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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

In the United States, the discursive and embodied arrangements of seemingly progressive
or even radical racialized self-understanding may have perniciousness effects that seem to and do
replicate patterns of toxic taxonomic judgements grounded by the modern secular nation-state’s
racist historicism. I contend that this pernicious self-understanding informs and impedes how
identity functions in our contemporary institutions and personal lives. The major argument of my
dissertation is that the philosopher and artist Adrian Margaret Smith Piper’s practice of art and
academic philosophical research contribute to cultural and philosophical discourse on the
progress of human freedom in ways that address this pernicious self-understanding through her
development of a methodology that distinguishes between the aspirations of rational personhood
and the shortcuts that we take to merely maintain the appearance of rationality.

I define ‘Black aesthetics’ as the study of the sensations becoming forms of expression—
aesthetic forms—organized by inheritances responding to the violent processes of racialization.
These forms are not only knowledge but also preserve themselves for the possibility of
transmuting knowledge as heritage—with the attendant epistemological and political
implications addressing concepts of human value. The modern understanding of racial
classification—as permanent varieties within the human species— is the composite of eighteenth
century theories of ‘natural history’ (nascent biological and anthropological sciences) as well as
their corresponding theories of culture and civilization. This awakening, or the Age of
Enlightenment, is an awakening to new methods of inquiry that also inspires the notion of human
authenticity as a cultural corollary to the possibility for objective knowledge. And here, the
Enlightenment humanist’s idea of the authentic human being is the rational agent. No longer
bound to tribe or religion, rational man as such, is instead always at home anywhere within the
‘culture of reason.’ Either as an imagined subject or as an aspirational idea, this individual—the
rational man of the age of Enlightenment —is recognizable by way of his motivation to
understand and order without illusion, to both discover and establish his position within the
human species and out in the world.'

To begin, I offer interpretations of select works from Adrian Piper’s artistic oeuvre to
begin to put the strategies of her artistic practice in dialogue with the long-running historical
theme of authenticity as it has been theorized within Black aesthetics scholarship. There are
aesthetic principles at work in Piper’s intuitive stratagem that may seem far from the aesthetic
forms usually referred to by those who study what is colloquially understood by the phrase Black
expressive culture, but this is exactly why they are of urgent importance to my study on
authenticity. >

! Paul C. Taylor puts the point very well in the section “On Blackness” in “Chapter 1: Assembly, Not
Birth” in Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics: “1 claimed above that race is central to the
modern project, but the point should actually be stronger: modernity was in significant ways, a racial
’lam especially grateful for studies on Piper by theorists working outside of academic philoophy that
position Piper within the history of ‘black aesthetics’: “Reistance of the Object: Adrian Piper’s
Theatricality” in Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition, (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2003) and “Plastic Possbilities: Adrian Piper’s Adamant Self-Alienation”



After presenting a narrow genealogy of authenticity from the contributions of
philosophically trained scholars and highlighting the influence of the Black Arts movement on
investigating ‘Black aesthetics’ in the twentieth and twenty-first century, I turn to Piper’s
philosophical account of the deep structures of rational personhood to attend to the problems of
self-deceit and xenophobia that haunt both the culture of the Enlightenment project of reason as
well as theories of ‘Black aesthetics’ insofar as they have both inherited the problem space of
defining authentic personhood and what might constitute its recognition. It will turn out that the
problem is not simply our racist modernity, but a hard-wired disposition to protect the idea one
has of what a person ought to be (and ought to be like).

Even as imperfectly rational creatures, Piper thinks we have a rational motivation to
protect our idea of what it is for a rational person to appear in the world, in general. Piper’s
multi-decade study in Kantian meta-ethics explains how our rational dispositions are vulnerable
to ‘pseudorationality.” And this is helpful to the study of sensations becoming forms of
expression (and not only for people racialized as Black) because Piper argues for and explains
that the deep conceptual schemas necessary for our highest order disposition to rationality, also
includes dispositions to xenophobia among a variety of morally relevant dispositions.” I conclude
that Piper’s arguments (1) answer difficult problems regarding the recognition of authenticity
driving theories of ‘Black aesthetics’ and (2) improves on Kant’s project of Bildung or the
practical cultivation of moral character by theorizing how historically-situated human
communities both thwart and encourage recognition of rational personhood and, in so doing,
may either hinder or help the progress of human freedom, in general.

From the twentieth century the scholarly academic tradition also known as ‘Black
aesthetics’ encompasses critically assessing the variety of harms and effects wrought by racism
together with the significance of the cultural contributions of peoples racialized as Black.
Historically, to theorize ‘Black aesthetics’ entails two main components—(1) conducting
inquiries and deliberating over the ontological status of the racial category as well as the
existential situation of those racialized as Black and (2) defining ideas about what the role of art
and how expressive forms self-fashioned by peoples racialized as Black may ground and guide
accounts of liberation for Black people and rational human communities, in general.

My contribution to theorizing ‘Black aesthetics’ proceeds first by analyzing a selection of
artworks from Adrian Piper that investigate how anomalous objects provoke questions about the
nature of art and later how the encounter with anomalies in the presentation of the artist’s
appearance provokes reflection on the psychological orientation of subjectivity. Through this
method, I elucidate how both judgements and theories of judging in visual culture orient the
possibility for the recognition and misrecognition of personhood in intercultural and intra-
cultural communities.

In her philosophical research Piper develops what I think is a propaedeutic for a critical
transcultural aesthetics orienting a progressively wider recognition of personhood through the
xenophilic cultivation of judgment. My method is to assess the scholarship of ‘Black aesthetics’

in Uri McMillan, Embodied Avatars: Geneaologies of Black Feminist Art and Performance, New Y ork:
New York University Press, 2015.

3 “The conception of the self to be found in the first Critique is to be sure, a throughly rationalistic one
that no antirationalist would accept. Its virtue, however, is to demonstrate convincingly that in ordinary
personal concerns, as well as in the guidance of human behavior, the scope and influence of rationality is
inescapable.” Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism” “Xenophobia and Kantian
Rationalism” The Philosophical Forum, Vol. XXIV, No. 1-3, Fall-Spring 1992-93, 188-1809.



to include Piper’s long-standing art practice and her neo-Kantian theory of the self because Piper
has answered long-standing concerns of ‘Black aesthetics’ and does so in a way that puts its most
pressing concerns in deeper conversation with other critical projects in contemporary philosophy
and culture. Overall, I maintain throughout the dissertation that the lessons taught by and the
pitfalls of thinking within the modern Enlightenment tradition continue to be inspiring to but are
also insidiously acting on the theories of ‘Black aesthetics’ analyzed throughout.

Following the Introduction, in Chapter II: Conceptualist Mediation and Institutional
Critique in Adrian Piper’s Artwork I center my analysis of Piper’s oeuvre from a work titled
Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment (2012). The interpretation of
this work from the context of earlier works by Piper will start to signal towards, but not yet
elucidate, Piper’s philosophical analysis of xenophobia. Next, I show how theories of ‘Black
aesthetics’ took great strides to develop the idea of Black authenticity and are justifiably
motivated by a self-fashioning criteria for Black identity in order to overcome toxic racialism
and violently racist theories of difference. However because this original motivation is
necessitated by the violent organization of modernity through racial (and gendered) hierarchy,
theories of ‘Black aesthetics’ that are justifiably interested in developing criteria for recognizing
Black personhood (for example in the notion of the ‘Black male genius’) suffer from or are
thwarted by essentialist theories of Black racialism.*

This struggle between autonomy and authenticity results in contemporary debates around
notions of Black identity that actually support the ongoing rationalization of xenophobia within
intra-cultural communities for both derogatory and seemingly celebratory purposes, both
institutionally and interpersonally. In Chapter II1: ‘Black Aesthetics’ and Authenticity, which
historically situates the recurring theme of authenticity in the work of theorizing ‘Black
aesthetics’ I show how xenophobia has violent effects on intra-cultural communities which are
similar to and implicated by, but, are nonetheless distinct from racism.

To get clearer on the consequences of essentializing Black identity and the stigmatizing
effects of onto-ontological disciplining, I offer a critical interpretation of the reception of the
early career of the artist Kara Walker to show how her grotesque aesthetic or what theorist
Christina Sharpe terms the ‘monstrous intimacy’ in Walker’s work is instructive for thinking
about the success and failures of cultivating judgements towards the recognition of personhood
in deeply contentious and often painful debates driving the ontological investigations of
theoreticians of both Critical Philosophy of Race and ‘Black aesthetics’ scholarship because of
the existential, social, and political urgencies at stake in defining the field, tasks, and direction of
their inquiries.

This critical assessment of ‘Black aesthetics’ is concerned with discovering criteria for
recognizing personhood in a variety of human situations and works to critically question what is
required for the full recognition of personhood in a free society. Along the way, I hope to

* “Racialism is not, in itself, a doctrine that must be dangerous, even if the racial essence is
though to entail moral and intellectual dispositions. Provided positive moral qualities are
distributed across the races, each can be respected, can have its “separate but equal”
place...[R]acialism is however, a presupposition of other doctrines that have been called
“racism,” and these other doctrines have been, in the last few centuries the basis of a great deal
of human suffering and th source of a great deal of moral error. Kwame Anthony Appiah, In My
Father’s House. Africa in the Philosophy of Culture, (New Y ork and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1992), 13.



illuminate how seemingly stark contradictions between liberal Enlightenment discourses of
freedom can continue to both inform and thwart theories of freedom, specifically in how:

1. Varieties of critical racialist discourse defer to the gendered logic of classical European
racialism to maintain hierarchical intra-racial taxonomies and modes of exclusion based
on visual appearance, speech, and behavior that functionally undermine the recognition
of personhood;

2. Discourses of classical racialism remain deeply entrenched within our contemporary
self-understanding even when reactionary forms of xenophobia seem justified. We are
harmed by inherited discourses of racialism even in attempts at honorific valuation of
difference organized around race-talk.

My research attempts to show how xenophobia works within discourses of liberal political
freedom, not only as a contradiction to but also as a philosophically grounded anthropological
guide to directing the expansion of civilization through culture to advance progress. These
discourses are, in turn, also entrenched throughout the tradition of theorizing ‘Black aesthetics,’
such that seemingly liberatory racialist discourses perniciously thwart self-understanding,
leaving the marginalized and dispossessed locked in a double bind: Black people who have been
marginalized because of their racial designation cannot ‘escape’ to freedom because escaping to
freedom requires consciously taking up a certain kind of xenophobic attitude inherited from
modernity’s originally thwarted individualistic heritage.

Specifically, it is in the representative discourse of Kant’s Enlightenment-era
philosophical anthropology and aesthetic theory where I find evidence for the claim that it is
only particularly embodied, individual agents’ who have the potential to progressively develop
universal freedom.” This subjective-universal schematic, central to Kant’s theory of justified
knowledge in the Critique of Pure Reason is echoed in Kant’s theory of judgment in the
Critique of the Power of Judgment with his definition of culture and in the theory of culture
expounded in the Anthropological texts. Most urgently for the task of this dissertation, it is
important to track how this transcendental-anthropological schematic informs modern theories
of ‘black aesthetics,” which have both to their credit and to their detriment, inherited the
Enlightenment project.

Thus, I argue that theories of freedom in secular modernity must be understood and tested
against the freedom of ideologically driven and institutionally sanctioned bodies and social
groups to violently manipulate racialized and gendered others. Authorized as being authentic,
that is authenticated, by various modes of ideological and state-sanctioned institutional violence,
as those who have been Othered begin to be ostensibly configured as recognizable persons, they
are incentivized to subject more vulnerable, racialized and gendered bodies (with systematically
different forms of exposure at different times) to intra-group suspicion and violence.

Adrian Piper has modeled a possible response to this double bind in an ingenious
artwork: Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment (2012). In this work
of Conceptual art, Piper carries out a performative action of institutional self-cannibalization by
using the historical genre of portraiture, contemporary medium of digital photography, and
clever play on institutional authentication to outstrip functions of racial categorization. Namely,

> See Patrick Frierson, Freedom and Anthropology in Kant’s Moral Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003.



by altering her usual visual appearance and using unusual language Piper creates a situation that
threatens the familiar practice of assigning race according to appearances (visually, but also in
terms of textual communication and other behaviors).

Overcoming stereotypes about how a Black person ought to appear in the world is only
one element of the problem of concern to Piper. A greater concern she has and one that is
expressed in her philosophical scholarship in meta-ethics as well as through different strategies
in her artwork is with how the indexing of appearance to racialized identity undermines the
recognition of personhood. And I conclude that one overlooked repercussion of Piper’s attempt
to publicly humiliate institutions that organize the value of worth according to racial schemas is
that Piper also implicitly questions theories of racialization foundational to ‘Black aesthetics,’
specifically in the United States—wherein for many practitioners (artists, curators, philosophers,
theorists) to make a claim for the value of Black identity is also to make an implicit or explicit
claim for identification with an ‘authentic’ form of being Black in order to motivate arguments
for the recognition of personhood.

Showing how people racialized as Black contribute uniquely to human culture is part of
overcoming Euroethnic ideological claims that Black people are incapable of self-fashioning—
which is to say incapable of activity beyond acting from merely instinctual drives and. Related to
this task of overcoming and its matrix of problems (including the validation of the cultural logics
specific to fulfilling Euroethnic ideological “proofs” of culture and personhood that participating
in such logics sustains while also attempting to negate them), becoming recognizable as both
Black and as an authentic person also means that theories of ‘Black aesthetics’ contribute to the
discourse on universal rational personhood. Here, setting forth criteria to guide the recognition of
authentically Black art forms as the unique expression of (Black) personhood plays a vital role in
understanding varieties within human culture. As a result, the activities of discovering criteria for
recognizing the personhood of those racialized as Black without reference to the institution of
race while also communicating that ‘Black expressive culture’ is among a variety of authentic
expressions of human culture seems to create problems for one another. So, next I turn to a
survey of Black aesthetics to sketch the historical and contemporary problems of authenticity, as
they are most relevant to the field of academic philosophy in the context of the United States.

