted, that we say one thing
and do something else.! What distinguishes recent research on implicit bias is the advent of
more precise methods for detecting and measuring them in laboratory settings.!!

In a significant early study in the automatic processing trajectory, Russell Fazio and
colleagues developed a method known as “sequential priming.”!? Participants were “primed”
with a images of Black, white, or Asian faces before being instructed to sort evaluative concepts
(“attractive,” “likeable,” “wonderful,” “annoying,” “disgusting,” etc.) into appropriate categories
(“good” or “bad”). Researchers then measured how quickly participants completed the lexical
sorting task. They found that participants responded more quickly when positive evaluative
concepts were preceded by a white face prime than when the prime face was Black. Further,
categorization occurred more quickly when negative evaluative concepts were preceded by a
Black face than by white faces. These results did not correlate to participants’ scores on direct
measures of explicit attitudes. Based on these response latencies, researchers inferred that
semantic concepts become closely linked in memory through an associative mechanism such that
a target concept like “Black” automatically activates negative evaluative concepts. This
activation makes the concept more easily accessible in working memory and explains the

increased sorting speed in stereotype-congruent cases.

10 For a brief history of philosophical reflection on “divided minds,” see Jonathan St. B. T. Evans and Keith
Frankish, “The Duality of Mind: An Historical Perspective,” in In Two Minds: Dual Processes and Beyond, ed.
Jonathan St. B. T. Evans and Keith Frankish (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 1-32.

! For a concise history of these research trajectories, see B. Keith Payne and Bertram Gawronski, “A History of
Implicit Social Cognition: Where Is It Coming From? Where Is It Now? Where Is It Going?,” in Handbook of
Implicit Social Cognition: Measurement, Theory, and Applications, ed. Bertram Gawronski and B. Keith Payne
(New York: Guilford Press, 2010), 2—4.

12 Russell H. Fazio, “Attitudes as Object-Evaluation Associations: Determinants, Consequences, and Correlates of
Attitude Accessibility,” in Attitude Strength: Antecedents and Consequences, ed. Richard E. Petty and Jon A.
Krosnick, vol. 4, The Ohio State University Series on Attitudes and Persuasion (Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, 1995), 247-82.
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The most popular method for detecting and measuring implicit attitudes is the Implicit
Association Test (IAT). Like Fazio’s sequential priming method, the IAT measures a
participant’s reaction time in word- or picture-categorizing tasks. But instead of priming research
participants, the IAT presents a stimulus to be sorted into one of two target categories. In a race-
evaluation IAT, participants are shown a racially distinct face on a screen and instructed to sort
the face into one of two racial group labels (e.g., “black™ and “white”) on respective sides of the
screen. But the screen also presents an attribute category, e.g., an evaluative concept (e.g.,
“good” or “bad”) underneath the target category. When the attribute category is stereotype-
congruent with the racial group label, increases in speed or accuracy vis-a-vis stereotype-
incongruent cases are taken to indicate levels of implicit racial bias. As of 2019, more than 26
million IAT tests have been administered.!® In a review of some 700,000 race-evaluative IAT
participants, more than 70% of white participants demonstrated an implicit association linking
black faces with negative concepts and white faces with positive concepts.!* While the findings
about Black participants are more mixed, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that this implicit
preference for white faces is not reducible to in-group favoritism but includes culturally-
embedded evaluations of the relative value of particular groups.'

The affect misattribution procedure (AMP) is a third prominent kind of indirect

measure.'® Whereas sequential priming methods and the IAT assess implicit evaluative biases by

13 Brownstein, “Implicit Bias.”

14 Brownstein, “Implicit Bias, citing Nosek et al., “Pervasiveness and Correlates.”

15 Robert W. Livingston, “The Role of Perceived Negativity in the Moderation of African Americans’ Implicit and
Explicit Racial Attitudes,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 38, no. 4 (July 1, 2002): 405-13,
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1031(02)00002-1; Leslie Ashburn-Nardo, Megan L. Knowles, and Margo J.
Monteith, “Black Americans’ Implicit Racial Associations and Their Implications for Intergroup Judgment,”
Social Cognition 21, no. 1 (February 1, 2003): 61-87, https://doi.org/10.1521/s0c0.21.1.61.21192; Nilanjana
Dasgupta, “Implicit Ingroup Favoritism, Outgroup Favoritism, and Their Behavioral Manifestations,” Social
Justice Research 17, no. 2 (June 2004): 143—69.

16 B. Keith Payne et al., “An Inkblot for Attitudes: Affect Misattribution as Implicit Measurement,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 89, no. 3 (01 2005): 277-93, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.89.3.277.
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measuring response latencies, the AMP relies on ordinary self-reports from research participants.
It measures implicit attitudes by priming subjects with an attitude object such as a Black or white
face and then presenting a second image of an unfamiliar object such as a Chinese pictograph.
Participants are then instructed to evaluate the second image as either “pleasant” or “unpleasant.”
Since the meaning of the character itself is obscure to the subject, it serves as a kind of inkblot
upon which participants project, or “misattribute,” the liking or disliking that was actually caused
by the racial face prime. The developers of this method demonstrated across several trials that
these unfamiliar target pictures were judged to be more unpleasant after priming by a Black face
than by a white one.

These three indirect measures exemplify the methods social psychologists employ to
detect and assess implicit attitudes. But this list is hardly exhaustive. A second generation of
indirect measures have been developed to improve upon these field-transforming procedures.!”
Since my concern is primarily with that which these methods reveal about human beings as
moral agents, I limit further discussion of methods to my treatment of the particular research that

serves this larger goal. It is to this research that we now turn.

§1.2 Empirical Findings
Empirical research over the past three decades has shown implicit biases to be pervasive

in the United States. While these biases are all relatively unconscious and automatic, they remain

17 Payne and Gawronski, “A History of Implicit Social Cognition: Where Is It Coming From? Where Is It Now?
Where Is It Going?,” 8-9. See Brian A Nosek and Mahzarin R Banaji, “The Go/No-Go Association Task,” Social
Cognition 19, no. 6 (2001): 625-66; Frederica R. Conrey et al., “Separating Multiple Processes in Implicit Social
Cognition: The Quad Model of Implicit Task Performance,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 89, no.
4 (October 2005): 469—87, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.89.4.469.
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a diverse lot; they include biases towards different social groups (women, black people, the
elderly, the obese) as well as different types of bias.'® Since our concern is with implicit
antiblack bias, I focus on implicit racial bias largely to the exclusion of other kinds. Further,
since the body of research on even implicit racial bias is much too vast to give an exhaustive
account here, I attend to three general types of well-documented implicit racial bias: implicit

stereotyping, implicit evaluative bias, and implicit affective bias.!

§1.2.1 Types of Implicit Racial Bias

First, the research on implicit stereotyping has demonstrated a relatively consistent
pattern in which participants associate racially marked persons with culturally prominent
stereotypical traits. These were first discovered through sequential priming methods described
earlier, and they revealed that lexical-sorting tasks involving African American stereotype words
were facilitated by priming subjects with racial group labels.?® This suggests that the racial group

99 ¢¢

labels (“black,” “African-American”) and stereotypical traits (“lazy,” “hostile,” “criminal”) are
closely linked in a semantic network such that the activation of the racial group label renders the

stereotypical evaluative concept more readily accessible to working memory. Further studies not

18 Some have argued that these biases are so varied that speaking of implicit bias as a unified kind at all is unhelpful.
See Jules Holroyd and Joseph Sweetman, “The Heterogeneity of Implicit Bias,” in Implicit Bias and Philosophy:
Metaphysics and Epistemology, ed. Michael Brownstein and Jennifer Mather Saul, vol. 1, 2 vols. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 80—-103. Others argue that, since the concept of implicit bias is a normative one
linked with social conventions about morally appropriate conduct, it is unsurprising that the psychological
processes underlying these biases are not a natural kind. See Eric Mandelbaum, “Attitude, Inference, Association:
On the Propositional Structure of Implicit Bias,” Nous 50, no. 3 (September 2016): 631,
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12089.

191 am borrowing these categorizations from David M. Amodio and Saaid A. Mendoza, “Implicit Intergroup Bias:
Cognitive, Affective, and Motivational Underpinnings,” in Handbook of Implicit Social Cognition: Measurement,
Theory, and Applications, ed. Bertram Gawronski and B. Keith Payne (New York: Guilford Press, 2010), 353—74.

20 Samuel L. Gaertner and Brian P. McLaughlin, “Racial Stereotypes: Associations and Ascriptions of Positive and
Negative Characteristics,” Social Psychology Quarterly 46, no. 1 (March 1983): 23-30,
https://www jstor.org/stable/3033657.
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only confirmed these associations between Black people and negative stereotypes but also
revealed an association between white people and positive evaluative characteristics.?! Many
studies have shown significant differences between implicit and explicit measures. In Patricia
Devine and colleague’s seminal study, participants with both high and low measures of explicit
racial bias rated a racially unmarked person engaged in ambiguously aggressive behavior as
more hostile when primed with words related to African Americans or African American
stereotypes.?? The researchers surmised that these effects were more likely expressions of
participants’ knowledge of certain pervasive cultural stereotypes exist and thus not indications of
their own considered judgments.

Second, in addition to implicit stereotyping, researchers have also detected negative
implicit evaluative biases towards African Americans. The study mentioned earlier by Fazio and
colleagues discovered implicit evaluative preferences for in-group faces and correlate aversions
toward out-group faces amongst both white and black participants.?? Both the IAT and the AMP
have been used to detect and measure these associations. Importantly, while in-group preference
and out-group aversion explains some of the findings, these evolutionary mechanisms do not
account for the prominence of in-group negative evaluations by Black participants. This suggests
that antiblack evaluative biases are reflections not only of evolutionary, but also cultural,
mechanisms.

A third kind of implicit racial bias, implicit affective bias, describes biases that appear not

to rely on semantic processes but rather on a phylogenetically older system of affective learning

2l Bernd Wittenbrink, Charles M. Judd, and Bernadette Park, “Evidence for Racial Prejudice at the Implicit Level
and Its Relationship with Questionnaire Measures,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 72, no. 2
(January 1997): 26274, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.72.2.262.

22 Patricia G. Devine, “Stereotypes and Prejudice: Their Automatic and Controlled Components,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 56, no. 1 (January 1989): 5-18, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.56.1.5.

23 Fazio, “Attitudes as Object-Evaluation Associations.”
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and memory that facilitates physiological responses such as fight or flight and reward-
punishment mechanisms. This system almost always interacts in complex ways with the
phylogenetically newer system involved in semantic processing, so it is almost certain that
affective processes are involved in implicit stereotype and evaluative biases. But neuroscientists
believe that each system is undergirded by distinct neural substrates that can operate
independently of the other,?* and recent technological advances have allowed researchers to
isolate and measure these distinctly affective responses with increased precision. For example,
David Amodio and colleagues studied autonomic defensive eye-blinks in white subjects
presented with white and Black faces.?® This study turns on the well-documented fact that, when
human beings are startled, we undergo a full body reflex that includes an autonomic defensive
eye-blink. Neuroscientists believe this response to be mediated by subcortical regions of the
brain like the amygdala that operate independently from semantic processes. Furthermore, the
magnitude of these eye-blinks changes significantly when the response is aversive or appetitive,
behaviors that correlate respectively to greater and lesser amygdala activity. Predictably, these
researchers observed more aversive eye-blinks when subjects were presented with Black faces
than with white ones, suggesting an automatically-aroused antiblack threat response that bore no

relation to the subject’s explicit measures of bias.?¢

24 The affective system is believed to involve the amygdala and others sub-cortical circuits that have strong
analogues in non-human animals like mice, while semantic memory and learning relies on the neocortical
structures that appear to much larger and more developed in humans vis-a-vis other species. See J. D. Gabrieli,
“Cognitive Neuroscience of Human Memory,” Annual Review of Psychology 49 (1998): 87-115,
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.49.1.87; Jesse Rissman, James C. Eliassen, and Sheila E. Blumstein, “An
Event-Related FMRI Investigation of Implicit Semantic Priming,” Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience 15, no. 8
(November 15, 2003): 1160-75, https://doi.org/10.1162/089892903322598120; Larry R. Squire and Stuart M.
Zola, “Structure and Function of Declarative and Nondeclarative Memory Systems,” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 93, no. 24 (November 26, 1996): 13515-22, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.93.24.13515.

25 Amodio, Harmon-Jones, and Devine, “Individual Differences in the Activation and Control of Affective Race
Bias as Assessed by Startle Eyeblink Response and Self-Report.”

26 Outside of tightly controlled experiments, these processes are dynamically interrelated in ways that exceed our
present scientific and philosophical grasp. My point here is not to emphasize implicit affective biases to the
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§1.2.2 Evidence of Real-World Effects

Each of these types of implicit racial bias have been linked with racially discriminatory
behaviors with real-world consequences. For example, researchers studying “weapons bias”
primed non-Black participants with an image of a Black or white face and then instructed them
to identify an object on a screen as either a weapon or a hand tool. When participants were given
ample time to decide, they showed greater accuracy in the weapon-detection task than they did
when forced to make a snap judgment. But they still identified guns more quickly when primed
with a Black face. Not only did accuracy rates drop under time constraints, but subjects also
more frequently misidentified a hand tool as a gun when then face was Black than when it was
white.?” Researchers posit that the activation of an implicit Black-criminality stereotype
facilitates the perception of weapons-like objects.?®

“Shooter bias” studies produced even more chilling results. One study presented
participants with an image of either a white or a Black man holding various objects. They were
instructed to press a key marked “shoot” if the person was holding a gun and a key marked
“don’t shoot” if he was holding anything else. When the targets were armed, subjects “shot” the
Black targets more quickly than white ones and choose not to shoot white targets more quickly
than Black ones. When the target was unarmed, subjects mistakenly “shot” Black targets more

frequently than white targets. The magnitude of these antiblack shooter biases increased in

exclusion of cognitive ones. Rather, I simply mean to emphasize that implicit racial biases do not seem to be
exclusively semantic.

27 B. Keith Payne, “Prejudice and Perception: The Role of Automatic and Controlled Processes in Misperceiving a
Weapon,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 81, no. 2 (August 2001): 181-92,
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.81.2.181.

28 This raises the epistemic threat of “cognitive penetration” wherein a mental state generates a non-factive
perceptual experience on which a subject then grounds a perceptual belief. But as Susanna Siegel argues, the
empirical evidence does not conclusively show whether this is bona fide cognitive penetration or other, less
insidious “selection effects.” See Susanna Siegel, “Can Selection Effects on Experience Influence Its Rational
Role?,” in Oxford Studies in Epistemology, ed. Tamar Szab6 Gendler and John Hawthorne, vol. 4 (Oxford
University Press, 2013), 24070, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199672707.003.0009.
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proportion to participants’ reported frequency of contact with Black people as well as their
reported knowledge of a strong cultural stereotype linking black people to violence, aggression,
and danger.?” Furthermore, both white and Black subjects show similar levels of shooter bias.*°
According to these researchers, implicit antiblack stereotypes generate not only biases in our
perceptual experiences but also in our practical judgments about what to do.

Implicit antiblack evaluative biases have also been linked with real-world effects in
employment discrimination,?! healthcare outcomes,*? and judgments about which neighborhoods
should bear the brunt of environmental harm.* The list could go on.** Some have argued that
these politically significant effects are the cumulative result of much smaller, and less obviously
vicious behaviors that are influenced by implicit antiblack evaluative biases. Such instances of
“aversive racism” include evidence of unintended racial bias by well-intentioned persons with
racially egalitarian commitments in helping situations, legal decisions, college admission
selections, group problem solving tasks, and other quotidian interpersonal interactions.>

Implicit biases also appear to be responsible for non-deliberative responses to cross-racial

interpersonal interactions like non-verbal behaviors. In one study, researchers found that

29 Joshua Correll et al., “The Police Officer’s Dilemma: Using Ethnicity to Disambiguate Potentially Threatening
Individuals,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 83, no. 6 (December 2002): 1314-29,
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1314.

30 Correll et al., 1324.

3! Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan, “Are Emily and Greg More Employable than Lakisha and Jamal? A
Field Experiment on Labor Market Discrimination,” The American Economic Review 94, no. 4 (2004): 991-1013.

32 Alexander R. Green et al., “Implicit Bias among Physicians and Its Prediction of Thrombolysis Decisions for
Black and White Patients,” Journal of General Internal Medicine 22, no. 9 (August 10, 2007): 1231-38,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-007-0258-5.

33 Courtney M. Bonam, Hilary B. Bergsieker, and Jennifer L. Eberhardt, “Polluting Black Space,” Journal of
Experimental Psychology: General 145, no. 11 (2016): 1561-82, https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000226.

34 For an overview of the political implications of implicit bias, see B. Keith Payne and C. Daryl Cameron, “Divided
Minds, Divided Morals: How Implicit Social Cognition Underpins and Undermines Our Sense of Social Justice,”
in Handbook of Implicit Social Cognition: Measurement, Theory, and Applications, ed. Bertram Gawronski and
B. Keith Payne (New York: Guilford Press, 2010), 445-62.

35 For a summary of findings on aversive racism, see Adam R. Pearson, John F. Dovidio, and Samuel L. Gaertner,
“The Nature of Contemporary Prejudice: Insights from Aversive Racism,” Social and Personality Psychology
Compass 3, no. 3 (2009): 314-38, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2009.00183 x.
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measures of implicit antiblack evaluative bias in white participants who reported having positive
explicit attitudes toward Black people predicted greater blinking rates and lower eye-contact
toward Black people, indicating discomfort.>® Other studies of white-Black interpersonal
interactions showed that Black participants frequently picked up on these non-verbal indications
of antiblack bias. These observations figure into their assessment of a white conversation
partner’s friendliness,?” which in turn can exacerbate feelings of negative affect in racial
minorities when they expect to be on the wrong end of a white person’s prejudice.*® Such
interpersonal evaluative feedback loops have been shown to be, unsurprisingly, quite stressful on
those involved, and this makes interracial interactions particularly fragile by diminishing both
Black and white participants’ motivation to continue in them.** Considered at a sufficient scale
and in combination with structurally unequal access to social goods, it is easy to see how such

spontaneous inclinations and interpersonal dynamics could generate profound political effects.

§1.2.3 Questions about Replicability in Experimental Psychology

Before drawing any general conclusions about implicit racial biases and their ethical
significance, we must note that some serious questions have been raised about the validity of
implicit measurements. Like any empirical science, the epistemic value of any study in cognitive

or social psychology is generally indicated by its ability to be replicated on separate occasions

36 John F. Dovidio et al., “On the Nature of Prejudice: Automatic and Controlled Processes,” Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology 33, no. 5 (September 1, 1997): 510-40, https://doi.org/10.1006/jesp.1997.1331.
37 John F. Dovidio, Kerry Kawakami, and Samuel L. Gaertner, “Implicit and Explicit Prejudice and Interracial
Interaction,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 82, no. 1 (January 2002): 62—68,
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.82.1.62.
38 J. Nicole Shelton and Jennifer A. Richeson, “Intergroup Contact and Pluralistic Ignorance,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 88, no. 1 (January 2005): 91-107, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.88.1.91.
39 Adam R. Pearson et al., “The Fragility of Intergroup Relations: Divergent Effects of Delayed Audiovisual
Feedback in Intergroup and Intragroup Interaction,” Psychological Science 19, no. 12 (2008): 1272-79.
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under the same conditions. But in recent years, the field of psychology has undergone a so-called
“replication crisis™? that has sent shockwaves through the discipline and led some to lose
confidence in its existing body of research. This crisis was sparked by allegations of fraud in
prominent labs, closer scrutiny of the field’s questionable research and publication practices, and
the repeated failure to replicate several field-defining discoveries.*! Some of these discoveries
include work in the subdomains that concern this project, including those of implicit social
cognition and automaticity.** Though I cannot offer a thorough treatment of these matters
without taking us rather far afield, a few comments defending my use of this research are in
order.

The first is a general point about the problems of replicating scientific findings.
Unfortunately, this is not utterly unique to the psychological sciences. For example, two recent
reports indicate that attempts to replicate significant experiments in cellular biology succeeded at
rates of 11% and less than 25%.* This does not mean that we should simply disregard questions

about replicability or that we should treat irreplicable and replicable findings as equally sound.

40 Michael Brownstein offers a succinct account of the replication crisis and offers some principles to guide future
experimental research in the appendix of The Implicit Mind. See Brownstein, The Implicit Mind, 225-30. My
analysis draws heavily from this work.

4! In summarizing the findings of the Open Science Collaboriation’s major report on reproducibility, Brownstein
writes, “[t]he OSC attempted to replicate one hundred studies from three top journals but found that the
magnitutde of htem ean effect of size replication was half that of the original effects. Moreover, while 97% of the
original studies had significant results, only 36% of the replications did.” (Brownstein, 226.) For the report, see
Open Science Collaboration, “Estimating the Reproducibility of Psychological Science,” Science 349, no. 6251
(2015): 943-943.

42 One example is John A. Bargh, Mark Chen, and Laura Burrows, “Automaticity of Social Behavior: Direct Effects
of Trait Construct and Stereotype Activation on Action,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 71, no. 2
(1996): 23044, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.230.

43 C. Glenn Begley and Lee M. Ellis, “Drug Development: Raise Standards for Preclinical Cancer Research,” Nature
483, no. 7391 (March 28, 2012): 531-33, https://doi.org/10.1038/483531a; Florian Prinz, Thomas Schlange, and
Khusru Asadullah, “Believe It or Not: How Much Can We Rely on Published Data on Potential Drug Targets?,”
Nature Reviews Drug Discovery 10, no. 9 (September 2011): 712712, https://doi.org/10.1038/nrd3439-c1. Cited
in Brownstein, The Implicit Mind, 226.
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But it does suggest that the questions facing experimental psychology are a part of much larger
questions facing many empirical sciences.

Second, I invoke this research on implicit racial bias as an experimental verification,
indeed, an intensification, of a much more intuitive and widely recognized phenomenon. We do
not need sophisticated laboratory work to tell us that human beings frequently express racial
biases, or that we are prone to expressing such biases even when we do not mean to do so, or that
even our well-intentioned conduct can produce tragic outcomes. These insights are all available
to students of history, readers of novels, or for that matter, anyone living a reflective life. If the
empirical findings about implicit racial bias are indeed sound, then we have even more reason to
inquire about the meaning of our susceptibility to moral self-frustration in race-salient situations.
But even if at some point it becomes clear that this research is fundamentally flawed such that its
findings lack epistemic value, this lack of evidence does not yet give us a positive reason to
doubt these intuitions.

Third, and finally, I maintain that we have reason to think that at least some of these
findings about implicit bias are sound and informative. To be sure, researchers have struggled to
demonstrate the temporal stability of implicit intergroup biases in individual subjects. It seems to
be that an individual who shows high levels of implicit antiblack bias one month can show
significantly lower levels the following month.** But this inability to replicate findings in
individuals must be held in tension with the remarkable replicability of findings of average

biases amongst large groups.*> The fact that these kinds of biases reliably appear in aggregate

# For an example of one such longitudinal study that considers, among other things, racial biases, see Bertram
Gawronski et al., “Temporal Stability of Implicit and Explicit Measures: A Longitudinal Analysis,” Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin 43, no. 3 (March 1, 2017): 300-312, https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167216684131.

45 As Keith Payne puts it, “[a]lthough the reproducibility of many findings in psychology has been called into
question, the finding that people, on average, display intergroup biases on implicit tests is not among them.”
(Payne, Vuletich, and Lundberg, “The Bias of Crowds,” 233.) Payne cites several studies with particularly large
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form suggests that implicit measures are, in fact, detecting something meaningful about human
beings living in racialized societies. But as one recent proposal suggests, that which such tests
meaningfully reveal might be a feature of the racialized situations themselves and not, by
contrast, an enduring personal attitude. Keith Payne and colleagues have argued that this
apparent contradiction between individual instability and collective replicability can be resolved
if we begin thinking of implicit biases as emergent “aggregate effect[s] of individual fluctuations
in concept accessibility that are ephemeral and context dependent.”® Just as the attendees at a
baseball game participate in “a wave” circulating around the stadium, an implicit bias could be
understood as “a social phenomenon that passes through the minds of individuals but exists with
greater stability in the situations they inhabit.”*” On this view, the temporal instability of
individual implicit biases is easily explained by differences in the environmental stimuli to which
subjects are exposed between tests. Perhaps a subject who showed positive evaluative bias
toward Black men in February and the opposite bias in March watched an incredible Denzel
Washington movie before the first test and a film saturated with antiblack stereotypes before the
second test. When viewed at scale, such contingencies are relegated to the periphery such that
the more enduring, systemic features of the social and cultural environment appear with greater
salience.

This situation-based theory is, admittedly, much less popular amongst social
psychologists than those that explain implicit biases in terms of various kinds of attitudes. I turn

to survey some of these latter theories in §3. But to foreshadow one of my central conclusions in

sample sizes that each show significant levels of bias on average. See Nosek et al., “Pervasiveness and Correlates
of Implicit Attitudes and Stereotypes”; B. Keith Payne et al., “Implicit and Explicit Prejudice in the 2008
American Presidential Election,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 46, no. 2 (March 1, 2010): 367-74,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2009.11.001.

46 Payne, Vuletich, and Lundberg, “The Bias of Crowds,” 233.

47 Payne, Vuletich, and Lundberg, 236.
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Part II, I ultimately judge such attitudinalist theories as inadequate precisely because attitudes are
individual properties. The conception of implicit bias that I eventually endorse in Chapter Four
also emphasizes their situational character. At this juncture, however, my claim is simply that
there are compelling reasons to take the empirical research on implicit racial bias seriously and
that at least some of the problems with replicability can be attributed to theoretical — and not

evidentiary — weaknesses.

§2 Implicit Racial Biases are Pervasive, Evasive, and Cause Moral Failures

This survey of the types of implicit racial bias and their effects on perceptual experience
and practical judgment is hardly exhaustive. I offer it merely to outline the general features of
implicit racial biases and to indicate their ethical significance. To that end, I will draw some
conclusions in this section by outlining three features of these biases that are especially salient
for an inquiry into the concrete moral failures associated with the tenacity of antiblack American
racism. Specifically, I will argue that implicit racial biases are 1) pervasive, 2) evasive, and 3)
causally implicated in racialized moral failures.

First, these biases are pervasive. They appear not only in a substantial portion of the
United States population, but also in several other countries around the world.*® Their
pervasiveness extends across racial lines, albeit in different magnitudes, which suggests that they

are not merely the result of the well-attested evolutionary mechanisms that incline us to in-group

48 Although a great deal of the research has focused on American participants, similar results have been found in
Canada, England, and the Netherlands. See Leanne S. Son Hing et al., “A Two-Dimensional Model That Employs
Explicit and Implicit Attitudes to Characterize Prejudice,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 94, no. 6
(June 2008): 971-87, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.94.6.971; Gordon Hodson et al., “Aversive Racism in
Britain: The Use of Inadmissible Evidence in Legal Decisions,” European Journal of Social Psychology 35, no. 4
(2005): 43748, https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.261; Gerard Kleinpenning and Louk Hagendoorn, “Forms of Racism
and the Cumulative Dimension of Ethnic Attitudes,” Social Psychology Quarterly 56, no. 1 (1993): 21-36,
https://doi.org/10.2307/2786643.
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preference. Rather, they reflect widely held cultural evaluations of racial groups which routinely
situate Black people at the lowest rung on the social ladder. Furthermore, these biases pervade
nearly every aspect of social and political life, and they affect a broad range of human
psychological processes, including rational deliberation, interpersonal interactions, perceptual
experience, and our most basic, affective intercourse with the world.

Implicit racial biases are also evasive. First, they evade conscious awareness. They lack
the phenomenal content that more clearly announces other, better-known forms of racial
prejudice such as contempt, hatred, disgust, anger, and fear. Like our cholesterol levels, we
depend not on introspection but computers and statistical analysis to disclose them to us. With
that said, the fact that these biases can be disclosed at all suggests that these are not necessarily
or permanently unconscious states. But even once the content of an implicit bias is disclosed, its
source, i.e., the stimulus that triggered the bias-producing process, and its impact, i.e., the effect
of the bias-producing process on a categorization or judgment, evades our conscious
awareness.*’

This lack of source- and impact-awareness will be particularly important in later chapters,
so it is worth attending more carefully to these features. Consider an example. Suppose that a
team of researchers informs me that I have an implicit bias linking Black people to
unintelligence. This self-knowledge might even remain with me after I leave the laboratory and
go about the rest of my week. It might lead me to begin grading all of my students’ papers
anonymously so as to limit my bias from unjustly affecting their grades. But this self-knowledge,

while useful in many ways, does not ensure that I can prevent the sight of my Black colleague’s

49 Bertram Gawronski, Wilhelm Hofmann, and Christopher J. Wilbur, “Are ‘Implicit’ Attitudes Unconscious?,”
Consciousness and Cognition 15, no. 3 (September 2006): 485-99, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2005.11.007.
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face in a faculty meeting from stimulating the bias-producing psychological process. In fact,
since the process itself is introspectively opaque, I am very likely not to know that it has been
triggered. This also means that I am likely to be unaware of exactly how this bias is distorting
my evaluation of that same colleague’s arguments. In short, implicit biases are evasive because
they are stimulated by environmental factors without our knowing it, governed by processes that
lack phenomenal content, and generative of conduct and consequences that elude conscious
awareness.

Second, implicit racial biases evade intentional efforts to control them. They can be
triggered automatically by environmental stimuli even when we do not (and even try not to)
attend to them, and they can influence behavior outside of, even in opposition to, deliberative
processes. One classic study of automaticity showed that priming participants with stereotypes of
elderly persons led them to exit the laboratory more slowly following the experiment than
control groups. They also found that subliminal primes of Black faces caused more hostile
reactions in participants engaged in a tedious computer task when compared to those primed with
white faces.>® In both cases, automatic processes, not deliberate ones, generated these behaviors.

Other studies have revealed an even more pernicious phenomenon called the “rebound”
effect.’! After being instructed to suppress stereotypical associations between athletes and poor
math skills, participants performed more poorly on a calculus exam than control groups. In a
second experiment, researchers compared the walking speed of participants instructed to

suppress their stereotypical association between the elderly and slowness against a control group.

50 Bargh, Chen, and Burrows, “Automaticity of Social Behavior.”

51 See Alice Follenfant and Frangois Ric, “Behavioral Rebound Following Stereotype Suppression,” European
Journal of Social Psychology 40, no. 5 (August 2010): 774—82, https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.649; Lisa Legault,
Jennifer N. Gutsell, and Michael Inzlicht, “Ironic Effects of Antiprejudice Messages: How Motivational
Interventions Can Reduce (but Also Increase) Prejudice,” Psychological Science 22, no. 12 (December 2011):
147277, https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797611427918.
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Again, those attempting to suppress the stereotype demonstrated greater stereotype activation
than controls. These studies of rebound effect show that well-intentioned efforts to control our
biases can, in some cases, have the opposite effect of increasing bias.>

The evasive aspects of implicit racial biases raise important epistemological and ethical
questions. Let us suppose again that the sight of my Black colleague stimulates an implicit
antiblack intelligence bias in me and that this causes me to underestimate the strength of his
arguments. My lack of impact-awareness of this bias likely leads to further epistemic distortions.
Having not noticed the fact that my colleague’s Blackness diminished my evaluation of his
arguments, I carry on (falsely) believing myself to be acting in accordance with my racially
egalitarian commitments.

Given that these biases are so pervasive amongst the United States population, it is easy
to see how the lack of impact awareness could generate a kind of global distortion in self-
understanding. We take ourselves to be acting in accord with our explicitly endorsed
commitments even as we 1) objectively fall short of those commitments and 2) are
informationally insulated from the evidence that might lead us to reform our self-understanding
on account of the evasive quality of implicit biases.

Furthermore, consider the fact that my negative evaluation of my colleague’s work is just
one of many evaluations I make of Black people that are likely influenced by this implicit racial
bias. My supposedly objective assessment contributes yet another piece of experiential evidence

that Black people are less intelligent than they actually are. Such evidence serves to buttress my

52 This is not to say that implicit biases are completely uncontrollable. On the contrary, there is evidence that such
biases are, at least to some degree, malleable and controllable. See discussion in Markus E. Schlosser, “Conscious
Will, Reason-Responsiveness, and Moral Responsibility,” The Journal of Ethics 17, no. 3 (2013): 227,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-013-9143-0.

53 Michael Brownstein notes this problem in Brownstein, “Implicit Bias.”
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bias®* and may in fact lead to either cognitive dissonance with my explicit belief that persons of
every race are equally capable of intelligence or to my updating my explicit beliefs in accord
with this epistemically dubious evidence. As we will see in §4, some studies have shown that
implicit racial biases can even distort perceptual experience in ways that threaten precisely this
kind of vicious epistemic cycle.