I sketch three moments in the tradition of theorizing ‘Black aesthetics’ to show how notions of
authentic personhood have been foundational for and remain operative within these inheritances.
Authenticity is important to the notion of personhood that ‘Black aesthetics’ is concerned with
because racist ideas crisscross the empirical sciences to intersect with theories of moral and
rational character, leading to the ongoing justifications for cultural racism even after believing in
pseudo-scientifically grounded sub-human status of the Other is no longer a viable option.

What I take to be three vital moments for theorizing ‘Black aesthetics’ are articulated:
The founding debates of theorizing ‘Black aesthetics’ between Alain Locke’s notion of the ‘New
Negro’ and W.E.B. Du Bois’s focus on the idea of Black art as a site of critique of America’s
immorality in “Criteria for Negro Art” (1926); Maulana Karenga’s idea in the post-Civil Rights’
era of ‘Black Power Movement’ of Black art’s role in completing task of Black nationalist-social
freedom in the essay “Black Cultural Nationalism” (1968); and Paul Taylor’s uptake idea of
‘migratory assemblages’ for hermeneutically orienting the possibility for responsible
authenticity-talk for thinking Black aesthetic formations in Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of
Black Aesthetics (2016).

While I am compelled by certain aspects of Taylor’s anti-essentialism in his Pragmatist
account of agential authenticity, its limitations were revealed to me by of my training in the



modern (NW)-European Continental tradition. My training in academic philosophy is very
different from both Piper or Taylor’s and my ways of thinking into the Enlightenment tradition
come through the critique of metaphysics and the genealogical approach on offer by authors such
as Martin Heidegger and Michel Foucault, respectively. The legacy of the individual capable of
critique must also be attended to from various, different, and sometimes overlapping
inheritances—the progress and pitfalls of which continue to give value to the history of the
European Enlightenment. So, prior to turning to Piper on personhood, I take an excursive detour
through Heideggerian reading of the artwork of Kara Walker to show yet another way that the
problem of recognizing authenticity may be challenged in theorizing ‘Black aesthetics’ from the
most primordial onto-existential questions.

Nonetheless, lessons with which ‘Black aesthetics” must continue to grapple circulate
closely with theories of recognizing personhood. The social and political problems that Piper’s
artwork raises for theorizing the special status of personhood’s authenticity captures this better
than Heidegger could. Thus in the final chapter of the dissertation, I'V. Piperian Contributions
to Black Aesthetics: A Propaedeutic for Critical Transcultural Aesthetics, I offer a pared
down account of Piper’s philosophical analysis of pseudorationality wherein she argues that the
deepest structures of self-understanding and the possibility for the recognition of personhood in
self and others may also promulgate interpretations of impoverished instantiations of our own
empirical self-conception in order to inform our recognition of personhood, in general.

In her meta-ethical account of rational subject formation, Piper argues that we all protect
our self-understanding which is necessary for maintaining a consistent and coherent ‘conception
of the self.” Since judgements about ourselves and others form in a process together with the
intuitions and judgements on offer to us by our caregivers, teachers, friends, and loved ones our
general concept of the self as rational is subject to distortions. The development of self
understanding requires both the a priori a conception of personhood and an empirical object
(what Piper calls our self-conception) —since we are not wholly transparent to ourselves. And,
as it turns out, this entire structure is psychologically meaningful. As we judge we are learning
the scope and good application of our judgements, which is no different from what is required to
teach ourselves how to value ourselves and others.

Such transitive judgements of first-person and our third-personal perspective are not only
deeply grounding for our experiences of the world but orient how self-understanding will go on
cohering or force us to interrogate how we have misunderstood the values with which w claim to
identify, in general. Piper thinks we have major incentives to protect our self-conception through
judgements, which can, perhaps, turn pathological. This explains the dysfunctional use of
identity categories, wherein we insist that others’ validate how we choose to judge them in order
to preserve our deepest self-understanding. This dysfunction also conditions or is the
misrecognition of personhood, in general.

In her philosophical research Piper has labored hard to show how theories of knowledge
and theories of motivation are deeply tied to one another and are embedded in a ‘‘‘conception of
self’”’ that guides how self-conception functions for the recognition of personhood of self and
others. According to Piper, to know freedom from the condition of finitude depends on
everyone’s coherent, consistent and rational self-understanding. Through this radical theory of
embedded personhood, based on her Kant-inspired reconstruction of the rational self,” Piper

% In “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism” on the embedded concept of personhood in Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason Piper writes: “...1 want to deploy this embedded concept of personhood as the basis for



demonstrates how racism is but one (albeit deeply complex and painful) incidence of
xenophobia. I bring critical attention to the lessons Piper offers on the development of self-
understanding for self-conception by showing how her neo-Kantian theory of the rational self
bears on the tradition of theorizing B/black aesthetics.

To summarize, this contribution to the study of ‘B/black aesthetics’ is inspired by three
major moments in the theorization of authenticity in ‘B/black aesthetics;’ by the critical spirit of
Kant’s Enlightenment project; by the interrelation between Adrian Piper’s artwork and
philosophical project on the rational structure of the self, and by way of crucial support from
scholars of Kant’s anthropology as well as theorists working but inside and outside of academe.
Overall, since we cannot not know the in-itself of even our own self-understanding the tandem or
deep co-constitution of self-conception will have far reaching effects on how we conceptualize
personhood, in general. Whether it is in Kant’s era or in our own, who is thought to be capable of
spreading the spirit of Enlightenment—which I understand as the cultural formation of critical
judgment—is deeply tied to how the recognition of personhood is working itself out in its
ownmost authenticity.

an analysis of the phenomenon of xenophobia. I focus on this phenomenon for two reasons. First, it is of
particular concern for African-Americans. As unwelcome intruders in white America we are the objects
of xenophobia on a daily basis. This pervasive fact of our experience conditions all of our social relations,
and may itself engender a reciprocal form of xenophobia in self-defense. It is therefore doubly in our
interests to understand this phenomenon and the defects in rationality it manifests. Second, Kant’s
conception of the self affords potent resources for understanding xenophobia as a special case of a more
general cognitive phenomenon, namely, the disposition to resist the intrusion of anomalous data of any
kind into a conceptual scheme whose internal rational coherence is necessary for preserving a unified and
rationally integrated self.” Adrian M.S. Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism,” (Berlin: Adrian
Piper Research Archive Foundation, 1991), 189.



Orienting the Recognition of Personhood and (Un)Freedom: A Brief Genealogy

“For the attitude of modernity, the high value of the present is indissociable from a desperate
eagerness to imagine it, to imagine it otherwise than it is, and to transform it not by destroying it
but by grasping it in what it is.” — Michel Foucault ’

Throughout my training in philosophy I have been inspired by the later works of Michel
Foucault on the hermeneutics of the subject, especially the College de France lectures from the
late 1970s until Foucault’s death in 1983, along with his posthumously published works. These
genealogies on the ‘care of the self” or formation of the soul from Foucault’s genealogy of
Christian self/soul thought through ancient Cynic askesis helped me to follow Foucault back to
his own earliest investigations of Kant’s anthropology. With this background in the History of
Ideas foregrounding Western Philosophy, I was able to take up an investigation into the modern
construction of racial difference and its relationship to the violence of racialized discourse that
continues to drive modern subject-formation and its teleological idea of freedom.

The epoch of modernity, noteworthy for the unification and founding of European settler
nation-states along ethnic and geographic borders within Europe, is marked anthropologically by
the institutions of racialized, gendered, and economic divisions underwritten by the expansion of
authority of the empirical sciences including but not limited to ‘scientific racialism.” [ am
primarily interested in what I take to be a critical approach to understanding the aesthetic-
anthropological formations of sovereignty understood both as a negative critical enterprise as
well as a positive law-giving auto-nomos whereby certain European nations justified a set of
beliefs specifically in their cultural dominance and manifested this set of beliefs about
civilization through material forms that offered rationalizations for the legitimation of the White
races’ patriarchal dominion and violent dominance over the earth.

Immanuel Kant famously defines freedom in the Age of Enlightenment negatively.
Returning to the philosopher of his second dissertation (on Kant’s Anthropology from a
Pragmatic Point of View) in an essay of his own titled “What is Enlightenment?,” Foucault
returns to Kant’s 1784 essay “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?

Now the way Kant poses the question of Aufkldrung is entirely different: it is neither a
world era to which one belongs, nor an event whose signs are perceived, nor the dawning
of an accomplishment. Kant defines Aufkldrung in an almost entirely negative way, as an
Ausgang, an "exit," a "way out.""®

Against thinking ‘the epoch of modernity,” or arguing for or against transcendental metaphysics
(in which he argues for how one is justified in giving the law to oneself), freedom in the
Aufklirung is defined negatively as freedom from tutelage or immaturity. Here is Foucault again:

7 Michel Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?”” ed. Paul Rabinow, trans. Catherine Porter in

The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 41.

¥ “What is Enlightenment?” In the Foucault Reader, edited by Paul Rabinow, , trans. Catherine Porter in
The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 34.



Thinking back on Kant's [Aufkldrung] text, I wonder whether we may not envisage
modernity rather as an attitude than as a period of history. And by "attitude," I mean a
mode of relating to contemporary reality; a voluntary choice made by certain people; in
the end, a way of thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving and presents
itself as a task. A bit, no doubt, like what the Greeks called an ethos.

In my dissertation, I continue to pursue the ethos of the Enlightenment attitude, from
Kant’s negative definition of freedom, as liberation from tutelage or bondage because this is the
spirit of the Enlightenment as I imagine it has been inherited by ‘black aesthetics’ that will be of
interest to contemporary philosophers practicing in the United States who must also attend to
Adrian Piper’s neokantian account of transcultural personhood.

A certain people! Whether it be an Enlightened King, literate scholars (including but not
limited to philosophers), or the disenfranchised—the problem of self-election/choosing oneself
to courageously give oneself the law is threatened by a natural limitation on judgment which can
only be overcome, if it can, by way of cultivation of character. And it is because of this problem
of the need to develop judgment that Kant separates human beings according to their capacities
for this development and why he distinguishes between two uses of reason in the Aufkldrung.
The private use of reason entails the obligation to obey your government and enjoins employees,
for example, as members of a society to participate dutifully in upholding institutions according
to the rules that organize their function and flourishing. Public reason, on the other hand, is to be
carried out by scholars, or those educated ones, who can engage in reasoned debate over the
functions of institutions such that society will continue to progress towards an Enlightened Age.
And yet, Kant says this of Judgment in the Critique of Pure Reason, a text written not much long
after the Aufkldrung essay published in the Berliner Monatsschrift.

A physician, judge, or a ruler may have at command many excellent pathological, legal, or
political rules, even to the degree that he many become a profound teacher of them, and yet,
none the less, may easily stumble in their application. For although admirable in
understanding, he may be wanting in natural power of judgment. He may comprehend the
universal in abstracto, and yet not be able to distinguish whether a case in concreto, comes
under it. Or the error may be due to his not having received through enough examples and
actual practice, adequate training for this particular act of judgment. Such sharpening of the
judgment is indeed the one great benefit of examples.’

But in his prejudice against non-Whites, non-Europeans, and non-cis-gendered men in his
anthropological observations Kant, a major representative of the ‘culture of reason’ in the Age of
Enlightenment, seems to miss the very point he makes about the necessity for a variety of
examples in order to guide the development of character through the processual activity of
Kultur. Judgment, according to Kant, is what orients progress by ensuring preparation for
particular acts of judging. This discipline or the training required to develop moral human
character is just this formative process of education (Bildung) that makes Kultur or the
development of civilization possible. “The essential dimension that the term Bildung acquires
around 1800 is that of reflexivity. The development that Bildung implies is not only the
acquisition of competences with a view to improvement, but corresponds to a process of the self-

’ Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Norman Kemp Smith, A133/B172- B174/135



fashioning individual who becomes what he was at the outset, who reconciles himself with his
essence. "’

Although, she does not use the terms of philosophical anthropology Piper’s neokantian
account of personhood helps to explain why Kant makes a mistake when he thinks Bildung or the
formative power of education, that which prudently informs wise judgment, is only possible for
the class of educated white European men whose good character (since character is always moral
character for Kant) he is responsible for developing. Kant again:

Correctness and precision of intellectual insight on the other hand, they more usually
somewhat impair. For only very seldom do they adequately fulfill the requirements of the
rule (as casus in terminis). Besides they often weaken that effort which is required of the
understanding to comprehend properly the rules in their universality, in independence of
the particular circumstances of experience, and so accustom us to use rules rather as
formulas than as principles. Examples are thus the go-cart of judgment; and those who
are lacking in the natural talent can never dispense with them."'

Critiquing Kant’s toxic anthropology with his own insights on the pitfalls of our limited
judgment (the tendency to use rules as formulas rather than as principles) we might then begin to
see the significance of theorizing authentic self-conceptualization in ‘black aesthetics’ beyond
the task of vindication in the face of even the most violent prejudice.

From this ethos of Enlightenment, the development of judgment may also be that which
helps or hinders the escape from xenophobia oriented by White supremacist Euroethnic
modernity. And, I contend, that one of the priorities in the tradition of theorizing ‘black
aesthetics,’ is to contribute towards just this sort of activity: orienting a wider map of authentic
judgements for the recognition of universal personhood. According to Paul Taylor in his recent
volume Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, when people who are racialized as
black can be shown to contribute a unique form of self-fashioning through ‘black expressive
culture,’ the task of theorists of ‘black aesthetics’ has been to analyze these activities as examples
of rational character and evidence of human dignity. This type of analysis, on my account,
should also be understood as orienting the possibility of expanding the recognition of
personhood, in general.

Thus, racialization categorizes those process of acculturation that teach us how to judge
racial identities in the world and these categories must be understood in their complexity as both
denying the socio-historical recognition of full personhood in the history of Eurocentric
humanism’s racialist discourse, but also in its critical capacity to progressively orient the
recognition of personhood from the aesthetic forms of subcultures, including the expressive
practices of those racialized as Black. In his long labors as a critical philosopher of race, Taylor
makes a similar point in his argument against K. Anthony Appiah’s argument for racial
eliminativism:

19 Michel Espagne, “Bildung,” in Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, eds. Barbara
Cassin, Emily Apter, Jacques Lezra, and Michael Wood, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014),
113-114.

" Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Norman Kemp Smith, A133/B172- B174/135
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My aim here has been to clear the way for this discussion by showing that the
metaphysical route to eliminativism is a red herring. Once it’s clear that sociohistorical
racialism is a viable conceptual option, the metaphysical eliminativist can reject it one of
two ways: by arguing for a through going physicalism, which would eliminate Mah-
Jongg, money, and marriages along with races; or by recommending a revision of our
social ontology, which requires some argument that race is a bad or problematic
institutional fact.* "

As I see it, one of the implications of the debate between Taylor and Appiah (which I will
not reconstruct fully here) has to do with how to approach the ongoing threats to orienting the
recognition of rational personhood because race-talk either sinders human communities’
possibilities for progressing towards cosmopolitan peace (Appiah) or kelps to develop the
rationality of human communities as they develop critical accounts of racialism by offering the
pragmatic ground for resistance against pernicious forms (Taylor).

On Taylor’s view—race-talk is a tool to pick out deeply meaningful processes of
acculturation that pragmatically serve self-understanding for those seen as raced. I agree with
Taylor’s approach because overcoming classical racialism’s goal to thwart the orientation of
recognition of the personhood is hindered by denying the processes of racialization that continue
to bear out social and institutional risks or even, more recently, social and institutional rewards.
Moreover, the cost of racial eliminativism is too high in that it also relinquishes possibilities for
the progressive development of judgement which I take to be part of ethos of Enlightenment
critique at work in modern philosophy and inherited by philosophers working across different
areas of specialization today.

Similarly, in her writings on her art, Piper argues that because racism operates, at least,
on a visual level, that visual art seems as if it might be one possible area of human activity from
which to resist racist stereotypes based on the dubious indexing of appearances to racial
categories. Taylor eschews the ontological question of race for experiences that focus on
strategic essentials formed by way of tracking social ontology. Here race-talk can proceed from
the shared experience of ‘being seen as black’ (or in Piper’s case not being seen as black).
Overall, critically attending to the social construction of race may offer resources to both artistic
and political projects that resist toxic racialist discourse by pointing out where they fail to orient
wider spheres of recognizing personhood.

However, by taking up the ‘institutional fact’ of racialism even in ways intended to resist
classical racialism’s hierarchies may create new, yet similar problems of exclusion, that are
hindering to the critical ethos. Thus, in the final chapter of the dissertation, I turn to Adrian
Piper’s neokantian ‘conception of the self” and elucidate her metaethical account of personhood.
I take up Piper’s neokantian account of threats to personhood to interpret Kant’s toxic

12 My emphasis.

5 paul Taylor, “Appiah’s Uncompleted Argument: W.E.B Du Bois and the Reality of Race” Social
Theory and Practice, Volume 26, No. 1 Spring 2000, 128.

1 «On the philosophical level, Du Bois realized that, as John Searle puts it, collective intentionality can
bring certain facts into being (in John Searle, The Social Construction of Reality (New York: The Free
Press, 1995; See also Searle’s “How to Derive ‘Ought’ from ‘Is,” Philosophical Review 73 (1964): 43-
58.) Taylor continues: “Searle speaks of these facts, fact that, like money and marriages and governments,
“require human institutions for their existence.”” (Searle, Construction, p.1)
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philosophical anthropology (lectures given over the course of his entire career as an educator),
specifically through the idea of Weltkenntnis"-- worldly knowledge, a form social-cultural
mapping intended to orient das Bildungsbiirgertum, the rising social class of Kant’s day—a class
of non-noble who would carry about the business of the state’s institutions and were the first
beneficiaries of the modern university.

Kant’s xenophobia shows up in his anthropological theory of predispositions towards the
education of character insofar as he thinks that the possibilities for Kultur are limited, to varying
degrees, in non-Europeans. I conclude that the overlapping functions between Piper’s conception
of the self (a general, meta-ethical account of what a person takes themselves as) and one's ‘self-
conception’ (an attitude towards oneself as necessarily being in possession of rational
personhood) may help to orient the ongoing prudential inquiries necessary to develop what
Piper’s calls the “xenophilic’ and transcultural recognition of personhood.

15 «“To be sure, his lectures [Physical Geography, starting in 1756...and... Anthropology, starting in
1772] were laced through with admonitions about how these young men should fashion themselves, but
the overt pedagogical goal was for them to be able to see (and perhaps see through) the self-fashioning of
others. Kant surely hoped that his students’ private interests would be refined into social responsibility:
that cleverness (Klugheit) should mature into “wisdom” (Weisheif) in their dealings with others, and thus
the “general welfare,” not simply their own schemes, would be advanced.” John H. Zammito, “What a
Young Man Needs for his Venture into the World: The Function and Evolution of the “Characteristics,”
in Kant’s Lectures on Anthropology: A Critical Guide, ed. Alix Cohen, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014), 232.
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CHAPTERII.

Conceptualist Mediation and Institutional Critique in Adrian Piper’s Artwork

«— Adrian Piper has decided to retire from being black. In the future, for professional utility, you
may wish to refer to her as The Artist Formerly Known as African-American.'®

On September 20, 2012 for her sixty-fourth birthday, Adrian Piper changed her racial
designation and retired from being black. Searchable online and available under the heading
“News,” the text quoted above can be found on Piper’s personal and professional website: The
Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation. This web based component of Piper’s archive
includes, among other things, letters to the editor, documentation of some of her artwork, her
philosophical treatise (the two volume Rationality and The Structure of the Self), news and
information about her yoga practice and dual careers (including press for the traveling 2018
retrospective—the iterations, two out of the three planned, both include Thwarted Projects),
several autobiographies, Piper’s Vita, and the progress of her study of Sanskrit.

As the quote above instructs: “...for professional utility you may wish to refer to her as
The Artist Formerly Known as African-American.” This is the news dated “September 2012
and to the left of the arrow with this news is a portrait of the artist that appears to be very similar
to the one in Piper’s removed and reconstructed (by her) English language Wikipedia
autobiography.'” The image in Adrian Piper’s Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of
Embarrassment appears to be a self-portrait rendered in the medium of a digital photograph.
However the of color shading used for the artist’s skin and hair appear in darker gradations—
perhaps umber for the presented face and throat, with tints of burnt sienna around the hairline, at
the whites of the eyes and teeth—than in the headshot that appears in that autobiography. The
following typed text is overlaid atop the image with the artist’s likeness:

Dear Friends, For my 64" birthday I have decided to change my racial and nationality
designation. Henceforth, my new racial designation will be neither black nor white but
6.25% grey, honoring my 1/16th African heritage. And my new nationality designation
will not be African American but rather Anglo-German American, reflecting my
preponderantly English and German ancestry. Please join me in celebrating this exciting
new adventure in pointless administrative precision and futile institutional control."

By imaginatively designating herself as belonging to the new racial classification 6.25% grey
Piper humorously disambiguates her racial identity from the socio-historically color coded

' Adrian Piper, Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment, 2012.

17 Adrian Piper, “Adrian Piper” Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation Berlin, accessed April 10,
2019, http://www.adrianpiper.com/removed-and-reconstructed-en.wikipedia-biography.shtml.

" Adrian Piper, Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment, 2012, digital self-
portrait, 6 x 7.83” (15.24 x 19.97 cm), Berlin, Collection and © APRA Foundation Berlin, accessed
December 23, 2018, http://www.adrianpiper.com/news_sep_ 2012.shtml
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taxonomy tracking differences in skin-tone appearance that operationalize racial discourse. The
feeling of distrust (is she serious?) or even panic (you can’t do that!) that this announcement
caused in this viewer exposes how identity continues to be socially embedded and, perhaps,
ontologically meaningful.

What is presented in this digital format is an image of an altered appearance of the artist’s
likeness in portrait, supplemented by two texts (one internal to and one framing the image).
Through the use of these three elements and throughout the varying contexts of its digital
exhibition, the situation Piper creates with Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of
Embarrassment subverts superficial readings of the self-reported change in her racial designation
and offers possibilities for disrupting institutional authority over our interpersonal understanding
of selfhood. By making the claim that she, Adrian Piper, has made the decision to retire from
being black, the artist paradoxically shows how racialism’s legitimacy operates within a map of
beliefs in (some form of) the existence of race and so much so that it is, perhaps, difficult to
make meaningful sense of the language of decision in this context. That is, how should or how
can the content of Piper’s decision to designate a racial identity for herself circulate in our social
world?

The artistic strategies employed in this artwork are deeply rooted in and recognizable as
part of the heritage of Conceptual art praxis, namely: to devise ‘art ideas,” to communicate those
ideas in the media most appropriate to those art ideas, and, to interrogate the art environment by
remaining conscious of it and open to the critique of art’s circulation through our life-worlds and
institutions. Thus, Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment is not merely
about the artist and philosopher Adrian Piper’s self-fashioning by way of a new color-coded
racial designation (namely: 6.25% grey) on September 20, 2012. Instead, the work is better
understood as the manifestation or realization of a Conceptual ‘art idea’ that required the artist to
push the boundaries of biography and art dangerously close to one another in a risky adventure to
search out the limits of our social ontological map—a map created by, currently functioning and
morphing as racialists and/or racists’ ideologies require, and continuing to perpetuate myriad
processes of racialization.

The effects of this art idea’s as it is communicated by Piper and received by viewers are,
at least, two-fold: to elicit viewers’ apprehension of the operative naturalized social mapping of
race; and, to directly expose how institutions authorize the ongoing legitimacy of racialized
identities by continuing to play a role in perpetuating racialized social mapping. The hope
present from my reception of this work is that we feel ourselves apprehending our personal role
in preserving the legitimacy of institutional authority to ascribe worthiness through racial
categories and, in turn, perhaps feel encouraged to begin or continue interrogating why and how
we believe as we do.

From the start of what will only later come to be periodized as Conceptual art, as a first-
generation Conceptual artist Adrian Piper has consistently worked from the ethos of the
Minimalist artists who came before her and she has been responsible for developing
methodologies that will come to be recognized by later artists as influential for the general
features of Conceptualist praxis listed above. First generation Conceptual artists strove to fight
against what they viewed as the anti-intellectual and socially conservative artworld. And, as art
historian Nizan Shaked explains, Piper took up inquiries into the “...dynamic relationships
between the various elements of the artwork, such as object, author, body, self [selfhood],
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circulation, and audience reception.”" Historically, Conceptual art is both part of and is
instructive for understanding a broad transition away from thinking about art as the exclusive
domain of a chronology of unique Western art objects usually situated in a museum or gallery to
an artistic attitude enabling the possibility for new forms of art to emerge in/as a kind of
dispersed loci for a variety of artistic practices:

The preoccupation with language or information, the turn to new technologies or
alternative media (including the body as medium), and the relocation of art’s site beyond
the studio or established exhibition paces, together evidence a new attitude...This broad
shift in the attitudes toward artmaking (and also in the various disciplines of the arts,
letters, and their study) was characterized by critical distance on the subjects or
objects...There was a growing awareness [as] to how context affects the meaning of
artwork, and the understanding that materials and forms of the work or the language
from which it has been woven (whether visual or textual) always already carry meaning
that reflects the broader structures (social, political, economic, etc.) that shape them.”

From the early 1970s, Piper developed strategies to experiment with the realization of art
ideas that would disaggregate properties of specifically human identities as objects in space and
time. In Concrete Infinity Documentation Piece (1970)* Piper develops an input-output
machine™ for realizing an art idea wherein she clinically documented the fluctuations to time and
space in her everyday activities. The input side of the machine was a short set of precise hand-
written instructions to Piper from herself that began:

Object maintenance
Write everything I do. Temp & Weight on rising
& going to bed. Picture once a day...”

' Nizan Shaked, “Adrian Piper: The Body after Conceptualism” in The Synthetic Proposition:
Conceptualism and the Political Referent in Contemporary Art, (Manchester: Manchester University
Press), 61.

%% Nizan Shaked, “Adrian Piper: The Body after Conceptualism” in The Synthetic Proposition:
Conceptualism and the Political Referent in Contemporary Art, (Manchester: Manchester University
Press), 68.

*! Adrian Piper, Concrete Infinity Documentation Piece, 1970. Handwritten text on notebook paper; and
black-and-white photographs and handwritten text on fifty-six sheets of graph paper. Each sheet 10 % x 8
Y in. (27.3 x 21.6 cm) The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles.

2 «To me, people who complain about the “antihumanism” of conceptual art are missing the point. Any
kind of objectivity—whether it is in the formulation of a concretized system, a rational decision-making
method, conceptual clarity—can serve only to facilitate the final emergence, in as pure a form as possible
of the artistic idea, which is almost always bascically intuitive in nature. It is only when one subordinates
the original intuition to the subjective distillations and limitations of one’s own personality that one need
be finally confronted with a kind of mirror image of one’s egotistical conflicts as an end product.” Adrian
Piper, “A Defense of the “Conceptual” Process in Art,” in Out of Order, Out of Sight, Vol II.: Selected
Writings in Art Criticism 1967-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996, 3.

 Adrian Piper, Concrete Infinity Documentation Piece, 1970. Handwritten text on notebook paper; and
black-and-white photographs and handwritten text on fifty-six sheets of graph paper. Each sheet 10 % x 8
Y in. (27.3 x 21.6 cm) The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles.
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The output side of the machine lists activities in a dry tone, but with the same sort of
affected objectivity present in the instructions. Still, the list of activities—presented in their final
form on graph paper with images of the artist attached, then framed and hung for installation—
exists in ways that are not readily available as narrative and clearly rejects the clichéd image of
an artist in the heat of genius, amplified at the center of the bourgeois culture that the Concept-
artists sought (but ultimately failed) to overcome.

However, by objectively executing her various art ideas (like a machine) resulting in the
dissembling of the properties, such as daily habits in the case of Concrete Infinity Documentation
Piece, Piper created an increasingly more precise practice of developing and carrying out art
ideas that showed how the necessary uptake of spatiality and temporality generally allow us to
move around and act in the world. Piper also begins to understand through her reflective pieces,
or what she will come to call her ‘meta-art’ practice, how modes of habituation that utilize
appearances, behavior, and speech within those uptakes of spatiality and temporality are used to
judge the reality of how we understand ourselves and others can fail. Furthermore, a paradox
emerges: The properties of identity that are at work in mapping our social world and
communicating our identities in ways that seem socio-historically (con)scripted** also appear to
be contingently based on the here and now of our interactions.

In Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment Adrian Piper
addresses our contemporary situation: Institutions’ attempts to attend to previous forms of
structural occlusion by offering unprecedented numbers of professional opportunities to African
Americans since the U.S. Civil Rights era, for example, have failed to eliminate the structures
and effects of racialist discourse and racism. Instead, by merely offering expanded opportunities
to enter liberal capitalist markets, people who stand to benefit professionally from race-based
diversity initiatives also become responsible for or are in danger of becoming responsible for
perpetuating the processes of race-based authentication of those identities, in ways that actually
undermine possibilities for deeper forms of our interdependent self-understanding.

The account of self-understanding as Piper argues for it in her neokantian reconstruction
of the deep structure of self will show why not even, seemingly, celebratory uses of race-based
identity® can justify the failures of race-talk to rationally orient self-understanding. So, Piper’s
analysis of personhood is not simply one concerning the unjustified use of racializing (or other
xenophobic) identification, but about any kind of conceptual organization of our mutually
interdependent, higher and lower order theories of who we take ourselves to be.. In Black is

** See David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment, Durham: Duke
University Press, 2004.

¥ «Once Oprah becomes a global media icon, and Toni Morrison wins the Nobel Peace Prize for
literature, and [Nelson] Mandela becomes the president of South Africa, and Obama becomes the
president of the United States—perhaps better: now that Tim Story can direct summer blockbuster films
like The Fantastic Four (for good or ill), and Halle Berry can win an Oscar (more on this later) and
headline her own tent pole superhero film (Catwoman), and Okwui Enwezor can curate Documenta and
the Venice Biennale, and Michael Jordan and Jay-Z can, like Oprah, become global icons for their skills
as performers and as businesspeople—once all this happens, the old approaches to black expressive
culture seem much less pertinent. Why ask culture workers to uplift and defend the race, in the minds of
black folks or others, when the work of vindication, in aesthetics and in ethics, had already been done?”
Paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, Hoboken: Wiley and Sons, 2016,
vii.
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Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, Paul Taylor raises a similar worry in his critique of
multiculturalist integrationist aesthetics:

The multiculturalist narrative of sarkaesthetic [third person judgements of bodies]
progress seems clearly to presuppose an integrationist picture...Hollywood studios now
embrace “black” movies in a way that would have seemed unthinkable not that many
years ago. But what counts as a black movie tends to be bound up with stereotypical
characters and formulaic, whitely plots. And the black characters cannot be too black,
especially if they are women, which is to say that leading ladies must be able to pass the
paper bag test...the liberal-multicultural reproaches that allows for one or two black
supermodels while squeezing most of the others out of the business undermines the
thought that we’ve reached a multicultural nirvana...multicultural integrationism
foregrounds a mode of interracial consumption that blocks the recognition of moral
personhood.26

When read together, the image and language deployed in 7hwarted will not necessarily
inform the viewer of Piper’s preferred self-conception because, as the last part of the embedded
text points out, this declaration of Piper’s new racial designation is also an example of “pointless
administrative precision and futile institutional control.” Nor does the text give us reason to
believe that the image presented is a more accurate portrait of Piper’s first-person perspective on
her personhood. The artwork’s image and text are prompts—Iess interested in functioning to
revise or improve the accuracy of indexing Piper’s appearance to color-coded racial
classification (from black or white to 6.25% grey). Instead, through this particular visual and
linguistic situation, viewers are prompted to examine their own reactions to the declaration of
such a revision and to orient themselves’ to the possibility for understanding this new social
world—the same one that only a moment before encountering the work did not offer this racial
designation, but now does.

That is, the artwork under review shows how various circulations of racialized structures
of identity limit, discipline, and otherwise exclude unfamiliar, surprising, or self-fashioned
presentations of self-conception both informed by and sharing similarities with the functions of
classical racialism and racializing discourse affirming the presence of diverse identities. The use
of racial and intra-racial color classifications (‘honey brown,” ‘redbone,’ or ‘blue black,”) to
index skin tone difference to personhood and which also generally represent the descending
(light-to-dark) hierarchical distribution of social worth and benefits according to a person’s
(especially, as Taylor points out, gendered) appearance are also being called to account here for
sharing in the same patterns of coding identities used to justify anti-Black racism.

Piper leads me to conclude that both the apparently derogatory or seemingly celebratory
use of racial classification (as Piper has been made aware of when she is racialized as White and
others attempt to bond with her through their presumed shared xenophobia, for example®’) enable

2% paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, ibid. 123-124.

*"In the essay “Passing for White, Passing for Black,” Piper recalls painful experiences backwards and
forwards in her life, radiating out from a moment of particularly hurtful offense given at the graduate
welcome reception at Harvard where she matriculated as a Philosophy PhD student. Across her life,
people of various racialized identities made it clear to her that her racial identity had either better be
White or that she simply was not Black enough to qualify as such. In her own words: “Until my family
moved out of Harlem when I was fourteen, my social contacts were almost exclusively with upper-
middle-class white schoolmates and working-class black neighborhood playmates, both of whom made
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these classifications to perpetuate their intended purposes of orienting human communities
according to not simply the biologically bogus concept of race, but also according to unsound
divisionary and hierarchical schemas strengthened by the use of preconceived judgements that
rely on White supremacist racialism’s color-inflected stereotyping.

In the following sections of this chapter I will situate Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes,
A Moment of Embarrassment by historicizing this work of Conceptual art in terms of other select
works from Piper’s oeuvre.” Across her practice Piper’s precise strategies of Conceptual
mediation of intuitively arrived at ‘art ideas’— from her early investigation of abstract geometric
objects in space and time, and then her later investigations into the ‘indexical present,’
specifically as it is structured by interrelations between our interpersonal and institutional
socialization as a conceptualist—have driven the artist to devise some of the most clever and
biting art ideas and then realize them through the appropriate media necessary for their
presentation.

In her art ideas concerning ill-formed classifications that map our social world, Piper has
worked to point out how received properties of identity--their construction and permutations, as
well the repetition of assumptions, prejudicial attitudes, and other habits-at-hand for identifying
self and others—solidify the functions of assigning racialized and gendered stereotypes based
primarily on what is seen or experienced in social interactions often occurring in a split second.
The artists in Piper’s cohort of first-generation Conceptual artists with their Minimalist
influences learned from and passionately attended to the possibility of an ‘art idea’ as something
abstracted away from the claims made on behalf of art’s autonomy.

Minimalist abstraction would undermine that autonomy, best signified by Duchamp’s
urinal, by placing mundane activities in art contexts or art in mundane contexts to point up the
systems of communication in which art is already embedded. Summarizing Piper’s practice,
Shaked writes:

me feel equally alienated from both races.” Adrian Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black,”
Reprinted from Transition, Issue 58,1992 University of Oxford Press 1992, 8 included in the John G.
Hanhardt Collection at the Center for Curatorial Studies Bard Archives.

*¥ Further research is required on the reception of the different iterations of this work installed in its
various situations and in the context of shifting attitudes about the significance of race in contemporary
social life: For example, Thwarted seems to have been “permanently installed” on Piper’s website, but
has also been exhibited publically on a video monitor (as I experienced it at the Hammer Museum in
December 2018, as part of Piper’s traveling retrospective) at various institutions across time and space,
and as the politics of race changes form; How does the reception of this work change in the context of
shifting discourse on race in the United States? For example, discussions on the ‘post-racial’ circa 2008-
2012 seem to have abruptly ended with the openly White supremacist rhetoric and highly publicized and
circulated instances of anti-Black violence leading up to and after the 2016 presidential election and in the
wake of the 2017 Whitney Biennial controversy over the exhibition of Dana Schutz’s painting, Open
Casket (2016); Finally, given the central importance of mediation to the realization of Conceptual ‘art
ideas,” how might Thwarted be read from the context of Piper’s other works rendered in (which is to say
not only documented for) digital form--for example works as seemingly different as Merge (1989) or
Imagine (Trayvon Martin) (2013)—must also be considered in-depth for subsequent studies of Thwarted
Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment.
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...Piper scrutinised the context of artmaking (beyond the studio), display (beyond the
museum), and circulation (beyond the gallery), and challenged the primacy of the object
(rather than the many elements surrounding it), aligning her first enquiries with the
context of artmaking and the primacy of the object [as a mode of communication already
embedded in systems of information transfer], and only then with her social position as
gendered and racialized subject. If the turn to the body would later draw out its
specificity, the politics of the economy of the art object were still emanating from the
form, and the context in which the work appeared was still located in the structure, not
the referent. In other words, Piper’s objectification of the body leveled its capacity for
meaning with the other elements such that it would be read rather than viewed. In the
turn from Conceptual Art to conceptualism, the text was still of primary concern,
introducing the body as a mode of inscription.”

Osborne explains, weak Conceptualist like Piper alongside her mentor and friend Sol Lewitt,
were not seduced by the “regulative fantasy”*’ of Conceptual art like other practitioners in their
cohort such as Joseph Kosuth. (vis-a-vis art object’s medium specificity in Modernist art, for
example).’!

In her artistic approach, Piper has not sought to reconcile art with philosophy. She investigates
how space and time function for us through communication of objects and within the circulation
of interdependent meaning, including the object of our interdependently produced self-
understanding in the indexical present. If anything, Piper’s practice might be better understood
from the influence of material or synthetic semiotic analysis.

But Piper’s commitments philosophically are to the unified rational self that she argues
for from her neokantian reconstruction of the self. Piper explains that failures in the
communication of our self-understanding which may be thwarted by, among other things, self-
interest, self-deceit, and our propensity to make xenophobic judgements are put to work in order
to rationalize that very self-understanding. But if we are able to learn how to recognize these
rationalizations through education, there is the hope that we move towards a transcultural
rationality, overcoming those failures to communicate our must authentic selves, our rational
selves, progressively moving towards a peaceful cosmopolitan society.

* Nizan Shaked, The Synthetic Proposition: Conceptualism and the Political Referent in Contemporary
Art, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 99-100.

30 peter Osborne, ““ Conceptual Art and/as Philosophy,” in Rewriting Conceptual Art, ed. Michael
Newman and Jon Bird, (London: Reacktion Book Ltd, 1999), 50.

' T owe a great deal of my understandng of the reasons for Piper’s carefeul separation of describing the
activities of her art practice and the activities of her philosophical research to the interpretive
contributions made by Diarmuid Costello. See Diarmuid Costello, “Xenophobia, Stereotypes, and
Empirical Acculturation: Neo-Kantianism in Adrian Piper’s Performance-Based Conceptual Art” in
Adrian Piper: A Reader,(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2018), 166-215. Costello’s essay
contribution to the Adrian Piper reader published in conjunction with the 2018 retrospective also
occasioned Costello’s invitation by Piper to participate in the panel discussion hosted by the Hammer
Museum in Los Angeles (where a different iteration of the retrospective was installed in autumn of 2018).
Diarmuid Costello, “Deconstructing the Truism of Race as a Social Construct,” Hammer Museum,
published November 8, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2JMIV55A0KS, Costello who is an
Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of Warwick is a rare scholar of both Piper’s artistic
practice and her philosophical scholarship.
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Conceptual Art Ideas Mediated through Self-Fashioning

Self-authoring what one is called might strike us, by now as a reasonable form of self-
fashioning. But what can it mean to retire from being Black and why does this work seem to
elicit a certain kind of scratched record pause in the viewer? Christophe Cherix quotes Piper in
his catalog essay on the occasion of Piper’s retrospective, A4 Synthesis of Intuitions at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York City. Here, Piper describes having the idea for another
work The Humming Room (2012) (at the invitation of curator Hans Ulrich Olbrist to create a
work for the show Do It (2012)) around the same time as 7Thwarted came to mind:

...I had been having very friendly communications with an academic institution on my
side of the Atlantic that had expressed an interest in further affiliation, and this presented
a conflict...I realized that of course my designated identity as African American was
enhancing my attractiveness, and that was also part of a very familiar dysfunctional
pattern I had previously experienced...

My piece Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment...came up in
my mind on the heels of that realization. That piece had an incredible liberating effect
on me. It made me laugh at myself, at all such institutions, at their dysfunctionality, and
at their pretensions to authority...Psychologically I had just detached myself from any
dependence on such authority for my sense of self-worth.*

What Piper is saying here is that when the institutional ascription ‘African-American’ is applied
to her identity-- even when the intent is to celebrate African Americans’ achievements in
academia (or the artworld)”— it is part of a dysfunctional pattern of recognizing differences
between human beings in ways that maintain a toxic taxonomy of classification. The issue
concerns the authority of institutions to ascribe worth (unworthiness or worthiness) to persons by
actively maintaining, overseeing the maintenance of, and legitimizing the social value of race.
Piper’s work illuminates how the seeming stability of ‘racial appearances’ as a visually coded
social ontological operation by which institutions (such as the News, the school, hospitals, the art
museum) not only map us socially, but also authorize the perpetuation of belief in meaningful
racialized identities to the point of naturalizing them for you and me.

For the occasion of Piper’s 2018 retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art in New
York City, Adrian Piper: A Synthesis of Intuitions, 1965-2016 (March 31-July 22, 2018),
Thomas Chatterton Williams situates Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of
Embarrassment in Piper’s personal history:

Adrian Piper the conceptual artist and analytic philosopher, is almost as well known for
what she stopped doing as for what she has done. By 1985, she had given up alcohol, meat
and sex. In 2005, she took a leave of absence from her job at Wellesley, sold her home on

* Christophe Cherix, “Who Calls The Tune? In and Out of the Humming Room” in Adrian Piper: A
Synthesis of Intuitions, 1965-2016 (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2018), 13-15.