These evasive qualities of implicit racial bias also raise ethical questions. Traditionally,
only voluntary actions are deemed appropriate for moral assessment. For an action to be
voluntary, it must be chosen freely and performed with sufficient knowledge of what one is
doing. At least on first glance, it seems that the unconscious and automatic aspects of implicit
biases render the actions they cause involuntary. Consider again the example of my biased
evaluation of my Black colleague’s arguments. My lack of source- and impact-awareness
suggests that I was not knowingly acting in a biased manner. On the contrary, I believed that I
was issuing an objective evaluation based on the evaluative properties of my colleague’s
arguments. Furthermore, since the process that produced the biased evaluation was automatic
and not deliberate, it is not quite right to say that I chose to treat my colleague unfairly, or that I
was free to do otherwise.>® In other words, if we lack both conscious awareness of and direct,
person-level control over those actions that result from our implicit biases, it is unclear a) if or
how ascriptions of praise, blame, and moral responsibility for such actions could be warranted

and b) if or how such actions can be properly attributed to the agents that “commit” them.>®

54 It would buttress my bias if and only if the attitude underlying that bias was propositionally structured. If it were
merely associative, it would lack the content-directedness required for evidence update. In the case of this
particular bias, this is an open, empirical question. For discussion, see §3 below.

55 This is not to say that [ was not at all acting intentionally. Certainly, I intentionally attended my colleague’s
presentation, and I intentionally evaluated him. But my intention was to evaluate him on the merits of his
argument while I was, in fact, unintentionally evaluating him on the basis of his racial group membership.

56 There is great disagreement about how to determine which behaviors are properly attributed to agents as their own
acts and which are to be counted as involuntary behaviors. Harry Frankfurter famously held that only “second-
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It also seems counter-intuitive not to morally assess and attribute these actions to their
agents. Consider again the example of my biased evaluation of a Black colleague. Even if my
bias reflects a widely held cultural evaluation as opposed to my considered judgment, it was no
one other than me who falsely judged his arguments to be lacking. If that biased judgment had
occurred during a job interview such that it led me to recommend an inferior white candidate for
hire over the more qualified Black candidate, then surely it makes sense to say that I not only
wronged the Black candidate but also become complicit in the injustice of a larger pattern of
racial bias in higher education.

This brings us to a final quality of implicit biases. Insofar as they seem to contribute to
enduring racial inequalities and discriminatory political consequences, they are politically
significant. As I have indicated, implicit biases have been shown to negatively impact principles
of distributive justice and legal fairness. As researchers studying aversive racism have put it,
these biases help to fill in the explanatory gap for how racially discriminatory effects can persist
amongst a population with increasingly egalitarian commitments. This suggests that, if we are to
understand the enduring character of racial injustice in the United States, we must attend to these

peculiar social cognitions.

order desires”, i.e., those motives for action which an agent reflectively chooses, are appropriately attributable to
the agent. This means that first-order desires such as spontaneous sexual attraction or racial aversion would not be
properly attributable to an agent insofar as he or she chooses not to act on them. Harry G. Frankfurt, “Freedom of
the Will and the Concept of a Person,” The Journal of Philosophy 68, no. 1 (1971): 5-20. Hierarchical self-
disclosure positions like this posit a choosing faculty that constitutes the real self. Other non-hierarchical self-
disclosure accounts locate the “deep” or “real self” in an agent’s enduring dispositions and concerns. Among
these, some argue that attitudes might plausibly be one’s own even if he or she disavows them. For example, see
Chandra Sripada, “Self-Expression: A Deep Self Theory of Moral Responsibility,” Philosophical Studies 173, no.
5 (May 1, 2016): 1203-32, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-015-0527-9. Michael Brownstein’s attributionist theory
of aretaic appraisals identifies the real self with an agent’s “cares” which, on his view, could plausibly include
implicit attitudes. See Michael Brownstein, “Attributionism and Moral Responsibility for Implicit Bias,” Review
of Philosophy and Psychology 7, no. 4 (December 1, 2016): 76586, https://doi.org/10.1007/s13164-015-0287-7,
Brownstein, The Implicit Mind, 101-50.
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But this presents us with an impasse. On the one hand, implicit racial biases appear to be
causally efficacious in perpetuating racial inequalities by influencing the way agents feel,
perceive, deliberate, and act in racially structured societies. But the particular way they influence
individual agents seems to fall short of the conditions required for voluntary action, and thus,
short of the conditions required for ascriptions of moral responsibility and act attribution. I
contend that there are ways to resolve this impasse, but it will require rethinking the approach
that moral philosophers traditionally employ when thinking about moral agency.

Before turning to those additional resources, we need to see more clearly how and why
moral philosophical accounts of moral failure fall short. In the next section, I argue that the
implicit attitudes that undergird implicit biases are, in fact, sui generis states that differ sharply
from the more conventional psychological elements of the dominant “Humean” psychology. In
the following section, I argue that implicit racial attitudes generate an especially insidious kind
of moral failure that enervates precisely those moral resources that philosophers call upon to

explain moral motivation.

§3 A Distinct Cause of Moral Failure: Implicit Attitudes as sui generis Mental States

On first blush, it might seem that the contemporary philosophical approaches to moral
failure do, in fact, have resources for understanding the kind of moral problems caused by
implicit biases. In Chapter One, I showed that moral philosophers widely acknowledge that we
are the kind of creatures who are not only capable of moral motivation, but who all too
frequently fall short of such motivation whether by commission or omission. Further, I argued
that moral philosophers have a variety of resources for explaining these moral failures, and I

outlined four general explanations: 1) compulsion, 2) strategic error, 3) epistemic error, and 4)
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weakness of will. To defend my claim that the kinds of moral failures caused by implicit racial
biases are poorly explained by the dominant positions in the debates about moral motivation and
failure, I must show that none of these four explanations prove adequate.

To do this, we need to know more about what kind of mental states are causally
responsible for implicit racial biases. If those mental states are forms of desire or beliefs, then it
seems that options 1-3 might prove to be adequate. But if these states are distinct from beliefs
and desires, then these options will be insufficient. In §3, I argue that implicit attitudes are sui
generis states distinct from not only beliefs and desires but the entire Humean psychology that
undergirds most accounts of moral motivation and failure. In §4, I argue that the kinds of moral
failures caused by implicit attitudes are distinct in important ways from paradigmatic cases of
weakness of will. Combined, these sections demonstrate that additional resources are needed to

understand the particular threat implicit racial biases pose to moral agency.

§3.1 Two Kinds of Attitudes: Propositional and Associative Structure

Contemporary anglophone debates about moral motivation and failure typically assume a
Humean psychology that explains action as caused by an agent’s beliefs and desires.’” Beliefs
are cognitive attitudes that purport to represent states of affairs; they are thus truth-assessable and
have a mind-to-world direction of fit. Desires are conative attitudes that represent, not the world
as it is, but rather the world as an agent would like it to be. For that reason, they are not truth-
assessable and bear a world-to-mind direction of fit.

Despite these differences, beliefs and desires are both propositionally structured attitudes.

This means that, unlike associatively structured or unstructured states, beliefs and desires specify

57 See Chapter 1.1.
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the relation between their component relata. To believe “that I am good” and to desire “that I
become good” both link the concepts “I”” and “good” in precise ways. The belief entails a claim
that [ am in fact good whereas the desire makes no such assertion. Nevertheless, the desire does
have success conditions. It succeeds if I form suitable strategic beliefs about how to become
good and, in fact, do so.

In contrast to propositionally structured attitudes, associations do not specify the relation
between their relata and therefore lack success conditions. To have an association only indicates
that the activation of one relata stimulates the other, rendering it more readily accessible in
working memory. A common example is the association between “salt” and “pepper.” When I
perceive a saltshaker, pepper automatically comes to mind. This does not amount to the belief
that “salt is pepper” or to a desire that “salt should become pepper.” Rather, it simply indicates
an experiential history in which the two concepts have been frequently and consistently paired.
Associations lack success conditions because they persist even when the co-activated concept is
not instantiated. After thirty-six years of associating salt and pepper, the sight of a saltshaker
would continue to activate the concept “pepper” in my mind even if a global shortage of the
spice made it unavailable to me for months on end.

These differences mean that propositionally structured attitudes and unstructured
associations interact in different ways. Propositionally structured states can figure into inferential
processes governed by syllogistic logic. If I hold a belief that John is a Black man, I can infer
from this belief that John is a man. This transition in thought is inferential; the first belief
rationally justifies the inference to the second. This feature makes beliefs systematic; they
respond to interactions with other propositionally structured states in ways that seek to minimize

logical contradiction. If I believe that John is a Black man, but upon meeting John I discover that
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he has white skin, blonde hair, blue eyes, and identifies himself as white, I am rationally required
to update my belief. John is not a Black man because he is a white man.® Finally,
propositionally structured states are also productive. Beliefs and desires can be combined,
dissociated, and recombined infinitely. Suppose I believe it is raining outside, and this belief
generates a desire to grab my umbrella. When I look out the window and see a sunny, cloudless
sky, I am rationally required to update my belief; it is not raining because it is sunny. This belief-
update generates a desire-update. My new belief that it is sunny may lead me to form a new
desire to go out for run instead.

Associations lack all of these features. First, they do not figure into inferential reasoning.
If I have an association between salt and pepper, the activation of “salt” caused by the sight of an
actual saltshaker does not justify the inference that there is a peppershaker on the table as well. In
a more germane example, the association of Black men with criminality does not rationally
justify the belief that this Black man standing in front of me is a criminal. Second, associations
are not systematic because they do not update the same way that propositional attitudes do. If I
associate Black people with unintelligence, the presentation of strong contradictory evidence and
argumentation will not diminish this association. Associative links are paradigmatically
unresponsive to logical contradictions because they are not content-driven. Rather, they can only

be changed in one of two ways: extinction and counterconditioning.>® This means that

58 Some philosophers describe the systematicity of propositionally structured states as “inferential promiscuity.” See
Stephen P. Stich, “Beliefs and Subdoxastic States,” Philosophy of Science 45, no. 4 (1978): 499-518.

% In extinction, an association between two concepts or a concept and an evaluative valence is dissolved by repeated
stimulation of one concept without the other. While my association between salt and pepper might persist several
months into a global pepper shortage, it will likely reduce in frequency and consistency as that shortage stretched
on into decades. In counterconditioning, an association between a concept and a positive or negative valence is
diminished or even reversed by repeated activation of the concept with the opposite valence. If I have an
association linking Black faces with negative evaluative categories (e.g., bad, ugly, threatening), a
counterconditioning procedure that exposed me to black faces and positive evaluative categories (e.g., good,
beautiful, safe) could change the association and, in turn, reduce my levels of implicit antiblack evaluative bias.
Mandelbaum, “Attitude, Inference, Association,” 635.
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associations lack the systematicity of beliefs because they lack responsiveness to justificatory
reasons. They are informationally encapsulated states. Third, associations are not productive;
their relata cannot be combined, dissociated, and recombined the way that propositionally
structured states like beliefs and desires can be.

We can now ask whether the attitudes underlying implicit biases appear to be have a
propositional or associative structure. As is often the case in the empirical sciences, experimental
findings have outpaced theoretical construction. Broadly speaking,®’ empirical psychologists
tend to treat implicit attitudes as associative states.®! It is not hard to see why this view is so
popular. One of the most salient features of implicit biases is their non-conformity with the
explicit attitudes reported by agents. Psychologists infer that the attitude underlying these biases
is unresponsive to justificatory reasons and informationally encapsulated from doxastic
commitments.

Dual process theories explain this by positing two psychological systems (System 1 and
System 2) that each operates along a distinct principle. System 1 is an evolutionarily ancient,
computationally efficient, quick, largely unconscious, and relatively imprecise process that
operates in accordance with associationist principles like contiguity, formal similarity, etc.
System 2 is an evolutionarily recent, computationally expensive, slow, largely conscious, and

relatively precise process that operates according to propositional, syllogistic logic. For this

60 There are some empirical psychologists who argue that implicit attitudes are propositionally structured, but they
remain a minority. See, for example, Chris J. Mitchell, Jan De Houwer, and Peter F. Lovibond, “The Propositional
Nature of Human Associative Learning,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 32, no. 2 (April 2009): 183-98,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X09000855; Jan De Houwer, “A Propositional Model of Implicit Evaluation,”
Social and Personality Psychology Compass 8, no. 7 (2014): 342—53, https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12111.

6! Eric Mandelbaum argues that this view is more frequently assumed than defended in the psychological literature.
He surveys several prominent theories to show that they tend to treat three distinct and dissociable claims
regarding associative learning, associative structure, and associative transitions in though as if they logically entail
each other. See Mandelbaum, “Attitude, Inference, Association.”
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reason, only System 2 assesses the truth value of mental representations. Whereas System 1 is
always operative and allows us to fluently navigate most interactions with our environment,
System 2 comes online to adjudicate conflicts in System 1. Dual process theorists posit that
implicit attitudes are produced by System 1 while explicit attitudes are produced by System 2.
This means that implicit attitudes remain unintegrated into the inferential network governed by

System 2, the domain of propositionally structured attitudes like beliefs and desires.

§3.2 Aliefs, Beliefs, Character Traits, or Sui-Generis States

If implicit attitudes are indeed associations lacking propositional structure and therefore
informationally encapsulated from other propositional states, then explanations of moral
motivation and failure that appeal exclusively to propositional states like beliefs and desires
would categorically exclude implicit attitudes from their explanations. Several prominent
philosophers concur with this view that implicit attitudes are essentially associations. Tamar
Gendler, for example, argues that implicit attitudes are best conceived, not as beliefs, but as
“aliefs.” These associative states consist of closely related, co-activating “bundles” or “clusters”
of components that include cognitive, conative, and affective components. Like beliefs, aliefs
bear representational content. Like desires, aliefs include a behavioral tendency. Like non-
propositional feelings, aliefs have an affective component with a measurable valence and
magnitude. But whereas normal beliefs, desires, and affects are productive, i.e., they can be
dissociated and recombined with other propositionally structured attitudes, aliefs lack this
quality. Instead, the activation of one element automatically activates the others.

Consider an example. Suppose a white person drives into a predominately Black

neighborhood and immediately locks the car doors. The belief that this neighborhood is
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predominately Black bears no necessary relation to the feeling of fear or the behavioral tendency
to lock doors. Such a belief would simply bear the content that “this is a predominately Black
neighborhood.” But the structure of an alief includes representational, affective, and behavioral
components, and thus better explains this complex, albeit common, response. In this case, the
content of the white man’s alief would be “Black neighborhood! Scary! Lock door!” As Gendler
puts it,

to have an alief [is] to a reasonable approximation, to have an innate or habitual

propensity to respond to an apparent stimulus in a particular way. It is to be in a

mental state that is [...] associative, automatic and arational. As a class, aliefs are

states that we share with non-human anmials; they are developmentally and

conceptually antecedent to other cognitive attitudes that the creature may go on to

develop. Typically, they are also affect-laden and action-generating.5?
The arationality of aliefs is an important feature that distinguishes them from beliefs. It concerns
the nature of the mental representation’s structure and responsiveness to evidence. Whereas the
representational content of a belief is a proposition that the subject holds as true, the
representational content of an alief is merely how something appears. At most, it entails a prima
facie commitment to its truthfulness. A lead bar partially submerged in water may seem bent to
me even though I believe it to be straight. No amount of evidence will change how the bar
appears to me.

The arationality of aliefs is both a strength and a weakness for grasping the nature of

implicit attitudes. A growing number of philosophers argue that these attitudes might be better

understood as belief-like states or even bona fide beliefs because they are not entirely arational.®

62 Tamar Szab6 Gendler, “Alief in Action (and Reaction),” Mind & Language 23, no. 5 (November 2008): 557,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0017.2008.00352.x.

83 Michael Brownstein offers a similar account of implicit attitudes as tightly clustered, associatively activated
components. But he amends Gendler’s model to show how implicit attitudes can respond to certain kinds of
evidence. See Brownstein, The Implicit Mind, 29—100.
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Although they certainly do not respond perfectly to rational evidence, the same could be said of
our normal beliefs! Some advocates of the doxastic model of implicit attitudes argue that they
are simply forms of generic belief. Generic beliefs are culturally shared schemas that facilitate
social categorization and attributions of stereotypical traits to target objects by subsuming them
under abstract, generic types. Common generic beliefs about race in the United States include
“Black people are lazy,” “Muslims are terrorists,” and “white men can’t jump.” Proponents of
this view suggest that when researchers detect implicit biases, they encounter not evaluative
attitudes but rather widely held generic beliefs with which individuals are familiar but may not
explicitly endorse.®*

If implicit attitudes were simply generic beliefs, then they could be changed and
reconfigured by logical interventions like instruction and argument. But as we have seen,
empirical research suggests that this is not the case. To accommodate this, a more revisionist
doxastic model posits that epistemic agents automatically come to believe ideas the instant they
merely entertain their content.®®> This “Spinozan” model of belief fixation rejects the “Cartesian”
model, which presumes agents to have the liberty to assess the truth-value of ideas delivered
through sensory or imaginative inputs before consenting to belief. Instead, they claim that, even
in the case of blatantly false propositions, we reflexively believe them as a possibility condition
of judging them to be false. This counter-intuitively means that our minds are filled with
numerous contradictory beliefs. But proponents claim that this revisionist picture better explains
cases of recalcitrant mental phenomena like implicit biases that are ambiguously responsive to

certain kinds of evidence. Indeed, implicit attitudes do seem to be unresponsive to some

% Patricia Devine contends that indirect measures pick up widely-held cultural stereotypes that are shared by
persons with explicitly racist and explicit egalitarian attitudes. See Devine, “Stereotypes and Prejudice,” 15-16.

%5 Eric Mandelbaum, “Thinking Is Believing,” Inquiry 57, no. 1 (January 2, 2014): 55-96,
https://doi.org/10.1080/0020174X.2014.858417.
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associative-based learning interventions (i.e., extinction and counter-conditioning) and,
ironically, responsive to some logical interventions®® that should only influence propositional
states.

Others reject these so-called “representationalist” accounts of implicit bias altogether,
arguing that they are better conceived as character traits.%” Drawing on the work of the mid-
century English philosopher Gilbert Ryle, Eric Schwitzgebel argues for a “dispositionalist”
theory of mind which defines beliefs, desires, and intentions not in terms of their internal,
representational structure but rather as behavioral tendencies that incline an individual to think,
feel, or desire in particular ways.% To determine what I think about Black people, one would
have to observe how I speak and act around Black people over time. To ask me about my racial
attitudes might be one part of an analysis of my attitude, but since they are multi-track
dispositions, explicit self-reports are not sufficiently informative. This view accommodates the
divergence between supposedly implicit and explicit attitudes by contending that, like all
character traits, ascriptions of racism admit of degrees. Those with explicit commitments to
racial equality and biased implicit attitudes are simply “more racist” than they would be with

better aligned attitudes.

 Mandelbaum points to studies that present cases wherein implicit biases respond to content-related evidence such
as argumentative strength and the attitudinal consensus of a peer group. But his most compelling cases are those
that seem to suggest implicit attitudes can respond to logical negation. Mandelbaum, “Attitude, Inference,
Association,” 639-46.

67 Here again, we should acknowledge a difference between the psychological and philosophical literature. Within
psychology, traits denote attitudes that persist stably over time and across contexts. If [ have a stable aversion to
beef, it constitutes a trait. But if I have an aversion to beef on Thursday as a result of enjoying a much-too-large
porterhouse steak on Wednesday, this disliking is more of a state than a trait. In philosophy of mind and action,
this conception of a trait as a stable, enduring attitude is more complex. First, as noted above, attitudes in
philosophy refer to a broader scope of mental states than mere likings and disliking. Second, traits are the product
of a particular theory of attitudes as dispositions.

%8 This model attributes a “multi-track profile” to attitudes that exceed the representationalist picture of a “belief
box” which contains all one’s attitudes to their propositional contents. This has important implications for implicit
bias. See, for example, Eric Schwitzgebel, “A Dispositional Approach to Attitudes: Thinking Outside the Belief
Box,” in New Essays on Belief: Constitution, Content and Structure, ed. Nikolai Nottelmann (Houndmills,
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2013), 75-99.
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With such a diversity of scholarly views, how are we to decide? Our concern is not to
issue a conclusive judgment about the nature of implicit attitudes. Rather, we need merely to
show that implicit attitudes are different in kind from those conventional states and traits that
philosophers call upon to explain moral motivation. The dispositionalist account can be
immediately rejected. As generalizations, traits do not fit into causal explanations of judgment or
behavior. In fact, they risk a vicious circle; a characteristic behavior serves both to define a
disposition and to indicate what the same disposition will predict.

To decide amongst the remaining options, we need to consider the evidence about their
representational structure. Here, the most convincing evidence regards the responsivity of
implicit attitudes to associative and logical interventions. If implicit attitudes were beliefs, they
would respond to syllogistic reasoning. In some cases, they seem to do just this. In one study of
enemy-of-my-enemy-is-my-friend scenarios, participants were taught to dislike a person who,
they were told, disliked a second person. This produced a positive implicit attitude toward the
second person, which suggests that inferential and not associative transitions were at play.*® But
in other studies, researchers showed that the same implicit attitude can be evoked in a subject by
exposing them to a proposition and the negation of that same proposition. Participants informed
that two bottles contain table sugar showed increased preference for the one marked “sugar” than
the one marked “sodium cyanide” with a poison symbol sticker.”® This apparent inability to
process evidence of negation strongly suggests that these attitudes lack the inferential

promiscuity characteristic of bona fide beliefs.

% Associative transitions would have followed a pattern of similarity and generated another negative attitude.
Mandelbaum, “Attitude, Inference, Association,” 638—40.

70 Paul Rozin, Maureen Markwith, and Bonnie Ross, “The Sympathetic Magical Law of Similarity, Nominal
Realism and Neglect of Negatives in Response to Negative Labels,” Psychological Science 1, no. 6 (November
1990): 38384, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.1990.tb00246.x.
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In light of this evidence, Neil Levy suggests that implicit attitudes are best understood as
“patchy endorsements.””! They are endorsements insofar as they have some propositional
structure; they have satisfaction conditions and are world-directed. But these endorsements are
patchy because they lack the inferential promiscuity that characterizes proper beliefs. Rather,
they seem in some cases to be informationally encapsulated.”? That is, while bona fide beliefs are
inferentially responsive to all kinds of representations as evidence, implicit attitudes only figure
in some inferential processing and some kinds of representations.

This formulation is consonant with the view that implicit attitudes are sui generis states.
Not only do they seem to cause actions that dissociate from a subject’s conventional beliefs and
desires, but their peculiar structure and informational encapsulation justifies my claim that they
are different in kind from these conventional states. As such, implicit attitudes fall outside of the
“Humean” psychology that underlies much of the anglophone debates about moral motivation

and failure and constitute a distinct cause of racialized moral failure.

§4 A Distinct Kind of Moral Failure: Perceptual Bias that Enervates Moral Resources

If implicit racial biases are causally implicated in moral failures, and if the mental states
that undergird these biases are distinct from folk psychological states, then explanations of those
moral failures that rely on conventional states will necessarily fall short. This means that we
cannot explain these moral failures by appealing to 1) compulsion, 2) strategic error, or 3)
epistemic error. In cases of implicit racial bias, the moral failures seem to occur in persons who

have true beliefs in racial equality and virtuous desires for racial justice. The root of the problem

"' Neil Levy, “Neither Fish nor Fowl: Implicit Attitudes as Patchy Endorsements,” Noiis 49, no. 4 (December 2015):
800—823, https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12074.

2 Mandelbaum agrees that implicit attitudes are informationally encapsulated, but he thinks that beliefs are too. See
Mandelbaum, “Attitude, Inference, Association,” 650, especially note 26.
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must lie elsewhere. But we have yet to consider whether these moral failures are subsumable
under the fourth type of moral failure, namely, weakness of will. Weakness of will has long
posed problems for theories of moral agency, so perhaps the moral failures caused by implicit
biases are a further example of this well-known type of moral failure. In what follows, I show

that this is not the case.

§4.1 Implicit Racial Biases are Not Cases of Weakness of Will

Weakness of will occurs when an agent is free to do either X or Y, judges it morally
better or right to do X and then elects to do Y. Consider a paradigmatic case of weakness of will.
Suppose I am evaluating two candidates for an academic position, one of whom is white and the
other is Black. I personally believe that it is morally right to evaluate a candidate on his or her
merits.”> While the candidates have relatively similar credentials, I judge the Black candidate to
have a slightly stronger research potential, and I decide that the best decision is to vote for her.
Yet, I find myself conflicted. I felt greater personal affinity toward the white candidate, who
happened to graduate from my al/ma mater and with whom I found it easier to engage socially.
As I reflect on this conflict, I acknowledge that the reasons to vote for the white candidate are
not good reasons. This is a research university, and the basis for this decision should be research
potential. But when it comes time to make a decision, I decide to vote for the white candidate. As
I walk home from the meeting, I feel sick with guilt for falling short of my moral standards. I
find myself looking for additional justificatory reasons for my decision, but in cooler moments of

reflection, I acknowledge that these are post hoc rationalizations.

3 1 bracket the possibility, one that I find compelling, that a candidate’s social location might count as an ethically
justifiable reason to hire them because it complicates the point at hand.
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Now consider an example of a similar moral failure caused by an implicit attitude.
Suppose I have an implicit attitude that links Black people with unintelligence. I am evaluating
the same two candidates for the same academic position. I still hold the belief that it is morally
right to evaluate candidates on their merits. This time, I am sitting in a lecture hall as each
candidate presents a research paper. Suppose further that the Black candidate’s paper is
objectively better than the white candidate’s and that, if [ were simply reading the two papers
without knowing the authors’ racial identities, I would judge the Black candidate’s paper to be
superior. But on account of this implicit attitude, I judge the Black candidate’s argument to be
weaker than that of the white candidate. On the basis of this judgment, I vote for the white
candidate when our committee meets to make a decision. When I return home that evening, I feel
some disappointment about the decision; I would have liked the department to become more
racially diverse. But that disappointment is not directed at myself because, as far as I could tell, I
acted with integrity. Rather, that disappointment is directed at the Black candidate who failed to
meet the standards of rigor and clarity that my institution holds in such high regard.

There are important differences between these two moral failures. Both cases count as
moral failures because I violated a moral requirement; I treated the Black candidate unjustly in
both cases, withholding from her what she was due. In the first case, I acted from weakness of
will because I (a) judged that voting for the Black candidate was the right thing to do and (b)
chose rather to vote for the white candidate. In the second case, however, neither (a) nor (b)
obtains. My implicit bias distorted my judgment so that I wrongly judged the Black candidate’s
argument to be weaker than it was. While it is certainly true that I chose to vote for the white
candidate, I did not do so against my better judgment; on the contrary, I took myself to be acting

in accord with my moral commitments.

134



These examples hint at a crucial feature of those moral failures caused by implicit bias
that is lost if we simply treat them as a case of akrasia. But what, precisely, is that crucial
feature? I suggest that there are at least two. First, the second example of moral failure is
characterized by a “deviant causal chain.”’* Like voluntary actions, this moral failure is caused
by a series of mental states. But unlike voluntary actions, these mental states are not reason-
states, i.e., the kind of mental states that might rationally justify an action. As I showed above,
implicit attitudes are patchy endorsements that manifest properties of both propositionally and
associatively structured states. Their associative properties appear to be in play here, creating
unintentional effects caused by associative states.

But what this example further suggests is that this sui generis mental state determines a
temporally prior aspect of consciousness that is 1) vulnerable to manipulation by social forces
and 2) diminishes the very agential and moral resources (i.e., beliefs and desires) to which moral
philosophers appeal to explain moral motivation. Before forming any beliefs about the world or
any desires to transform it, agents must first perceive that world. Our perceptual experiences
form the evidentiary basis from which we form our beliefs about states of affairs, including
moral states of affairs. If this domain of consciousness shows empirical signs of racialization,
then we must consider the possibility that even our reflective capacities are themselves corrupted
by those processes.

According to studies of affective and attentional bias, this is indeed the case. They
suggest that cultural patterns of racial categorization and evaluation have permeated the most

basic level of our interactions with the world, coloring our sensory perceptions and twisting our

74 Markus E. Schlosser, “Agency, Ownership, and the Standard Theory,” in New Waves in Philosophy of Action, ed.
Jesus H. Aguilar, Andrei A. Buckareff, and Keith. Frankish, New Waves in Philosophy (Houndmills, Basingstoke,
Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 13-31.
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felt evaluations of racially marked persons. This threatens to create a vicious cycle whereby
agents’ implicit associations shape what we see and how we feel, confirming our biases and

diminishing our ability to even detect racialized moral failures as moral failures.

§4.2 A Prior Distortion: Anti-Black Perceptual Bias and Moral Exclusion

According to a widely held folk understanding of belief formation, perceptual
experiences provide the content and the justification for beliefs. The belief that there is a cup of
coffee sitting in front of me is justified, at least provisionally and under normal conditions, by
my perceptual experience of the cup of coffee. We assume that our sense organs put us
sufficiently in touch with the world and provide access to its contents to provide a backstop
against an infinite regression.” If you were to ask me how I know that there is a cup of coffee on
my desk, I would appeal to my experience of that cup.

This theory of perception is called dogmatism, and social psychologists researching
implicit antiblack perceptual bias tell us that we have reason to suspect it. Jennifer Eberhardt and
colleagues’® have shown that implicit stereotypes linking Black people to criminality serves as a
“visual tuning device.””” Priming participants with an image of a Black person facilitates
perception of crime-relevant objects like guns and knives in degraded-image tasks. In contrast,
white face primes actually slow the detection of guns and knives compared to controls. As we
saw in studies of weapons bias, these implicit racial stereotypes affect what we see. But

Eberhardt also showed that these stereotypes affect who we see. Priming participants with

75 Susanna Siegel describes this folk-psychological perspective as considering perceptual experiences to be the
primary “person-level psychological state that determines the contents of perceptual beliefs.” (Siegel, “Can
Selection Effects on Experience Influence Its Rational Role?,” 242)

76 Jennifer L. Eberhardt et al., “Seeing Black: Race, Crime, and Visual Processing.,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 87, no. 6 (2004): 876-93, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.87.6.876.

77 Eberhardt et al., 877.
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images of guns and knives increased attentional focus toward Black male faces even as it
decreased visual pickup of white male faces. These perceptual and attentional biases did not
correlate to measures of explicit racial attitudes. Together, they show that implicit racial
stereotypes influence perceptual experience by facilitating a selection effect called “attentional
capture.”’® When criminality is on one’s mind, attention is automatically drawn toward Black
faces and away from white ones.

As in cases described above, these implicit biases have demonstrable real-world
consequences. After assessing these kinds of attention bias in a group of police officers,
Eberhardt presented them with a lineup of faces before instructing them to identify those they
had seen during the experiment.” These faces had been ranked beforehand on the basis of how
stereotypically Black or white each face appeared. The officers correctly identified face that were
more stereotypically Black than stereotypically white, and they issued false identifications for
more stereotypically Black faces when primed with a crime object. Visual processing biases not
only track racial differences but also the degrees of stereotypical whiteness and Blackness.3°
“These results suggest,” according to Eberhard, “that stereotypical associations help people to
respond to their environment by rendering certain social groups and objects especially relevant
and worthy of attention.”®! Eberhardt notes the practical and legal significance of these findings.
If criminality is already activated in one’s mind, as it certainly must be for on-duty police
officers, then it is likely that Black men will appear more perceptually salient to them than white

men. It will seem to those officers like Black men deserve more attention. The crime line-up

78 Eberhardt et al., 881.

7 These faces were all drawn from images of white and Black men convicted of murder.

80 A further study asked a police officers to identify “who looks criminal” out of a similar lineup of faces. Not only
were black faces perceived to be more criminal than white faces, but looking more stereotypically Black increased
the perceptions of criminality.

81 Eberhardt et al., “Seeing Black,” 890.
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scenario suggests that Black men, and more stereotypically Black-looking men at that, are more
vulnerable to being misidentified on account of having crime activated in mind.

While these studies focused on the Black-criminality stereotype, a further set of
experiments explored an even more concerning association linking Black people with apes. Goff
and colleagues® used similar methods with a group of multi-racial male participants to show that
priming with a Black face increases detection speed of ape images while priming with a white
face has the opposite effect. These same biases were observed when ape-detection-speed was
compared with that of other, non-ape animals. Black primes increased ape detection vis-a-vis
non-ape animals and white primes decreased it. These imply a strong association with Black
people and apes in both white and non-white persons that does not correlate with explicit
measures of racial bias. Furthermore, researchers demonstrated that these were irreducible to
merely out-group bias® and are empirically dissociable from implicit antiblack evaluative bias

and explicit knowledge of the association as a cultural stereotype.®*

82 Phillip Atiba GofT et al., “Not yet Human: Implicit Knowledge, Historical Dehumanization, and Contemporary
Consequences,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 94, no. 2 (February 2008): 292-306,
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.94.2.292.

8 When they conducted the same test with Black and Asian faces instead of Black and white ones, the same entirely
white group of participants manifested similar attention bias toward Black faces following an ape prime.

84 Researchers gave participants both a personalized IAT to detect implicit antiblack evaluative bias and a second,
modified IAT that they called the “dehumanizing IAT.” The former test allows researchers to detect the
individual’s level of implicit preference for white or Black people apart from background cultural knowledge, or
“extra-personal knowledge” i.e., the knowledge that black people are associated with negative evaluations in the
larger society. (Michael A. Olson and Russell H. Fazio, “Reducing the Influence of Extrapersonal Associations on
the Implicit Association Test: Personalizing the IAT,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 86, no. 5
(2004): 653—67, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.86.5.653) The dehumanizing IAT instructs participants to sort
stereotypically white and Black names by race, but it also instructs them to categorize animals as either great apes
or big cats. As expected, the personalized IATs showed categorization facilitation when modules were stereotype-
congruent (Black-bad; white-good) in comparison to modules that were stereotype-incongruent (Black-good;
white-bad). Further, the dehumanization IAT responses showed greater categorization facilitation for modules that
were congruent with the Black-ape stereotype than the Black-big-cat association. But importantly, the effects of
the participants’ scores on the personalized IAT were not significant factors in their dehumanization IAT scores.
This suggests that the Black-ape association operates orthogonally to the more widely documented implicit
antiblack evaluative bias.
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Goff and colleagues further demonstrated that these Black-ape stereotypes are linked
with real-world consequences. After priming participants with words associated either with big
cats or apes, they were then shown video footage of police officers beating a suspect. Although
the suspect’s race was indecipherable in the video, researchers informed participants that the
suspect was either a white or a Black man by displaying a mug shot of one or the other. After
watching the video, participants were asked whether they thought the police action was justified.
When participants were told the suspect was white, the big cat and ape prime had no significant
effect on how justified they thought the beating was. But when the participants were told the
suspect was Black, the ape prime resulted in more participants judging the beating to be justified
than those given the big-cat prime.?’

In a final study, researchers found a correlation between the use of ape-related words to
describe Black suspects in death penalty-eligible cases in the Philadelphia Inquirer and the
actual sentencing of persons to death. Those defendants cast in more ape-like terms were more
likely to be Black than white. Among Black defendants, those who received more ape-like
representations in the Inquirer were more likely to be sentenced to death.3¢

These studies suggests that implicit stereotypes affect not only how we visually process
and perceive states of affairs but also how we engage in moral and legal deliberation about those

states of affairs.’” As in the example of an implicitly biased hiring decision, it is entirely possible

85 The big-cat prime produced no significant differences in justification level when participants were told the suspect
was white or Black. This clarified that the causally significant stereotype was not simply one linking black people
to Africa.

8 “Taken together, the results of Study 6 suggest that Black defendants are more likely to be portrayed as apelike in
news coverage than White defendants and that this portrayal is associated with a higher probability of state-
sponsored executions.” (Goff et al., “Not yet Human,” 304)

87 Jonathan Haidt’s “social intuitionist” model attempts to explain this phenomenon. See Jonathan Haidt, “The
Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to Moral Judgment,” Psychological Review
108, no. 4 (October 2001): 814—34, https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.108.4.814.
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that the participants who made racially biased judgments justifying police violence had neither
source- nor impact-awareness of their bias. In that earlier example, the implicit bias linking
Black people with unintelligence altered my perceptual experience of that paper; my judgment
that the white candidate was more qualified did not conflict with, but rather was based upon, my
perceptual experience of the paper. In Goff and colleague’s study, the implicit bias linking Black
people with apes seems to have altered their perceptual experience of that video. Given the
demonstrable selection effect of the Black-ape stereotype on visual processing, it is entirely
possible that when the participants were asked to judge the justifiability of the police officers’
use of force, their deliberative processes were working with experiential material that was
already inflected by racial stereotypes.

Before any moral deliberation takes place, our grasp of the moral situation is mediated by
these attentional and perceptual capacities. It is only by virtue of these capacities that agents have
anything about which to morally deliberate. These studies suggest that culturally circulated,
racist stereotypes are inscribed even at this basic point of contact between agents and their world.
Combined with the evidence about implicit antiblack affective bias described above, it appears
that race colors our sensory perceptions and twists our felt evaluations of racially marked persons
and that these perceptual and affective biases influence downstream cognitive functions like
belief and desire formation. All of our knowing and doing, in other words, is circumscribed
within a prior domain of consciousness that is vulnerable to distortion by social and cultural
forces.

To implicitly associate someone with criminality might, and likely does, influence how
we make judgments about and act toward him. Consider this scenario drawn from the evidence

we have considered so far. 1) Police officers are likely to be navigating a moral world in which
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Black persons appear perceptually salient. 2) The perception of Black persons automatically
activates 1) crime-relevant concepts and ii) autonomic fear responses. 3) That stereotypical
activation alters the perceptual field to 1) facilitate the perception of weapons when they are
present and ii) generate false perceptual experiences of weapons when they are not present. 4)
These perceptual selection effects influence the decision to use lethal force. 5) The belief that the
suspect was Black facilitates post hoc rationalizations that justify the use of force. In short, it is
not difficult to see how implicit attitudes can play a crucial contributing role to the moral failures
that issue in Black death by the police.

But the implicit Black-ape association presents a still further threat to moral motivation
that strikes at the heart of moral agency itself. To quickly categorize someone as a criminal is
also, tacitly, to categorize him as a human being. Gorillas, insects, and rodents cannot commit
crimes. Such categorization clearly does not ensure that one will treat a suspected criminal as a
human being, of course. But the evidence from Goff and colleagues isolates a particular type of
implicit antiblack bias wherein Black people are automatically excluded from the moral
community of persons at the level of perception.

“Moral exclusion” refers to the phenomenon in which “individuals and groups are
perceived as outside the boundary in which moral values, rules, and considerations of fairness
apply. Those who are morally excluded are perceived as nonentities, expendable, or undeserving.
Consequently, harming or exploiting them appears to be appropriate, acceptable, and just.” 8
Though originally invoked to describe explicit rhetorical efforts to justify atrocities like ethnic

99 CCs

cleansing by characterizing marginalized groups as “vermin,” “insects,” or otherwise sub-human,

88 Susan Opotow, “Moral Exclusion and Injustice: An Introduction,” Journal of Social Issues 46, no. 1 (Spring
1990): 1, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1990.tb00268 x.
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social psychologists have recently explored the mechanisms that undergird this rhetoric. Studies
of “infra-humanization” have shown a tendency to attribute secondary, or more distinctly human,
emotions like jealousy, sympathy, and hope to in-group members and to deny these human
qualities to out-group members.*®” These humanizing attributions have been shown to facilitate
altruism and empathy towards one’s in-group, whereas feelings of antipathy characterize
responses to those deemed less human than one’s own group.”® Although each of these studies
relies on explicit self-reports and explicit judgments, other studies suggest that these might be
rooted in social cognitions akin to implicit stereotypes that are automatically stimulated and
relatively uncontrolled.”! Affective neuroscientists have suggested that there may even be
automatic, neurological components to moral exclusion. When subjects view images of persons
from extreme out-groups (i.e., persons who are homeless or struggling with addiction),

researchers detected brain activity associated with disgust responses but not with social

% See Stéphanie Demoulin et al., “Dimensions of Uniquely and Non-Uniquely Human Emotions,” Cognition and
Emotion 18, no. 1 (2004): 71-96, https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930244000444; Stéphanie Demoulin et al.,
“Motivation to Support a Desired Conclusion versus Motivation to Avoid an Undesirable Conclusion: The Case
of Infra-humanization,” International Journal of Psychology 40, no. 6 (December 2005): 41628,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00207590500184495; Ruth Gaunt, Jacques-Philippe Leyens, and Stéphanie Demoulin,
“Intergroup Relations and the Attribution of Emotions: Control over Memory for Secondary Emotions Associated
with the Ingroup and Outgroup,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 38, no. 5 (September 2002): 508—14,
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1031(02)00014-8; Jacques-Philippe Leyens et al., “Psychological Essentialism and
the Differential Attribution of Uniquely Human Emotions to Ingroups and Outgroups,” European Journal of
Social Psychology 31, no. 4 (2001): 395411, https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.50; Jacques-Philippe Leyens et al.,
“Emotional Prejudice, Essentialism, and Nationalism: The 2002 Tajfel Lecture,” European Journal of Social
Psychology 33, no. 6 (2003): 703, https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.170; Jeroen Vaes et al., “On the Behavioral
Consequences of Infrahumanization: The Implicit Role of Uniquely Human Emotions in Intergroup Relations,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 85, no. 6 (2003): 101634, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.85.6.1016; Jeroen Vaes, Maria-Paola Paladino, and Jacques-Philippe Leyens, ‘“Priming Uniquely Human
Emotions and the In-Group (but Not the out-Group) Activates Humanity Concepts,” European Journal of Social
Psychology 26, no. 2 (2006): 169—81, https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.279.

%0 Jeroen Vaes, Maria-Paola Paladino, and Jacques-Philippe Leyens, “The Lost E-Mail: Prosocial Reactions Induced
by Uniquely Human Emotions,” British Journal of Social Psychology 41 (2002): 521-34.

ol See, for example, Nick Haslam et al., “More Human than You: Attributing Humanness to Self and Others,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 89, no. 6 (2005): 937-50, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.89.6.937; Nick Haslam, “Dehumanization : An Integrative Review,” Personality and Social Psychology
Review 10, no. 3 (2006): 252—64; Stephen Loughlam and Nick Haslam, “Animals and Androids: Implicit
Associations between Social Categories and Nonhumans,” Psychological Science 18, no. 2 (2007): 116-21.
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perception. As one reviewer put it, such extreme outgroups may be so dehumanized that “they
may not even be encoded as social beings.”?

While researchers have not definitively mapped all of the mechanisms involved in moral
exclusion and infra-humanization, the evidence showing the impact of the Black-ape stereotype
on perception and moral deliberation at least suggests that something like this is at play. To be
perfectly clear, this is not to say that people who manifest this implicit Black-ape bias believe
that Black people are descriptively excluded from the group called “homo sapiens” or
normatively excluded from the group called “moral persons.” It is entirely possible that the
persons who exhibited these biases in the lab would be horrified to discover what they have
done. But as we saw in §3, implicit attitudes are not beliefs, and the biases that they cause persist
in spite of morally true beliefs and virtuous desires.

In other words, the studies of antiblack perceptual bias and infra-humanization imply that
moral agents living in racially structured societies are vulnerable to a distinct kind of moral
failure. This moral failure is a) not explicable by appealing to beliefs and desires and, in fact, b)
enervates those very moral resources. Persons with these biases can believe that Black people are
members of the homo sapiens species and moral persons with intrinsic dignity, and they can

desire to act in ways that are morally and racially egalitarian in nature. Yet, in concrete contexts,

these same agents can routinely fail to regard the humanity of Black persons.

92 Goff et al., “Not yet Human,” 294.
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§4.3 The Role of Perception in Epistemic and Moral Failures

To clarify the nature of this moral failure, consider Aristotle’s practical syllogism. These
syllogisms consist of two premises, a major and a minor one, from which an agent determines
what to do. Consider a simple example:

A) It is good to provide hospitality to strangers in need.

B) Asylum seekers arriving at the southern U.S. border are strangers in need.

. It is good to provide hospitality to asylum seekers arriving at the border.
In this case, the major premise (A) makes a normative judgment about what is good or right to
do. Providing hospitality is a good thing to do with regard to a class of persons (strangers in
need). The minor premise (B) makes a descriptive claim about matters of fact. Asylum seekers
fit the description, “strangers in need.” This generates a practical imperative. If you accept A and
B, then you are rationally obligated to act in accord with the conclusion.

As Anton Ford has argued, all of the major approaches to action explanations agree that
the minor premise of a practical syllogism is a kind of belief.”* Ford argues that this is a mistake,
or at least it overlooks a crucial step in the practical syllogism. According to Aristotle, the major
premise is related to the minor premise as universal is to particular. But what contemporary
theories of action misunderstand is that, at least for Aristotle, particulars are always concrete and
context dependent. This means that in addition to specifying the major premise, a minor premise
must also particularize the major premise. To specify the major premise, the minor premise must
make a deliberative move from a general end to a specific means to that end. Consider a non-
moral case. Suppose that [ want to increase my upper body strength. To increase my upper body

strength, I could join an expensive gym. Of course, I could find other means to that end as well.

3 Anton Ford, “On What Is in Front of Your Nose,” Philosophical Topics 44, no. 1 (Spring 2016): 141-61.
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But so long as joining a gym is one possible way to increase my upper body strength, it suffices
as a specification of the general premise.

Ford notes that this kind of specification does not yet provide an agent with grounds for
action, and for that reason, it has not performed the requisite task of a practical syllogism. He
considers the case of Oedipus. Oedipus desired not to marry his mother, but he eventually and
tragically did just that. His practical syllogism might look like this:

1) Do not marry your mother.

2) To not marry your mother, avoid Jocasta.

Avoid Jocasta
Oedipus properly formed his major and minor premises. The minor premises specify a means by
which to achieve the goal articulated in the major premise. Further, Oedipus succeeded in
avoiding the person whom he thought to be Jocasta. But Oedipus’s goal was not simply to avoid
marrying the one whom he thought to be his mother. Rather, he wanted to avoid marrying the
person who is actually is his mother. It is this knowledge that he lacked, that is, knowledge of
relevant, concrete particulars. He did not know that this woman was Jocasta. More than
specification, Oedipus needed a particularization of the major premise to know what to do. A
particularization adds precision to the second clause of the minor premise (avoid Jocasta) by
indicating which context-specific particulars are to be employed (avoid Jocasta by avoiding this
woman here and now).**

The literature on perceptual bias and infra-humanization suggests that this kind of error is
quite likely at play in at least some cases of racialized moral failure. Agents might desire to

respect all human beings, and they might reason that to respect all human beings means to

%4 This means that the minor premise must include a “perceptual demonstrative reference” to concrete particulars in
a given context. So if the major premise is “do X”, then the minor premise must read “to do X, do Y vis-a-vis
this.” (Ford, 151.)
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respect Black people. But the error comes in identifying particular Black people as human beings
worthy of moral respect in concrete situations. The failure to make this “perceptual

93 is undergirded by psychological processes such as the autonomic

demonstrative reference
threat-response that generates implicit antiblack affective bias and the attentional and perceptual

effects of the Black-ape or Black-criminal implicit stereotype.

§4.4 Summary

This section has argued that implicit racial biases cause moral failures that are
importantly distinct from those that typically concern anglophone moral philosophers. First,
implicit racial biases are caused by implicit attitudes, a sui-generis mental state that is neither an
association, a belief, nor a character-trait. This means that implicit biases are not only
phenomenologically distinct (on account of their evasiveness), but structurally distinct from
beliefs and desires. Since moral philosophers typically explain moral failures by appealing to
beliefs and desires, they lack explanatory resources for explaining moral failures that are not
caused by false beliefs or normatively inappropriate desires. Second, implicit racial biases are
not weak-willed actions. Unlike weak-willed moral failures, those caused by implicit attitudes
entail a belief-desire concordance, not conflict. This means that implicit racial biases are not
simply instances of 1) compulsion, 2) strategic error, 3) epistemic error, or 4) weakness of will.
Rather, they threaten moral motivation in two additional ways. First, in the case of deviant causal
chains, implicit attitudes generate behavior that does not align with an agent’s explicit judgments
or desires and that the agent cannot directly control. Second, as the evidence of perception bias

and infra-humanization indicates, implicit biases result from a temporally prior dimension of

% Ford, 152.
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consciousness that is vulnerable to distortion from social forces and diminishes the very agential
and moral resources (i.e., beliefs and desires) to which moral philosophers appeal to explain
moral motivation at the level of perception and affect. These two kinds of moral failure expose
significant limitations in the most prominent theories of moral agency for grasping the concrete

threats to moral motivation facing agents who live in racially structured societies.

§5 Conclusion

This chapter has argued that, in addition to the social causes described in Chapter One,
there are important implicit psychological causes that contribute to the recalcitrance of antiblack
racism. As evasive, sub-doxastic states, the implicit attitudes that undergird such biases lie
outside the conventional Humean psychological ontology that privileges propositionally
structured states like beliefs and desires to explain human action. This means that they also bear
a more ambiguous relationship to agency than those person-level states that figure in conscious
moral deliberation and normally count as reasons for action. Without resolving this ambiguity, I
argued that these attitudes contribute to kinds of moral failure that cannot be subsumed as
instances of compulsion, strategic error, epistemic error, or weakness of will. They seem rather
to generate an especially insidious kind of perceptual and attentional distortion that automatically
excludes Black people from the moral community and, in turn, enervates the cognitively
downstream person-level moral resources that philosophers call upon to explain moral
motivation.

These insights drawn from empirical research in social psychology extend and deepen
those drawn from Charles Mills’s critical race theory. They reveal that socially caused epistemic

and moral impairments affect not only the semantic cognitions that primarily concerned Mills
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but also our attentional, visual, and affective processes. These phylogenetically older
mechanisms regulate our most basic affective and perceptual intercourse with our environment,
and while they do not mechanistically determine our deliberative capacities, their influence on
such cognitively downstream activities is clearly asymmetrical. After all, our higher intellectual
capacities like reflection and deliberation reflect on and deliberate about the world that is given
to us in consciousness by virtue of these affective and attentional mechanisms. If, as these
empirical studies repeatedly suggest, this immediately apprehended world already bears the
marks of racialization, then the dark ontology of race has permeated us even more thoroughly
than the ideology critic or the genealogical analyst might be able to admit. It also means that the
project of achieving a more racially just world will prove even more difficult. For the very
capacity to detect racial injustices as such, indeed, even to perceive them as moral situations
calling out for a moral response, is enervated by these recalcitrant perceptual and affective
biases.

While social psychologists have done much to illumine these insidious dynamics, they
have comparably little to say about the nature of these biases as social products. As I noted, they
assert that these biases are not reducible to evolutionary mechanisms and, instead, reflect broad
cultural evaluations. But the social, cultural, and political processes that inscribe this racial logic
so deeply in our psyches are not so much theorized as presumed and intimated by these
psychologists. Furthermore, the concept of an implicit attitude is, after all, a mental state and is
thus a property of individuals. The field’s vestigial individualism becomes stunningly clear in its
constructive proposals for combatting such biases, most of which center on intensive re-

conditioning exercises in laboratory settings.’® These suggest that implicit biases can be

% Brownstein surveys several of these methods in §4.2 of Brownstein, “Implicit Bias.”
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effectively reduced through such trainings, but they neglect the fact that, immediately upon
leaving the laboratory, agents are re-subjected to the barrage of racializing social forces that
generated the biases in the first place. Jennifer Saul puts this point nicely:

To fully combat the influence of implicit biases, what we really need to do is to

re-shape our social world. The stereotypes underlying implicit biases can only

fully be broken down by creating more integrated neighborhoods and workplaces;

by having women, people of colour and disabled people in positions of power; by

having men in nurturing roles; and so on. The only way to be fully freed from the

grip of bias-related doubt is to create a social world where the stereotypes that

now warp our judgments no longer hold sway over us. And the way to do this is

to end the social regularities that feed and support these stereotypes. Can this be

done? Who knows? It is a massive task ...%7
To the degree that we neglect the social, structural realities that “feed and support these
stereotypes,” neither our descriptions of the concrete threats to moral motivation nor our
prescriptions for overcoming them will prove adequate. For this reason, Mills’s reconstructed
materialist theory of racial oppression remains essential.

This concludes Part I of our investigation. Over the past two chapters, I developed an
account of racism’s tenacity that is both politically and psychologically realistic and offered a
preliminary description of the challenge such tenacity poses to thinking about moral agency. This
analysis will provide a set of realistic constraints for the moral and theological theorizing that I
undertake in Parts II and III. More specifically, in order to be politically and psychologically
realistic, such theorizing must account for a) the differential opportunities for action afforded to

agents by virtue of their location within a racial hierarchy, b) the significance of group-based

material interests in motivating racialized agents, and c) the effects of social causality on the

97 Jennifer Mather Saul, “Skepticism and Implicit Bias,” Disputatio: International Journal of Philosophy 5, no. 37
(November 2013): 260—61. Sally Haslanger makes a similar point, “Even if [implicit] bias involves over-
generalization and distortion, it is learned. If we attempt to change how we perceive and think without changing
the social reality that is responsible for the schemas we employ, our efforts are unlikely to be sustainable.”
(Haslanger, “Distinguished Lecture,” 14.)
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epistemic and moral consciousness of agents living in racially structured societies. In light of the
conclusions of the present chapter, particular concern must be shown for both the cognitive and
the affective and perceptual dimensions of these psychological distortions.

These insights from critical race theory and empirical psychology have served this
inquiry well. But questions still remain. First, the relationship between Mills’s theory of
racialized social causality and the social psychological construct of implicit attitude remains
unclear. How is it that these materially embedded, discursive social patterns become inscribed in
our most basic affective intercourse with the world such that they influence our perceptual and
attentional apprehension of that world? In other words, further descriptive work is required to
synthesize these social-structural and embodied-psychological dynamics that constrain and
enable agents living in racially structured societies.

Second, with all of this attention to the impersonal causes of racialized moral failures,
these chapters have said relatively little about the person-level springs of action. This was by
design. After all, it was the explanatory inadequacy of personal attitudes to account for racism’s
staying power that led us to explore its supra- and sub-personal causes. But since this is a
theological inquiry into the tenacity of racism and its meaning for moral agency, these
impersonal forces are perhaps necessary but insufficient. They are necessary for a politically and
psychologically realistic account of racism’s tenacity, but they are insufficient to account for the
experience of being an agent. Indeed, none of us experiences ourselves to be merely
functionaries of larger social structures or amalgamations of embodied, psychological
mechanisms. If there were no agents in the concrete context of American racism, then neither our
actions nor the evaluative judgments they seem to track would be meaningfully our own. Neither

would there be anyone who could heed the prescriptions offered by critical race theorists and
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social psychologists for how to dismantle systemic racism or reduce our implicit biases. The
existence of agents who are, at least to some degree, responsive to reasons and capable of
responsibility is therefore implied in both fields even if neither is centrally concerned with
theorizing about the nature and structure of agency. To be psychologically realistic, then,
requires that we also accommodate the intuition that we are the kind of creatures that are capable
of rational action guidance and distinctly moral motivation.

My larger claim is that these intuitions about our nature as moral beings need not be
relinquished in the face of the impersonal threats to moral motivation we face in racially
structured societies. While this hermeneutical exchange between the fields of critical race theory,
social psychology, and moral philosophy have illumined the moral problem, other lights will be
required to offer a coherent response.

The following two chapters respond to these descriptive and fundamental questions about
moral agency by hermeneutically reconstructing insights found in Friedrich Schleiermacher’s
philosophical ethics. Chapter Three interprets Schleiermacher’s notion of “social affectivity,”
arguing that it provides connective tissue to synthesize the supra- and sub-personal dynamics that
constrain and enable bona fide agents. Chapter Four offers a further reconstruction of social
affectivity in light of Mills’s critical race theory and recent work in the phenomenology of

atmospheres.
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PART II

A MORALLY REALISTIC ACCOUNT OF RACISM’S TENACITY

Part I of this work developed a politically realistic description of racism’s tenacity and a
preliminary account of its meaning for our self-understanding as moral agents. Drawing insight
from critical race theory and the social psychology of implicit bias, these chapters emphasized
the significance of the impersonal forces bearing down on agents in racialized societies. I argued
that we fundamentally misunderstand the particular moral failures that make racism so
recalcitrant so long as we neglect these forces and focus instead on the conscious mental states of
individual agents favored by most moral philosophers working on moral motivation and failure.
In this way, Part I provided both a preliminary diagnosis of the problem of racism’s tenacity and
outlined a set of politically realistic constraints that will guide the rest of this inquiry.

While these insights are necessary for such an investigation, they remain insufficient for
three reasons. First, they are descriptively inadequate. Implicit racial biases are conceived
primarily as attitudes, which are properties of individuals, and racial structures are conceived as
social realities, which are properties of collectives or material conditions. The question of how
these two aspects of racism’s tenacity relate and occasion such close coordination, however,
remains unanswered. Second, they are ethically inadequate. Though they shed considerable light
on the impersonal threats to the psychic and moral integrity of agents living in racialized
societies, these social theorists and psychologists neglect questions about the meaning of agency
itself in these conditions. Without such an account, they risk construing agents alternatively as

Sfunctionaries of large structural forces or amalgamations of psychological mechanisms. In
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neither case is it clear a) to whom to ascribe praise, blame, and moral responsibility for the evils
these theories are meant to explain nor b) what makes each of us a self with the power to act in
accord with our moral judgments. These are ethical questions concerning the enduring features
of human nature, or what we might call moral realities. Third, both social psychologists and
critical race theorists retain vestigial practical idealisms in their prescriptive proposals for
responding to recalcitrant racism. This marks a limitation in the practical dimension of ethics
because they fail to provide adequate action guidance.

These descriptive and ethical questions motivate the turn to Part II of the dissertation and
to the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher as a constructive resource. Schleiermacher contends that
the entirety of an agent’s moral capacities (perceptual, deliberative, and agential) are framed and
oriented by the affections, which he conceives as the cumulative sedimentation of an individual’s
reflexive interactions with social and cultural alterity. For Schleiermacher, our affections both
render us vulnerable to bodily and environmental forces and ensure our integrity as
psychologically unified selves capable of moral motivation. I argue that this illumines an
enduring feature of human nature, that is, a moral reality, that is not itself explicable simply with
reference to the dynamics of power and interest at the center of my politically realistic account of
racism’s tenacity in Part I. Furthermore, I show how Schleiermacher’s central insight, namely,
that that human affectivity bears a social dimension and that human sociality bears an affective
life, provides resources for responding to the descriptive and ethical questions remaining from
Part I.

This marks an important transition in the argument as a whole, and it is worth recalling a
few methodological points. While the focus of our inquiry shifts in Part II from political realities

to moral realities, this new focus does not imply any shift in the object of inquiry. For the
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Christian realist, moral realities like ideals, virtues, and our collective projects can be just as
much a part of our shared, human universe as those nastier realities of dominating power and
group-based material interests. The chapters in Part II should not, therefore, be understood as
investigating a merely ideal realm of morals that is somehow separate from the non-ideal realm
of politics. Rather, I contend that the following two chapters disclose and articulate a reality that
is always at play in each and every concrete political context. It is a structure of lived reality.

Two points follow from this. First, the non-appearance of social affective dynamics, or
what I will call “atmospheres,” in Part I is a function of political realism’s limited purview - not
evidence of their absence. The fact that descriptive and ethical questions remained unanswered
by the explanatory resources from critical race theory and social psychology evinces these limits.
Second, since I am committed to the view there is but one reality, the conceptual formulations I
develop in Part II to describe moral realities must accommodate the political realities I
articulated in Part I. In short, the account developed in Part I serves as a realistic constraint on
the ethical and theological theorizing that comes in Parts II and III, and the claims in Parts II and
IIT are warranted just insofar as they 1) respond more comprehensively to the questions raised in
Part I or ii) illumine new questions that are merely implicit in the politically realistic description
outlined in Part I.

This dynamic of question and response is the driving force moving the argument forward,
and it also indicates the argument’s hermeneutical character. This becomes especially important
in Part II, where I conduct a hermeneutical reconstruction of Schleiermacher’s insights about
sociality and affectivity in the moral life at two levels. In Chapter Three, I conduct an internal

reconstruction of his position by tracing the historical development in his thinking on these
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matters across three periods of his writings on philosophical ethics.! Such a reconstruction will
be, by necessity, selective. It aims at neither an exhaustive treatment of Schleiermacher’s ethical
authorship nor a systematic depiction of how his diverse ethical writings hang together. Rather, it
attends to those works that provide particular insight into the descriptive and ethical questions
raised in Part I.

With this internal reconstruction of Schleiermacher’s thinking about sociality and
affectivity in hand, I turn in Chapter Four to conduct an external reconstruction. This is
necessary because, of course, social theory and psychological inquiry have advanced a great deal
since Schleiermacher’s death in 1834. Moreover, Schleiermacher’s biographical details mean
that he not only lacked any direct personal experience with contemporary antiblack racism, but it
is very likely that he also embodied many of the racial prejudices that so concerns this particular
inquiry. While this is probably true of all the thinkers involved in this work, including myself; it
is especially so for a white, nineteenth century Prussian scholar who — even if relatively
pluralistic by his contemporary standards — would certainly have internalized many prevailing
Eurocentric and white supremacist patterns of thought. For these reasons, I make no claim that
Schleiermacher somehow holds the hidden key to understanding all of our contemporary racial
dynamics. Since this is not my claim, I am free to approach his limitations, not as threats in need

of defense, but as provocations for hermeneutical reconstruction. In fact, this reconstruction has

! This first reconstruction is necessary because, unfortunately, Schleiermacher never penned a single essay on social
affectivity, and many of his most provocative claims remain in works that were not published during his lifetime.
To glean these insights, then, I must hermeneutically reconstruct them. My purpose in proceeding historically is
threefold. 1) It reveals Schleiermacher’s career-long interest in the place of affectivity in the moral life. 2) The
early moral psychological writings provide a useful, albeit relatively unexplored, lens through which to interpret
his mature philosophical ethics. Since the latter are often interpreted as a departure of his earlier psychological
realism, this method makes possible an internal reconstruction of Schleiermacher’s ethics that reveals important
continuities in spite of the stylistic differences. Finally, 3) the developments I trace in Schleiermacher’s gradually
increasing ethical scope mirror my own claim that moral psychological questions are properly posed by
considering the larger interpersonal and social relations in which agents are always already concretely ensconced
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already begun by gleaning insights from social psychology and critical race theory in Part I.
Chapter Four draws from these rich resources as well as recent work in German phenomenology
on the concept of “atmosphere” to think both with and beyond Schleiermacher about the tenacity
of racism and its meaning for the moral agents who live and act in its midst.

In each part of this work, the arguments will be successful just insofar as they more
comprehensively respond to the questions facing agents who live and act in racialized societies,
illumine further questions that are present but merely implicit in other disciplines, and provide
heuristic insight into the structures of lived reality. The central claim of the next two chapters is
that affective atmospheres constitute one such structure of lived reality and that they are crucial
for understanding both the nature of racism’s tenacity and its meaning for our self-understanding

as racialized agents.
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CHAPTER 3

SOCIAL AFFECTIVITY IN SCHLEIERMACHER’S PHILOSOPHICAL ETHICS

This chapter begins Part II of our inquiry into the tenacity of antiblack American racism
by asking about the moral realities involved therein. A moral reality is an enduring feature of
human nature that stands apart from our constructions about it and that is not reducible to the
amoral, political realities of interest and power. Such realities include well-established virtues,
moral ideals, and the goods we seek individually and collectively. Perhaps foremost among these
realities is the capacity for moral agency, that is, the ability to author one’s own actions in a way
that is responsive to moral judgments. This capacity is, I have argued, implicitly assumed by
critical race theorists and social psychologists even if they are not centrally concerned with
theorizing about it. But the pervasiveness of the impersonal forces that do concern these theorists
suggest a picture of human beings either as functionaries of larger social dynamics or
amalgamations of embodied psychological mechanisms. In neither case is it clear how to think of
such creatures as moral agents.

This raises the following question: is it possible to integrate our intuition that we are
moral agents capable of rational action guidance with the theoretical insights regarding our
susceptibility to impersonal social-structural and embodied-psychological forces? Is our capacity
for moral agency a moral reality? Or is it perhaps more truthful to say that we are the kind of
creatures whose conduct is sufficiently explained by political realities? These questions are of

immense practical importance. If it is incoherent to think of ourselves as moral agents, then there
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is no one to whom one might ascribe praise, blame, or responsibility for the racial evils that
continue to disfigure our world.

I will argue that we are, in fact, moral agents, and that Friedrich Schleiermacher’s
writings in philosophical ethics provide a way to theorize this moral reality that accommodates
the manifest threats to rational action guidance that agents face in racially structured societies
like the United States. If this were not reason enough to consider Schleiermacher’s insights, he
also endorses a particularly suggestive idea that the same aspect of our nature that makes us
capable of moral agency also makes us so vulnerable to moral failures and, furthermore, that it
also renders us susceptible to distinctly social influences and their morally ambiguous effects.
That aspect of human nature is affectivity, which Schleiermacher refers to as “feeling” [die
Gefiihl] but also with other related concepts.! Over the course of his authorship, Schleiermacher
develops an increasingly sophisticated account of the role of affectivity and sociality in ethical
life that, I contend, can help us theorize about our nature as moral agents in a concrete political
context that constantly threatens, even if it never eliminates, that reality.

This chapter hermeneutically reconstructs Schleiermacher’s account and makes a
preliminary case that it articulates an important aspect of our nature as moral agents. Such a
reconstruction is necessary because, unfortunately, Schleiermacher never composed a single,
unified analysis of feeling. And while I contend that affectivity and sociality serve as touchstones
for his ethical thinking throughout his career, his understanding of both concepts undergo
significant changes in style and substance. Whatever insight his works might bring on these

matters must therefore be retrieved from a variety of published and unpublished texts that

' Some examples include “sentiments,” [die Empfindungen] “sense,” [der Sinn], “affect” [Affekt/Affection], “mood
or attunement” [Stimmung], “atmospheres” [Atmosphdre], and “arousals” [die Erregungen].
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address a wide array of topics in ethics and were composed over the course of more than three
decades. But I will show that there are sufficient continuities across these texts to warrant a
reconstruction that is coherent and illuminating.