3 See Adrian Piper, “Dear Editor” Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation Berlin, accessed
November 2018, http://www.adrianpiper.com/dear editor.shtml.
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Cape Cod and shipped all of her belongings to Germany. On a lecture tour in the United
States the next year she discovered a mark on her plane ticket which suggested, to her, that
she’s been placed on a watch list; she has not set foot in America since. Then, in 2012, on
her 64™ birthday, she “retired from being black.” She did this by uploading a digitally
altered self-portrait to her website, in which she had darkened her skin—normally café
trés-au-lait—to the color of elephant hide.*

This biographical sketch of the artist by way of a chronological list of what Piper has stopped
doing is fascinating not only because of the seemingly major decisions that Piper has made in
order to live her life and carry out her dual careers as she has seen fit, but also because the last
item on this craftily curated list of actions (that unfortunately conflates events that have
happened to Piper with events she initiated) describes both a work of art and a self-reported
biographical event.

But despite Williams’s laundry list of turning points in Piper’s life, Piper has not existed
in a vacuum acting merely to disrupt her own or others’ life-worlds. Like each of us Piper has
been personally and professionally formed, within various contexts, by combinations,
permutations, repetitions and effects of structural violence as well as the large-scale political
movements, institutional reforms, and ongoing sub-cultural practices of resistance against
ideologies supplementing justifications for violence perpetuated against various social groups
resulting in the conditions of oppression with which Piper has repeatedly identified with and
consistently addressed over her entire life, personally and professionally.

However, where structures of social life have created meaning for Piper’s personal life
and in which ways these structures in their meaningfulness to her, have influenced her
Conceptual art practice or career as a professional artist are not obvious. And Piper has gone to
great lengths to make herself clear that her work is not about reifying politically useful identities.
If anything, one consequence of Piper’s philosophical reconstruction of the self works to destroy
the idea that our self-understanding ought to have any particular kind of utility function at all. In
an essay first published in 1990 contributing her experience as an artist to the debates on
postmodernism and multiculturalism, Piper includes herself in the following classification of
‘Colored Women Artists’ and proceeds to explain in detail how the processes of negating these
aspects of her identity are at work in the artworld:

Euroethnic postmodernism’s attitude of mourning assumes our arrival at the end of the
art-historical progression, and therefore the impossibility of further innovation
indigenous to it. This means, in particular, innovations that occur outside of that
progression, or by those who are not accepted to it, cannot be acknowledged to exist as
innovations at all. Accordingly, the normative category of originality against which art
within the Euroethnic tradition was judged is replaced by the purportedly descriptive
categories of anomaly, marginality, and otherness. These aesthetically non-committal
categories can be deployed to acknowledge the existence of such innovations without
having to credit them normatively as innovations at all.*

3* Thomas Chatterton Williams, “The Artist is Not Present,” New York Times Magazine,

June 27, 2018, 42.

33 Adrian Piper, “The Triple Negation of Colored Women Attists,” in Out of Order, Out of Sight Volume
1I: Selected Writings in Art Criticism 1967-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), 168.
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Thus by invisibilizing the work of supposedly anomalous others who are unrecognizable to the
mainstream narratives of art’s production and cultural worth, the contributions to art by artists
with Piper’s particular identifying features are undermined. Here, Piper is discussing the context
of making artwork within the conditions of the Euroethnic tradition, in ways that are particular to
how she is racialized and gendered. But the concerns of this era of debates from the 1990s
converge with specific concerns that Piper and her Conceptual art peers were becoming
politically conscious of twenty years prior.

Throughout the 1970s conceptualists expanded their dialogue with a modernist avant-
garde to contending with issues that have come out of Civil Rights or the protest of the
Vietnam War, in response to the challenges marginalized groups posed to a
discriminatory museum and gallery system and their criteria. Artists moved from a focus
on a dialogue with formalism onto political subject matter, and from an analytic art
concerned with abstractions to synthetic preoccupations with the world outside of art.*

But the impact of these convergences from multiple sites, within one particular artist, would have
different implications for Piper’s practice as opposed to the way that her first-generation
Conceptual art peers and many other feminist or ‘Colored Women Artists,” emerging in the post
Civil Rights era would proceed. That is to have one’s work judged as outside of the normative
categories of innovation no matter what one’s contributions, presents very specific kinds of
methodological challenges for this particular politically conscious Conceptual artist to approach.

In the essay quoted above, ‘Colored,” “‘Woman,’ and ‘Artist’ might be understood as
properties that map the social world as are the other properties that Piper uses to describe her
sense of being in the world: “the sense of entitlement of an upper middle class heterosexual
WASP male, the pampered only son of doting parents.””’ Overall, Piper encourages us to
reassess the naturalized functions of race-talk and disaggregate them from her (and our)
reputation because racialized imaginaries rely on putting to work stereotypical conceptions of
others. The effect that the function of race-talk achieves is the misrecognition of persons because
of how race-talk serves to not only ascribe different levels of worthiness to people, but also to
authenticate personhood in general. We cannot make sense of how to ascribe worthiness to
someone who designates her race as 6.25% grey and it is precisely in the emptiness of this
designation where Piper means to point at how, in order to be received as an authentic person in
our contemporary society, one must in fact be read through a system of authenticity that includes
being authenticated (or not), at least, by the presence racial categories

3® Nizan Shaked, The Synthetic Proposition: Conceptualism and the Political Referent in Contemporary
Art, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 113

37 Adrian Piper, “Introduction” in Out of Order, Out of Sight: Volume I: Selected Writings in Meta-Art,
1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), xxxiv.
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Historicizing and Interpreting Thwarted Projects

I was feeling free and humorous. That was the soil in which The Humming Room™ took
root. It was a perfect expression of my state of mind at that moment, a joyous celebration
of my final release from a whole set of needs, desires, anxieties, and ambitions connected
with institutional validation.”

How exactly, might Piper’s new racial designation in 2012 be taken up to expand the
possibility for the recognition of personhood beyond stereotypes of worthiness based on not only
appearance but also speech and behavior, i.e. what does it mean for Adrian Piper to take on the
action of telling us that she is retiring from familiar racial categories and not only designating but
also designing a new one?* To begin to address these questions it is important to situate Piper’s
retirement from being Black, her withdrawal from familiar racial classifications, as no disavowal
of her continually being subjected to the processes of racialization. Instead, the uptake of her
new tonally inflected ‘grey-scale’ designation in Thwarted must be situated in the context of the
artist’s oeuvre from which it can then be read, instead, as a withdrawal from institutional
validation. Thwarted must be understood simultaneously as both a demonstration of how socially
embedded race-talk functions and a critique of how racial authenticity continues to authorize
identities in ways that obscure progress towards authentic forms of our socially interdependent
understanding of self and others.

For the purposes of the dissertation, I wish to interrogate the violent processes of
racialization as undermining to authentic judgements in the recognition of personhood. So it is
instructive to look at artworks where Piper has utilized self-fashioning specifically as a
conceptualist idiom to create visual situations inviting viewers into a dialogue about race. Just as
in Thwarted, each of Piper’s works that I bring to bear on interpreting that work employ
language either spoken or written (hand-written or in digitized formats, in the title of the work as
well as in the works themselves) to communicate directly to the viewer, leaving no room for a
lazy gaze (although this laziness still happens as when critics mistake the artwork for the artist).
In these works the artist actively directs the gaze of the viewer through deliberate self-fashioning
of not herself but an art situation through text, image, and physical actions that employ the use
of her body as a mediating element.

¥ The Humming Room, 2012, Voluntary group performance. Full-time museum guard, empty room
equipped to echo, and two text signs, one above the door and one adjacent, dimensions variable.
Collection Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation Berlin.

3 Christophe Cherix, “Who Calls The Tune? In and Out of the Humming Room” in Adrian Piper: A
Synthesis of Intuitions, 1965-2016, 15.

* See the controversy around Rachel Dolezal and the ensuing debate around the publication of Rebecca
Tuvel’s article “In Defense of Transracialism” in Hypatia Vol. 32, no. 2 (Spring 2017), 263-277 as well
as the philosophical responses that followed in a special symposium issue of the journal Philosophy
Today,Volume 62, Issue 1, Winter 2018. In the final section of the dissertation, I will address difficulties
with how the self-assignation of race as a kind of self-fashioning presents challenges to the defense of an
anti-rationalist and only hermeneutical orientation to race.
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Art is primarily a visual medium. So political art would seem to have the potential for
furnishing a forceful antidote to racism. It is worth investigating whether it has failed to
exploit fully its own potential to heal this particular visual pathology, and why political
art in general has been charged with impotence to effect political change in the larger
political arena.”'

Food for the Spirit (1971)* is one part of a series involving photographic documentation
of a piece that took place in Piper’s downtown New York City loft as she was reading the first
edition of Norman Kemp Smith’s translation of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason
(before starting her Ph.D in Philosophy at Harvard). Through the use of the photographic form,
her body, and a mirror, Piper attempts to show an “immediate relationship in the ‘indexical
present’ [defined by Piper as], “... the present of the here and now--between the art object and
the viewer as a kind of medium for social relations.”® The tools of Minimalist and Conceptual
art with their focus on questioning the apparatus at work in forming the art environment as well
as their insistence on eschewing traditional media for the sake of communicating art ideas are
both at work here.

In Food for the Spirit, the indexical present of interest in the realization of this art idea is
a series of moments in Piper’s own spirited self-understanding, documented in a series of
photographs at the objective space and time of their occurrence. What is key here is that while
the photographic form is in use and the history of portraiture is a source, these elements are
secondary to what early Conceptual artists would have it is the art’s primary work: the ‘art idea.’
The art idea in this case is the intentional physical presentation of Piper’s own self-understanding
and not the represented image of artist’s body, which is actually quite difficult to discern from
the low quality of the image.

Here, Piper’s embodied form is abstracted by being shrouded (even in the low-light nudes
for this series), denying the traditional availability of the appearing female sexed body—as a
clothed or nude model— familiar to the visual culture of Euro-American art history. I think that
one subtext referenced by utilizing the photograph, also important to many feminist artists, is its
use since the nineteenth century to visually narrativize patterns and differences between human
beings for the organization and management of an increasingly interconnected settler-colonial
social worlds.

However, Piper captures her indexical self-understanding with the least amount of
interference from the materials necessary for a photographed portrait, including light. A version
of a strategy familiar to practitioners of Conceptual termed ‘dematerialization (coined by art
historian and curator Lucy Lippard) is employed by way of the difficult to see, yet undeniable
presence of Piper’s body. The dark figure captured in the photograph thwarts judgements of the
present but still partially hidden body, which nonetheless exists as a visible form. It is Piper’s
mind excited by reading Kant which orients the unique mediation with the other more familiar

I Adrian Piper, “Goodbye to Easy Listening” Out of Order Out of Sight, Volume II,

(Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, 1996), 177.

* Adrian Piper, Food for the Spirit 1971, Ring binder with fourteen gelatin silver prints and forty-four
annotated pages torn from a paperback edition of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, mounted on
colored paper, in plastic sleeves. Binder 11 /2x 10 x 1 2 in. (29.2 x 25.4 x 3.8 cm). Collection Thomas
Erben, New York.

3 “Xenophobia and the Indexical Present II: Lecture,” in Out of Order, Out of Sight: Volume I: Selected
Writings in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 257.
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art elements (the human form, light, film) which are put to minimal use.* A few years prior to
the occurrence of Food for the Spirit, while the soon-to-be philosopher was an enthusiastic art
student at the School of the Visual Arts, Piper writes:

I think that the best thing an artist can do for his creative development is allow his
intuitions as full an actualization as possible—unhampered by ultimately unavoidable
limitations of personality and material. (...) I have found that the best way for me to deal
with my own subjective limitations is in the process of conceptual formulation
(...)...Only the intuitive is truly unlimited. I see all art as basically an intuitive process,
regardless of how obliquely it has been dealt with in the past. Within this context, I think
“conceptual art” is the most adequate way of liberating the creative process so that the
artist may approach and realize his work—or himself—on the purest possible level.*”

By articulating that the process of conceptual formulation of the ‘art idea’ was the better
way to proceed in her practice, Piper identifies herself as part of a scene of downtown New York
City contemporary artists working in the late 1960s-1970s who would later come to be known as
the first-generation of Conceptual artists. These artists attempted various approaches to what the
art object’s ‘dematerialization’ through experiments in geometry, linguistic instigation, behavior
modification, and other methods they found appropriate for communicating their art ideas.

During the 1960’s, the anti-intellectual, emotional/intuitive processes of art-making
characteristic of the last two decades have begun to give way to an ultra-conceptual art
that emphasizes thinking process almost exclusively...a number of artists are losing
interest in the physical evolution of the work of art*...Such a trend appears to be
provoking a profound dematerialization of art, especially of as art as object, and if it
continues to prevail, it may result in the object’s becoming wholly obsolete.”’

Conceptual artists attempted to eschew fetishization of the art object for a more
investigative, albeit hardly scientific, relationship to art that they believed could be achieved by
stripping art of its identification with unique art objects of value in which that value is
determined by some esoteric quality such as the specificity of medium or the particular artist’s

* The exhibition of Food for the Spirit included in Piper’s 2018 retrospective is made up of
forty-four annotated pages (from Kant’s section on “Transcendental Aesthetic”) excised from
Piper’s personal copy of the Norman Kemp-Smith translation of the Critique of Pure Reason.

* Adrian Piper, “A Defense of the ‘Conceptual’ Process in Art” in Conceptual Art a Critical Anthology,
1967, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, (Cambridge: MIT, 1999), 37.

% Learning from Mimalism’s effort to disrupt the Modernist focus on stylistic autonomy, Conceptual
artists’ strategies reflect both art movements’ rejection of Greenberg lan Formalism. In the formalist
aesthetics made famous by Clement Greenberg, judgements about the success of a Modernist painting, for
example, focus on how the forms within the painterly idiom achieve the autonomy of the discipline
through the unique play of flatness of the canvas. Clement Greenberg, Greenberg, Clement. “Modernist
Painting,” in Voice of America pamphlet and radio broadcast, (1960); Republished in Art and Literature.
Paris: Spring 1965. Accessed online May 2018.

http://www.yorku.ca/yamlau/readings/greenberg modernistPainting.pdf.