Throughout his career, Schleiermacher claims that feeling and, more generally,
affectivity describe an aspect of human nature with both intrapsychic and social dimensions.
Within the human mind, feeling is an embodied, synthetic activity that represents the world to a
subject in consciousness in an evaluative manner. It thus plays a crucial role in his theory of
moral motivation. Schleiermacher also insists that ethically salient feelings can be elicited by
other persons with whom one stands in relationship in such a way that augments one’s capacities
as a moral agent. This social dimension of affectivity becomes increasingly important in his later
works, where he writes of feeling as an aspect of consciousness that can be communicated,
shared amongst groups, and even constitutes a person- and world-formative power. But crucially,
I contend that even as his attention shifts to the social breadth of affectivity, Schleiermacher
refuses to let this collapse the intrapsychic dimension of feeling or obviate its significance for
moral agency. It is this supple, complex articulation of the place of affectivity and sociality in
ethical life that makes Schleiermacher’s work so useful for thinking about the relationship
between moral agents and the impersonal forces that diminish our capacity to do the good we
want to do in race-salient situations.

The chapter proceeds in six steps. First, I construct a conceptual map of affective
phenomena that serves to orient our inquiry into Schleiermacher’s complex and occasionally
imprecise formulations. I then conduct the reconstruction over the following four sections. The
second section explores Schleiermacher’s “Notes on Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics” (1789),

which presents in condensed form many of his insights about feeling, sociality, and religion in
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the moral life. Third, I turn to “On Freedom” (1790-1792), an early, unpublished essay on moral
psychology from his Kantian period that presents Gefiihl as a representing impulse essential to
understanding moral motivation and failure. Sections four and five turn to the Soliloquies (1800)
and Lectures on Philosophical Ethics (1812/13) to show that what began as a psychologically
realistic critique of Kant’s moral anthropology expands into a mode of discerning affective
attunement to social alterity in his Romantic and mature periods. I conclude by outlining a
reconstructed concept of “social affectivity” that, by linking the moral psychological and the
socio-cultural, helpfully integrates the social-structural and embodied-psychological

determinants of action diagnosed in Part I.

§1 Conceptual Clarifications: Feeling, Emotion, Affect

The German word Gefiihl is routinely translated into English as “feeling,” although
Schleiermacher scholars warn that this has led to severe misunderstandings amongst both his
contemporary and more recent interpreters. These largely revolve around a view that feelings are
essentially subjective, private, and non-cognitive mental states.> Though Schleiermacher’s
concept of Gefiihl develops over time,* a central argument of this chapter is that he consistently

emphasizes its intersubjective, social, and cognitive features.* It emerges from interpersonal

Andrew Dole’s work has contributed a great deal to anglophone Schleiermacher scholarship by identifying and
convincingly rejecting these prominent mischaracterizations. See Andrew Dole, “The Case of the Disappearing
Discourse: Schleiermacher’s Fourth Speech and the Field of Religious Studies,” Journal of Religion 88, no. 1
(January 2008): 1-28 ;Andrew Dole, “Schleiermacher on Religion,” Religion Compass 4, no. 2 (2010): 75-85.
For a fine account of the early development of Schleiermacher’s concept of Gefiikl, see Julia A. Lamm, “The
Early Philosophical Roots of Schleiermacher’s Notion of Gefiihl, 1788-1794,” Harvard Theological Review 87,
no. 1 (January 1994): 67-105. The later works of his systematic period begin to consolidate his understanding of
feeling and its place within his larger theory of subjectivity. For an excellent study of, among other things, the
place of feeling in Schleiermacher’s mature thinking about psychology, ethics, religion, and theology, see
Dorothee Schlenke, “Geist und Gemeinschaft”: die systematische Bedeutung der Pneumatologie fiir Friedrich
Schleiermachers Theorie der christlichen Frommigkeit (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999).

For recent anglophone accounts that highlight Gefiikl as socially circulated, norm-laden, and bearing some kind of
intentional content, see Kevin W. Hector, “Attunement and Explication: A Pragmatist Reading of
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interactions, it can be shared between persons and amongst groups, and it represents aspects of
the world to the subject or subjects in an evaluative light. For Schleiermacher, then, affectivity is
not merely an intrapsychic phenomenon, though it certainly is that. Rather, it pertains both to the
innermost depths of the soul and to the grounds of human sociality. These social dimensions of
affectivity grasp the way in which evaluative apprehensions of the world and our place within it
can be transmitted through real relations to concrete others and even circulate through complex
cultural networks. These, in turn, shape the way that individuals and groups perceive themselves,
one another, and the world around them.

In what follows, I will develop each of these claims with reference to his texts. But for
now, it is important to note how complex Schleiermacher’s conception of Gefiihl is. Its
complexity and originality make it so promising as a conceptual link between moral philosophy,
social theory, and empirical psychology. It also puts it potentially at odds with our
preconceptions about the kind of things that feelings are. Given the importance of Gefiihl for this
argument and the peculiar way in which Schleiermacher deploys it, some conceptual clarity

should prove helpful.

Schleiermacher’s ‘Theology of Feeling’,” in Schleiermacher, the Study of Religion, and the Future of Theology: A
Transatlantic Dialogue, ed. Brent W. Sockness and Wilhelm Grib, Theologische Bibliothek Topelmann 148
(New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 21542, and also Andrew Dole, Schleiermacher on Religion and the
Natural Order, Religion, Culture, and History Series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 101-35. For an
interpretation of Schleiermacher’s Gefiik/ in light of contemporary theories of emotion, see Geoff Dumbreck,
Schleiermacher and Religious Feeling, Studies in Philosophical Theology 49 (Leuven: Peeters, 2012). The
German scholarship on Schleiermacher has been attentive to the significance of sociality for his thought in
general, and his thinking about feeling in particular, for much longer. See, for example, Wolfgang Hinrichs,
Schleiermachers Theorie der Geselligkeit und ihre Bedeutung fiir die Pddagogik. (Weinheim/Bergstr.: Beltz,
1965). For two more recent studies, see Bernd Oberdorfer, Geselligkeit und Realisierung von Sittlichkeit: die
Theorieentwicklung Friedrich Schleiermachers bis 1799 (Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1995) and Christian Albrecht,
Schleiermachers Theorie der Frommigkeit: ihr wissenschaftlicher Ort und ihr systematischer Gehalt in den
Reden, in der Glaubenslehre und in der Dialektik (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1994).
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In contemporary anglophone® scholarship on affect and emotion, “feeling” typically
refers to subjective perceptions of bodily changes. The warmth of the sun on my skin is a kind of
feeling, as is the pain I feel in my wrists from typing the words on this page. Such feelings have
phenomenal content, meaning that they have a first-personal felt quality. To have a hunger pang
or an earache feels a certain way to the one who feels it. As such, feelings are not obviously
intentional, world-directed states. As subjective perceptions of bodily changes, feelings are
primarily directed toward one’s own body and toward the world only indirectly, if at all.®

Emotions, on the other hand, refer to more complex mental states that includes both
phenomenal and cognitive components. Like feelings, emotions such as anger or gratitude feel a
certain way. But unlike feelings, emotions are typically directed toward objects beyond the body.
Our anger typically picks out a target, perhaps a rigged political system or an uncompliant
vending machine, and we feel gratitude toward givers of good gifts. As these examples show, the
cognitive component of emotions is typically evaluative in nature. Anger toward a rigged
political system represents the system as culpably harmful. Gratitude toward a gift giver

indicates an appraisal of that gift as good and the giver as generous. Scholars continue to debate

5 In German scholarship, Gefiihl is frequently used a generic term that includes what English speakers mean by
“feeling” and “emotion,” although some scholars will differentiate between intentional and non-intentional states
by speaking of “emotional” and “non-emotional” Gefiihle respectively. For discussion, see Roderich Barth,
“Frommigkeit nannten sie all diese Gefiihle:” Schleiermacher und die Moderne Emotionsdebatte,” in Der Mensch
Und Seine Seele: Bildung—Frommigkeit-Asthetik. Akten Des Internationalen Kongresses Der Schleiermacher-
Gesellschaft in Miinster, September 2015, ed. Arnulf von Scheliha and Jorg Dierken, Schleiermacher-Archiv 26
(Boston: Walter de Gruyter, 2017), 164—75 and the collected essays in Sabine A. Déring, ed., Philosophie der
Gefiihle, Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 1907 (Frankfurt am Main: M. Suhrkamp, 2009). The German
Emotion enjoys frequent usage in the philosophical literature as well. But when Schleiermacher uses the term, it is
often meant in a derogatory, ethically and religiously unhealthy sense, as in an emotional outburst.

For a provocative alternative claim that there is particular kind of feeling that is world-directed (so
representational) but whose representational content is distinctly non-conceptual, see Matthew Ratcliffe, Feelings
of Being: Phenomenology, Psychiatry and the Sense of Reality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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the precise relationship between these cognitive-evaluative and feeling components.” But most
philosophers of emotion acknowledge that they entail some kind of appraisal.

Anglophone philosophers have also analyzed other affective phenomena like moods,
sentiments, and reactive attitudes, but it is safe to say that feelings and emotions have been the
focus of contemporary discussions.® As we will see, when Schleiermacher uses the term Gefiihl,
he usually means something much closer to emotion than feeling. With that said, his use of the
term is not always consistent within the same text, let alone across his career.” In the following
sections, I seek merely to show that, throughout his authorship, Schleiermacher conceives of
Gefiihl and related affective phenomena as 1) capable of bearing both intentional and phenomenal
content and ii) integrally involved in value perception in the ways that contemporary accounts of

emotion suggest they do.

7 So-called judgment theories of emotion hold emotions to be primarily or exclusively evaluative judgments. These
have fallen under criticism, though, because they struggle to account for the apparent expression of emotions in
pre-linguistic children and non-human animals. Peter Goldie has argued that the cognitive-evaluative component
transpires precisely in the felt component of emotions. He thus prefers the formulation “feeling-towards.” See
Peter Goldie, The Emotions: A Philosophical Exploration (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 1628, 58—62. Other
similar theories speak of “felt evaluations.” See Bennett W. Helm, “Felt Evaluations: A Theory of Pleasure and
Pain,” American Philosophical Quarterly 39, no. 1 (2002): 13-30 and Bennett W. Helm, “Emotions as Evaluative
Feelings,” Emotion Review 1, no. 3 (July 2009): 248-55. One further cluster of theories, known as “perceptual”
theories of emotion, argues that emotions are modes of evaluative perception that are best understood by analogy
to sense perception. See, for example, Tappolet, Emotions, Values, and Agency. For an overview of this literature,
see Andrea Scarantino and Ronald de Sousa, “Emotion,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward
N. Zalta, Winter 2018 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2018),
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/emotion/.

Typically, emotions are distinguished from moods in that the former are episodic, occurrent, diachronic mental
states that intend experiential objects whereas the latter are paradigmatically longer lasting, frequently non-
occurrent, and though to lack intentional content. This is strongly disputed by those in the phenomenological
tradition who have long held that moods [die Stimmungen] disclose the world in a pre-thematic manner. Some
anglophone philosophers have also questioned their supposed non-intentionality. See for example, Jonathan
Mitchell, “The Intentionality and Intelligibility of Moods,” European Journal of Philosophy 27, no. 1 (2019):
118-35, https://doi.org/10.1111/ejop.12385. Sentiments and reactive attitudes are also typically understood to be
complex, diachronic states that figure prominently in sentimentalist moral theories. See for example Peter F.
Strawson, Freedom and Resentment, and Other Essays (London: Methuen, 1974) and Simon Blackburn, Ruling
Passions: A Theory of Practical Reasoning (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).

® Julia Lamm deftly enumerates these frequently contrasting meanings in Lamm, “Early Philosophical Roots.”
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Despite these affinities between Schleiermacher and the contemporary philosophy of
emotion, the latter does not adequately encompass all the ethically interesting aspects of Gefiihl.
This is the case because such mental states are, at least in part, the accretion of concrete
connections with other individuals, cultural artifacts, and material conditions. These relations
create ethically significant affective environments that both awaken the moral resources of
individual persons and influence their capacities for value perception and moral motivation. This
contrasts with the dominant view of anglophone philosophers who, despite their differences,
largely agree that emotions are mental states and thus properties of individuals.

An alternative theoretical approach to affectivity has emerged over the last three decades
that better grasps these pre-personal, social, and environmental aspects of affectivity. Affect
theory denotes very broad and diverse community of inquiry that cuts across the humanities,
social sciences, and neuroscience.!” This diversity makes any attempt to speak generally about
their definitional or philosophical commitments rather precarious, although some have tried.!!
With that said, we might venture to say that one of their central insights is that feelings and
emotions are not simply individual mental states. Rather, they are phenomenological renderings
in consciousness of more ephemeral, pre-personal vectors of force generated by the reciprocal
activity of material bodies in relation. More plainly, when we experience affective phenomena

like emotions, feelings, moods, and sentiments, the affect theorist thinks that they are never

19 For overviews of the affective turn in cultural theory, see Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, eds., The
Affect Theory Reader (Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press, 2010) and Patricia Ticineto Clough and Jean
O’Malley Halley, eds., The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). For a
neuroscientific approach to affect, see Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002).

! For a rigorous attempt to develop a set of shared conceptual resources for affect theorists, see Jan Slaby and
Christian von Scheve, Affective Societies: Key Concepts (London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2019). For
a succinct history of the theoretical headwaters of contemporary affect theory, see Donovan O. Schaefer,
Religious Affects: Animality, Evolution, and Power (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 23-34.
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simply our own. Instead, such phenomena are constitutively social, the product of a more basic
dimension of human and non-human relationality called affect. Individuals are not so much in
possession of emotions or feelings as they become possessed and overtaken by these pre-
personal vectors of force.!?

Two points about affect theory are important for our purposes. First, while his writings on
philosophical ethics are almost entirely concerned with the dynamics of self-consciousness,
Schleiermacher also takes pains to insist that such consciousness always and everywhere appears
in organic bodies that are both subject to and active within the natural causal nexus.!? Second,
while implicit biases were certainly not something that concerned Schleiermacher, some affect
theorists have argued that the embodied mechanisms that underly these kinds of unconscious and
automatic cognitions are well understood in terms of affect.!* Their conception of affect also
opens new diagnostic horizons for exploring the pre-phenomenal and bodily dimensions of
human interaction with each another and their environment, including our neurological,
endocrinal, and autonomic dynamics.

To be clear, my claim is certainly not that Schleiermacher grasped all of these insights

about the role of affectivity in the moral life. This brief survey of contemporary theories of

12 Some theorists have attempted to integrate this conception of affect with prevailing conceptions of feeling and
emotion in anglophone philosophy. “Roughly, whereas ‘affect’ stands for pre-categorical relational dynamics and
‘feeling’ for the subjective-experiential dimension of these relations, ‘emotion’ signifies consolidated and
categorically circumscribed sequences of affective world-relatedness.” Christian von Scheve and Jan Slaby,
“Emotion, Emotion Concept,” in Affective Societies: Key Concepts, ed. Jan Slaby and Christian von Scheve, Ist
Edition, Routledge Studies in Affective Societies (London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2019), 43.

13 In fact, when Schleiermacher speaks of Affekt or Affection, he has in mind an individual’s most primitive,
organically mediated consciousness of being affected by something that exceeds oneself. As he puts it in the
Lectures on Psychology, all “receptive” or “up-taking” activities of the soul are “what we call perception, where
the result is that we have an Affection which is originally a physical influence from something that lies beyond us
— something to which we are related and that is set as an object which influences us.” (Schleiermacher, SW 111/6,
71) This marks the beginning of a complex process of interaction between a self and its world that lies at the root
of which every moment of consciousness, ranging from the most elementary bodily reaction to the most
sophisticated dialectical reasoning.

14 yon Scheve and Slaby, “Emotion, Emotion Concept,” 45-46.
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emotion and affect was necessary precisely because Schleiermacher’s ethical writings lack the
conceptual clarity and perspicuity of more recent thinkers. But I do claim that Schleiermacher’s
conception of Gefiihl and related affective phenomena bear sufficient similarities to these views

to warrant constructive comparison. The rest of this chapter attempts to do just this.

§2 Schleiermacher’s Earliest Ethical Vision: Affectivity, Sociality, and Religion

In his earliest extant academic writing, Schleiermacher inaugurates a career-long interest
in ethics with an unsystematic, albeit suggestive, commentary on Aristotle’s Nichomachean
Ethics."> Ostensibly, his concern is the significance of friendship to the good life in Books 8 and
9, but the young Schleiermacher remains fixed on a much more contemporary, non-Aristotelian,
question about the relation of moral sentiment to duty in moral action. This question was critical
to Immanuel Kant’s account of moral motivation which appeared three years earlier.!¢ We will
consider Schleiermacher’s direct engagement with Kant’s ethics in the following section. But in
this section, I want to highlight three distinctive features of his earliest ethical vision: 1) the
centrality of Gefiihl and related affective concepts to his moral anthropology, 2) the socially
embedded character of that moral anthropology, and 3) the intimate relation between moral
agency, sociality, and religion.

Schleiermacher’s essay begins with a problem. In a world marked by unjust social
inequalities, those who most benefit from this arrangement only rarely feel inclined to act

benevolently to those who least benefit from it. Since they occupy different social circles, the

15 Friedrich Schleiermacher, “Anmerkungen zu Aristoteles: Nikomakische Ethik 8-9 (1788)” in KGA I/1, 1-44. A
partial English translation of this text is available in Friedrich Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle Nichomachean
Ethics 8-9,” trans. John F. Hoffmeyer, Theology Today 56, no. 2 (July 1, 1999): 164—68. Cited as “Notes on
Aristotle” with English/German pagination.

16 Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals.
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opportunities to form real friendships across class lines are limited, and this means that the rich
will tend to care little about the plight of the poor. This is a problem because, according to
Schleiermacher, the rich have a moral duty to care for the poor. “[BJeneficence,” he writes, “is
far too much our duty for us to dare leave it up to the decision of our sentiments [or[ to regard it
merely as a pleasant satisfaction of those sentiments.”!” In addition to their limited scope,
sentiments are also notoriously finicky. He posits that, “as a general rule, such efforts at human

18 1f we

kindness quickly die out if the feeling of duty does not shoulder the brunt of the work.
are to actually improve the condition of the poor in an enduring way, we need “practical
reason”!” to inform us of our duty and, furthermore, to cultivate a “feeling of duty’?° that moves
us to reliably act in accord with that duty. But even then, the moral life remains perilous for the
rich person. Benevolent deeds might appear to be motivated by duty when, in truth, they are the
result of “egoistic feelings,” whether a condescending pity or a morally vicious gratification at
being “the author of another’s happiness.”?! Put succinctly, the feeling of duty is necessary to
sustain the kind of benevolent action required by practical reason in conditions of social
injustice, and yet this feeling is itself at risk of egoistic corruption.

Schleiermacher’s solution to this problem is simple and provocative: friendship across
social boundaries. The feeling of duty becomes truly beneficent when it is augmented by the

9922

“sociable sentiments”> of love and compassion that arise amongst friends. In this environment,

the privileged citizen lovingly renounces his own supposedly beneficent intentions for the other

17 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 165/3.

18 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 165/3. He writes further that, “[h]Juman beings are hard, inflexible things,
who only rarely correspond to the purpose one had for them.” (Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”165/3)

19 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 165/3.

20 Gefiihl von Pflicht (Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 166/5)

21 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 166/4.

22 gesellige Empfindungen (Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 166/5)
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person and, instead, re-orients his conduct to promote the benefit of the other on the other’s
terms. By stepping “beyond the system of [one’s] own ideas and act[ing] in accordance with an
alien purpose,” the agent not only avoids the pitfalls of egoism but also experiences “the play of
all sorts of enchantments that are completely new to him”?* such that he finds “his own
happiness ... [to be] that much more beautiful when others contribute to it according to his
wishes.”?* To become truly beneficent, and in fact, to become truly happy, these sociable
sentiments of love and compassion are necessary.

What exactly is a sociable sentiment? Schleiermacher describes them as a species of
“supra-sensible sentiments,”?* distinct from merely sensory sentiments like pleasure and pain.
This distinction hangs primarily on the responsiveness of each class of sentiments to reason.
According to Schleiermacher, young children conduct themselves by regarding individual
actions and the pleasure or pain those actions will provide. The only way to change their conduct
is to entice with pleasure and threaten with pain.?® The “finer feelings,”?’ by contrast, arise when
children become capable of regarding individual actions as subsumable within a class of actions
(i.e., actions linked to a particular principle or generative of particular consequences) and acting
on the basis of practical maxims linked to those judgments. In the case of the privileged citizen,
he decides to befriend an underprivileged citizen largely in spite of his hedonic calculus and
rather because he judges it to be his moral duty. The supra-sensible sentiments of love and
compassion are thus distinct from pleasure and pain because they emerge from and respond to

rational judgments. As sentiments, they have a particular felt quality. But as supra-sensible

23 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 166/5.

24 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 167/5.

3 jibersinnliche Empfindungen (Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”167/5)

26 As he puts it, “They obey not reason, but force.” (Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”167/5-6)
27 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 167/6
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sentiments, they are not simply hedonic sensations. They also bear a cognitive, world-directed
component.

The hybrid phenomenal and cognitive content of supra-sensible sentiments marks a
similarity to contemporary philosophical accounts of emotion. But in addition to their rationality,
Schleiermacher makes important claims about their interpersonal dimension and their
ontogenesis. “[M]utual sentiments,” he writes, “are the ground of all sociability and all
connections of friendship.”?® We not only Aave love and compassion as individual mental states,
but we share love and compassion with and for our friends. Elsewhere, he contends that these

real connections also “awaken the need for”*°

such sentiments. This suggests that sociable
sentiments and connections are reciprocally co-constituting; the arousal of such sentiments
depends upon real relations with other people. Once they are aroused, they strengthen those
relational connections even as they enhance the moral lives of both parties.

Supra-sensible sentiments are so important to the ethical life because, as Schleiermacher
puts it, they “have a certain power to tone the activity of the soul and to obliterate the
deficiencies of the human condition.”*? He notes three such sentiments, each of which he
describes as a species of feeling: the feeling of religion, the feeling of “pure morality,” and the
feeling of “sociability.”! He briefly considers three examples of men at different ages and notes
that each age requires the reciprocal interaction of these three feelings. In this text at least, just

how these feelings accomplish their soul-toning and deficiency-obliterating activity remains

unclear. The following sections turn to his later writings in order to reconstruct this early insight.

28 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 167/5

29 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”166/5

30 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”167-5

3L “die Gefiihle der Religion, der reinen Sittlichkeit und der Geselligkeit” (Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”
167/5)

32 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,”168/6-7
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Before turning to these developments, I want to highlight a particularly striking claim
about the religious depths of moral agency in this early document that would occupy
Schleiermacher for decades to come:

My obligation to perform beneficent actions arises at least in part from the fact

that I must structure my free actions, including their impact upon others, in such a

way that the perfection in the individual parts of the world as a whole becomes

increasingly clear both to me and to others, and that the apparent imperfections

and disharmonies disappear. This I must do in order to promote God’s
glorification.®

This passage shows that, for Schleiermacher, the relationship between duty and sentiment that so
consumed his late eighteenth century contemporaries requires a significantly broader scope than
the internal, psychological dynamics of moral consciousness. Duty requires one to track the
impact of one’s actions on others in ways that both perfect the world and make that perfection
manifest to oneself and to others. Furthermore, he situates this complex interrelation between
psychological and social dynamics within a teleological framework, indeed a theological one.
Free human actions must be so structured, individually and collectively, to perfect the world, to
render that perfection luminous for oneself and for others, and thereby to glorify its Creator.

In sum, Schleiermacher’s early reflections on friendship presents a capacious and
suggestive ethical vision. His moral anthropology emphasizes the role of Gefiih/ and sentiments,
but he employs these affective terms in ways that highlight their a) rationality and b) social
embeddedness. Ethically edifying sentiments are supra-sensible, meaning that they are reason-
responsive, and they are also reciprocally generative of and dependent on sociable relations with
others. Finally, Schleiermacher not only includes the religious feeling among these supra-

sensible sentiments but suggests that moral duty has both a theological source and telos. By

33 Schleiermacher, “Notes on Aristotle,” 166/4. Emphasis added.
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addressing the relationship between duty and sentiment in social and theological frames, he

vastly expands the scope of the late eighteenth century debates about moral motivation.

§3 Schleiermacher’s Kantian Period: The Moral Gefiihl, Motivation, and Value Perception

Schleiermacher’s earliest ethical vision presents the moral, sociable, and religious
feelings as crucially interdependent elements of ethical life. But in the years immediately
following his “Notes on Aristotle,” the moral feeling, especially its role in moral motivation,
consumed Schleiermacher’s interest, largely to the exclusion of the other two feelings. In a series
of unpublished writings composed between 1789-1792, Schleiermacher wrestled with several
key aspects of Kant’s rationalistic ethics of duty. Though he presents himself in these texts as a
Kantian, closer inspection reveals deep rifts between the two, especially regarding moral
psychology.?* This section explores these issues and tracks the development of Schleiermacher’s
concept of the moral feeling in his Kantian period. The following two sections explore his
renewed interest in the sociable feeling in his middle and mature works, and I will return to the
“religious feeling” in Part III.

Kant famously argues that morality’s condition of possibility is that reason can be
practical. The moral judgment that “I ought to ¢” warrants the inference that “I can ¢.” Stated
differently, the phenomenon of moral obligation necessarily implies that human beings are free

to choose between acting in accord with that obligation and acting otherwise. But Kant insists

34 Just how far Schleiermacher’s position strays from that of Kant is a matter of debate. Jaqueline Marifia argues that
Schleiermacher’s attempted critique of Kant’s conception of transcendental freedom in “On Freedom” finally
collapses into an endorsement of that position, whereas Julia Lamm and Ruth Jackson Ravenscroft contend that
his compatibilist account of freedom is coherent and metaphysically plausible. See Julia A. Lamm, The Living
God: Schleiermacher’s Theological Appropriation of Spinoza (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1996), 41-42; Jacqueline Marifa, Transformation of the Self in the Thought of Friedrich
Schleiermacher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 15-42; Ruth Jackson Ravenscroft, The Veiled God:
Schleiermacher’s Theology of Finitude, Studies in Systematic Theology 19 (Boston: Brill, 2019), 62-91.
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that this freedom to choose between maxims is different in kind from the freedom to choose
amongst various objects of desire. The former freedom is the capacity to abjure all of one’s
sensory inclinations out of respect for that which utterly transcends the world of experience,
namely, the moral law. Only then does one choose to act on the basis of duty, which is the sole
factor in determining an action’s moral worth. Even if an action conforms outwardly to the moral
law but is motivated by some natural inclination, Kant insists that it is merely legal, not moral.

According to Kant, then, morality itself hangs on the possibility laws of reason can
directly influence the faculty of desire.*> But critics claim that this leaves an explanatory gap in
his theory of moral motivation. How is it that a faculty of desire, which in all other cases grounds
its choices in sensory inclinations, happens to renounce those inclinations and chooses rather to
act on the basis of a rational principle? The capacity to choose apart from any natural inclination
seems at odds with the kind of creatures we are, namely, natural creatures who act on natural
desires.

To resolve this, Kant posits a distinction between a phenomenal personality and a
noumenal personality. The phenomenal personality refers to the persons we appear to be, those
natural beings who act on their natural inclinations. The noumenal personality, in contrast, refers
to the persons practical reason tells us we must be. Even if there is no empirical evidence that we
are capable of initiating a causal sequence apart from the laws of nature, such freedom is

necessitated by the phenomenon of moral obligation.*® In other words, to fill this explanatory

35 “What is essential in all moral worth of actions is that the moral law must determine the will directly. If the
determination of the will, although occurring in conformity with the moral law, does so only by means of a feeling
— of whatever kind — that must be presupposed in order for that law to become a sufficient determining basis of
the will, and hence does not occur on account of the law, then the action will indeed contain legality, but not
morality.” Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co.,
2002), 94 [5:71-72].

3¢ Kant, 67-69 [5:48-50].
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gap, Kant effectively posits two kinds of will — a real will governed by the laws of nature and an
ideal will governed by the laws of freedom.?’

Schleiermacher registers his suspicions about this solution as early as 1789. In an essay
entitled, “On the Highest Good,”*® he argues that our wills simply cannot be determined directly
by the moral law of reason. Rather, such determination can only come indirectly by means of the
will’s subjective determining grounds.*® Moral conduct follows not from some transcendentally
free noumenal will but from arduously cultivating the “moral feeling”*’ through “practice” and
“attentiveness.”! Although this feeling is analytically distinct from sensory feelings like pleasure

and pain, it enjoys no categorical distinction from the natural incentives at play in the faculty of

37 These two wills operate in accordance with two different kinds of causality. Kant writes that, in deducing the
moral principle, “[TThe power of freedom, the freedom of which the moral law, which itself needs no justifying
grounds, proves not only the possibility but the actuality in beings who cognize this law as obligating for them.
The moral law is in fact a law of causality through freedom and hence a law of the possibility of a suprasensible
nature, just as the metaphysical law of the events in the world of sense was a law of the causality of sensible
nature ... [T]he moral law satisfactorily proves its [own] reality, even for the critique of speculative reason, by
supplementing a causality thought merely negatively, the possibility of which was incomprehensible to
speculative reason but which is nonetheless needed to assume, by positive determination [of this causality], viz.,
the concept of a reason directly determining the will (through the condition of a universal lawful form of the will’s
maxims. Thus the moral law is able for the first time to give to reason — which always became extravagant when it
wanted to proceed speculatively with its ideas — objective although only practical reality, and converts reason’s
transcendent use into an immanent use (wherein reason, through ideas, is itself an efficient cause in the realm of
experience.)” Kant, 66-67 [5:47-48]. The difficulty lies in determining how a transcendentally free cause can
become an efficient cause.

38 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On the Highest Good, trans. H. Victor Froese (Lewiston: E. Mellen Press, 1992);
Friedrich Schleiermacher, “Uber das hochste Gut (1789),” in KGA 1/1, 83-125. Cited as Highest Good with
English/German pagination.

39 “Ours is not a will that can be determined by the moral law directly; rather, this can only happen indirectly, by
means of subjective motivating grounds derived from the moral law.” (Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 23/100)

Later, he claims that Kant’s “principal error” was “too closely identifying the pure law of reason with the subjective
determining grounds of our will derived from the pure law and his having unduly drawn reason near to the faculty
of desire.” (Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 29/104)

O moralische Gefiihl / Sittengefiihl. In this text, he shifts between these formulations without distinction, even within
the same paragraph. See Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 53-54/124-125.

4 Uebung and Aufmerksamkeit (Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 53/124)
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desire.*? This is the only way that the moral feeling can exert its soul-toning force in the moral
life.#3

For Schleiermacher, then, we have but one will — the natural and finite one. But this
threatens the possibility that conduct might be truly moral. If all action is mediated by a feeling
in the faculty of desire, then reason cannot influence the will directly; one cannot act because
reason commands it. Schleiermacher acknowledges precisely this point in his later essay, “On
Freedom.”** He writes,

If law-giving reason is to become practical and something is to occur according to

its law, that reason’s dictums must be able to become objects of an impulse [eines

Trieb]. This must be true not simply to the extent that what reason commands

happens to be in accord with some inclination [einer Neigung], that is, insofar as

reason’s dictums relate mediately [mittelbar] to a sensible object, but rather

precisely insofar as the dictums belong to reason and relate immediately

[unmittelbar] to the law. That is, even if in some particular case the law’s will

should become actual through an accidental relation, the law has no influence on
the faculty of desire...**

Here, Schleiermacher endorses Kant’s claim that, for an action to have moral worth, it must be
motivated by the moral law. Since the laws of reason are “the highest product of the faculty of
representation,”*® this means that the faculty of representation must provide the faculty of desire
with rational motives for action.

This concession raises the same problem that Kant faced. If, as Schleiermacher admits,

the faculty of representation “exercises no generally physical and necessary dominion over the

42 Schleiermacher describes the moral feeling as a “dispassionate gentleness” [Leidenschafiliche Sanftmuth] that lies
“at a certain distance from our senses.” (Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 54/125)

43 He writes that the “dispassionate gentleness” of the moral feeling is a cultivated achievement, the result of
“attentiveness and practice” (Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 53/124) that distinguishes it from “the impetuous,
turbulent emotions of attraction and repulsion that are related to the immediate sensuous interest of the heart.”
(Schleiermacher, Highest Good, 54/125)

4 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Freedom, trans. Albert L. Blackwell, Schleiermacher Studies and Translations 9
(Lewiston, NY, USA: E. Mellen Press, 1992). Schleiermacher, “Uber die Freiheit (Zwischen 1790 und 1792),” in
KGA 1/1, 217-356. Cited with English/German pagination.

4 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 18/233.

46 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 24/239.
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faculty of desire,”*” how can its maxims motivate action? But instead of invoking Kant’s
noumenal will explanation, Schleiermacher invokes the concept of Gefiihl conceived as an
“impulse” of the finite, phenomenal faculty of desire.*® For a human faculty of desire to be
capable of moral motivation, it must include

a feeling [ein Gefiihl], that is, an impulse [ein Trieb], that relates immediately and
exclusively [der sich unmittelbar und allein...bezieht] to practical reason and at
the same time represents [reprdsentirt] practical reason in the faculty of desire.
Moreover, this impulse must have exactly the same relation to the faculty of
desire as every other. The entire possibility of the idea of moral obligation rests
upon the existence of this impulse, for this impulse alone relates reason to the
faculty of desire.*’

The fundamental link binding the faculties of representation and desire lies in this Gefiihl, which

9951

“belongs t0™>" the faculty of desire even as its “immediate and exclusive™! relation to practical

reason ensures the causality determining moral action flows from the faculty of representation to

the faculty of desire. The latter feature means that practical reason, by virtue of this “representing

9952

impulse” = of Gefiihl, directly determines the faculty of desire.

What could it mean that Gefiihl, an element of the faculty of desire, is capable of
representation? The answer lies in Schleiermacher’s identification of Gefiihl as an impulse. He
defines impulse as “the representing subject’s activity, grounded in the subject’s nature, of

2953

bringing forth representations.”- It is an elemental activity or “power” of the soul that is

47 Schleiermacher, 14/230.

48 “'W]hat matters here is not the ground of the inherent existence of this faculty [of desire] in general, but rather the
ground determining the individuality of the particular activities in which that faculty is exercised.”
(Schleiermacher, 21/236) So while the capacity to be moved by morals may be a transcendental feature belonging
to the essence of the faculty of desire, any satisfying explanation of the phenomenon requires an appeal to the
“variabilities and the determinations of the variable in the subject,” not its conditions of possibility.
(Schleiermacher, 22/237) That is, it must appeal to a series of efficient causes.

49 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 18/233.

50 Dazu gehdrt (Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 18/233)

31 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 18/233.

52 yepriisentirenden Trieb (Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 19/234)

33 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 8/223.
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importantly distinct from the soul’s “faculties.”* Faculties denote particular capabilities
attributable to subjects on account of their real activities. I have a faculty of sight by virtue of the
activity of my eyes, optic nerves, neurological activity involved in visual processing, etc.
Similarly, I have a faculty of representation by virtue of the fact that I actively represent the
world to myself in consciousness. Schleiermacher defines the faculty of desire in terms of this
basic representing activity of impulse; it denotes the “faculty of determining impulse in general
for an object of a particular impulse in some moment of existence.”> Subjects actively represent
the world in consciousness and actively pick out particular objects represented in consciousness
as objects of appetite and aversion. When I represent the field outside my window in my mind, I
select the maple tree out from the rest of the field and desire to go sit under its bright red canopy.
When this desire reaches a threshold, it generates a behavioral tendency to stand up from my
desk and walk outside to the maple tree.>® Both faculties are ontologically dependent on the
elemental representing activity of the soul, or impulse. Though analytically distinct, these
faculties “hang together’ in the actual activity that animates the soul.

This tells us about how Schleiermacher understands the relationship between the two

faculties. But what is it that finally determines the faculty of desire to pick #his object or action

5% Kraft, Vermdgen (Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 7/223) Schleiermacher refers to Karl Leonhard Reinhold’s
distinction between power and faculty, but he formulates the relation of “impulse” [7rieb] to a subject’s power
and faculties. Glinther Meckenstock’s editorial note in KGA 1/1, 222-223 (translated in Schleiermacher, 7-8) cites
Reinhold’s definitions of each in his Karl Leonhard Reinhold, Versuch einer neuen Theorie des menschlichen
Vorstellungsvermogens (Prag: C. Widtmann und I. M. Mauke, 1789). Lamm notes that Schleiermacher returns to
this distinction in his works on Spinoza. See Lamm, The Living God, 42 and Friedrich Schleiermacher,
“Spinozismus” in KGA 1/1, 510-558. 536.

35 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 8/223.

56 These faculties and their activity are distinct from “action” [Handeln], which occurs only once my desire to sit
under the maple tree reaches a sufficient magnitude to enlist the “physical causal faculty” and generate an “action
tendency” to make my way through the field to the tree. (Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 8/223-224)

57 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 22/237. “In the faculty of representation everything hangs together [hdngt alles
zusammen), and what we separate therein by way of abstraction will not be found sundered in concreto. The
faculty of desire coheres with the faculty of representation in like fashion.” (Schleiermacher, On Freedom,
22/237)
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represented in consciousness and not any of the others? Schleiermacher’s answer is simple: the
way the subject represents the object or action in consciousness. Consider the earlier example of
the maple tree. Suppose that when I look out my window and see the bright red canopy of the
maple tree, it appears particularly inviting to me, as if it were beckoning me to come sit under it.
But suppose further that this tree is located on my neighbor’s property, and that the last time he
caught me sitting under his tree, he got angry and made me promise never to come into his yard
again. This second thought affects the way I represent the tree to myself. Though its beauty
continues to captivate me, and though I still feel inclined to go sit under it, I decide not to.
Perhaps it is the fear I feel toward rousing my neighbor’s anger. Or perhaps I now represent the
tree to myself as morally forbidden because I judge that sitting under it would require that I
break a promise. In either case, the new representation injects a caesura between the natural
transition from craving a delightful object to the behavioral tendency to pursue and enjoy it.*®
This example illustrates two important points about Schleiermacher’s early moral
psychology. First, the capacity to resist immediate inclinations and to weigh various courses of
action in a given situation is, according to Schleiermacher, what distinguishes human beings
from non-human animals. For moles and foxes, the moment a desirable object appears, their
faculty of desire instinctively pursues it until the object is consumed or otherwise disappears. For
human beings, “the object appears and the faculty of desire craves.”* There is an interruption
between the craving and the doing, one that gives us a moment to reflect upon and weigh our

options. We act, he says, on the basis of choice, not instinct.

38 This could, of course, have the opposite effect. See Genesis 3.
3 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 10/226.
60 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 8/223-224.
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Second, that which occasions this caesura between the appearance of value in
consciousness and the decision to act is the subject’s representing activity itself, or impulse. We
are the kind of creatures who can populate our minds with all manner of representations that
influence what the faculty of desire finally chooses. In the example, I represented the tree as
inviting and beckoning before representing it as potentially dangerous and morally forbidden.
These latter representations can, according to Schleiermacher, include moral representations such
as the laws of practical reason. But in order for those moral representations to determine the
faculty of desire, they must compete with all the multifarious impulses that represent the
situation differently.

We are now in a position to understand the significance of Gefiihl for Schleiermacher’s
early account of moral motivation and failure. Like Kant, Schleiermacher wants to argue that
agents are capable of acting on the basis of moral obligation in every conceivable situation. Like
Kant, he also wants to claim that our human faculty of desire is capable of acting on the basis of
choice and that moral action is always of this kind. But whereas Kant invokes a noumenal
personality to explain moral motivation, Schleiermacher appeals to the ordinary, finite faculty of
desire with its teeming cacophony of impulses to explain it. He writes,

[S]ince impulses are limited by no determined boundary in the essence of the

soul, no degree of impulse, however great, can be conceived to which an impulse

of even higher degree cannot be juxtaposed. Through this boundlessness of

impulses, if I may so express myself, a complete subordination of impulses under

moral impulses is easily conceivable.®!

In other words, since it is possible in every concrete situation for an agent to represent that

situation as an occasion to act on his or her moral obligation, and since it is always possible that

the moral impulse broadcasting this representation in consciousness will trump the other amoral

61 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 25/239-240.
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and immoral impulses competing with it, human beings are capable of moral motivation in every
conceivable empirical context. And for Schleiermacher, it is the boundlessness of our impulses, a
feature of embodied human life, that guarantees this.

One possible downside to this claim is that practical reason enjoys no categorical
distinction from the other impulses teeming in the faculty of desire. It must make its case, so to
speak, in the same tribunal as the bodily desires for sensible goods and the maxims endorsed by
merely strategic, prudential reasoning. But this also means that Schleiermacher can provide a
compelling account of moral failure.

On this view, moral failures are not simply products of a radically free will that
inexplicably chooses sensory motives over moral ones. They also result from failures that
precede and condition our willing such as failures of attention,%? evaluative perception, and
moral deliberation:

It depends upon the state of our faculty of representation what variety of internal

objects of impulse will arise through the association of ideas occasioned by an

external object and, together with that object, simultaneously affect the faculty of

desire; [...] it depends upon the state of our faculty of representation how in any

particular case the influence of an appearing object may be modified by

knowledge of that object; [...] it depends upon the state of our faculty of

representation whether and how we formulate the maxims under which we

believe the particular case to be comprehended; [...] it rests upon the state of our

faculty of representation whether or not we take cognizance of certain external
objects of impulse as such; and [...] it rests solely upon this same state to what

62 Though Schleiermacher goes to great lengths to claim that the faculty of desire is “grounded in” the faculty of
representation, he concludes this account of moral psychology by insisting that the faculty of desire is also “the
first existential ground of all particular actions of understanding, namely the direction of imagination
[Einbildungskraft]” and that “attention [Aufmerksamkeit] itself can be conceived as nothing other than desire for
the completion of a train of representations [ Vorstellungen].” (Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 27/241, translation
slightly modified) To be sure, attention can be responsive to our desires and choices. But this is not generally true
for every attention event. Objects can grab or consume our attention in spite of our best efforts not to notice them.
And as the empirical studies of implicit antiblack attentional bias showed in Chapter Two, attention seems to be at
least partially undergirded by automatic psychological mechanisms over which we have little to no direct control.
For an account of the social influences on attention, see Eviatar Zerubavel, Hidden in Plain Sight: The Social
Structure of Irrelevance (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2015). For a phenomenological analysis of
attention that emphasizes its ambivalence vis-a-vis intentionality, see Bernhard Waldenfels, Phdnomenologie der
Aufmerksamkeit (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004).
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extent the syllogism basing the application of law on the appropriate maxim will
be formally and materially correct.®®

These dynamics are pre-volitional; they do not result from an agent’s choosing but rather set the
evaluative scene within which the faculty of desire makes its choices. Yet, by populating
consciousness with associated ideas (perhaps the maple tree reminds me of the Tree of the
Knowledge of Good and Evil), salient knowledge (the memory that my neighbor was angry last
time I sat under the tree), salient principles of action (is this an occasion for moral action or
enjoying the goodness of creation?), and by rendering some objects in the scene more
conspicuous than others (the beautiful tree itself or the ominous fence blocking my path), this
pre-volitional activity of Gefiihl clearly influences how and what one chooses by effectively
reordering the evaluative scene itself.

Furthermore, the manner in which these evaluative scenes are set is itself not simply a
consequence of an individual’s choices. Rather, they are the product of an individual’s
cumulative interactions with and apprehensions of an already value-laden world. This indicates a
further, synthetic function of Gefiihl. We have already seen that it is the unifying ground of the
faculties of representation and desire. But in addition to this synchronic synthesis, Gefiihl also
diachronically synthesizes experiential episodes from across an individual’s lifetime.®* It collates
the “totality of present representations” from the experiential well of the total “progression of

representations in the soul”® over the course of one’s life. This means that the way we

3 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 22/237.

4 My formulation of these two forms of synthesis owes much to Peter Grove’s illuminating analysis of
Schleiermacher’s “Synthesislehre” in his mature lectures on philosophical ethics in Berlin. See Peter Grove,
“Gefiihl und Selbstbewusstsein: Der Begriff der Subjektivitit in Schleiermachers philosophischer Ethik,” in
Schleiermacher und Kierkegaard: Subjektivitit und Wahrheit: Akten des Schleiermacher-Kierkegaard-
Kongresses in Kopenhagen, Oktober 2003, ed. Niels Jorgen Cappelorn et al., Kierkegaard Studies Monograph
Series 11 / Schleiermacher-Archiv 21 (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2006), 107-23.

%5 Schleiermacher, On Freedom, 22/237-238.
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apprehend a situation, including whether or not we apprehend it properly as a moral situation at
all, is strongly influenced by our life history as embodied, desiderative, rational creatures.
According to Schleiermacher, all of these evaluative scene-setting functions are governed by
Gefiihl, conceived as a soul-grounding, representing impulse.

Schleiermacher certainly does not have implicit attitudes in mind when he describes these
pre-volitional dynamics. But according to the social psychological research surveyed in Chapter
Two, these sui generis mental states produce precisely those kinds of distortions in moral
consciousness that Schleiermacher locates in the state of an agent’s faculty of representation. I
showed there that implicit racial stereotypes function as “visual tuning devices” that influence
attentional and perceptual capacities and, in turn, affect downstream cognitive functions like
evaluative perception, judgment, and moral deliberation that generate racialized moral failures.
Schleiermacher’s conception of Gefiihl as impulse thus highlights the significance of this domain
of moral consciousness and its vulnerability to foreign influence. Furthermore, this concept bears
many of the properties typically ascribed to emotion. It is a 1) world-directed state with 2) both
cognitive and phenomenal content where 3) the cognitive content is distinctly evaluative in
nature, and it 4) serves as both a normative and a motivational reason for action.

But it must be said that this early account of affectivity in the moral life remains
insufficient for diagnosing the peculiar threats structural racism poses to moral agency. First, by
emphasizing the conscious phenomenality of Gefiihl, Schleiermacher’s concept fails to grasp the
pre-phenomenal, unconscious qualities of implicit bias. Second, by treating the moral Gefiihl as
an element of moral psychology largely in isolation from the sociable Gefiihl, this text only hints

at the ways in which an individual’s affections are shaped by social forces and conditions. On
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both points, insights from affect theory might prove helpful. But first, we need to see how his

view of affectivity expands in his later works.

§4 Schleiermacher’s Romantic Period: Ethical Sense and Social Alterity in the Soliloquies

Schleiermacher’s preoccupation with moral psychological questions led to developments
in his early notion of the moral Gefiihl as a synthesizing, soul-toning activity. But these came
largely at the expense of the other two supra-sensible feelings discussed in his Aristotle
commentary. By the end of that decade, both the religious and sociable feeling would receive
their due in his Speeches on Religion®® and Soliloquies,®” published in 1799 and 1800
respectively. Though Gefiihl plays a less obvious role in the latter than the former, closer
analysis reveals that affectivity is no less important for Schleiermacher’s conception of the
ethical life than they were in his earlier Kantian period. The central difference consists in this:
whereas his Kantian period focused exclusively on the intrapsychic dynamics of Gefiihl, his
Soliloquies explores the place of affectivity in social life, specifically in the process of ethical
formation, or Bildung.

A series of five rhapsodic essays composed in a Romantic idiom, Schleiermacher’s
Soliloquies artfully unfolds his highest ethical intuition: “each human being should represent
humanity in his or her own way ...”% Becoming an ethical individual is a process of formation

that critically depends on sociable connections with real people. But the first step on this journey

% Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1996). Here, he famously identified the “essence” of religion as a distinct formation of Gefiih/, namely, the
“sense or taste for the infinite.” (Schleiermacher, Speeches, 23) I return to this topic in Chapter Five.

87 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Monologen. Eine Neujahrsgabe (1800) in KGA 1/3, 1-61. The most recent English
translation is Friedrich Schleiermacher, Schleiermacher’s Soliloquies, an English Translation of the Monologen,
with a Critical Introduction and Appendix, trans. Horace L. Friess (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing
Company, 1926). Cited with English/German pagination.

68 Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 31/18.
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is a deeply personal, inward movement of “reflection”*’

whereby one steps back from the
“outward spectacle of life” and attends to “the spiritual activity that secretly stirs one’s inmost
being.”’% It is here, specifically in the moment of self-critique that one discovers the first glimpse
of “humanity.””! Even in its rudimentary form as an inner disciplinarian, the conscience attests
that the individual has some elementary grasp of a universal standard for human conduct by
which one’s own conduct falls short.”

Eventually, self-scolding gives way to a more profound self-transformation. In this
second stage of ethical development, the clarity of the universal standard appears in “one bright
moment” as a “grand revelation” wherein the subject makes “a single free decision” to be a
Mensch.” This decision elevates the individual from the crude, fragmented existence of the
beasts to the “height of reason” that marks humanity’s “sacred precincts.”’* As in “On Freedom,”
Schleiermacher emphasizes the link between the way that agents evaluatively represent moral
reality in consciousness and their conduct. There is, he writes, an “inner and necessary
connection between doing and seeing”’®> where such seeing is a moral vision of humanity as a
universal code of conduct. While this stage of ethical development differentiates one from the
beasts, it provides no guidance for how to further differentiate one’s own conduct from the mass

of other humans. If this vision of humanity focuses only on what makes us universally alike, i.e.,

reason, we have no way of becoming ethical individuals whose lives are recognizably our own.

% Die Reflexion. This is the title of the first essay, which exhorts the reader to “become conscious of your immediate
relations to the Infinite and the Eternal” because the one who neglects to do so “will always remain a slave of
Time and Necessity.” (Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 12/7; 15/8-9)

70 Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 15/8.

" Menschheit (Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 28/16)

72 this is itself a “consciousness of true humanity [albeit] sadly mutilated.” (Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 27/16)

3 Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 28-29/16. Translation slightly modified.

4 Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 28-19/16-17.

75 Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 28/16.
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In contrast to those who conceive of humanity as “rough unshapen masses, inwardly

altogether alike™7®

and only differentiated on account of external features, Schleiermacher’s
announces his “highest intuition” in ethics thusly:
Each human being should represent humanity in his or her own way and in one’s
own unique combination of humanity’s elements in order that humanity might
reveal itself in every way and such that everything that can at all emanate

differentially from its womb might become actual in the fullness of space and
time.”’

In other words, introspection, self-scrutiny, and the free resolve to be a Mensch are necessary but
insufficient for ethical formation. One must also step out into the world and engage with real
people from diverse social circles who expresses humanity in their own way.”®

This exposure to social alterity reveals true humanity to be a rich tapestry of distinct
individuals. It augments the individual’s vision of humanity and enhances ethical formation in
two ways. First, by increasing knowledge of the sum total of possible human expressions, one
can clarify what makes his or her particular expression unique. Contrast, in other words, is an
essential feature of individuality.” Second, the encounter with social alterity provides

opportunities to “appropriate”®® their unique expressions of humanity. This provides an

76 Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 31/18.

7 Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 31/18. Translation slightly modified.

78 “Even here in the realm of the highest morality, the same direct connection between doing and seeing obtains.
Only if one is conscious of his individuality in his present conduct can he be sure that he will not offend it in
future conduct. And only if he requires himself to steadily gaze upon the whole of humanity and to oppose his
own expression of it to each other possible one can he uphold the consciousness of his individuality: for only
through contrast is individuality recognized.” (Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 38/21-22, translation modified)

7 “The one who wants to form himself into a determinate individual must have a sense for all that he or she is not.”
(Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 38/21, translation modified)

8 The German “Aneignen” literally means “to make one’s own.” Schleiermacher uses the term throughout the
Soliloquies to describe how an individual’s encounter with others can be ethically edifying. See Schleiermacher,
Soliloquies, 37/21 and 72/42. Several recent interpreters of Schleiermacher have highlighted the ethical problems
of appropriating the cultural expressions of others. Kwok Pui Lan, for example, has criticized Schleiermacher’s
use of this term in his Speeches, claiming that it re-inscribes gendered and colonialist stereotypes. See Kwok Pui
Lan, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005),
189f. Others have argued that Schleiermacher’s use of the term actually subverts and reverses its potentially
aggressive and violent meanings. See Steven R. Jungkeit, Spaces of Modern Theology: Geography and Power in
Schleiermacher’s World, New Approaches to Religion and Power (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
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individual with a more expansive set of expressive possibilities to consider inhabiting as one’s
own. Whether by increasing self-knowledge or providing “communal nourishment®! for one’s
own expression of humanity, these encounters are vital to the formation of ethical individuals.

This marks a return to Schleiermacher’s early interest in sociability. As in his Aristotle
commentary, Schleiermacher claims that these ethically salutary sociable connections leave their
mark primarily in the realm of the affections. The consciousness of true humanity is neither a
reified principle of action nor an abstract representation but rather an affective consciousness
rooted in one’s “heart and mind”®? that Schleiermacher calls “sense.”®? In the Soliloquies, sense
denotes a receptive openness to alterity that frames and orients the entire perceptual, deliberative,
and agential relations between an individual and her environment.?* It makes possible the
evaluative perception of the rich variety of human expressions as expressions of humanity and
thus as suitable for appropriation.

The affective quality of sense becomes clearer when we note that Schleiermacher
attributes two essential components to it, namely, love and fantasy.®®> Love is a “sacred feeling”

and “attractional power of the world” that draws individuals beyond the first stage of ethical

Matthew Robinson also offers a useful discussion of this matter in Matthew Ryan Robinson, Redeeming
Relationship, Relationships That Redeem: Free Sociability and the Completion of Humanity in the Thought of
Friedrich Schleiermacher, Religion in Philosophy and Theology 99 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), 133-35.

81 ¢ feel myself to be clearer and richer, stronger and healthier after each action. This is the case because with each
act [ appropriate something from the communal nourishment of humanity [gemeinschaftlichen Nahrungsstoffe der
Menschheit] and gradually define my shape more precisely.” (Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 91/55, translation from
Brent W. Sockness, “Schleiermacher and the Ethics of Authenticity: The ‘Monologen’ of 1800,” The Journal of
Religious Ethics 32, no. 3 (2004): 501.

82 das Gemiith (Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 36/21 and 42/24)

8 der Sinn (Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 35-39/20-22)

84 Sockness calls it a “dispositional sensitivity or receptivity to human diversity,” and Christiane Ehrhardt notes that
this receptivity to alterity entails a critical aspect that requires defense from ethically deleterious “constrictions”
[Beschrdnkungen] and becomes important in his later works on hermeneutics. See Sockness, “Schleiermacher and
the Ethics of Authenticity,” 501; Christiane Ehrhardt, Religion, Bildung und Erziehung bei Schleiermacher: eine
Analyse der Beziehungen und des Widerstreits zwischen den “Reden iiber die Religion” und den “Monologen”
(Gottingen: V&R Unipress, 2005), 204-10.

85 Sockness, “Schleiermacher and the Ethics of Authenticity,” 501-5.
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formation and toward “perfection” through ethically formative encounter with others.®® It also
serves as the norm that perfects the reciprocal process of appropriation itself.?” Fantasy describes
the imaginative activity of combination, association, empathy, and the projection of alternate
possible worlds®® that assists the cultivation of ethical sense guided by love. It allows us to leap
beyond individual limitations in experience by projecting infinite possibilities for action beyond
those we actually commit such that we can empathetically inhabit imagined possible selves as
“others” and enjoy the ethical fruits therein.

Though predominantly receptive in nature, sense is hardly passive. Schleiermacher
presents it as a discerning and vigilant openness. Since his highest ethical intuition is that each is
to represent humanity in one’s own way, such vigilance is necessary. Without it, one risks being
“constrained” by some “alien yoke” or placed under “the domination of an alien opinion.”%’
Schleiermacher recommends the appropriate first response to alterity is to “dispute” with it, to
actively discern whether it is indeed drawn from “the domain of [true] humanity,” and even to
“rise up, weapons in hand” to defend one’s freedom from “alien influences” and “slavery.” Upon
ensuring enough critical distance to achieve “one’s own viewpoint,” one can “gladly allow each

opinion to line up beside one’s own so that sense can peacefully complete the business of

interpreting and penetrating each other standpoint.”° In other words, even one’s openness to

8 Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 39/22.

87 Insufficient other-regarding love results in the hostile imposition of one’s own expressions of humanity onto
others, whereas insufficient self-love puts one at risk of being hostilely appropriated by others and losing one’s
distinctness. See, for example, Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 39-43/22-24. As Sockness puts it, in The Soliloquies,
love “tolerates difference, lets the other be itself, and mitigates the crushing asymmetries that inevitably hold
between stronger and weaker parties in their various acts of mutual appropriation.” (Sockness, “Schleiermacher
and the Ethics of Authenticity,” 502)

88 Sockness notes that while the German literary tradition of the eighteenth century employed a variety of terms to
describe the empathetic, creative, and associative powers of the imagination (Phantasie, Einbildungskraft,
Dichtungskraft), the Schleiermacher of the Solilogquies lumps these altogether and speaks non-technically of the
imaginative powers as Phantasie or Fantasie. (Sockness, 503)

8 Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 40-41/22-23.

%0 Schleiermacher, Soliloguies, 40-41/23.
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social alterity must itself be one’s own. Sense, therefore, is a critical and discerning openness to
alterity that, while unmistakably rooted in the affections, entails prominent cognitive functions
like recognition and evaluative judgment.

In sum, Schleiermacher’s Soliloquies marks a crucial development in his thinking about
affectivity and sociality in the moral life that began in his Aristotle commentary. Whereas “On
Freedom” emphasized the role of the moral feeling as the soul-grounding activity that unifies the
faculties of representation and desire, the Soliloquies explores the crucial role of sociable
feelings and sociable connections in the formation of ethical individuals. This is more than a
simple change in focus. He situates the introspective moment in which an agent relates to herself
and resolves to be a Mensch as a necessary but ultimately insufficient stage of ethical
development. To become perfect, that is, to become human in one’s own way, requires that one
pass through the ideal relation of the self to itself and establish real relations between the self
and concrete others. These real relations are possible on account of a critical and discerning
openness to alterity that Schleiermacher calls “sense,” which is rooted in the heart and mind and
is itself transformed by loving and imaginative encounters with others. As in the Aristotle
commentary, these interpersonal encounters generate ethically salutary effects, opening new
horizons for how agents perceive, deliberate, and act in the world. Moral psychology is a part,
but not all, of moral life.

With that said, it is important to track the continuities with “On Freedom” as well.
Schleiermacher’s call to pass through and beyond introspection does not negate the importance
of moral consciousness. As before, he claims that there is an “intimate and necessary connection

between seeing and doing;™*! the way agents represent a value-laden world to ourselves

1 Schleiermacher, Soliloquies, 28/16.
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profoundly influences the way we act within that world. But whereas “On Freedom” focused on
the way in which Gefiihl apprehends value within the mind, his Soliloquies describes a more
expansive value-laden vision of social reality forged through loving and imaginative encounters
with humanity in all of its ambiguous and glorious variety. This vision is a function of an agent’s
ethical sense, which frames and orients all of her perceiving, evaluating, and deliberating. Thus,
the pre-volitional domain of consciousness that Schleiermacher describes as Gefiihl in “On
Freedom” opens agents to their social environments and is profoundly susceptible to influence
by social forces. While Schleiermacher’s focus in the Soliloquies is on interpersonal interactions,
his mature ethics of Bildung considers this social-affective dimension of agency at an even

broader scale.

§5 Schleiermacher’s Mature Ethics of Culture: Reason and Feeling in The Berlin Lectures®?
Schleiermacher’s mature ethical vision can be found in the literary remains of his Berlin
lectures on philosophical ethics.”® Like the Soliloquies, these lectures depict ethical life as a
process of cultivation or Bildung; individuals become ethical through a lifetime of creative and
discerning interactions with alterity. But Schleiermacher’s mature position differs from that of
the Soliloquies in several ways. First, the subject of these ethics is not the individual ick pursuing

its own ethical edification but rather reason conceived as an intersubjective and socio-historical

92 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Lectures on Philosophical Ethics, ed. Robert B. Louden, trans. Louise Adey Huish,
Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Friedrich
Schleiermacher, Ethik (1812/13): mit spditeren Fassungen der Einleitung, Giiterlehre und Pflichtenlehre, ed. Otto
Braun and Hans Joachim Birkner, Philosophische Bibliothek 335 (Hamburg: F. Meiner, 1981). Cited with
English/German pagination.

93 These include lecture notes from 1812/13, 1814/15, 1816/17, 1824, 1827, and 1832 as well as a series of six
treatises presented to the Royal Prussian Academy of Sciences between 1819 and 1830. I follow Andrew Dole’s
division of Schleiermacher’s ethical works into two distinct periods separated by a brief middle period. (Dole,
Schleiermacher on Religion and the Natural Order, 103)
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activity that organizes nature into meaningful worlds. This means, second, that whereas the
Soliloquies depicted the edifying encounter with social alterity in interpersonal terms, the Berlin
lectures present the same encounter in cultural terms; agents interact with others and the
intelligibility impressed into the natural world through generations of human activity and
concretized in and through institutions.”* We might therefore think of Schleiermacher’s mature
ethics as not only an ethics of Bildungsethik but also one of Sittlichkeit. Like Hegel,
Schleiermacher is concerned not just with the morality of individual persons and their actions but
with the way that reason shapes and becomes embedded in the concrete norms, habits, and
institutional patterns of real human communities.”® Finally, Schleiermacher’s mature ethics

departs from the Romantic style in favor of the more conceptually precise, even “fiercely

94 Recent commentators agree on the expansive character of these ethics, although they formulate it differently: a
“general theory of human culture”, “a comprehensive theory of the distinctively human-historical world,” and “a
philosophy of culture, or as a theory of history or of the social.” (Glinter Scholz, Ethik und Hermeneutik:
Schleiermachers Grundlegung der Geisteswissenschaften, Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 1191 (Frankfurt
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1995), 35; Brent W. Sockness, “The Forgotten Moralist: Friedrich Schleiermacher and the
Science of Spirit,” The Harvard Theological Review 96, no. 3 (2003): 343; Peter Grove, Deutungen des Subjekts:
Schleiermachers Philosophie der Religion, Theologische Bibliothek Topelmann 129 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
2004), 377.) These are cited in Dole, Schleiermacher on Religion and the Natural Order, 104 n.13.

%5 This comparison with Hegel is instructive, but there are very important differences between these two thinkers.
Epistemologically, Schleiermacher departs from Hegel’s view that the achievement of absolute knowledge is a
human possibility. For Schleiermacher, all of our knowledge — ethical or otherwise — is marked by an intransigent
contrast between the real and the ideal. According to John Wallhauser, this informs Schleiermacher’s “heuristic”
method in his philosophical ethics which “moves between the poles of ideal and real [and] does not seek closure
in some third and absolute point beyond the oscillation itself. There is no closed system, because there is no
Hegelian third standpoint transcending the earlier polarities [of real and ideal].” (John Wallhausser, “General
Introduction,” in Brouillon zur Ethik (1805/1806) / Notes on Ethics (1805/1806) ; Notes on the Theory of Virtue
(1804/1805), by Friedrich Schleiermacher, trans. John Wallhausser, Terrence N. Tice, and Edwina G. Lawler,
Schleiermacher Studies and Translations 22 (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), 15) Ethically,
Schleiermacher rescinds from Hegel’s famously worrisome identification of the state with “the reality of the
ethical idea.” By contrast, his ethics of Sittlichkeit insists that the activity of reason upon nature generates a
plurality of semi-autonomous spheres of human activity which include, but are not reducible to, the state. For
Hegel’s claim, see Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen W. Wood,
trans. H. B Nisbet (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), §257. For more discussion on this comparison,
as well as a selection of secondary commentators, see Robert B. Louden, “Introduction,” in Lectures on
Philosophical Ethics, by Friedrich Schleiermacher, ed. Robert B. Louden, trans. Louise Adey Huish, Cambridge
Texts in the History of Philosophy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), xxii—xxiii.
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abstract,””® idiom of German idealism that, as one commentator put it, constitutes “a massive,

intricate web of unalleviated abstraction.”’

While these shifts in the subject and style of Schleiermacher’s ethics may at first suggest
a departure from his psychologically realistic concern for affectivity in ethical life, I contend that
a closer look reveals that they actually deepen and refine this commitment.”® As in his Kantian
period, he insists that our wills are bound to the way in which Gefiihl represents value in
consciousness. As in his Romantic period, he insists that ethical life is a process of becoming an
individual in and through concrete social relationships. But here, in the Berlin lectures,
Schleiermacher claims that the apprehension of value in consciousness that is so important for
moral motivation is itself importantly bound to the social, cultural, and historical forces that
shape our affections. Perhaps even more important is the further suggestion, one that he only
begins to develop in these lectures, that affectivity is not simply a psychological phenomenon.
Rather, it entails a supra-personal, social life that plays an important role in the ethical process as

a whole. To see this, however, we must first come to terms with the basic features of

Schleiermacher’s mature conception of ethical life.

% Andrew Dole aptly describes Schleiermacher’s lectures in this way in Dole, Schleiermacher on Religion and the
Natural Order, 114.