47 Lucy R. Lippard and John Chandler, “The Dematerialization of Art, 1967 Art International 12:2
(February 1968), 31-36. Reprinted in Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, eds. Alexander Alberro and
Blake Stimson, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 46
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style which is made available for judgment by critics.* Of course our so-called food for the
spirit—or the ideas, which feed it—can only happen from/for the embodied mind. But in the
quote from the Piper as a younger artist I hear her asking: What if a certain action that utilized
the body could signal the mind’s particular self-understanding —to show that a particular subject
understands herself despite never being able to reveal herself from a universal standpoint nor in
its completeness or complexity at any given time? While Piper shows her body in this dimly lit
situation, it is not to “prove” the existence of her own body to herself in a moment lost in
contemplation, much less to have the photograph (or any part of the work) appraised in terms of
its aesthetic achievement. Instead, the image attempts to document, and not represent, an
instantiated empirical conception of an embodied mind focused on its own processes of
subjectivation.

Although what is documented is the indexing of Adrian Piper the artist to the event of an
embodied mind’s encounter with Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, in the artist’s loft, during the
summer of 1971, Food for the Spirit should be understood as an attempt by the artist to
document her own self-understanding, a particular aspect of her self-conception in that moment,
rather than as an autobiographical self-portrait. We cannot go check on other sources to see if the
performance was a success in the way that we might compare this image with other images of
Piper or find her former downtown neighbors to confirm that this really is the artist and
philosopher Adrian Piper at her loft in New York City back in the summer of 1971.

The document we can witness is not even the artwork because the work happened in the
instance of an enthralled self-consciousness for itself. The photographed figure shows a body in
darkness because the figure is only present to stand in as an abstracted visual marker of the event
of Piper’s own self-understanding. Furthermore, the documentation of this event of self-
understanding can only be interpreted from what is seen according to the concepts such as
‘young,” or ‘female sexed’ and ‘body’ or whatever makes the appearing subject of the
photograph readable through the visualization of that body and our capacity to see it.

Adrian Piper’s seventh traveling career retrospective—2018’s Adrian Piper: A Synthesis
of Intuitions, 1965-2016 was the largest retrospective of a living artist installed at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York City.* In December 2018, I experienced a version of the retrospective
organized by the artist with Chief Curator Cornelia Butler at the Hammer Museum in Los
Angeles titled Adrian Piper: Concepts and Intuitions 1965-2016. Both iterations of the
retrospective included a pair of drawings on paper that, again, reference the tradition of
portraiture but by way of a paradoxical twist utilized in the media to communicate the art idea.
Separated by fourteen years, Self-Portrait Exaggerating My Negroid Features (1981) and Self-

* See the similarities to Concepetual art’s discourse about itself with the discussion below in Chapter II.
Section 3: Authenticity After Essentialism: Paul C. Taylor’s Post-Analytic Pragmatist Theory of Black
Aesthetics, on the difficulties of formulating criteria for authentic “African art.” Differences in the
accumulation of value around unique objects and their authors from traditional Euro-American art
compared with religious/cutural value or value assessed by way of diasporic exchange among African
descended people pose problems for evaluting the authenticity of African art, by way of criterium such as
establishing provenance, for example.

* Adrian Piper, “Adrian Piper” Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation Berlin, accessed April 10,
2019, http://www.adrianpiper.com/removed-and-reconstructed-en.wikipedia-biography.shtml.

>% Adrian Piper, “Self-Portrait Exaggerating My Negroid Features” (1981), Pencil on paper, 10 x 8
inches. © Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation Berlin), The Eileen Harris Norton Collection, in
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Portrait as a Nice White Lady (1995)”" appear side-by-side with the title of the earlier work
(barely even pronounceable to some artworld doyens), also written out across the page beneath
the drawing to avoid oversight.

In Self-Portrait as a Nice White Lady language is inserted even more abruptly into the
viewer’s field of vision to destabilize any comfort with what might otherwise be mistaken for an
untroubled assertion (when read perhaps without knowledge of the artist’s wit?) in matching up
the artist’s identity to the identity referred to in the title. The title, however, is actually not any
kind of self-congratulations on having the ability to “pass” as a “nice white lady.” The look of
Piper’s stern visage in the black and white photo with its oil-crayon collaged text over a roughly
shaded bright red background nearly bursts out beyond its edges with its inescapable hail--a
transliteration of Black American vernacular which reads: “WHAT CHOO LOOKING AT,
MOFO”**—floating in a cartoon bubble above an image of Piper’s headshot—this time with
seemingly semi-straightened hair.

In this work Piper anticipates the come back (today’s ‘clapback’) that she has been too
shocked to respond to, perhaps, in moments of confrontation over her “true” race. The
combination of image and words creates an’ indexical present’ as the viewer’s viewing of text
and language together create a ‘false positive’ identification in the here-and-now, specifically for
those too eager to categorize the image of the person who appears as belonging to the club of
“nice white ladies.” The social category of ‘nice white lady’ is a received honorific ascribing
niceness through a gendered, racialized, and class-based stereotype that Piper whole-heartedly
rejects having ascribed to her.

Thus, with the inescapabilty of the clapback indexed to the viewer’s time instead of in a
moment of live disappointment (in others) or shame (for herself), Piper turns art into a live
situation where she is, in a sense, protected from being the target of scrutiny through the
mediation of her appearing presentation. In this case, the mediation of the art idea happens
through Piper’s text bubble --a belated retort offered to those who quickly judge her face as
belonging to some innocuous, politically unconscious, middle-class, well-bred/white-bread’
stereotype.

Here, the ‘art idea’ recovers the opportunity for the retort Piper might like to give in these
painful situations where she is caught off-guard by others’ stereotyping who she is because of

Adrian Piper: A Synthesis of Intuitions:1965-2016 The Museum of Modern Art, ed. Christophe Cherix,
Cornelia Butler, and David Platzker, 2018, 224

>! Adrian Piper, Portrait as a Nice White Lady (1995) Black and white autophoto with oil-crayon drawing,
18 1/4 x 14 1/4 in; 46.4 x 36.2 cm, The Studio Museum in Harlem, New Y ork, Museum purchase made
possible by a gift from Barbara Karp Shuster, New York, in Adrian Piper: A Synthesis of Intuitions:1965-
2016 The Museum of Modern Art, ed. Christophe Cherix, Cornelia Butler, and David Platzker, 2018, 225
>2 The philosopher and musician Lewis Gordon writes regarding Blackness’s invisibility: “Rejecting
dissapearance, black could opt to become what [Franz] Fanon (1952) calls “actional (becoming Blacks),
even where their conscious aim isn’t one of articulatng a Black identity but is instead an everyday,
uninhibited way of living in the world. A prevailing misrepresentation of black people, for instance, is
that of an obsessive preoccupation with becoming white or at least no longer black. Yes this doesn’t
match the facts of the lived experience of most black people and especially Black people. Anti-black
racial awareness tends to come in where racism intrudes on everyday experience, which is why Fanon
famously refers to being torn apart and subsequently reassembled when a little boy pointed to him and
shouted, “Look, a négre!”” Lewis R. Gordon “Black Aesthetics, Black Value” in Public Culture, (Vol.
30, Issue 1) 2017, 29.
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how she appears. Then, based on the information available in the expression on the figure’s face
and what that appearing figure is thinking the viewer must scrutinize themselves and question
whether or not the woman in the photo still appears to be a “nice white lady.” The work aims to
show both how others see her when they are not open to or ignorant of the variety of possibilities
for the appearance of racialized (politically conscious, Black, feminist, etc.) identities. It is a
strategy with both didactic and therapeutic dimensions. Through the thoughtful self-fashioning at
work through the presentation of language and image, Piper may manage to (temporarily?) stave
off the entrapment of her identity by way of stereotypes about her appearance.

Similarly, in Self-Portrait Exaggerating My Negroid Features Piper asks viewers to ask
themselves what exactly constitutes appearing Black by, again, encouraging viewers to modify
their behavior through implicit instructions which also become acts of sabotage that
breakdown—mnot the artist’s own self understanding or her private attitudes about her personhood
(as opposed to others’ confusion over her racialized identity)— the viewer’s attitudes about the
relationship between appearances and their own operating schematics used to authenticate racial
identity organized through classical race categories.

While looking for the markers that would confirm their stereotypical idea of how Piper’s
Blackness ought to appear, based on assumptions roused by the title of the artwork, the gaze is
returned from the very exaggeration of Piper’s pencil-drawn features. The exaggerated
“Negroid” features gives the viewer what they have been habituated to look for in the
stereotyping of Black people. But additionally, viewers are now also given the opportunity (if
they care or dare to know) to examine, to “test out,” their own features against Piper’s two self-
portraits. It is as if Piper is saying ‘Let’s just all go ahead and take our stereotypical race car(d)s
out for a spin!’

That is, through the presence of the diptych, viewers are given the here-and-now prompt
to investigate their deepest personal relationships to the racial ideology that indexes appearances
to race in a situation where there is no good evidence to confirm commonly held judgements
about how racial identities ought to appear.

The fact is that the racial categories that purport to designate any of us are too rigid and
oversimplified to fit anyone accurately. But then, accuracy was never their purpose.
Since we are almost all in fact racial hybrids, the “one-drop” rule of black racial
designation, if consistently applied, would either narrow the scope of ancestral
legitimacy so far that it would exclude most of those so-called whites whose social
power is most deeply entrenched, or widen it to include most of those who have been
most severely disadvantaged by racism.” >*

>3 Adrian Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black” Reprinted from Transition, Issue 58, University
of Oxford Press 1992, 32. Courtesy of the author and included in the John G. Hanhardt Collection at the
Center for Curatorial Studies Bard Archives.

>* A brilliant artwork and homage to Piper that also illustrates the point Piper articulates in the essay is by
the artist Glenn Ligon. In Ligon’s Self Portrait Exaggerating My Black Features and Self Portrait
Exaggerating my White Features (1998) two panels appear to show duplicates of the same image of the
artist situated side by side. Glenn Ligon, Self-Portrait Exaggerating My Black Features and Self-Portrait
Exaggerating My White Features, 1998, Silkscreen Ink on Canvas, two panels, 120 x 40 inches (304.8 x
101.6 cm) each. Collection of Eileen Harris Norton.

28



The implications of the diptych may be transposed into a series of questions that explain
why the problem space of authenticity has also been of concern in the study of ‘black aesthetics.’
In Self Portrait As a Nice White Lady, why would the viewer see Piper’s appearance differently
based on the language employed when her appearance in the photo does not change because of
the text? If upon viewing this work we assume Piper is, ought to be, or should desire to be
included in that particular subsection of White racial identification—*nice white ladies’—then
what is the effect on the appearance of the portrait for the viewer when they also cannot avoid
knowing what the figure portrayed is thinking as indicated by the use of the text? That is, what
happens for the viewer who must synthesize the narrative link between a phrase in the vernacular
familiar to the native Harlemite, with both the ideological superlative expressed in the title and
the appearance of the subject (the artist and philosopher Adrian Piper) whose likeness appears in
the artwork? With the use of the text laid overtop the “auto-photo,” Piper presents her image but
uses the text in an attempt to block ideological stereotyping about her ‘racial appearance.” Here
auto does not mean transparent, but instead, refers to the mediated or manipulated form (text
over photograph) that works against resolving who appears into any ‘ready-made’ identity
category such as the one based on the stereotypes undergirding Piper’s and others’ harassment
for the “fraudulent” portrayal of their racial category.

In the introduction to the dissertation I defined ‘black aesthetics’ as the study of the
sensations becoming forms of expression—aesthetic forms—of those racialized as Black that
often, but not always, respond to the violent processes of racialization. I said that these aesthetic
forms often, but not always, directly or indirectly, gather themes of human freedom with
epistemological and political implications that address operative concepts of human value
utilized in emerging modernity’s proto-sciences of biology, anthropology, and their resulting
theories of culture and civilization. Following her intuitions from the cognitive disturbance of
being racialized as White, Piper analogically calls upon the Conceptual ethos of attention to
mediation of an art idea to think about what mediates the recognition of personhood by
deconstructing stereotypes about racialized identity. The search for a way to authenticate
personhood through the feelings of those mapped onto racialzied being is a distortion that Piper
attempts to overcome through her own methods of distorting stereotypes that she shows cannot
authenticate human beings thereby prompting us to remap the social world.

In the Mythic Being series spanning between 1973 and 1975, Piper renders herself as an
art object to create a ‘paradoxical presence’ that can witness gendered and class-based processes
of racial stereotyping. Using her own disguised body the Mythic Being Piper is seriated work—
first a “streetwork™ and then a series of posters circulated as ads in the long-running New York
City circular the Village Voice (1955-2018). The piece utilizes constructions of gender and
racialized sexuality as the mediating elements appropriate to the artist’s ongoing investigations
of the interdependence between our subjectivities. For the streetworks carried out in New York
City and Cambridge, Massachusetts two elements were used to create a paradoxical form—a
disguise and a linguistic device. Two contrasting forms of disguise, Piper’s visual presentation of
a stereotype “an overly hostile third world male ” and a vocal element--past slices of her own
subjectivity algorithmically selected and memorized selections from Piper’s journal, Piper could
test out the limits of the appearing raced and gendered body against its interpolation in the world.
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Also my feet hurt. | am wearing very stylish shoes with no arch and pointy toes. And I
have been consciously working on changing my walk from a bouncing stride to a
sinuous glide. At least while dressing in my modeling clothes. I have been fairly
successful at walking properly. I assiduously hold my neck taut like an ostrich’s, thrust
my pelvis slightly forward, and keep my entire trunk immobilized like this while
GLIDING along. My hand and arm movements are delicate, accentuating my fingers
and wrist, and restrained. It must be my demeanor that attracts, and not anything I do
that doesn’t accentuate my appearance.”

Piper’s idea of “an overly hostile third world male” intentionally provoking attention
through her/his sartorial choices and gestures tests the limits of an already liminal subject that is
at once central to understanding the libidinal economy of racialized and gendered desire in the
context of the United States. We can use the terms of mediation utilized by Piper in the
realization of her art ideas in Food for the Spirit and the diptych discussed above, to think
through Piper’s art idea as it is communicated through the Mythic Being---which serves both as
an invisibilizing of her identity through a withdrawal of her familiar features as well as the
fashioning of an object of desire and repugnance that realizes a performative situation at once
both familiar and strange.