97 Wallhausser, “General Introduction,” 9.

%8 Some have argued that this shift into Schleiermacher’ “systematic period” — roughly beginning with the 1803
publication of his Qutlines of a Critique of Previous Ethical Theories forward — marks a diminishment of his
earlier commitment to psychological realism. By contrast, I follow John Wallhausser and others in showing that
several crucial elements from his early works survive the methodological and formal transition. See Wallhausser,
9-10, especially n.32. With that said, we must admit that his impressive theory of culture remains abstracted from
the empirical diversity of particular, concrete cultures. Cornelia Richter puts this point nicely: “... Schleiermacher
does not develop the basic structures of culture out of the variety and plurality of cultural life, but has them
constructed beforehand in his “Dialectics”. They were first deduced and then put to the test in the Ethics.
Schleiermacher’s cultural philosophy remains in the distinction between transcendental philosophy and empirical
studies, where the variety of life is regarded as an object of philosophy.” (Cornelia Richter, “Feeling and Sense,
Ethics and Culture: Perspectives on Religion and Culture in Schleiermacher and Cassirer,” in Schleiermacher und
Kierkegaard: Subjektivitit und Wahrheit: Akten des Schleiermacher-Kierkegaard-Kongresses in Kopenhagen,
Oktober 2003, ed. Niels Jorgen Cappelorn et al., Kierkegaard Studies Monograph Series 11 / Schleiermacher-
Archiv 21 (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2006), 166—67.)
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§5.1 Basic Features of the Mature Ethics

Schleiermacher’s Berlin lectures present a descriptive ethics of Bildung. Ethical life is
construed as a process of cultivation whereby intelligent beings reflexively infuse, or ensoul,”
nature with reason to form moral worlds. This occurs anytime human beings meaningfully
organize their natural or social environment, as when barren tracks of prairie become productive
farms or when unruly children become well-mannered adults. In both cases, some bit of the
natural world is transformed by intelligent creatures in such a way that renders it more perfect.
Schleiermacher thinks of these more reasonable bits of nature as objective goods, and the point
of moral life is to cultivate every bit of nature into a more perfect, i.e., more reasonably
organized, form - a good. The highest good, that toward which the entire ethical process aims, is
the utter permeation of nature by reason — the reflexive rationalization of all that is.!%

The goods that result from reason’s activity upon nature bear two primary characteristics.
First, they express the activity of reason upon them in ways that are perceptible to others. If
were to stumble upon neatly ordered rows of corn during a hike, the farm’s ordered materiality

would announce to me that some intelligent creature had made it this way, presumably for some

purpose. In Schleiermacher’s terms, the farm has become a symbol of reason. Second, the goods

% The ensouling of nature by reason is the basic intuition that Schleiermacher’s mature ethics attempts to explicate.
It is first formulated in his lectures on ethics at the University of Halle in 1805/1806, which constitute his
Brouillon zur Ethik or “Notes on Ethics.” “Reason should be soul. The ensouling principle [Das beseelende
Princip] forms and sustains body and life; we must thus discover reason as appropriating human nature and
maintaining itself as soul in reciprocity with the whole.” See Friedrich Schleiermacher, Brouillon Zur Ethik
(1805/1806) / Notes on Ethics (1805/1806) ; Notes on the Theory of Virtue (1804/1805), trans. John. Wallhausser,
Terrence N. Tice, and Edwina G. Lawler, Schleiermacher Studies and Translations 22 (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin
Mellen Press, 2003), sixth instructional hour, 39. The German text can be found in Friedrich Schleiermacher,
Brouillon zur Ethik (1805/06), ed. Hans Joachim Birkner, Philosophische Bibliothek 334 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner
Verlag, 1981).

100 William Schweiker, drawing on Max Weber and more recent theorists of the totalizing impulses of modern
societies, interprets Schleiermacher’s philosophical ethics in these terms. On his view, Schleiermacher’s
philosophical ethics too closely identifies the human power to organize the natural world with the good, although
Schweiker sees Schleiermacher’s distinctly Christian theological ethics as placing a helpful a check on these
totalizing impulses. See William Schweiker, “Consciousness and the Good: Schleiermacher and Contemporary
Theological Ethics,” Theology Today 56, no. 2 (July 1999): 180-96.
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formed by reason also facilitate the continued rationalization of nature. Suppose that [ were so
impressed by the farm that I decided to introduce myself to the farmer and become her
apprentice. By familiarizing myself with the farmer’s ways and availing myself of the farm’s
implements, I would be in a much better position to begin my career in agriculture than I
otherwise would. It contributes to my perfection as a farmer. Moreover, by appropriating this
accumulated knowledge, I might also be able to expand the farm’s reach by a few acres or
improve the efficiency of its procedures. This capacity for goods to facilitate the further
transformation of nature by reason makes them not only symbols but also organs of reason.
The ethicist’s task, according to Schleiermacher, is not to prescribe rational principles of
action or to deduce the transcendental conditions of possibility for moral agency. Rather it is to
describe or “narrate”®! this historical process of reason’s perfection of nature. The ethicist
scours nature for evidence of reason’s activity in order to discern its formal contours and

102

evaluate its products.'”* The individual human being marks the first stop on this itinerary. It is

there, and more precisely, in the twofold activity of cognition and volition, that the ideal realm of

103

consciousness first emerges within the real, organic realm of nature.'”” The understanding is the

activity by which one recognizes objective goods as symbols of reason, and the will is the
activity that organizes nature into goods. These describe the “cognitive” and “organizing”!%*

functions of reason respectively. Though analytically distinct, Schleiermacher insists that these

functions are never entirely separate in any given moment. To desire to overturn a rigged

101 Schleiermacher describes his ethical method as Darstellung oder Erzihlung (depiction or narration).
(Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 7/10)

102 This means that ethics is concerned, not with reason in and for itself, but with the activity of reason as it relates to
and appears within nature.

103 “The original positing of reason in the form of understanding and will [Verstand und Wille] within a nature which
is originally organic and symbolic is its positing in the human individual.” (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics,
10/14)

104 erkennend and organisierend (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 14/19)
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political system is tacitly to recognize that political systems are social goods and that this
particular one is a corruption of that ideal type. Similarly, to recognize a given political order as
a social good is tacitly to desire to preserve and enhance it. Together, the cognizing and

organizing functions of reason constitute “personality,”!%®

which according to Schleiermacher is
that “elemental force which produces the ethical process in its total perfection.”! Reason first
appears in and flows through personalities to transform nature into its symbols and organs.

This shows that individual agents, and in particular, the inner lives of agents, are of
immense significance to Schleiermacher’s mature ethical vision. Only creatures with
understanding and will have what it takes to recognize ethical goods as such and to transform
nature in accord with some purpose. For this reason, Schleiermacher contends that the ethicist’s
task requires that he or she attend not only to the objective goods that agents produce through
their reasonable conduct but also to the dynamics of reason within consciousness.

To accommodate this, Schleiermacher complements his doctrine of goods with doctrines
of virtue and duty.!?” As dimensions of ethical inquiry, each concerns the activity of reason in
and through nature, and each plays a part in the achievement of the highest good. But whereas
the doctrine of goods narrates the results of agents’ activity, the doctrine of virtue attends to the

activity of reason on the human powers of action, specifically, on the formation of an ethical

“disposition” and correlate “proficiencies” within individuals.!®® The doctrine of duty, by

105 persénlichkeit. Importantly, Schleiermacher ascribes personality of both individuals and groups. While the
understanding or the will predominates at any given moment of existence, each mutually entails the other.

106 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 11/15.

107 “Everything which has become moral is a good, and the totality of that [process] a single entity, hence the highest
good. The objective depiction of the ethical is therefore the depiction of the idea of the highest good. Every
function of human nature raised to the power of reason is a virtue, and hence the first part of an indirect depiction
is the doctrine of virtue. It is because an action can only be understood in the context of a totality of a life, raised
up out of momentary limitations, that it corresponds to the concept of duty; thus the other art of indirect depiction
is the doctrine of duty.” (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 11/16)

108 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 102/138.
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contrast, concerns the rational principles of action that relate the “whole idea of Sittlichkeit” to
particular situations.!? In other words, the elemental force that fuels the ethical process as a
whole and contributes to the perfection of nature is the personality of virtuous, dutiful agents.
The activity of reason is unthinkable for Schleiermacher without reference to the inner
lives of individual agents, but he is equally adamant that reason is irreducible to personality.''?

To narrate the vivid “life of reason”!!!

in history requires that the ethicist attend to both its moral
psychological and its supra-personal life as it becomes objectively concretized in social and
cultural conditions. In his doctrine of goods, Schleiermacher articulates five general social
goods, i.e., forms of human sociality that result from and facilitate virtuous, dutiful conduct. The
most basic social form is the family, which provides an ethical context for human sexuality and
for the raising of children. The other four social forms are dependent upon the family, and
Schleiermacher describes them in terms of the aspects of reason that each primarily instantiates.
The organizing function of reason manifests most prominently in the state and “free sociality,”
whereas its cognizing function comes to the fore in the academy and the church. He distinguishes
these further by invoking a second intrinsic contrast in reason, namely, its individual or general
character. While the state strives to organize a natural assemblage of people with impartial
justice and maximal freedom for commercial exchange, small culturally distinct groups that
Schleiermacher subsumes under the banner of free sociality seek to form human beings in ways

that are both more distinctive and less translatable to a general audience. Similarly, while the

academy seeks knowledge of reality that is maximally universal, churches circulate ways of

109 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 124/167.

110 «ywe may not substitute personality for reason as the object of ethics because the action of the individual and the
action of a group cannot be considered in isolation; thus, in a theory of human action, the opposition of
personality must be superseded, and this leaves nothing but the life of reason in an organization.”
(Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 4/7)

11 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 4/7.
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apprehending reality that bear the idiosyncrasies of particular traditions. Crucially, these forms of
sociality are symbols of reason’s activity and organs by which the same activity transforms and
perfects nature. To neglect this supra-personal life of reason in favor of its intrapsychic life is, on
Schleiermacher’s view, to offer a disastrously reductive and incomplete picture of ethical life.!!?
With this outline of its basic features, the expansiveness and complexity of
Schleiermacher’s mature ethical vision come into view. Like his early and middle period, the
moral psychology of individual agents remains an incredibly important feature of his analysis.
As we saw in his Soliloquies, Schleiermacher emphasizes the vital role of human sociality in
ethical life. But by replacing the subject of his mature ethics from the individual ic/ in the
Soliloquies to the multi-dimensional activity of reason in and through nature, Schleiermacher
simultaneously expands and deepens his earlier ethical insights. To see this, we need to press

beyond the basic features of mature ethical vision and explore the social and affective

dimensions of reason in more detail.

§5.2 The Social Breadth and Affective Depths of Reason

In the Soliloquies, we saw that Schleiermacher critiqued the rationalistic ethics of duty
endorsed by figures like Kant and Fichte on the grounds that reason, conceived as a general
capacity to discern what kind of conduct befits humanity, does nothing to distinguish individual
agents from one another. To become an ethical individual, one must act in such a way that

accords with reason, but one must do this while expressing one’s humanity in one’s own way.

121t is also noteworthy that, for Schleiermacher, Hegel’s ethics of Sittlichkeit are guilty of a different and more
ethically dangerous kind of reductionism. By positioning the state as the completion of ethical life,
Schleiermacher worries that the individual side of reason and the social forms that preserve it (free sociality and
the church) would be subsumed within a suffocating totality that seeks to sublimate human individuality and
diversity.
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Crucially, Schleiermacher depicts the achievement of ethical individuality as a further
development of reason, not a departure from it. It is, after all, ethical individuality that we must
pursue, and for that reason, it must fall within the bounds of what is generally permissible for
truly human conduct. This means that, when he claims that loving and imaginative encounters
with real people from distinct walks of life are necessary to become who we are, neither the
social nor the affective character of this activity in any way contradicts its rational character.
That is, Schleiermacher’s critique of Kantian and Fichtean ethics focused, not on their
rationalism, but rather on 1) their reduction of the ethical life to the concept of duty, which
neglects the concepts of virtue and the highest good, and 2) their reductively moral psychological
scope, which neglects the vivid life of reason in cultural, social, and historical existence.

As my analysis in the previous section showed, Schleiermacher’s mature ethics advance
this first line of criticism by integrating a doctrine of duty with doctrines of virtue and goods. But
he also advances this second line of critique in such a way that evinces significant continuity
across his ethical writings. More importantly, I will show that it also discloses an enduring — if
frequently overlooked — feature of ethical life that I call “social affectivity.” This feature, I argue,
can be hermeneutically reconstructed to provide descriptive and normative insights into the
tenacity of antiblack racism and its meaning for our self-understanding as agents. To understand
this, we first need to see how Schleiermacher’s mature ethics develops his thinking about
sociality and affectivity in ethical life.

Consider first the place of sociality in his account. Schleiermacher presents the vivid life
of reason as exceeding individual personality in two ways. First, he says that the activity of both

113

the understanding and the will “supersede” > personality. Through the understanding, reason

113 qufheben (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 22-23/30)
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»114 »115

“molds”"'* sensory impressions into “depictions”" > in consciousness that subjects can then
express for others to cognize. Through the will, reason creates objective products that are
recognizable to others as symbols and organs of reason.!!® Reason therefore mediates the
interaction between intelligent creatures, the intelligible world they inhabit, and the
intersubjective interactions amongst those creatures as they individually and collectively seek to
reflexively rationalize nature.

Second, Schleiermacher contends that reason not only supersedes but precedes
personality. Personality itself, Schleiermacher contends, “is the result of the ethical process.”!!”
By this, he means that our individual epistemic and moral psychological capacities are
themselves the effects of the prior activity of reason on us. Whether it is the sexual activity of
our parents or the vast cloud of witnesses that contributed to our intellectual and moral
formation, neither our existence nor the way we understand the world, nor the ways that we
desire to change it are simply our own. This means, further, that the same moral psychological
elements that fuel the ethical process are always already ensconced within, shaped by, and
largely products of our formative social relations.

This adds considerable texture to what might at first seem like a rather arid picture of
reason ensouling nature. On Schleiermacher’s view, reason is 1) an historical activity of finite

human agents that entails ii) two reciprocal functions (cognizing and organizing) and iii) two

contrasting poles (individual and general). It also iv) operates reciprocally at two orders of

114 einbilden and hineinbilden (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 14/19)

115 “The way in which self-consciousness becomes external to further the cognition of others is through depiction
[Darstellung]. (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 22-23/30)

116 “For the individual engaged in formative activity, this superseding is brought about through the endeavor which
accompanies the act of formation to give what has been formed symbolic value, i.e., to make it a recognizable
sign of the formative power of reason.” (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 21/29)

17 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 24/32. Emphasis added.
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magnitude (moral psychological and socio-cultural) in such a way that v) contributes to the
ethical formation of individuals, collectives, and nature as a whole. Conceived in this way, it is
easy to see why accounts emphasizing “pure” reason and its transcendental conditions would
strike Schleiermacher as deficient. Schleiermacher certainly saw the value in such inquiries; he
engaged in such reflection himself.!!® But for ethical reflection, where ethics is conceived as the
study of the activity of reason in and through nature, one must situate the operations of a
knowing mind within a social context tufted with institutions and objective goods as well as a
particular historical context that is but one node in a larger, intergenerational process of
perfecting nature. This means that the moral psychological dynamics that consumed his attention
in the Kantian period can no longer be adequately theorized in isolation from an agent’s
formative relations. Rather, they must be understood as part of a broader social and historical
dynamic that both precedes and supersedes individual personalities.

But Schleiermacher posits a still further dimension to reason. Those human minds
capable of understanding and willing are not only embedded in concrete social relations. They
are also embodied within living organisms that are constantly interacting with the physical
environment. In addition to its social and historical breadth, Schleiermacher contends that reason
entails an embodied, affective depth.

Schleiermacher describes affectivity in his discussion of reason’s individual pole. The
universal pole of reason accounts for our ability to recognize and create expressions of human
activity as human activities. Though I may not grasp precisely how my in-laws have arranged

their kitchen, I can tell that it has somehow been arranged by creatures like me. The same could

118 Schleiermacher’s lectures on “dialectics” include his most systematic reflection on logic, epistemology, and the
metaphysics of knowledge. See Friedrich Schleiermacher, Dialektik, ed. Manfred Frank, 1st ed., 2 vols.,
Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 1529 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2001).
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be said about Ancient Greek or Mayan ruins; these are clearly human cultural artifacts, and their
indecipherability need not indicate a rational deficiency on the part of their ancient creators or
their contemporary admirers. Rather, it indicates that reason entails a depth dimension. It is not
simply exhausted by those aspects of consciousness that are maximally universal and most easily
transmissible across time, space and culture.

To analyze these depths of human particularity, Schleiermacher turns to decidedly
affective concepts like “attunements of the heart and mind and inner movements,”!!'® and,
unsurprisingly, “feeling.”!2° Unlike the relatively free commerce of consciousness between
persons made possible by reason’s universal pole, which is structured by discursive thought,
these forms of affective consciousness are relatively untransmissible.!?! They renounce
appropriation by others, calling instead to be acknowledged.!??> Whereas the universal dimension
of reason strives for “objective knowledge” through the medium of language,'?* the individual
dimension of reason strives for a more localized “subjective” validity through artistic media such
as images, gestures, and tones. Outside of particular communities, these subjective cognitions
and the cultural artifacts created to express them will seem foreign and mostly illegible.
Schleiermacher consistently associates these more physical forms of embodied communication
with relatively constrained circles of intelligibility that emerge from a shared life.

At the level of personality, the two constitutive features of reason’s individual pole are

Gefiihl and fantasy. These features are closely associated with the body and facilitate the most

19 Gemiithsstimmungen und Bewegungen (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 20/27) Translation mine.

120 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 53/70.

121 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 38-40/50-52, 195-196/264-266.

122 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 195-196/264-266.

123 “This system of organic movements which are both expression and sign of acts of consciousness, construed as
the capacity for cognition with the character of identity found in schematism, is /anguage.” (Schleiermacher,
Philosophical Ethics, 50/65)
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elementary cognitive functions. Gefiihl describes the subjective consciousness aroused by the
world’s impingements on the sensory organs, and fantasy describes the synthetic activity by
which an individual combines and associates the manifold of sensory impressions into
subjectively meaningful cognitions. Though analytically distinct, Schleiermacher insists that
Gefiihl and fantasy as inseparable in concreto; the synthetic activity of fantasy “penetrates” the
“indeterminate diversity” of sensory impressions in Gefiihl, inscribing one’s own idiosyncratic

2124

“internal principle”’=* on each moment of consciousness. This principle makes each moment of

consciousness uniquely one’s own and integrates the entire series of experiences that make up
one’s life.!?

When this inner principle knits the deliverances of the senses into subjectively
meaningful wholes, it does not do so haphazardly, or in an entirely idiosyncratic way. Rather, it
imposes a kind of order on consciousness, although this order is not the object of objective
knowledge.!?® The subjective cognitions of Gefiihl are, instead, ordered axiologically. This inner
synthetic principle operates as a “law,” which, “is quite simply the general formula for the

relative value of each individual thing for the individual person.”!?’ In other words, at the most

basic level of affective consciousness, in the very knitting together of a subjectively coherent

124 “For every feeling is the result of external influences on the unity of the internal principle, and every association
is the result of the internal principle [penetrating] the objective in its indeterminate diversity.” (Schleiermacher,
Philosophical Ethics, 54/70) Schleiermacher describes this inner principle as given, in part, biologically and
constructed, in part, socially. As biological organism, human beings are relatively identical. But even at this level,
we are differentiated by the unique combination of capacities or “talents” that we each possess. This “certain
harmony of talents” forms the basis of particularity, distinguishes each individual from all others, and stands as
the “inner principle which constantly reproduces the same living relationship regardless of the circumstances or
external influences.” (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 36/47)

125 Grove, “Gefiihl und Selbstbewusstsein,” 114-18.

126 While language serves as the paradigmatic medium for the transmission of objective knowledge for
Schleiermacher, he acknowledges that even it appears in relatively more and relatively less identical form. Thus,
while language bears a schematism that allows for utmost precision in communication, it also bears an expressive,
artful dimension (i.e., the musicality of language) that modifies what and how it serves in social interaction. For a
thorough and insightful discussion of this feature of Schleiermacher’s thought, see Andrew Bowie, Aesthetics and
Subjectivity: From Kant to Nietzsche, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 209-20.

127 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 54/72.
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world, the individual has already immediately construed the objects within that world in
accordance with some scheme of value.!?8

This marks two important points of continuity with the Schleiermacher’s account of the
moral Gefiihl as a “representing impulse” from his Kantian period. First, though it is now
inextricably coupled with the activity of fantasy, Gefiih/ remains a synthetic, soul-grounding
activity that evaluatively apprehends objects and actions within particular situations. It thus
denotes a domain of consciousness that lies anterior to objective knowing and willing and
constitutes their condition of possibility. Objective knowing and willing are cognitively
downstream activities that further develop this immediate apprehension of the world in
subjective feeling-consciousness.'?® Second, as aspects of reason, the dynamics of Gefiihl and
fantasy are not reducible to the organic, physiological dimensions of human nature, although
they certainly depend upon them. Rather, they bear the imprint of a working mind, the activity of
which perfects nature by giving it orderly, meaningful form. In particular, these subjective
cognitions shape the world by depicting it in consciousness in a certain, evaluative light. This

imposition or apprehension of intelligible forms in nature indicates that, even though subjective

128 Like Iris Murdoch, Schleiermacher thinks that action is oriented by an apprehension in consciousness of a value-
laden world. See Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, Routledge Classics (London: Routledge, 2001).Maria
Antonaccio vivifies this feature of Murdoch’s thought in Maria Antonaccio, Picturing the Human the Moral
Thought of Iris Murdoch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 85-164.

129 This is made more explicit in his Lectures on Psychology, where he distinguishes between subjective and
objective forms of a subject’s receptive activity vis-a-vis the world. Gefiih/ is the subjective form of receptivity
whereas sensory perception is the objective form. Both designate responses to some organic affection stimulated
by the influence of the world beyond the self, and the distinction between them is only relative. But whereas in
Gefiihl, the subject is conscious of the internal effects of the world’s influence upon the self, sensory perception is
a “reflection of the nature of the thing” in consciousness. See Schleiermacher, SW 111/6, 418-420 as well as
Schlenke’s helpful discussion in Schlenke, Geist und Gemeinschaft, 29-35. Of course, the sensory perception of
an object is only possible insofar as there is a living self that stands in a continuous relation to the various internal
changes it undergoes on account of the influence of the world..
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cognitions occur prior to and occasionally diverge from one’s explicit judgments or intentions,
they are no less cognitions, that is, world-directed states.!3°

Schleiermacher’s mature ethics also press beyond the moral psychological scope of his
early Kantian period. His claim that Gefiihl and fantasy are aspects of reason means that they
also share in reason’s social character and participate in the ethical process of Bildung. When
fantasy shapes the “definite arousal[s]” of feeling into “images,” Schleiermacher tells us that this
constitutes a “presentational act.”!*! By this, he means that subjective cognitions “supersede”
personality in the way that reason does in general. They naturally drive toward intersubjective
recognition. Instead of conceptual contents that can be communicated through discursive speech,
subjective cognitions depict an affective, value-laden construal of the world, an evaluative mise-
en-scene, that is most adequately communicated through bodily gestures, facial expressions,
tones, images, and “everything that can be an element of the arts.” !32 This representation cannot
be boiled down to an abstract moral formula, the kind of context-independent principle that
could be applied to nearly any situation. Rather, it must be shown to others through bodily

gestures and revealed through artistic media.!*3 The crucial point is that, while these

130 Schleiermacher’s clearest articulation of the relation between Gefiihl and reason is found in the notes to his
1816/17 lectures: “All in all, what we call feeling is the expression of reason in nature, just as thought is. It is an
activity of life that has come to being in nature, but only because of reason, and this is true not only of ethical and
religious feeling but also of bodily feeling, provided that it is posited as human, and as an entire moment of
feeling. Feeling in itself is even less an organ than thought, however, because it returns purely to itself. It is thus a
definite expression of the way in which reason exists in this particular nature. For feeling, even of the very lowest
kind, always expresses the effect that reason does or does not have within nature. And every feeling is always
directed toward the unity of life, not toward something individual.” (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics,
190/259)

8L als einem eigentlich darstellenden Act. (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 55/73)

132 Schleiermacher, 56/74. So whereas language communicates objective knowledge, the relatively non-transferable
contents of subjective consciousness are transmitted artfully as intuition.

133 “In fact gesture, taken in the broadest sense of the word, stands in the same direct and original relation to feeling
as language does to thought; and just as no thought is mature and complete until it has simultaneously been made
word, so no feeling is a complete and perfected act unless it has been made gesture.” (Schleiermacher, 197/267)
Whereas words allow for the contents of consciousness to be “articulated” and “reproduced” for the sake of
“making intelligible,” the gestures allow for the communication of feeling through “intimation” and “surmising”
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communicative acts are less broadly intelligible than those structured by discursive thought, they
are nonetheless communicative and, for that reason, they supersede personality no less than
linguistic systems do.

This means that the affective cognitions that we express through bodily gestures and
artistic media can be shared amongst social groups. This is particularly important for the social
form that Schleiermacher calls the church, wherein “each person experiences religious feeling
not merely as something personal but also as something held in common [and where] each
endeavors to transmit the way he is affected to other people and to share in depiction of the way
they are affected in his turn.”!** Unsurprisingly, it is not simply discursive speech or clear and
distinct ideas that facilitate this religious communication. Rather, Schleiermacher contends that
actual religious communities rely on their own “artistic system” of gestures, images, music, and
ritual to preserve and communicate such feelings.!3 The “highest tendency” in the church, he tell
us, is the “formation of a collection of art treasures which enables each person to form his own
feeling and in which each can deposit his own finest feelings.”!3¢ The more advanced members
curate this treasure trove, cultivating their own feelings with those resources provided by their
predecessors and contributing their own additions to the collection for the weaker members and
for the sake of the tradition’s continued liveliness. This collection includes, presumably, the
symbolic and mythic texts found in Scripture, but also the traditions of textual interpretation,

religious painting, hymnody, and liturgical ritual. In fact, Schleiermacher places particular

for the sake of “revelation.” (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 197/267, translation by Dole, Schleiermacher
on Religion and the Natural Order, 120)

134 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 92/122.

135 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 90/120.

136 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 92/122.
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emphasis on the value of a religious community’s cultic life which, as he puts it, both “expresses
and nurtures” their distinctive common life.!?’

We will further attend to Schleiermacher’s understanding of distinctly religious feelings
in Part III. But for now, I want to highlight two general points about his conception of affectivity
and sociality in the moral life. First, it is clear that, for Schleiermacher, feelings can be collective
in nature; they can be “something communal.”!38 This does not mean that the individual
members of a group hold a numerically identical feeling. In the case of a church, individuals
members experience the religious feeling in their own way. But it is a common feeling that
affects each member in their own way.!*°

He describes this in more detail in his work on art and aesthetics.!** When an artist
creates a work of art, he or she transforms organic, bodily arousals into artful expressions by
mediating these two moments of artistic production with a further, formative activity called
Urbildung.'*' This process begins in the primordial openness of a subject’s sensory organs to the
influences of the outside world. Human beings bear an elementary “willingness to be

affected”!*? that makes us vulnerable to all manner of bodily arousals in response to worldly

stimuli. Over time, we passively synthesize these manifold arousals into “inner types” that,

137 Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 92/122.

138 ein gemeinsames (Schleiermacher, Philosophical Ethics, 92/122)

139 This becomes even more explicit in his dogmatic works, where the distinctly Christian feeling that binds all
Christians in all times and places is a feeling of being swept up in redemption by Jesus of Nazareth. See CG? §§6
and 11. I discuss this in more detail in Chapter 5.

140 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Asthetik (1819/25). Uber Den Begriff Der Kunst (1831/32), ed. Thomas Lehnerer,
Philosophische Bibliothek 365 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1984). The most comprehensive study of
Schleiermacher’s writings on art and aesthetics remains Thomas Lehnerer, Die Kunsttheorie Friedrich
Schleiermachers, 1st ed. (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1987). Dorothee Schlenke’s study situates Schleiermacher’s work
on art and aesthetics within his broader theory of subjectivity as developed in his lectures on psychology,
dialectics, and ethics. In particular, see Schlenke, Geist und Gemeinschaft, 105-35.

1411t is this mediating step between arousal and expression that distinguishes “artistic” from “artless” activity.
(Schleiermacher, Asthetik, 10-11)

192 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Friedrich Schleiermachers dsthetik, im auftrage der Preufischen Akademie und der
Literatur-archiv-gesellschaft zu Berlin nach den bisher unverdiffentlichten urschriften zum ersten male, ed. Rudolf
Odebrecht (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1931), 52.
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according to Schleiermacher, introduce a degree of clarity and distinctness into our otherwise
“clouded” apprehension of reality.!* The world gradually appears not only as a chaotic barrage
of pleasant or unpleasant stimuli but as bearing some meaningful, recognizable order. These
inner types are not concepts, nor do they depend on discursive thought. Rather, they are products
of an inner-emotional activity that Schleiermacher calls Stimmung.'** The activity of Urbildung
draws from these accumulated feeling types and imaginatively recombines them in new ways,
further clarifying and vivifying the inner type that is only imperfectly apprehended in Stimmung.
This synthetic, formative activity impresses a distinct feeling type into the work of art itself,

effectively producing a “determinate universal,”!4?

a pure archetypal presentation of something
distilled to its essence. It is this Urbild that observers of a work of art recognize at a visceral
level and that elicits roughly similar feelings within them. The artist’s feelings remain
numerically distinct from those of the observer, but they are identical in terms of their ability to
be subsumed under a single general feeling type. We might say, then, that although feeling is the
most individual and subjective form of evaluative consciousness, it can also be communicated to
and thereby shared with others to form communities of feeling.

Second, as Schleiermacher’s claim about the significance of the cultus for the church

suggests, the transmission of feeling transpires not only between persons but also through time

and space by means of cultural artifacts. Public worship is, after all, a ritual performance. It takes

143 “When a person is in a state of passionate arousal, what arises most is that he or she is clouded [getriibt] by
reality.” (Schleiermacher, Asthetik, 37)

144 Stimmung, frequently translated as “mood” or “attunement,” is for Schleiermacher an inner-emotional activity
that synthesizes various bodily feelings into a more general feeling type. It thus imposes some elementary form on
or apprehends such a form within reality’s manifold diversity, thereby introducing a degree of unity. This is
important for his theory of art because, on his view, artistic activity emerges “not from the immediately aroused
feeling, but rather from the combinatory activity of Stimmung. It is Stimmung that provides a moderation of
arousal” by subsuming it under a more general type. (Schleiermacher, Asthetik, 36-37) 1 will turn to this important
concept in Chapter 4.1.

145 Schleiermacher, Asthetik, 45.
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place within a particular built environment adorned in tradition-specific ways that are intended to
arouse a distinctive, tradition-specific response. Though Schleiermacher does not develop this
point in these lectures, the implication is that when individuals are invited into a particular social
and material environment and participate in rituals that have been handed down over generations,
they can be united in a common feeling with an entire religious tradition, an enduring community
of pious feeling. The preservation and expansion of such a communal feeling is the distinctive
vocation of churches, and their artistic system is carefully devised to facilitate this. But insofar as
the dynamics involved are intrinsic to reason in general, a similar phenomenon should appear in
every domain of ethical life where reason is operative. We might speculate that, not only
churches, but the entire set of objective social goods produced by the ethical process are
characterized by distinctive forms of common feeling.

This marks an important advance beyond both the Kantian and Romantic periods of
Schleiermacher’s thought. In the Kantian period, feeling was conceived almost exclusively in
moral psychological terms as a synthetic, soul-grounding activity. In the Romantic period,
Schleiermacher emphasized the significance of real relations with other people for the cultivation
of ethical individuals, but even there, affectivity was understood primarily in terms of an
individual person’s ethical sense. At most, he writes about the loving interaction between
persons and its ethically edifying effects on them. But here, in his mature ethics, we find a
conception of feeling that emphasizes its collective, supra-personal form.

This claim follows from Schleiermacher’s view that the subjective cognitions of feeling-
consciousness are at least partly transmissible. But there is also a further, ethical claim about the
significance of social affectivity for the moral life. The transmissibility of these affective

cognitions across time and space through human artifice means that social affectivity exerts a
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similar kind of soul- and culture-forming influence that Schleiermacher attributes to reason more
generally. This happens in a particularly vivid form in the liturgical life of churches. But it also
happens in the quotidian life within a household, where families cultivate a particular worldview
and guests come to recognize a certain distinctive “feel” in the homes of their hosts. Elsewhere,
Schleiermacher claims that the social life of feeling comes to a particularly intense expression in
communal festivals, which he describes as “communal act[s] of discharging” in one, meaningful
expression the cumulative, pent-up activity of “that which moves human beings inwardly in the
business of life.”146

Schleiermacher does not make this explicit, but we could also imagine similar social
affective dynamics in less intimate but equally expressive settings. Consider, for example, the
pomp and circumstance of graduation ceremonies, the pageantry of the courtroom, or the
ceremonious decorum of a presidential inauguration. In each case, some bit of nature is shaped
S0 as to express an evaluative perspective on the world for others to perceive and internalize.
Graduations emphasize the good of education and welcome students into a guild of higher
learning; the spectacle of the courtroom expresses the good of the rule of law as well as the
severe consequences for transgressing it; presidential inaugurations trumpet the good of peaceful
transitions of power. These public rites radiate an expressive content that is clearly evaluative
without being exhaustively discursive. The words written on a diploma, the verdict issued by a
judge, and the oath of office uttered by a new president are all vital parts of their respective
dramas, but they remain only parts of much larger webs of significance. To reduce these
embodied performances and the affective environments created thereby to their strictly

discursive elements would be to severely diminish their impact on the lives of those involved.

146 Schleiermacher, Asthetik, 163—64. For discussion, see Schlenke, Geist und Gemeinschaft, 120..
207



These insights are pressing us beyond the letter of Schleiermacher’s text, they are implied
in his claims about the cultic life of churches and his more general claims about the world- and
person-formative power of reason. Human life is suffused with these kinds of social affective
dynamics. We live, move, and have our being in a world that has been profoundly shaped by the
activity of prior generations, and that cumulative activity has been concretized in the embodied
norms of cultural life and has even been inscribed into our built, material environment.
Furthermore, this activity is not exhaustively discursive, and its expressive and formative powers
are not confined to those aspects of our minds that are governed by logical and semantic
processes. Our interaction with the world transpires at a more primordial level, one that forms us
in ways that exceed our conscious awareness and that, despite our best efforts, proves
exceedingly difficult to transform on our own. This difficulty owes, at least in part, to the fact
that our immediate, subjective cognitions that set the evaluative scene within which we know
and act are themselves profoundly influenced by the socially embedded, performatively
embodied, and materially instantiated norms that we inherit from history. As Bernard Meland

famously put this point much later, “we live more deeply than we think.”!47

§5.3 Summary

We are now in a position to see how Schleiermacher’s mature philosophical ethics not
only retains but deepens his early psychological realism. As before, he claims that our wills
remain bound within an evaluative apprehension of our moral world facilitated by Gefiihl and

related affective phenomena. But his mature ethics deepens this psychological realism by

147 Bernard Eugene Meland, Fallible Forms and Symbols: Discourses on Method in a Theology of Culture
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 184.
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situating the individual agent within his or her formative social relations and cultural conditions
which reciprocally act and are acted upon by individual agents. Although he presents these
dynamics in the idiom of transcendental idealism as the activity of reason upon nature, closer
inspection reveals this activity to entail a decidedly affective dimension that, as a dimension of
reason, plays a critical role in the ethical process as a whole. Within the individual soul, it
appears as the felt, evaluative grasp of a moral world in consciousness that constrains and
enables our cognitions and volitions. As a feature of social collectives and objective conditions,
it appears as the shared feelings that circulate through groups and their cultural artifacts,
coordinating the affective responses of those involved and orienting the cognitive and volitional
activity of a culture.

In other words, human affectivity has a social life, human sociality has an affective life,
and both are important for ethical life as a whole. Though Schleiermacher had no concept of
racialized social structures nor any sense for how deeply racial bias lurks in our implicit minds,
my claim is that this reconstruction of his insights about affectivity and sociality can help us
understand the nature of racism’s tenacity and its meaning for our self-understanding as agents.
Of course, this will require further reconstruction, and I pursue that task in the following chapter.
But first, I want to conclude by summarizing some of the key points about affectivity and
sociality in Schleiermacher’s philosophical ethics and to make a preliminary case for the

contribution they make to our larger inquiry.

§6 Conclusion: Social Affectivity in Schleiermacher’s Philosophical Ethics
This chapter has argued that, despite clear developments in style and substance across his

career, the themes of affectivity and sociality stand as recurring touchstones in Schleiermacher’s
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understanding of ethical life. What began as a moral psychological inquiry into the nature of
moral motivation opened up into a phenomenological inquiry of culture that entails a suggestive
account of the social and historical transmission of affectivity and its evaluative logic. Although
the scope and complexity of his ethics increased over the course of his career, [ have argued that
his early commitment to psychological realism has remained intact. In fact, I made the even
stronger claim that his later turn to situate agents within their formative social relations and
affective environments deepened this realism. This means that the moral Gefiihl must not only
compete against the various amoral and immoral impulses teeming in our embodied souls. It
must also compete with the social affectivity that, as part of the activity of reason, both precedes
and supersedes each individual. The way in which individuals immediately perceive and evaluate
the world around them as well as their place within it is strongly informed by social and cultural
patterns that they did not choose, that frequently evade their awareness, and that prove equally
evasive of their intentional efforts to control or correct them.

This reconstruction helps us think about the larger questions of this project in at least two
preliminary ways. The first concerns the nature of social evils like racism. The second concerns
the enduring possibility of moral motivation amidst seemingly overwhelming threats.

First, the person-forming power of social affectivity provides a way for us understand
how it is possible for social logics like the dark ontology of race to permeate our most
immediate, subjective evaluations of one another and ourselves. This was one of the central
questions remaining from Part I. If critical race theorists speak of supra-personal structures of
white supremacy and social psychologists speak of embodied, unconscious, and automatic
antiblack attitudes, how can are we to understand the tight coordination between these two

dimensions of racial life?
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This concept of social affectivity proves helpful because it implies that our immediate,
evaluative construals of our environment are not merely our own. Rather, they are at least partly
the product of our involvement in the social affective dynamics that both surround us as features
of our social and material environment and permeate our inner lives. This suggests, furthermore,
that we need not conceive of implicit biases merely in attitudinalist terms. Certainly, the
psychological construct of an implicit attitude helps to explain some of what scientists observe
about implicit racial bias. But these explanations also occlude other aspects, such as the forms of
social causality that are clearly involved in generating these biases as well as the wider web of
interpersonal and social effects in which these biased judgments and actions are imbricated. On
these points, this nascent concept of social affectivity promises to augment the attitudinalist
explanations of racism’s tenacity preferred by many social psychologists.

The same can be said for those explanations offered by critical race theorists. Those
explanations relied on the construct of social structures to articulate the irreducibility of racism’s
tenacity to individual attitudes and personal action. These structures describe the materially
embedded patterns that preserve and further entrench white racial dominance. While Charles
Mills invoked concepts like white ignorance and white Herrenvolk ethics to describe the effect of
such social causation on the inner lives of agents, I argued that these emphasize the doxastic
components of racial cognition to the neglect of those affective and perceptual dimensions
revealed in the empirical research on implicit racial bias. By contrast, this concept of social
affectivity foregrounds the embodied, evaluative dimension of consciousness and situates it
within a wider nexus of affective dynamics at play in interpersonal, cultural, and even material

environments.

211



In these ways, the concept of social affectivity promises to contribute descriptive
coherence to our understanding of racism’s tenacity precisely by linking the embodied
psychological mechanisms of individuals with their formative social, cultural, and material
environment. This is a provisional claim, however, because Schleiermacher’s writings provide
very little conceptually to help us grasp the particular, concrete political and psychological
realities of contemporary antiblack racism. For that, we need to hermeneutically reconstruct this
general insight about human nature in light of the conceptual repertoire of critical race theory.
The following chapter attempts this kind of reconstruction.

But there is one further insight to be drawn from Schleiermacher’s philosophical ethics.
In addition to the descriptive question about the nature of racism’s tenacity, Part I also left us
with an ethical question about the meaning of moral agency amidst the seemingly pervasive,
impersonal impediments to rational action guidance in race-salient situations. On first glance, the
concept of social affectivity might even render these impediments more threatening. If the
empirical findings of implicit racial bias are detecting not just individually biased attitudes but
sweeping, social-affective dynamics that overwhelm individual agents and manipulate them to
immediately exclude Black people from the moral community at the level of perception, then
perhaps there are situations in which the possibility of moral motivation is truly eliminated. This
raises further worries about the appropriateness of holding persons who exhibit these kinds of
biases morally responsible for their actions.

On this point, we do well to return to Schleiermacher’s early account of moral motivation
in “On Freedom,” and, in particular, to his concept of the “boundlessness of impulses.” Recall
that, in this early critical engagement with Kant, Schleiermacher affirms the transcendental

possibility of moral motivation in every possible context, but he does so without recourse to a
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noumenal personality. Instead, he turns to the multifarious, frenetic activities of our ordinary
faculty of desire, which he presents as teeming with all manner of impulses. Distinctly moral
motivation occurs when the moral Gefiihl represents a given situation as a situation calling for
moral action and successfully subordinates the other, amoral and immoral impulses to itself. This
makes moral motivation especially precarious; it can always be derailed by some especially
strong inclination.

But Schleiermacher argues that this precarity never reaches the point of completely
eliminating the possibility of moral agency. He contends that there is no single impulse, or even
any aggregation of impulses, that is so great that we cannot conceive of an even greater impulse
overcoming and subduing it. Since the moral Gefiihl is an impulse, it is always conceivable that
it could subordinate the other impulses and serve as the subjective determining ground of an
agent’s action.

Though the picture of moral agency we find in Schleiermacher’s mature ethics vastly
expands the complexity and extent of these affective forces, the insight about the boundlessness
of impulses remains just as true in 1812 as it did in the early 1790s. Even for creatures who have
been so thoroughly socialized by the logic of race that they automatically identify moral
personhood with whiteness and perceive Black and other nonwhite people as inferior deviations
of that standard, it remains at least conceivable that they could summon another impulse that
represents all human beings as persons of intrinsic value who deserve moral respect. We could
imagine this moral impulse emerging from an agent’s reflection on the apparent inconsistency of
treating human beings differently on account of their race. But it is probably more likely that this
new evaluative representation comes to one from an external source. Perhaps he is overtaken

with grief and horror when he witnesses an episode of antiblack violence. Perhaps the sight of a
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Black man holding a sign with the words “I am a man,” or of protesters chanting that “Black
Lives Matter,” leads him to reflect on the conditions that make such utterances necessary. To be
sure, these same events might have no effect or even an adverse one. But they suggest that it is at
least conceivable for agents to conjure a moral representation of race-salient situations. And as
these examples imply, these moral representations are likely to have an affective valence of their
own.

In sum, I have argued that Schleiermacher’s philosophical ethics provide conceptual
resources for integrating insights about the nature of racism’s tenacity from critical race theory
and social psychology. They also provide a way to understand moral motivation as at least
possible in every concrete situation. This latter point means that Schleiermacher has helped to
identify a moral reality, an enduring feature of human nature that is irreducible to the amoral and
immoral political and psychological realities described in Part I. Though irreducible to these
realities, I have argued that this formulation of moral agency in terms of the boundlessness of
impulses in no way idealizes them. On the contrary, I have shown that this reconstruction is
psychologically realistic insofar as it gives a compelling account of not only the possibility of
moral motivation but also of the multiple, complex, and recalcitrant forces that threaten it.

This means that we have a preliminary account of racism’s tenacity that is morally
realistic. It is, however, a preliminary account. First, while I have shown this to be a
psychologically realistic account of moral motivation, I have not yet integrated it within an
account of those political realities that characterize the concrete context of contemporary
antiblack racism. To do this, we need to return to Charles Mills’s account of the dark ontology of
race and white supremacy as a socio-political system. Second, while my reconstructed concept of

social affectivity holds promise for thinking about racism’s tenacity, it remains conceptually
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underdeveloped, and it is not sufficiently clear yet whether it has warrant independent of
Schleiermacher’s work. What is social affectivity, exactly? And how does it illumine
contemporary racism? To answer these questions, we turn next to the phenomenology of

“atmospheres” and develop an account of the dark atmospherics of race.
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CHAPTER 4

THE DARK ATMOSPHERICS OF RACE

The previous chapter reconstructed a concept of social affectivity from Schleiermacher’s
philosophical ethics that, I argued, promises to integrate two dimensions of antiblack racism’s
tenacity in American life. On the one hand, such tenacity seems to require us to speak of supra-
personal social structures that reproduce racial inequalities in the absence of explicit racists. On
the other hand, social psychologists contend that implicit racial attitudes are at least partly to
blame for racism’s staying power. The concept of social affectivity provides a way to grasp both
of these dimensions and to articulate their relationship. Like social structures, social affectivity is
not reducible to the inner life of any particular individual but is rather shared amongst groups and
even materially embedded in cultural artifacts. Like implicit attitudes, social affectivity
permeates the most primordial domains of evaluative consciousness and modulates how
individuals affectively and perceptually apprehend one another and their world. These features
make social affectivity a promising candidate for explaining how it is that objective social
structures shape our most spontaneous, evaluative responses in race-salient situations and
coordinate our conduct in ways that perpetuate antiblack racism.

Though promising and suggestive, this concept also raises questions. What exactly is
social affectivity, and why should we think of it as a truly social entity, one that is not simply an
aggregate of individual attitudes or psychological projections? On account of the abstract style of
Schleiermacher’s mature philosophical ethics, we are left with a rather meager sense of what

these peculiar phenomena are actually like. Furthermore, while he does gesture toward
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affectivity as something that can be communally shared, the concept of Gefiih/ remains for him
primarily a domain of self-consciousness and thus an attribute of individuals. His claims about
collective consciousness and communal feelings seem to be derived from his psychology of
individuals.! So, if a concept of social affectivity is to avoid collapsing into a reductive
attitudinal view, we must think not only with but also beyond Schleiermacher and his conceptual
repertoire.

Alongside these questions about the phenomenal character of social affectivity and its
coherence as a concept, there are even more basic questions about whether we have any
independent reasons apart from Schleiermacher’s work to think that such things exist. If we have
understood affectivity in psychological terms for so long, what cause have we to begin thinking
of feelings and emotions as somehow irreducible to our inner lives? Finally, even if we grant that
social affectivity exists and that it is conceptually coherent, what does it reveal about antiblack
racism?

This chapter responds to these questions by engaging in a second hermeneutical
reconstruction. Whereas the previous chapter conducted an internal reconstruction of
Schleiermacher’s philosophical ethics in order to generate the concept of social affectivity, this
chapter performs an external reconstruction by thinking both with and beyond Schleiermacher in

two ways. First, I turn to recent phenomenological research to demonstrate that social affectivity

! Thomas Lehnerer argues convincingly for this point. Lehnerer, Die Kunsttheorie Friedrich Schleiermachers, 261—
62. Others, specifically Schleiermacher scholars writing in Germany in the 1930s, argue that Schleiermacher has
in mind a more collective consciousness of a people, even a kind of “Volksseele.” See Rudolf Odebrecht,
Schleiermachers system der Asthetik: Grundlegung und problemgeschichtliche Sendung (Berlin: Junker und
Diinnhaupt, 1932), 89. For more recent discussion of the primacy of the individual in Schleiermacher’s work, see
Frank Vogelsang, Die Rede von Gott in einer offenen Wirklichkeit: phdnomenologisch-hermeneutische
Untersuchungen nach Merleau-Ponty, Ricoeur und Waldenfels, Fermenta philosophica (Freiburg: Verlag Karl
Alber, 2016), 111-15; Manke Jiang, Religion und Individualitiit bei Schleiermacher, Schleiermacher-Archiv 30
(Walter de Gruyter, 2020).
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is a rather ordinary feature of human life and, furthermore, that the concept of “atmosphere”
helps to clarify its nature and its influence on moral agency. In fact, I will make an even stronger
claim that atmospheres constitute a basic structure of lived reality that obtain for every agent and
in every concrete situation. Second, I return to Charles Mills’s concept of the dark ontology of
race, which identifies the distinctly racial social logic of white moral persons and nonwhite
moral sub-persons. I argue that these resources help to reconstruct Schleiermacher’s rather
undeveloped notion of social affectivity in a way that makes vivid a frequently overlooked
dimension of racial life and clarifies the meaning of racism’s tenacity for agents who are
enveloped and permeated by them. I call this dimension of racial life “the dark atmospherics of
race;” it refers to the social affective dynamic characteristic of racialized social orders that make
the distinction between white moral persons and nonwhite moral sub-persons immediately
palpable in race-salient situations and, through these phenomenological effects, coordinate the
conduct of agents in ways that materialize that very distinction in social and material existence.
This hermeneutical reconstruction of social affectivity in racialized life helps to explain
how agents can be vulnerable to the kind of moral enervation in racial situations indicated by
studies of implicit racial bias without constraining moral agency to mental causation or rendering
it an epiphenomenon of social structural dynamics. My argument will be successful if it a)
demonstrates the plausibility of social affectivity as a structure of lived reality that b) discloses
aspects of racialized life overlooked by attitudinal and structural theories and c) integrates the
genuine insights from critical race theory and social psychology into the nature of antiblack
racism’s tenacity. Insofar as this account provides a more adequate response to the question of
tenacious antiblack racism’s moral meaning than either attitudinal or structural positions, it

marks an advance in our understanding of antiblack racism as a moral problem.
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This chapter proceeds in four steps. First, I develop the concept of an atmosphere by
exploring Schleiermacher’s own usage of the term before turning to more recent
phenomenological research on these quotidian yet puzzling entities. The latter research helps to
vivify the notion of social affectivity as well as clarify its nature and its relationship to agency.
Second, I show that this concept not only discloses a structure of lived reality but also proves
particularly illuminating for racial situations. I turn to examples of these phenomena as described
in the work of James Baldwin, Frantz Fanon, and Audre Lord that are neither simply structural
nor attitudinal but lie somewhere in between. Having demonstrated the plausibility and
disclosive power of the concept of atmosphere for racial situations, the third section constructs a
new concept to describe what is going on in the social affective dimension of racialized life. I
call this concept the dark atmospherics of race, an extension of Mills’s notion of the dark
ontology of race that emerges from a fusion of horizons with Schleiermacher’s account of
sociality and affectivity in ethical life. In the final section, I argue that in addition to improving
our grasp of the phenomenological richness of racial situations, this concept provides theoretical
connective tissue to integrate the individual-psychological and social-structural dimensions of
racism as well as a more subtle articulation of the agent-environment relation than those offered
in structuralist and mentalist accounts of action. I then motivate the dissertation’s theological
turn by raising further questions about psychological and moral integrity that this strictly

philosophical account fails to answer.

§1 Social Affectivity as Atmosphere
The claim that American racism bears an affective dimension is hardly new. Intense

feelings such as hatred, contempt, fear, and rage are paradigmatic elements of, and responses to,
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the kind overt racism built on explicit racial prejudices. As we have seen, critical race theorists
like Mills insist that these attitudes are neither necessary nor sufficient for understanding
contemporary racism, since racial inequality persists even in the absence of widespread antiblack
prejudice. This insight motivated the structuralist turn away from the interior life of agents and
toward the exterior conditions that constrain and enable agential life. To seek explanations for

2 is to neglect the more potent forms of social causality revealed

racism’s tenacity “in the heart
through social scientific and social theoretical analyses.

This seems at odds with my claim that racism’s affective dimensions are critical for
understanding its recalcitrance to moral suasion and political subversion. But that is only the case
if affectivity is understood primarily in terms of individual attitudes. Following developments in
affect theory and German neo-phenomenology, I contend that affective attitudes like feelings and
emotions are better understood as subjective registering of dynamics that fundamentally exceed
and encompass the subject.’ These broader forces emerge from and pertain primarily to a
situation that includes a living, feeling self but that is not reducible to that self. Despite their

supra-individual status, atmospheres remain properly affective insofar as they a) manifest in a

living body as a felt quality of a situation and b) grip the agents involved in that situation in the

2 The paradigmatic example of such an account is Jorge L.A. Garcia’s volitional account of racism. See Garcia,
“The Heart of Racism”; Jorge L. A. Garcia, “Current Conceptions of Racism: A Critical Examination of Some
Recent Social Philosophy (English),” Journal of Social Philosophy 28, no. 2 (1997): 5-42; Garcia, “Philosophical
Analysis and the Moral Concept of Racism.”

* For one particularly illuminating perspective from affect theory, see Jan Slaby, “Relational Affect: Perspectives
from Philosophy and Cultural Studies,” in How to Do Things with Affects: Affective Triggers in Aesthetic Forms
and Cultural Practices, ed. Ernst van Alphen and Tomas Jirsa, Thamyris/Intersecting: Place, Sex and Race 34
(Leiden: Brill, 2019), 59-81, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004397712_005. For a concise articulation of some of
the major trends in the so-called “new phenomenology,” see Hermann Schmitz, Rudolf Owen Miillan, and Jan
Slaby, “Emotions Outside the Box—the New Phenomenology of Feeling and Corporeality,” Phenomenology and
the Cognitive Sciences 10, no. 2 (June 2011): 241-59, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-011-9195-1. For two more
recent developments in the phenomenology of atmospheres, see Gernot Bohme, Atmosphdre: Essays zur neuen
Asthetik, 4th ed., Edition Suhrkamp 2664 (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2019); Tonino Griffero, Atmospheres: Aesthetics of
Emotional Spaces, trans. Sarah De Sanctis (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014).
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manner of a passion. In order to support my claim that racism’s affective dimensions are central
to its tenacity, I first need to show that such supra-individual forms of affectivity are plausible

and that they influence agential capacities and conduct in the ways that systemic racism does.

§1.1 Stimmungen and Atmospheres in Schleiermacher’s Lectures on Psychology and Aesthetics

The concept of atmosphere is, of course, originally meteorological. It denotes an ambient
weather or climatic condition that surrounds and permeates human existence. When I find myself
caught in a rainstorm, the moist atmosphere saturates my clothes and trickles down my face. But
I also inhale that moisture into my lungs and absorb it through my skin only to expel some of it
back into my environment, which is then inhaled by others or absorbed by plants. The
atmosphere is thus primarily a feature of one’s environment, but the relation between the living
self and its atmospheric environment is ineluctably porous.

This porous quality of atmospheres is one that Schleiermacher himself notes. Though
certainly not a central concept in his work, Schleiermacher invokes atmospheres* in his Lectures
on Psychology” at a crucial and illuminating juncture where he describes the sensory functions of
Gefiihl.® Sensory functions refer to the bodily aspects of a living self that render it receptive to
the organic, physical influences from the world beyond it. Before knowing anything about the

world or desiring to change it, Schleiermacher contends that the subject must first be organically

The German term is die Atmosphdre, but die Stimmung is frequently used to refer to atmospheres in their non-
meteorological sense. Schleiermacher himself places these terms in close relation, as I note below. Die Stimmung
is often translated into English as “mood,” but as David Wellbery notes, mood rarely carries the relatively
objective quality of Stimmung in the German usage. If it does, it is usually qualified as in the “political mood” of
Paris in 1968 or the “aesthetic mood” of Picasso’s Spain. See David E. Wellbery, “Stimmung,” in Asthetische
Grundbegriffe (AGB) historisches Worterbuch in sieben Biinden, ed. Karlheinz Barck et al., vol. 5, 7 vols.
(Stuttgart: J.B. Metzlersche Verlag, 2003), 703-33.
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affected by it. Such being-affected is mediated by sensory functions in one of two ways. The
particular sensory functions include the five senses (sight, sound, touch, taste, smell) which
depict sensory objects in consciousness. We see a table, taste a fresh slice of bread, or hear the
buzz of a hummingbird. The general sensory function, on the other hand, neither depicts objects
in consciousness nor is it associated with any one of the five senses. This function, which he
calls the “skin sense,”” is affected by one’s environment as a whole and represents environmental
qualities to the subject in the form of elementary opposites such as heat and cold, wet and dry.
Schleiermacher compares it to respiration which, as “the lowest physical basis” of feeling-
consciousness, does not so much take up material from the world as it is “merely dynamically
affected” by the environing situation as a whole. Schleiermacher calls this expressive quality of a
situation that registers in consciousness through the skin sense an atmosphere.®

As the self is dynamically affected by its environment, it immediately grasps the
atmospheric quality (wet/dry, warm/cold) and registers its influence on the living self as a whole.
If the atmosphere is too cold or too hot, the subject feels pain. If the atmosphere is suitable, it
elicits a feeling of pleasure. Two things are important to note here. First, Schleiermacher insists
that the living self’s dynamic interaction with an atmosphere results in the immediate, that is,
pre-reflective, assessment of the environment’s conduciveness to one’s own life expressed in the
basic contrast of pleasure or pain. We do not draw any inferences from a warm sensation to a
feeling of pleasure; it happens to us immediately. Second, insofar as this assessment appears
immediately in feeling, the interaction between the skin sense and an atmosphere is doubly

disclosive, revealing both something about the self and something about the environment within

T SW /6, 428-429.
8 “[T]he skin sense just is the immediate and exclusive intercourse with an atmosphere.” (SW 111/6, 429)
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which the self is situated. When I walk outside of my Chicago classroom in January without a
coat, the icy quality of the atmosphere, the shivering in my limbs, and the feeling of discomfort
each appear to me instantaneously. This complex interaction reveals to me features of my
environment (its life-threatening coldness) and features of myself (my vulnerability to the cold).
In the immediate context of his discussion of atmospheres and the skin sense,
Schleiermacher invokes another term that has been importantly corelated to recent
phenomenological discussions of atmospheres, namely, Stimmung. Having just claimed that the
living body immediately registers the conduciveness of an atmosphere for the subject’s life
process as a whole, he must then explain how it is possible for the determinations of the general
sensory function (i.e., the skin sense) which, as an aspect of feeling-consciousness, marks a
moment of receptivity to the world, is related to the spontaneous life functions, i.e., cognition
and volition. Since Schleiermacher claims that the skin sense registers the conduciveness of an
atmosphere for the self’s life processes as a whole, there must be some activity that binds
together the functionally distinct life processes undergirding the subject’s sense of itself as a self.
That is, there must be some further synthetic activity that allows subjects to have a sense, not
only for what advances or diminishes this or that life process (i.e., sight, hearing, respiration,
cognition, etc.), but what advances or diminishes one’s life as a whole. He writes that, “[t]his
influence of feeling upon the active function is that which we call Stimmung.” For
Schleiermacher, the activity of Stimmung regulates the attentional and perceptual processes of a
subject in dynamic relation to its environment.!® The quality of Stimmung is not entirely within

the subject’s control; our mood is as much determined by the influence of our environment on us

o SWIII/6, 429.
19 For the secondary literature on Stimmung in Schleiermacher’s thought, see Schlenke, Geist und Gemeinschaft,
Lehnerer, Die Kunsttheorie Friedrich Schleiermachers.
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as it is our own conscious attempts to control it, although this can improve with practice. It also
determines to a large extent what a subject perceives and what she does not perceive. The person
in a cheerful mood perceives cheerful aspects of her environment with ease, whereas the gloomy
elements fade into the background and are only noticed with difficulty.!! Finally, the relative
ease or difficulty with which a subject perceives particular elements of their environment is the
function of both innate temperament and social conditioning.

Though Schleiermacher has relatively little to say about atmospheres and Stimmungen,'?
these concepts appear at crucial moments in his theory of subjectivity and identify features of
lived reality that later thinkers would come to explore more thoroughly. Specifically,
Schleiermacher invokes them to theorize the relationship between a living self and its
environment. This relationship is importantly affective; both general and particular sensory
functions are elements of Gefiihl, the receptive side of consciousness. The feeling consciousness
that emerges from the living body’s affective involvement in its environment entails a primitive,
evaluative dimension that registers in the feeling of pleasure or pain. Furthermore,
Schleiermacher’s discussion of these realities leads him to ascribe a synthetic activity to the soul

that is neither volitional nor cognitive but rather affective and perceptual. Finally, Stimmungen

! “That is what we use to refer to with the expression Stimmung, where that which affects us is received
[aufgenommen] only to the extent that it is given to us in receptivity, as we receive only the cheerful in the
cheerful mood, the depressive in a depressed mood, which is of the same type. So that is the character of the
melancholic, that it persists in a mood for a long time and that every impression easily becomes a mood. This
persistence of the tendency to be affirmed in the same way we must think of under the form of the vibration; it
will gradually decrease, but the stronger the temperament, the longer it will last.” (SW111/6, 310)

12 Besides these cursory remarks in his Lectures on Psychology, the most concerned attention to Stimmung appears
in Schleiermacher’s Lectures on Aesthetics, where it plays a similarly synthetic role in the domain of feeling.
Specifically, it refers primarily to that aspect of human psychology which synthesizes diverse moments of
affection into a relatively stable, enduring feeling. Lehnerer calls this an “emotional universal,” a felt discernment
of one’s environment that includes some primitive kind of judgment but that remains importantly distinct from the
higher, “cognitive” [erkennenden] functions of the mind. (Lehnerer, Die Kunsttheorie, 257) 1t is Stimmung which
determines whether an expressive response to reality is merely reactive and “artless” or entails some order and
measure, rendering it “artful” [kunstlose, kiinsterlische]. See Schleiermacher, Asthetik, 10£, 37.
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are construed as essentially one’s own even as they mark an openness of the subject to that

which lies beyond it.

§1.2 Atmospheres in German Neo-Phenomenology

These Schleiermacherian insights are provocative, but they remain undeveloped in his
works. There is, however, a strong interest in atmospheres and Stimmungen amongst the neo-
phenomenologists who work primarily in the German-speaking world. These thinkers largely
trace their intellectual lineage from Edmund Husserl through Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The
movement’s founder, Hermann Schmitz, composed a multi-volume study of the role of the “felt
or living body” [der Leib] in the structure of experience.!? He argues that this provides a point
from which to resist the natural scientific reduction of the felt body to the “physical body” [der
Korper] and, correlatively, the misrepresentation of emotions and feelings as essentially
psychological states, or attitudes. By centering a phenomenology on the felt body, these thinkers
contend that we can begin to appreciate the spatial aspects of feeling and move beyond the
fateful misstep of psychologizing them.

My concern is not with the German neo-phenomenologists themselves so much as what
they help us see about atmospheric feelings. Their interest in atmospheres and Stimmungen
centers on the porous and evaluative qualities already noted by Schleiermacher in the early
nineteenth century. When we walk into a crowded room, we immediately detect the felt quality
of the space. The room might have an icy sterility, or it could seem inviting and warm. In either
case, this feeling registers immediately within us. We do not reason our way to this general

quality of the space through inductive inference. The room as a whole simply presents itself to us

13 Hermann Schmitz, System der Philosophie, 5 vols. (Bonn: H. Bouvier, 1964-1980).
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as hostile or inviting. Of course, we might reflect on why it was that the room felt the way it did.
Perhaps it was the jubilant smiles of the people, the lush afternoon light pouring in through the
windows, or the smell of freshly baked bread. But this analysis of the room’s components is
motivated by a prior experience of the room as a whole, one that strongly inflects our experience
of its parts.

Consider another example. Suppose that you attend a dinner party hosted by a colleague
strictly because you feel obliged to go. As you walk up to the house, the loud bustle of the party
suggests a festive air. But since you are not thrilled to be there, you find yourself rather annoyed
by the sound of your colleagues merriment. Your mood lifts, however, when you walk inside and
notice a long-lost friend standing across the room. The two of you embrace and quickly get lost
in reliving old times. Quickly, the rest of the room seems to fade into the background. Not only
do you find your friend’s quirky mannerisms delightful, but they set you at ease, filling you with
a warm, comfortable nostalgia. After only a few joyful minutes, both of you feel the ambience
change when the boorish host intrudes upon your conversation and drunkenly mutters an off-
color joke. You suddenly remember where you are. The joy of reconnecting with your friend
evaporates and is replaced by a keen frustration toward the host. Not only did he “make” you
come to his party, but now he has robbed you of that which made it bearable. Though the host
remains completely oblivious to his intrusion, others who observed this altercation surmise how
you feel from your expression. They too feel a hint of frustration, or at least some polite
embarrassment, toward the host.

We colloquially speak of these phenomena as if something were “in the air” even if their
perception or recognition typically registers in bodily feelings. The iciness of a room makes my

joints stiffen and my movements cautious. The off-color joke sends a flush of redness to my face
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or, depending on the company, it might summon a transgressive chuckle. At the funeral of a
friend, my throat constricts with emotion as the organ fills the space with the concluding chords
of “How Great Thou Art.” As each of these examples show, the felt qualities that we register as
individuals emerge from and pertain primarily to the environment. I experience the iciness, not
as a projection of my own attitudes, but as a property of the room. The solemnity I feel is a

property of the funeral.

§1.2.1 Atmospheres as Properties of Subject-Involving Situations

This suggests that atmospheres are not adequately understood as individual feelings or
attitudes.!* Rather, I propose that they are properties of a situation, a milieu that precedes and
envelops multiple felt bodies in which each is affectively involved. By situations, I simply mean
scenes of life taken as a whole. They include, first and foremost, the ambient material
environment, that is, everything that can become an object of sense perceptions: the green
grasses of a field, the smooth stones of a cathedral floor, the warm hearth in a winter cottage. But
situations also include the human beings and their relational dynamics that emerge within those
settings. There may be children frolicking in the field, congregants gathered in a cathedral to
hear a sermon, and a dysfunctional family seated awkwardly around the cottage hearth in a

vacation gone awry. The assemblage of material and human elements of a situation combine to

14 Friedlind Riedel defines atmosphere as “a feeling, mood, or Stimmung that fundamentally exceeds an individual
body and instead pertains primarily to the overall situation in which bodies are entrenched. The concept of an
atmosphere thus challenges a notion of feelings as the private mental states of a cognizant subject and instead
construes feelings as collectively embodied, spatially extended, material, and culturally inflected.” Friedlind
Riedel, “Atmosphere,” in Affective Societies: Key Concepts, ed. Jan Slaby and Christian von Scheve, 1st ed.,
Routledge Studies in Affective Societies (London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2019), 85. Tonino
Griffero defines an atmosphere similarly as “a qualitative-sentimental prius, spatially poured out, of our sensible
encounter with the world.” (Griffero, Atmospheres, 5) While various theorists construe the degree to which
atmospheres exceed the inner lives of individual agents in different degrees, they generally agree that these
phenomena are not simply mental attitudes.
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produce a spatially extended feeling that, while it registers in individuals, is not reducible to any
particular individual.