Piper thus conceived of the widespread distribution of her past, an idea implied by her
original title of the work, Dispersion: The Mythic Being. And as the mantras circulated,
becoming the common property of those who read them, their weakened connection to
her, conversely bolstered the Mythic Being as an independent presence. In all these
senses, Pipers aspiration for the Mythic Being was a radical, if paradoxical, act of self-
negation achieving self-transcendence through a purposeful enervation her
subjectivity.” >’

>> Adrian Piper, “Preparatory Notes for The Mythic Being,” in Out of Oder, Out of Sight, Vol. I: Selected
Writing in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 98.

>® Uri McMillian, “Plastic Possibilities: Adrian Piper’s Adamant Self-Alienation” in Embodied Avatars:
Genealogies of Black Feminist Art and Performance, (New York and London: New York University
Press, 2015), 131.

>7 The artist Martine Syms’s uptake and further dispersion of the Mythic Being in her own

iterative project happening across her digital and gallery installation practice--Mythicc Being—
(pronounced: my thick being) utilizes a programmed bot exemplifying how care work happens

in text-based relationships that many marginalized and especially Black women offer to friends

and associates in general but specifically in digital formats, usually via smartphone devices.

Syms’s Mythicc Being is an excellent example of a mythos that perpetuates beyond the mere

‘grading up’ of racialized gendered identity in contemporary life. The enthrallment of Piper’s

voluntary dispossession through the original Mythic Being can be seen in the kind of voluntary

upgrade now on offer to other marginalized groups, disproportionately represented by queer and

Black, people whose libidinal labor remains accessible and economically necessary under the
conditions of our digitally networked patriarchal White supremacist society, but is rarely

recognized as such. See Martine Syms, Shame Space, interactive video installation, in which

visitors can interact with the protagonist Mythiccbeing (my thick being) via an SMS chatbot,

2019, The Shed, New York, NY.
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This is just one example of the sometimes multiple overlapping media appropriated by a
Conceptual artist who also happens to be a powerful essayist, lecturer, and poet. Against the
understanding of her work as auto-biography, Piper appropriates the media at hand that becomes
necessary for the communication of her conceptualist art ideas on not identity, but the limits of
interpreting such from or against what is actually presented to be read. John Bowles quotes Piper
on the Mythic Being’ perspective—the perspective of this object as a paradoxical presence
moving through the world:

“[you] fail in your actions to reinforce their positive image of themselves. Their ridicule
and accusations...function to both disown and degrade you from their status, to mark
you not as having done wrong but as being wrong. This turns you into something bogus
relative to their criterion of worth, and false relative to their criterion of authenticity.”58

While Piper resists the label performance artist, Uri McMillian citing Piper’s writings under the
heading meta-art, McMillan writes: “Piper let us recall, praises the unique ability of performance
art to speak the same idiom of communication as its viewers.””” But how does the presentation of
the Mythic Being in the world differ from a performance of Piper’s subjectivity? Well it would
be hard for us to judge, but what Piper does tell us directly is that she is continuing to develop
her art from her earliest intuitions as a Conceptual artist.

My training is in minimal art...it seems to me not an accident that one of the major
drives of minimal art is the idea of repudiating abstract aesthetic theory and focusing
attention on the individual, specific, unique object, reducing that object to a set of
properties that reveal it simply as what it is: as an object in space and time, and not
something that is full of external associations, suppositions, and preconceptions.*

When I started working on the Mythic Being pieces in 1973 and people found out I was
black, I got dropped a second time from the art world and basically lost almost all of my
art-world contacts after that point. There was this tendency to think about political art as
somehow illegitimate...It turns out that it [political art and the tendency to delegitimize
it] has to be continually readdressed because there is this tendency to forget and reinvent
the wheel about every five years. Political art is always the newly fashionable trendy art
everybody loves to hate. *'

If stereotypes demand that we authenticate our identity through premade performances
anticipated by others, then what Piper is interested in here is withdrawing her presence through a
multifaceted disguise—one element invoking stereotype and the other externalizing her own
non-synchronous subjectivity. Piper presents a new object for judgement—a mythological

> John Bowles, Adrian Piper: Race Gender and Embodiment, (Durham and London: Duke University
Press, 2011), 9.

>% Uri McMillian, “Plastic Possibilities: Adrian Piper’s Adamant Self-Alienation” in Embodied Avatars:
Geneaologies of Black Feminist Art and Performance, (New York: New York University Press, 2015),
144,

% Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and the Indexical Present II: Lecture” in Out of Order, Out of Sight, Volume
1: Selected Writing in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 257.

o Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and the Indexical Present II: Lecture” in Out of Order, Out of Sight,
Volume I: Selected Writing in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 265.
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form— that does not lead back to any particular identity. (What Piper termed her mantras are
memorized lines from her adolescent journal capturing a younger Adrian Piper’s frustrations
with her mother or a schoolgirl crush, for example.) And since the visual appearance of the
Mpythic Being as “an overly hostile black third world male” is conjoined with the presence of a
speaking body repeating lines from Piper’s younger self (a further removed indexical moment),
through this linguistic device Piper uses two unfamiliar varieties of scripts to subvert the
stereotypical ones usually assigned to this/her/his Being’s presence.
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The Mediation of Art Idea through Self-Fashioning for Institutional Critique

I am a methodological individualist, and so I believe that forms of institutional
oppression ultimate devolve into individual relationships, specific concrete relationships
between you and me. After all, institutions are not abstract objects; institutions are run
by individuals, they are staffed by individuals, individuals make policy decisions that
determine the lives of others, and so ultimately individuals have to be held accountable
for any forms of social oppression, and that is why my work, although mostly not
autobiographical, is very individual. It is very personal. it concerns the immediate
relationship to the indexical present--that is, the present of the here and now--between
the art object and the viewer as a kind of medium for social relations.®

Through these earlier works which all make use of the element of auto-portraiture and
text to disrupt assumptions that stereotypically index how one appears to who is being identified,
I can now interpret the first two clauses of the full title of Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A
Moment of Embarrassment.” It seems then that Piper is retiring from the familiar color-coded
racial designations—black and white—because it is Piper’s own past art projects which have
been thwarted and it is her hopes that have been dashed. How so? Though the use of various
strategies over her long career as an artist Piper has developed an idiomatic approach to
communicate ideas that attempt to break the functional rules for, as well as the training of, our
racialized (which is to also to say, by way of the Mythic Being, our gendered and racialized
imaginaries) in the context of the United States—wherein what is seen is thought to coordinate,
or map onto, interpolations of racial authenticity. By 2012, with Thwarted Piper commemorates
her (and our) failure to achieve these objectives in our human communities. And in this piece,
Piper directly calls out institutions for supplying and reifying the “official” procedures for
perpetuating these failures.

To interpret the ‘moment of embarrassment’ I will review just one other earlier artwork
(occurring between Thwarted and Mythic Being) for the interpretation of the final clause. The
embarrassment comes in at the moment when the viewer witnesses Piper’s performative refusal
of what she has for so long attempted to make clear: That she is Black and since that fact is not
somehow evident in her appearance--you may well be too. This is exactly the purpose for the
utilization of a mediating element—the script—for the quasi-dialogue happening in the work
Cornered (1988).

In Cornered a single channel plays on a television set placed in the corner of the gallery
with chairs placed in the formation of a triangle in whatever dimensions are appropriate for the
present exhibition of the work. The chairs and the ostensible gallery visitors who will sit in them
literally corner the elevated television set where Piper appears disguised, this time as a
newscaster, behind a symbolically protective upturned table. This scene in which gallery visitors
are invited to become Piper’s audience is flanked on either side by replicas of her father’s two

62 Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and the Indexical Present II: Lecture” in Out of Order, Out of Sight,
Volume I: Selected Writing in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 257.

63 [...a cis-gendered female in the dark or face of a light-complexioned Black woman...to the person who
is being (mis)recognized: a young scholar, a pissed-off New Yorker, a brave artist!)
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birth certificates showing his birth-assigned “Color” designation. Chronologically, the first birth
certificate issued reads “White” and the second one, which Piper’s grandmother went back to the
hospital to have re-issued, reads “Octoroon.” These institutional documents—the two medical
records of her father’s birth substantiate the paradoxical presence of Piper’s own received
appearance in ways that cannot be overcome merely by way of “proof” offered from the official
records much less from an institutional authority like the one being parodied from her newscaster
disguise.

To cast herself in the role of a newscaster is actually a strategy employed to openly admit
to the suggestion that there are no neutral institutions in the encounter with and circulation of
social facts. By 2012 the news desk of 1988 has been refashioned into the form of the online
“News” section of the artist’s website. The comment on our lack of progress as Piper continues
to find innovative ways to investigate similar themes is hard to miss.

In Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment the news, delivered
in form of a blog post, of Piper’s retirement from a social category seems somehow different
from other news or even information presented in other similarly styled forms of web content.
Piper prompts the viewer to ask how this news of her retirement from being black is different
from the other forms of news, web content, or even her other personal webpages of self-reported
information—such as announcements of awards won for her art or upcoming philosophy
lectures—all found under the heading “News” both prior to and after September 2012. Again, the
news dated September 2012 reads: “Adrian Piper has decided to retire from being black. In the
future, for professional utility, you may wish to refer to her as The Artist Formerly Known as
African-American.”* How does the self-reported news of Piper’s retirement from a racial
category do the work of either supporting or undermining the communication of an art idea as
Piper intends to realize it through this medium of communication?

Embedding Thwarted Projects in the “News” section creates a virtual frame to
corroborate the information Piper expresses in the artwork. By positioning the work as content
for a news item or blog post, Piper doubles down on questioning the multiple and overlapping
rubrics of communicating “truth”® and for determining the authenticity of information already at
play in the violent visual games of assigning racial designation based on the multiple functions
through which we are taught to interpret appearances. By designating herself 6.25 % grey (which
Chatterton disturbingly describes as being the color of elephant hide) Piper imagines a world in
which one would be able to correctly identify the ‘truth’ of her race based on what is seen. She
manipulates the digital media using the tools available in this form to absurdly play on the idea
that any literal visual evidence of the facticity of her Blackness and Whiteness, could manifest
her true race.

Still, there are several indications that the artwork under review is meant to be indexed to
the autobiography of the person Adrian Piper and that we ought to take Piper’s declaration
seriously as an event in the artist and philosopher’s personal chronology: Piper’s digitally
displayed ‘hand-written’ signature and the dating of the work, the similarity of the headshot used

%4 Adrian Piper, Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment, 2012, digital self-
portrait, 6 x 7.83” (15.24 x 19.97 cm), Berlin, Collection and © APRA Foundation Berlin, accessed
December 23, 2018, http://www.adrianpiper.com/news_sep 2012.shtml.

63 Although the term fake news had not yet reached popular consciousness, Piper is clearly thinking from
her training and in Philosophy of Language and semiotics about how the rubrics of truth are morphing in
a world where there is the possibility for indecipherability between truth and lies and/or the possibility for
the reemergence of yellow journalism or ‘fake news’ with the emergence of digital news media.
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for Piper’s reconstructed Wikipedia autobiography to the image in the artwork, and the location
of the work—embedded in the “News” section of Piper’s personal website
(www.adrianpiper.com).” This news of September 2012 framing the portrait with Piper’s letter
addressing her “Dear Friends” functions to offer more information on the artwork, although in a
tone that matches the tone of the text of the news item to parody the sense of objective distance
one might (still) expect to find when writing for a general audience, such as in a ‘Letter to the
Editor’ for example. This is a technique Piper employs in the earlier work, Cornered (1988)”
discussed above.

I am a methodological individualist, and so I believe that forms of institutional
oppression ultimate devolve into individual relationships, specific concrete relationships
between you and me. After all, institutions are not abstract objects; institutions are run
by individuals, they are staffed by individuals, individuals make policy decisions that
determine the lives of others, and so ultimately individuals have to be held accountable
for any forms of social oppression, and that is why my work, although mostly not
autobiographical, is very individual. It is very personal. it concerns the immediate
relationship to the indexical present--that is, the present of the here and now--between
the art object and the viewer as a kind of medium for social relations.®®

In her essay “Passing for White, Passing for Black,”” Piper explains that her family was
“one of the very last middle-class, light-skinned black families left in our Harlem neighborhood
after most had fled to the suburbs.” While growing up and moving between her home and her
neighborhood environment, and in her acculturation to upper middle class Whiteness, she was
taught to assert and did assert her Black identity—the racialized identity that she and her family
were historically and legally assigned to. Black identity was one she self-consciously and
proudly identified with because of the history of resisting racism even as others with an
appearance in skin-tone similar to hers could (and as members of other branches of her family
did) pass for people racialized as White.” Thus, the sort of scratched-record pause that this work

% The digital photograph shows Piper’s signature as it might appear on an official contract and the date
signed reflects Adrian Piper’s birthday on September twentieth, her date of birth as it is reported in
various biographies, as well as the month and day signed in the textual overlay. Piper carries out an
homage to painterly convention by importing an image of her familiar signature and digitally affixing it in
the bottom right corner of the portrait to performatively authenticate the provenance of the work. More
research would be needed on how the legitimacy of the convention of signing a work in order to
authenticate it changes in the arena of digital art and especially Internet art.

87 Adrian Piper, Cornered, Video installation with birth certificates, single-channel video, color, sound,
monitor, table, chairs, dimensions variable, Collection Museum of Contemporary art Chicago. Bernice
and Kenneth Newberger Fund (1990.4.a-p) Photo: Nathan Keay MCA Chicago. Accessed December 23,
2018 https://hammer.ucla.edu/take-it-or-leave-it/art/cornered;/.

58 Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and the Indexical Present II: Lecture” in Out of Order, Out of Sight,
Volume I: Selected Writing in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 257.

% Adrian Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black” Reprinted from Transition, Issue 58, University
of Oxford Press 1992, 6. Courtesy of the author and included in the John G. Hanhardt Collection at the
Center for Curatorial Studies Bard Archives.