More must be said about what it means for a feeling to be spatially extended. But we
should first note another feature of situations; namely, that they are telescopic. A monk reading
the psalms in his cell is enveloped in an atmosphere, as is the prisoner held in solitary
confinement. The examples of atmospheres at a dinner party and a funeral emerge from more
explicitly social situations that could simply not exist without a panoply of symbolically laden
interactions, rituals, and interpersonal processes. But while the intensity of these intimate
gatherings makes them useful examples, they are themselves ensconced within and permeated by
more extensive, if perhaps more diffuse, atmospheres. For instance, it makes a difference to the
feel of a funeral whether it is held by white Congregationalists in New England or black Baptists
in Georgia. The dinner party’s atmosphere would change considerably if the entirely working-
class male participants were replaced by women with advanced degrees in gender studies.
Though analytically distinct, these multiple atmospheric layers are always operative in a given
situation. The solitary monk’s affective involvement in the atmosphere of his cell is not entirely
uninfluenced by the wider cultural and social currents of the world. The atmosphere of the party
composed entirely of working-class men is altered if even one of those men happened to be a
monk. This telescopic quality makes the concept of atmosphere useful for articulating the
complexity of lived situations, where much more is often going on than first meets the eye. But it
also highlights a commonality running from the most solitary moments of human life to the most
expansive, world-historical ones. In all situations, no matter their size, the individuals ensconced
within them are to some degree affected by the plural atmospheres that emerge from them well

before they think, deliberate, or act therein.
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We can now say more about what it means for an atmosphere to be a spatially extended
feeling. They appear to us as located in and bound to particular places that are distinguishable
from other places. When we walk into a cathedral from the street, the new situation announces
itself to us as an atmospheric shift. There is a threshold where the bustle of city traffic gradually
ends and the cool, contemplative air of the cathedral begins. This is a porous threshold. The
cathedral’s atmosphere pours out into the street, whether in the singing of hymns that emanate
from its windows or in its massive, gothic presence in a cityscape otherwise filled with
commercial activity. The city’s atmosphere also seeps into the cathedral, although progressively
less so as one moves from the narthex to the nave and, finally, to the altar. Some theorists have
argued that such spatially poured out feelings are “pre-dimensional.”!®> This simply means that,
while atmospheres are spatially located in ways that entail limits and thresholds, one cannot
measure the cathedral’s atmosphere in the same way that you can measure the width of its walls
or the height of its spires. The towering eminence of St. John the Divine in New York City is not
confined to its physical proportions, and the joyous atmosphere of the summer barbeque wafts
for several blocks beyond the property line.

As spatially extended feelings that emerge from and pertain primarily to a situation as a
whole, atmospheres are irreducible to individual feelings and attitudes. On this view, such
attitudes are rather the effects of the atmosphere on the felt bodies already affectively involved in
the situation. This mutual involvement does not necessarily mean that each person feels the
numerically identical feeling, or that each feels it to the same degree. Consider the example of a
funeral. No doubt the family of the deceased is moved more intensely by the funeral’s

atmosphere than those who barely knew him. The estranged son is certain to have a different

15 Griffero, Atmospheres, 36-47.
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experience than the father’s favorite daughter, and the passerby who happens to see the trail of
mourners in procession may not feel much of anything. But these diverse experiences each arise
in response to something that everyone involved shares in common. They are each affected by
the same expressive quality of the funeral, its solemnity, albeit in their own way. Even the
estranged son who is so filled with bitter resentment toward his father that he resolves to feel
nothing, demonstrates precisely with this response that he has already been affected.

Atmospheres are thus not entirely subjective phenomena, but neither are they entirely
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objective. Different theorists have described them as “half-things™ !¢ or “quasi-things.”!” The

designation is less important here than this ontological ambiguity. As Gernot Béhme puts it,

atmospheres are neither something objective, that is, qualities possessed by
things, and yet they are something thinglike, belonging to the thing in that things
articulate their presence through qualities. Nor are atmospheres something
subjective, for example, determinations of a psychic state. And yet they are
subjectlike, belonging to subjects in that they are sensed in bodily presence by
human beings and this sensing is at the same time a bodily state of being of
subjects in space.'®

16 Hermann Schmitz developed this distinction between “full-things” and “half-things.” On his view, things are any
material entity that can become an object of experience. Stones are things, as are trees, castles, and chairs. They
have two important properties. First, their perdurance in time is only possible in a continuous fashion without
interruption. An ice cube remains what it is only so long as it does not melt into a puddle. This interruption in its
existence negates its duration. Second, they participate in a kind of causality that is distinct from their mode of
influence. If I throw a block of ice at a window and shatter it, the block of ice may be the cause, but it was the
mode of influence, namely the fact that it was thrown, that made it efficacious. Half-things, on the other hand, can
endure in existence with interruption and they participate in the kind of causality in which the cause is indistinct
from mode of influence. Schmitz lists examples such as voices, the wind, the sense of gravity, electric shocks,
pain, melodies, and shrill sounds. A voice does not cease being a voice in between enunciated words resounding
in the air. Neither does the wind cease to be what it is in between gusts, nor electric shocks in between flows of
current. Phenomenologically speaking, there is no distinction between the wind and its effect on me. In these half-
things, cause and mode of influence are identical. While a physicist could reconstrue the experience of wind or
electrical shock as “moving air” or “a current of electrons,” this is to reify them as full things. See Schmitz,
Miillan, and Slaby, “Emotions Outside the Box—the New Phenomenology of Feeling and Corporeality,” 256—57.

17 Tonino Griffero prefers the designation “quasi-things,” which he defines as “any entity that — while not being a
full-thing — deeply incorporates the felt-bodily narrowness and therefore exerts on us a more direct and immediate
power than that exerted by the full thing, in terms of suggestion and sometimes depending on context.” (Tonino
Griftero, Quasi-Things: The Paradigm of Atmospheres (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 2017), xviii.

18 Gernot Bohme, “Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of a New Aesthetics,” Thesis Eleven 36, no. 1 (August
1, 1993): 122, https://doi.org/10.1177/072551369303600107.
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This peculiar status is largely what makes atmospheres such rich matters for phenomenological
reflection. While ontology is not our central concern, this point is worth mentioning because of
its implications for how we think about their causal efficacy vis-a-vis agents. For now, it suffices
to say that atmospheres are not easily understood as subjective or objective because they appear

“between”!?

subjects and objects. They are spatially extended feelings that emerge from
situations that envelop agents who are already affectively involved in those situations.

Finally, atmospheres also have a disclosive quality. They primarily reveal qualities of the
situation from which they emerge. We perceive the funeral’s solemnity or the party’s joyousness
through the atmospheric effects on us. Here again, the individual components of a situation that
can become objects of sensory perception are certainly involved in the generation of these
effects. But considered individually, neither the thump of the speakers, nor the excited chatter of
the partiers, nor the dimness of the light can explain the party’s ecstatic quality. That joy appears
rather in and through the individual objects viewed as a whole. But, secondarily, atmospheres
also disclose aspects of the selves affected by them. Perhaps the estranged son experiences a
surprising tinge of grief amidst his bitterness — a grief that he might not otherwise have felt had
he not attended the funeral. This experience might confuse and alarm him precisely because it
reveals an aspect of himself to himself, one that he was intent to ignore and repress.

To summarize, atmospheres are 1) spatially extended feelings that 2) emerge from and
pertain primarily to a situation that encompasses and exceeds multiple felt bodies. They are 3)
quasi-objective, meaning that they are neither objects of experience nor reducible to subjective

experience but rather possess aspects of both. Insofar as these feelings are irreducible to any

particular individual, atmospheres have a degree of objectivity that distinguish them from

19 Bohme, 114.
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affective attitudes like feelings or emotions. They exceed the subjective consciousness of
individual agents. But atmospheres also have an integral subjective aspect. They are entirely
inaccessible and undetectable outside of a living, feeling self. This in-between status means,
furthermore, that atmospheres 4) are phenomenologically disclosive of both the situational

environment and the self who is ensconced therein.

§1.2.2 Atmospheres and Agency

In addition to these features, atmospheres exercise a particular kind of authority over the
individuals enveloped by them. The gloomy person at a party finds herself caught up in the
cheerfulness that only moments before had so annoyed her. The scholar consumed with worry
about a deadline is surprised by the nearly immediate relief he feels after a few minutes of
imaginative play with his four-year old son. A couple en route to a romantic dinner is so
overcome by the moral fervor of a street protest that they cancel their plans in favor of a more
politically engaged evening. In each case, individuals are affected by a power that exceeds them
and whose vector sharply contrasts with their expectations and intentions. In fact, this power
frequently affects us in ways that transform our expectations, intentions, and desires.

This authority comes in degrees ranging from the merely suggestive to the violent and
coercive. The spectacle of a public execution deploys a particularly potent atmosphere, one
meant to elicit obedience to a sovereign power through terror. Though its violence is not quite as
explicit, the kind of totalitarian propaganda and public rallies characteristic of the Nazi regime
sought to constrain and orient the conduct of the German Volk by creating an atmosphere of
grievance and racist scapegoating. Commercial advertisers seek to influence consumption

patterns by creating seductive atmospheres that alter how we evaluatively perceive our situation
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and what new product or vacation package might improve it. Whether its power is violent and
coercive, or merely seductive and suggestive, atmospheres have a certain grip on agents that
influences our conduct primarily by means of selective disclosure. They affect us by altering the
way we perceive our situation and our place within it.

It is important to stress that atmospheric authority is never absolute. Though the couple’s
plans were altered by the atmosphere of the protest, they eventually gave their consent. If the
protest had been supporting a cause that was morally abhorrent to the couple, they would have
carried on with their evening, perhaps with a lingering hint of disgust. This freedom to resist is
certainly diminished as the atmosphere’s power veers toward the coercive and violent end of the
spectrum. But even in the bleakest moments of history, when people were living under the most
grinding political oppression and most grievous threats to bodily harm, the capacity to identify
these atmospheric influences, to judge them, and thereby to reject them, is never utterly
extinguished. Agents under the sway of an atmosphere remain agents with the capacity to author
their own actions. But it is equally true that, insofar as human beings are always involved in
concrete situations, agents are always under the influence of some foreign power, one that
addresses us from beyond and, by affecting us, intervenes in our exercise of agency.

Further, the influence of atmospheres on the agents within their grip is not simply that of
efficient causality. To borrow Schmitz’s terminology, half-things like atmospheres differ from
full things in that, for the former, their mode of influence is identical to the cause while, for the
latter, these are distinct.?’ A rock (cause) shatters a window (effect) on account of its being

thrown (mode of influence). But phenomenologically speaking, there is no distinction between

20 Schmitz, Miillan, and Slaby, “Emotions Outside the Box—the New Phenomenology of Feeling and Corporeality,”
256f.
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the feeling of the wind or an electric shock and their effects on me. A physicist could certainly
reconstrue these experiences as “moving air” or “a current of electrons,” but this is to reify them
as full things. Similarly, when the reluctant partygoer experiences a surprising change of mood, a
neuroscientist might explain this in terms of increased serotonin levels. But for the partygoer, the
atmosphere of revelry influences her immediately; its influence appears not as a decipherable
cause but rather as a dynamic movement that addresses her from beyond and carries her off in its
vector. Her attitudinal shift is thus a part of a broader emergent movement of the situation that
subsumes her and, by moving her in this way, intervenes in her exercise of agency.

More precisely, this intervening influence affects agents primarily by altering how we
evaluatively perceive our situation and our place within it. This occurs at various levels of
complexity. Since atmospheres emerge from situations as a whole, they are rarely the objects of
perception. Rather, they condition how objects of perception appear. Sometimes they cast a
background hue that gives the situation a recognizable, felt valence and thereby “colors” the
objects contained therein in a uniform manner. The joy of the party casts a brightness over all its
participants, making each appear more vividly alive than they otherwise might. Atmospheres
also influence patterns of salient viewing or attention. To be in a gloomy mood means that the
sad elements of a situation press to the foreground of our perceptual field, becoming all the more
conspicuous. This also means that other, more joyful elements of the scene are selectively
relegated to the background.?!

These influences function phenomenologically. They move agents to evaluatively

perceive their situations and their place within them differently than they otherwise would. At

2 Mark Wynn offers a compelling account of the phenomenological import of hue and perceptual salience as value-
disclosures in Mark Wynn, Renewing the Senses: A Study of the Philosophy and Theology of the Spiritual Life
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 15-41.
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most, such movements might suggest certain actions. The chaotic revelry and pounding bass of
the dancefloor might “beckon” one to it, whereas the alley’s darkness might prompt one to find a
different route home. In neither case does the agent choose to evaluatively perceive the situation
as they do; the dancefloor just beckons and the darkened alley just seems dangerous. But these
pathic moments never necessitate the actions they suggest. In both cases, it is no one other than

the agent who chooses to act in response to these environmental affordances.

§1.3 Summary

Let us take stock of the argument so far. | have claimed that atmospheres are 1) spatially
extended feelings that 2) emerge from a subject-involving situation and register in the felt bodies
of individuals affectively involved therein. They are 3) quasi-objective, meaning that they exist
neither as objects of experience nor subjective experiences but rather as something in-between.
They effectively 4) disclose to agents both features of the situation itself and the agent’s
condition in that situation. I have also claimed that atmosphere 5) exercise a kind of authority
over the individuals enveloped by them and that this authority 6) influences agency primarily by
modulating how an agent feelingly responds to and perceives that situation. While this authority
never fully determines what an agent will do, its effects are particularly recalcitrant because it
shapes how one immediately perceives and affectively registers a situation as a whole.

The peculiar phenomenology and potency of atmospheres raises questions for an account
of moral agency. As saw in Chapter One, the prevailing theories of moral agency hold that moral
action is exclusively caused by the agent’s propositionally structured attitudes, i.e., beliefs and
desires. This distinguishes an agent’s actions from his or her behaviors and from mere events.

Insofar as atmospheres are not individual mental states, they are categorically excluded as
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elements of mental causation. As properties of situations, it might at first seem that atmospheres
fall rather within the domain of social causation. But their quasi-objectivity means that they
cannot be measured and quantified in the manner of social structures. As essentially qualitative
realities, atmospheric efficacy is only indirectly measured by objective effects; their primary
influence lies rather in the way that they grip us from without and re-organize the way in which
we affectively construe our situation and evaluatively perceive objects within it.

As we saw in Chapter Two, this affective domain of consciousness plays a crucial role in
antiblack racism’s tenacity. By distorting the way agents construe racial situations, implicit
antiblack affective and perceptual biases effectively enervate agents who hold true beliefs in
racial equality and virtuous desires for racial justice. But I also argued that, insofar as social
psychologists typically explain these biases in terms of implicit attitudes and thus as properties
of individuals agents, they exhibit the kind of individualistic framework for action explanations
that critical race theorists like Charles Mills rightly indict. This inattention to social causation,
especially its structural dimensions, has led to a certain naiveté in their practical prescriptions,
which usually entail some manner of retraining an individual’s psychological associations.

In what follows, I will argue that the ambiguous causality of atmospheres makes them
perfectly situated to integrate insights from critical race theory and social psychology with regard
to racism’s recalcitrance. But before turning to this theoretical point, we must first show that

atmospheres not only exist but that they also help us understand racial situations in particular.

§2 Atmospheres in Race-Salient Situations
As I mentioned earlier, it is not especially surprising to claim that racism entails an

affective life. The mid-twentieth century sociological studies of racism focused centrally on
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racial prejudice and typically affective forms of prejudice at that.?

The racist person had hatred
for another person on account of their race. The Ku Klux Klan member was motivated to act on
his racist ideology by the contempt he felt toward black people as inferior beings. It was the fear
of a racial uprising or the pollution of pure, white blood that spurred white people to such intense
racialized brutality. It was the feeling of disgust at interracial sex, coupled with the fearful
fascination with black male sexual prowess, that motivated the anti-miscegenation laws. In sum,
racism’s affective life has long been linked to the phenomenology of racial situations and to the
motivational springs of action that keep it firmly entrenched.

But this conception of racism as primarily a matter “of the heart” fell out of favor as
measures of explicit racial prejudice in the United States fell and racial inequalities remained.
Structuralist social theorists argued that such “racism without racists” required a new theoretical
apparatus, one that focused less on the inner lives of agents and more on the objective material
conditions and institutions that generate white racial supremacy in the absence of these racist
sentiments. One need not have hatred in his heart to perpetuate white racial dominance; he need
only follow his rational self-interest within a political economy and institutional arrangement

cultivated by previous generations to provide advantages to white people at the expense of

persons of color.

§2.1 Racial Atmospheres and the “Wake” of Chattel Slavery: James Baldwin’s Cocktail Party
While this move has advanced our understanding of racial inequality, its equation of
affectivity with individual attitudes has also occluded certain aspects of contemporary racism.

Consider James Baldwin’s evocative description of interracial cocktail parties.

22 Prominent examples of this approach include Allport, The Nature of Prejudice.; Myrdal, An American Dilemma.
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In our image of the Negro breathes the past we deny, not dead but living yet and
powerful, the beast in our jungle of statistics. It is this which defeats us, which
continues to defeat us, which lends to interracial cocktail parties their rattling,
genteel, nervously smiling air: in any drawing room at such a gathering the beast
may spring filling the air with flying things and an unenlightened wailing.
Wherever the problem touches there is confusion, there is danger. Where the
Negro face appears a tension is created, the tension of a silence filled with things
unutterable. It is a sentimental error, therefore, to believe that the past is dead; it
means nothing to say that it is all forgotten, that the Negro himself has forgotten
it. It is not a question of memory. Oedipus did not remember the thongs that
bound his feet; nevertheless, the marks they left testified to the doom toward
which his feet were leading him. The man does not remember the hand that struck
him, the darkness the frightened him, as a child; nevertheless, the hand and the
darkness remain with him, indivisible from himself forever, part of the passion
that drives him wherever he thinks to take flight.*

Baldwin points to an aspect of racial life that is difficult to theorize. These social gatherings have
a distinct feel, a “rattling, genteel, nervously smiling air” that elicits tension amongst the
revelers. “[T]here is confusion, there is danger.” That he attributes this feel to the party itself, and
not to individual partygoers, indicates the situational character to this feeling that exceeds the
existence of each person even as it registers within them. As such, the phenomenon is not simply
an individual attitude; it defeats “us” and not just “me.”

But Baldwin is equally adamant that this aspect of racial situations is not simply a
statistical aggregation drawn from sociological analysis. Within that “jungle of statistics” lies
something else, a “beast” that “may spring filling the air with flying things and an unenlightened
wailing.” Of course, Baldwin is not a sociologist. He puts his remarkable intellect in the service
of disclosing racial realities with a qualitative, not a quantitative, precision. He does not tell us

about race in America so much as show it to us.?* This means that his personification of the

23 James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012), 29-30.

24 “Don’t describe it, show it. That’s what I try to teach all young writers — take it out! Don’t describe a purple
sunset, make me see that it is purple.” (James Baldwin, “The Art of Fiction No. 78,” interviewed by Jordan
Elgrably, The Paris Review 91 (Spring, 1984) https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/2994/the-art-of-fiction-
no-78-james-baldwin)
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“beast” as an agent, one that is “not dead but living yet and powerful,” is a literary figuration of a
social reality, but it is one that escapes quantification and objectification.

The peculiar phenomenology of this feeling is matched by its equally peculiar power.
Baldwin tell us that its potency has roots in a collective past that “is not dead but living and
powerful,” so much so that it “continues to defeat us.” It is a power known not primarily through
causal relations but rather in its felt effects. “The man does not remember the hand that struck
him, the darkness that frightened him, as a child; nevertheless, the hand and the darkness remain
with him, indivisible from himself forever.” These affective effects no doubt have causes
(someone’s hand, a particular instance of darkness), but their enduring efficacy is irreducible to
these historically distant events. They have instead become indivisible from the agents
themselves, grafted into the warp and woof of their experience and conduct. The feelings take on
a novel power of their own. It is “part of the passion that drives [the agent] wherever he thinks to
take flight.”

The phenomenon that Baldwin describes here fits many of the qualities of an atmosphere.
It is a spatially extended feeling that envelops multiple felt bodies and registers affectively within
them. This feeling is disclosive in the dual way that I claimed for atmospheres; it both reveals the
fraught, confused quality of the situation and the anxious, “rattling” quality of the selves
ensconced within it. Furthermore, that which Baldwin describes symbolically as a “beast in the
jungle of statistics” exerts a peculiar, self-defeating power over the agents subsumed by it. It has
a kind of authority over them, one that is not properly understood either as the intentional power
of mental causation nor as the social power of objective structures. Rather, it appears as a passion
that drives us, primarily by altering the way in which we feel in and evaluatively construe our

environment.
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But Baldwin’s account also expands the conception of atmosphere sketched above in
important ways. Specifically, he contends that this racial atmosphere of a cocktail party is not
merely the product of a discrete situation. It emerges here as the cumulative product of a history
of racial situations. Without the history of chattel slavery and its enduring effects in American
life, the “image of the Negro” that haunts this scene would neither threaten nor confuse the
revelers. The force that drives us like a passion would also dissipate. This suggests that
atmospheres are not only disclosive of an evaluative scene; more than that, they are products of
historical forces. Just as the “jungle of statistics” does not adequately grasp the social forces at
play in this situation, neither does an historical narrative grasp the continuing affective force of
the “image of the Negro.” For Baldwin, this atmosphere announced a presence, an enduring
weight of history, that is impossible to sever from ourselves.?

Drawing on Christina Sharpe’s haunting image of “the wake™?° to symbolize the enduring
afterlives of chattel slavery in contemporary life, Jan Slaby writes of an “enduring background
affectivity” that constitute the “ramifications of historical events” like slavery but that
“register[s] and endure[s] in the form of a sustained affective texture [that] remains operative
within the sensual fabric that enables and stages, prefigures and disfigures the present.”?’ Agents
living in such a wake discover a “background sense for what is already significant” that weighs

upon us. This schema of significance selectively directs our attention and shapes our felt

25 As Friedlind Riedel puts it, “an atmosphere, then, not only simulates a palpable unity where there might otherwise
be difference but can even render potential futures or repressed memories abundantly present, or make otherwise
absent or ulterior persons or relationships perceptible. Crucially, these effects of atmospheres are not mental
projection ‘into the world” but have a material presence and pertain to embodied processes of involvement.”
(Riedel, “Atmosphere,” 85)

26 Christina Elizabeth Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016).

27 Jan Slaby, “The Weight of History: From Heidegger to Afro-Pessimism,” in Phenomenology as Performative
Exercise, ed. Lucilla Guidi and Thomas Rentsch, Studies in Contemporary Phenomenology 19 (New York &
Leiden: Brill, 2020), 173-95.
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engagements with the world, but we do not so much choose it as find ourselves, to borrow
Heidegger’s formulation, “thrown” into a pre-figured world.?® This background sense is
preserved and reproduced through all manner of institutional arrangements and social customs
through which agents learn to see and feel one another. Furthermore, as Baldwin’s example
suggests, this schema of significance frequently hides just out of view and evades our memory
even as it intervenes in our conduct in subtle and insidious ways.

It is also worth noting that, for Baldwin, the atmosphere of this racial situation does not
affect the individuals ensconced within it in an identical manner. As I noted formally above, a
singular atmosphere can elicit a variety of felt responses with varying degrees of intensity. But
elsewhere in Baldwin’s writing, he limns the distinct meanings of “the image of the Negro” for
Black and white people. For instance, in The Fire Next Time, he contends that, for white
Americans, Black people represent both a seductive freedom from the banal confines of
whiteness and an enduring reminder that the national ideals with which whites identify are empty
myths and that their material comforts are stolen goods.?

Baldwin’s description does much to show how useful the concept of atmospheres can be
for theorizing racial situations. But it also augments refines the concept. In particular, he helps us
see the temporal character of atmospheres. Atmospheres are not only productive of an evaluative
scene in which agents are ensconced, but they are also themselves produced by the accumulation
of previous situations. Furthermore, as temporal products, atmospheres are ways in which agents

are gripped by and affectively involved within “effective histories.”*° History has not only

28 For Heidegger’s account of Dasein’s “thrownness”, see Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John
Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper, 1962), §§29 and 38.
29 James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (New York: Vintage International, 1993), 82—106. He makes a similar point
in James Baldwin, “Stranger in the Village,” in Notes of a Native Son (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012), 163-79.
30 This concept of Wirkungsgeschichte is one of the central themes in Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method,
Bloomsbury Revelations (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013). While his notion centers on the explicitly
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generated the contours of the social order that constrains and enables our conduct; it has also
formed us as passionate agents who are driven by powers that exceed us and yet have become
woven into our own agency.

Baldwin’s description powerfully illumines an affective dimension of racial life that
neither individualist nor structuralist accounts of racism quite grasp. The enduring affective
effects of chattel slavery are irreducible to the lifeless, quantitative analyses of racial inequality.
There is a felt, phenomenal dimension that exerts a peculiar power over and through agents. But
neither is this “passion that drives [agents]” simply a racially prejudicial attitude. It is rather a
situational quality that exceeds the individuals ensconced within that situation. It operates not at
the deliberative level of consciousness, but rather in our unconscious drives and passions that

move us in ways that “defeat us.”

§2.2 Racial Atmospheres and the Racializing Gaze: Frantz Fanon and Audre Lorde
Baldwin’s cocktail party highlights an important aspect of contemporary racism. Though

explicitly racist beliefs and desires have decreased over the past several decades, the specter of
slavery continues to haunt and disfigure the present, binding us to a tragic fate that we seem
collectively impotent to resist. The fact that the cocktail party is an interracial one suggests that
the white people involved are not the manifest racists of the Ku Klux Klan but rather the subtle
racists who, despite their intentions, have yet to untether themselves from a history of white
supremacy. Of course, there are more intentional forms of antiblack racism whose lingering

effects continue to color the atmosphere of racial situations. This section highlights the notion of

linguistic depths of historical consciousness, the notion of atmospherics I am developing here foregrounds its
affective dimensions.
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the racializing gaze in the work of Franz Fanon and Audre Lorde. I argue that this gaze is both
productive of racial atmospheres in discrete situations and also a mechanism by which racial
atmospheres exert historical force. In particular, they do this by influencing the way future
generations of white people and persons of color evaluatively construe their situations and their
place within those situations.

Franz Fanon’s vivid account of the racializing gaze has become something of a classic in
critical race theory.’! In the chapter entitled “The Lived Experience of the Black Man” in Black
Skins, White Masks, Fanon describes a young white boy who, upon seeing him, clings to his
mother and shouts, “Maman, look a Negro; I’'m scared!”*? Fanon analyses the effect of this
encounter in the following way:

My body was returned to me spread-eagled, disjointed, redone, draped in

mourning on this white winter’s day. The Negro is an animal, the Negro is bad,

the Negro is wicked, the Negro is ugly; look, a Negro; the Negro is trembling, the

Negro is trembling because he’s cold, the small boy is trembling because he’s

afraid of the Negro, the Negro is trembling with cold, the cold that chills the

bones, the lovely little boy is trembling because he thinks the Negro is trembling

with rage, the little white boy runs to his mother’s arms: “Maman, the Negro’s
going to eat me.”?

34 and later “an

Fanon interprets this episode as an iteration of the “historical-racial schema
epidermal racial schema™ that figures whiteness as the domain of being and blackness as the
domain of non-being, the hell of abjection.?® This schema is a product of colonial oppression, the

long history of French imperial domination of Fanon’s native Martinique, but it governs the

bodily comportment and affective responses between white and Black people in such a way that

31 See, for example, George Yancy, Look, a White!: Philosophical Essays on Whiteness (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 2012).

32 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2008), 93.

33 Fanon, 93.

34 Fanon, 91.

33 Fanon, 92.

36 Fanon, xii.
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is not entirely, or even primarily, deliberative. For Black people like Fanon, this “white gaze”

37 it is even “an atmosphere of certain

appears as “an unusual weight descended on us;
uncertainty” that exists “all around the body” and “reigns” over it.*® This affords him a kind of
embodied “implicit knowledge™® that emerges from quotidian encounters of degradation and
humiliation and facilitates a choreographic script in which white people assert their presumed
superiority over Black people. Fanon’s insight is that this routine alienates Black people from
their own bodies. As he puts it, “I cast an objective gaze over myself, discovered my blackness,
my ethnic features; deafened by cannibalism, backwardness, fetishism, racial stigmas, slave
traders, and above all, yes, above all, the grinning Y a bon Banania.”*’ The white gaze, which in
the historical-racial schema occupies the pole of objectivity, becomes an internalized sense of
Black racial inferiority.

This example highlights, perhaps even better than Baldwin’s cocktail party, the bodily
and affective dimensions of racial situations. The trembling Fanon reports is ostensibly a
response to the cold of this “white winter’s day.” But it is misinterpreted by the white boy who
perceives that Fanon is trembling with rage. It is not hard to imagine that Fanon, upon perceiving
the boy’s fear of him, might have reason to fear for himself, further escalating the affective
dynamic. These interpersonal responses are not indexed to the intentions of either agent. Rather,

they are emergent properties that arise from the interaction itself and from the history of

situations that produced it. It holds each participant in its grip.

37 Fanon, 90.

38 “Tout autour du corps régne une atmosphére d’incertitude certaine.” Frantz Fanon, Peau noire, masques blancs
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1952), 89. Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 90.

39 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 90.

49 Fanon, 92.
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This bodily and affective dynamic is even more evident in a similar scene described by
Audre Lorde. She recalls a time as a young girl when she was riding the New York City subway
from Midtown up to Harlem. There she encounters a white woman in a fur hat whose racist
contempt for the young Lorde needed no words.

My mother spots an almost seat, pushes my little snowsuited body down. On one
side of me a man reading a paper. On the other, a woman in a fur hat staring at
me. Her mouth twitches as she stares and then her gaze drops down, pulling mine
with it. Her leather-gloved hand plucks at the line where my new blue snowpants
and her sleek fur coat meet. She jerks her coat closer to her. I look. I do not see
whatever terrible thing she is seeing on the seat between us — probably a roach.
But she has communicated her horror to me. It must be something very bad from
the way she’s looking, so I pull my snowsuit closer to me away from it, too.
When I look up the woman is still staring at me, her nose holes and eyes huge.
And suddenly I realize there is nothing crawling up the seat between us; it is me
she doesn’t want her coat to touch. [...] No word has been spoken. I'm afraid to
say anything to my mother because I don’t know what I’ve done. I look at the
sides of my snowpants, secretly. Is there something on them? Something’s going
on here I do not understand, but I will never forget it. Her eyes. The flared
nostrils. The hate.*!

In addition to the fear exhibited in Fanon’s account, Lorde describes a racialized atmosphere of
contempt and disgust. The white woman’s bodily expressions indicated that something awful and
threatening was in their midst, something that should elicit revulsion. At first, Lorde assumes
that the woman has seen an insect “crawling up the seat between us.” The fact that Lorde did not
immediately perceive that the woman was disgusted by her indicates that she did not enter the
scene with this negative self-conception. But once it was communicated to her, she “will never
forget it.” Whether this is lodged in her memory or, as Baldwin put it, that passionate drive that
moves us without explicitly remembering why, Lorde describes it in decidedly bodily and

emotional terms. “Her eyes. The flared nostrils. The hate.”

41 Audre Lorde, “Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and Anger,” in Sister Qutsider: Essays and Speeches
(Trumansburg, NY: Crossing Press, 1984), 147—48.
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This bodily and affective dynamic colors the discursive elements of Fanon’s scene as
well. The boy explicitly says that he is scared as he cries to his mother. But the first words are
“Look, a Negro!” Though this expression contains propositional content, its significance lies
rather in its perlocutionary effect.*> The boy does not merely intend to communicate to his
mother that a Black man happens to be walking on the sidewalk. Rather, this utterance is such
that it draws the mother’s attention toward a particular element of the scene as an object of scorn.
The appropriate response is not simply to attain knowledge of a state of affairs but to enhance the
perceptual salience for his mother of someone the boy takes to be fearsome. Furthermore, this
drawing of attention is not simply an individualistic effect. Rather, it is a social dynamic that
emerges from the scene: the boy’s fear is a response to the sight of Fanon and contaminates the
entire scene, including the boy’s mother and Fanon himself. This is a performative utterance, in
other words. It not only expresses a pattern of salient viewing in the boy, but it also shapes the
attentional patterns of the mother and, sinisterly, Fanon as well.

At first, the white gaze issued from the boy might seem like a psychological projection.
But Fanon resists this characterization. He writes that “[i]t is not imposed on me; it is rather a
definitive structuring of my self and the world.”* It is not as if the boy intended to perceive
Fanon as fearsome, or that this evaluative mise-en-scéne was the result of careful deliberation.
Presumably, the boy experienced the fear as one undergoes a passion. This is not to suggest that
his affective response w