70 “In fact I had always identified myself as black (or “colored” as we said before 1967). But fully
comprehending what it meant to be black took a long time...Although both of my parents had watched
many of their relatives disappear permently into the white community, passing for white was unthinkable

35



elicits happens, in part, because Piper not only actively withdraws herself from the ‘black’ racial
designation that she has ascribed to herself all of her life but she also withdraws from the “white”
racial designation--a racial designation she has had ascribed to her all of her life. This double
withdrawal works to expose what makes the racialization of identity so deeply meaningful that it
seems impossible to know where to map this unfamiliar presence as a being in the world at all.

Later in the dissertation, when I explain Piper’s philosophical account of self-formation,
it will become clear why the political and economic rationalization for “passing” comes under
fire for employing pseudorational techniques (rationalization, dissociation, or denial/self-deceit)
that thwart the recognition of personhood. For now, we are not yet in the realm of philosophical
concepts where it will be very important to distinguish between self-understanding, self-concept,
and ‘conception of the self.” However, for now, I contend that what connects Piper’s Conceptual
art strategies to her philosophical scholarship on xenophobia is the mediation objects including
traditional art elements (from paper and shapes to the appearance of multiple bodies and
linguistic devices) that dissemble the properties of identity and her critique of socially
legitimized institutional authority to ascribe worthiness to self-understanding.

Thwarted Projects intends to undermine what is familiar to the category of News by way
of exemplifying the strength of race-talk’s functional authority from the site of the many
overlapping institutions responsible for shaping our hegemonic racial imaginary. Namely the
News is a referent, standing in for the many ways truth circulates directly or indirectly through
institutions understood broadly to include: nodes of contact gathering our many shared
affiliations, information circulating through corporate or public dissemination, semi-public
gatherings, and even what we may consider privately held judgements shared across space and
time. This is very important to understanding how authenticity works for recognizing
personhood especially in the context of the United States where, as I will explain in Chapter II.
Blackness and Authenticity, reputable agents are measured by way of their proximity to
Whiteness (see Cheryl Harris’ “Whiteness as Property” below).

Thus, this work ought not be understood as happening in relation not to Piper’s indexical
self-understanding—as someone merely denying the socially embedded “fact” of race and
registering her desire to change the facts. Rather, it is the fact of her institutionally ascribed
status as raced that is up for inspection and from our own indexical present as we experience the
work under the performative conditions of an explicitly authentic situation (this really is Piper’s
website, Piper’s birthday, Piper’s signature, etc.). What is more urgently at stake in this artwork
is the presentation of Piper’s and her audiences’ attitudes towards the (dys)function of
institutionally sanctioned rules that operate to authenticate personhood—operations which
continue to operationalize the truth of any racializing notational schemes, either historically
managed or imaginatively portrayed, in order to organize differences among human beings.

What is possibly embarrassing (although not for her) is Piper’s refusal of the racial
categorizations of Black or White. In fact, she seems pleased with her new designation of herself
as 6.25% grey! Instead, the moment of embarrassment (that we can imagine Piper might have
caused in those who assumed her to be White and were corrected) has been turned towards the
official institutions from which we continue to learn how to apply the rigid identity categories
that have been the cause of and reason for the perpetuation of these painful experiences of either

within the branchanes of my father’s and mother’s families to which I belonged. That would have been a
really, authentically shameful thing to do.” Adrian Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black”
Reprinted from Transition, Issue 58, University of Oxford Press 1992, 9-10. Courtesy of the author and
included in the John G. Hanhardt Collection at the Center for Curatorial Studies Bard Archives.
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passing Piper for White or qualifying her identity for the expansion of the market and/or
credibility vis-a-vis the attractiveness of her ‘African-American’ identity. In Thwarted, through
the manipulation of her image and its accompanying text, Piper uses the occasion of her sixty-
fourth birthday to publicly embarrass the institutionalization of sanctioned racialized
categorization, as such.

The problem with fulfilling the desire to authenticate the personal identity of others’
analogously crosses the problem of art’s legitimacy as an representation of life in the way that
seemingly anomalous variations in appearance, speech or behavior of subcultures may disrupt
the rationalizations made for belief in a dominant social group’s cultural superiority. Thus, a
distinction begins to arise between the widening the possibility for the recognition of personhood
in all of its many unfamiliar (to you or me) varieties and the expansion of capital through the
commodification of diversity that actually functions to keep identity categories and their
attendant permutations of violence in tact. Piper demonstrates that distinction when she utilizes
the art gallery environment in works like Cornered and in the exhibition of the diptych—the
drawing Self-Portrait Exaggerating my Negroid Features (1981) displayed together with the
autophoto Self-Portrait as a Nice White Lady (1995)—to interrupt the transposition of her
appearing identity into an smoothly absorbable commodity, i.e. as a Black feminist artist who
investigates issues of identity, for example. In these earlier works, Piper offers no such
unambiguous autobiographically authenticated product for the art world’s commodification of
racialized experience.

But in Thwarted, Piper takes an increased risk to her reputation for the communication of
her art idea by indexing her autobiography (although we might question the classed and
racialized status of the institution of birthdays in the Modern bourgeois settler-colonial societies)
to the provocation made to viewers regarding how racial stereotypes mediate the authentication
of identity. Insofar as the historical processes of observing and judging empirical patterns and
differences among human beings has resulted in hierarchies of reputation along the lines of class,
raced, and gendered statuses Piper takes over, masquerading herself as a kind of quasi-official
bureaucrat or arbiter of “the facts” to disrupt social space through an art context, turning it into a
speculative site for reordering the interdependent functions between her life in that earlier
indexical present (the here-and-now of September 2012), and the individuals and institutions
who will have many ‘here-now’ presences mediated by their own ongoing experiences with this
artwork.

Through a novel visual schema juxtaposing the actual date of the artist’s sixty-fourth
birthday as part of the visual apparatus in the work, together with the rejection of familiar color-
coded racial identities (black, white) referenced alongside Piper’s real-life national group
identifications (English, German, American) which can be cross-referenced with Piper’s research
on her family tree (also available on her website), Piper illuminates how the operation of reading
‘racial appearances’ are all at once: visually color-coded, socially meaningful, and fallible.

Still, is the panic or disappointment experienced in response to Piper’s Thwarted
warranted? That worry seems justifiable or at least understandable for those concerned with
violent techniques of everyday subjugation, from micro-aggressions to state-sanctioned
enslavement and murder, as well as the representation of those marginalized histories—
specifically for those who want to continue to be racialized as White, and especially for those
who continue to be racialized as Black or invisibilized (#BLM) in ways intended to undermine
their social status and human worth. Further analysis of discourses about the nature and value of
authenticity-talk in the tradition of theorizing ‘black aesthetics’ is required and in the next
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chapter I track key moments for the historical role of authenticity discourse that I think are
foundational for the importance of theorizing a ‘black aesthetics’ in professional Anglophone
academic philosophy in the United States.

The pedagogical feature of Piper’s oeuvre shows up as implicit instructions to viewers,
namely: Do not base your concepts about a person’s identity, their self-understanding, on what
you have been taught to believe--about appearances, behaviors, or speech--from whatever
supposedly offers “proof” of such. From the interpretations of the artworks offered, I conclude
that the overall political relevance of what the works reviewed here share in common, though
perhaps not Piper’s main concern in making them, are as follows: If modernity’s occularcentric
motifs include a set of violently enforced empirical concepts, specifically, visual schemas that
mark out the racial differences between appearing bodies in order to ascribe them worthiness as
human beings, and these empirical concepts have become so entrenched to the point of
seemingly naturalizing categories that organize our deepest interpretations of who we are and
who we encounter in the world, then, Piper’s artwork offers moments of reflective judgment
showing how our self-understanding is continually being shaped internally and externally by
institutions that have an investment in maintaining ideological control over both the organization
of our society our interdependent modes of self-understanding.
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CHAPTER III.

‘Black Aesthetics’ and Authenticity

The contemporary art curator Valerie Cassel Oliver curated the exhibition Radical Presence:
Black Performance in Contemporary Art (2012) and invited Adrian Piper to include work in the
traveling exhibition” Piper agreed and the exhibition was installed at institutions and galleries
around the United States through 2015. However, in October 2013 after installing the show at
New York University’s Grey Gallery (but before the exhibition could be installed at The Studio
Museum in Harlem), Adrian Piper requested to withdraw her artwork--including footage from
Piper’s Mythic Being (1973) series’”” —from the show. A quote from Piper’s correspondence with
Cassel Oliver addressing her request to withdraw the work follows:

I appreciate your intentions. Perhaps a more effective way to ‘celebrate [me], [my] work
and [my] contributions to not only the art world at large, but also a generation of black
artists working in performance,” might be to curate multi-ethnic exhibitions that give
American audiences the rare opportunity to measure directly the groundbreaking
achie\;fg}e%lts of African American artists against those of their peers in ‘the art world at
large.

! The exhibit was a survey of performance art with artists from across the United States and nations of
the Caribbean interrogating life through photographic and video documentation, relics from past
performances, installation, and live performance. Cassel Oliver says in an introduction to the exhibition:
“The artists in this exhibition distinguish themselves as a necessary spectacle...they hold up the mirror to
our political flaws and social ill...For these visual artists their bodies serve as both their medium and
material and these black bodies have the capacity to provoke, elicit reflection, and even at times produce a
good chuckle.” Valerie Cassel Oliver, “Valerie Cassel Oliver: An Introduction to Radical Presence” The
Studio Museum in Harlem, New York City, published August 23, 2013. Video 3:00.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=APn5m1356U0

72 partial video documentation on the making of Mythic Being can be seen here and the entire video is
available for rent at Adrian Piper, “The Mythic Being (1973, 00:08:00)” Adrian Piper Research Archive
Foundation Berlin, http://www.adrianpiper.com/vs/video_tmb.shtml.

3 Robin Cembalest, “Adrian Piper Pulls Out of Black Performance-Art Show” Artnews, October 25,
2013, http://www.artnews.com/2013/10/25/piper-pulls-out-of-black-performance-art-show/ accessed
November 5, 2018.

7 It is important to note that Piper’s Mythic Being is part of larger series in various media that included
collaged photographs with text bubbles which read “Get out of my way Asshole” or “ I am the thing you
hate and fear most” from an overlapping projetc (“I am the Locus™ ). See Piper, Adrian, [ am the Locus, #
5, Oil crayon drawings on photographs, 1975, Smart Museum of Art, Chicago,
http://smartcollection.uchicago.edu/objects/11605/i-am-the-locus-15/related/4, accessed December 3,
2018.

7 In addition to breaking up this series for the original exhibition these works were deemed too fragile by
the institution in Houston to travel to New York. The role that text plays, not only in the title of the
Mythic Being series, but seen together with the text activating the figure in drag in the “I Am the Locus”
series matters greatly to how the work is received. Adrian Piper, The Mythic Being: [ Embody Everything
You Most Hate and Fear (1975), oil crayon on gelatin silver print, Oil crayon drawings on photographs (8
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Here, I interpret Piper to be making the point that to identify the exhibition as a showcase
of Black artists is to recapitulate to a discourse on racialism which continues to have massifying
effect on the representation of Black identity which resulted in an alienation from her own self
understanding, even when used (as Piper appreciates Oliver ‘s attempt to do so) as an
institutionally sanctioned honorific. As I will show, in the context of the United States concepts
used in the processes of racialization, foundational for theories of ‘black aesthetics’ have been
grounded in the idea that there is an ontological Blackness —an ‘authentic’ or unique ground of
black being. As it turns out there are good reasons for this, and yet anti-Black racism and the
structures that manage discursive, subjectively embodied, or appearance-based distinctions
between private and public life are further enabled by these same categories of racialism
(understood as set of doctrines distinct from but ideologically informing racism) that continue to
categorize, discipline, and otherwise exclude marginalized experiences--even those self-
fashioned by people racialized as Black. Here judgements of Black being in its authenticity
intended to overturn racist judgements (on the lack of civilizing potential for the African in
America) that organize a dangerous sphere of Black authentication.

Against the massifying functionality of race-talk, the valence of authenticity I wish to
defend for this project puts pressure on the relation of the judgment between truth and rational
self-understanding carrying both existential and political consequences. Whether honorific or
derogatory, judgements of authenticity even as carefully constructed propositions of identity
must be understood as an ongoing process of unconcealing bad constructions. Barbara Cassin
explains in the subsection titled “IV. Truth, Sincerity, Authenticity: Evolution of Antonyms” in
the entry on “Truth” in the Dictionary of Untranslatables, “[T]he modern era prizes the
authentic...and prizes authenticity as the task of the subject, an existential sincerity of the self in
relation to the self...[T]he false against the authentic is not merely an error but a bad “connection
between a perception and a thought.” " 7 Piper’s judgment over the course of her participation in
Radical Presence reveals a process of unconcealment in which she judged /erself to be in an
inauthentic relation to the construction of the exhibition insofar as the massifying judgment of
race-talk prevails.

Through decades of work, Piper’s long art practice has involved various strategies
moving from the interplay of art idea and materiality in Conceptual art, which later would come
to include the artist’s self-activated investigations of ideas about personhood from the gendered-
racialized indexical present. The ongoing significance of Piper’s artistic practice involves the
intentional invocation of her body to the status of a self-activated medium to question the
function of perceptions in judging the truth in/of identity—already part of a wider set of cultural
exercises that comprise the theoretical and ideological formations of difference, with its
attendant consequences on the (mis)recognition of full personhood.

Emanating from the shared social and historical circumstances specific to Eurocentric
culture’s role in theorizing the development of the secular nation-state, Piper decries the
ontological maintenance of the category of race even when used as an honorific such as she

x 10 in. (20.3 x 25.4 cm) Collection of Thomas Erben, New York. © Adrian Piper Research Archive
Foundation Berlin.

® Rémi Brague, et. al, “Truth, ”Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, eds. Barbara
Cassin, Emily Apter, Jacques Lezra, and Michael Wood, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014.
1175.

T Rémi Brague, et al., “Truth”, ibid.,1173.
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judged was the case in Cassel Oliver’s Radical Presence. In this chapter of the dissertation, I
examine significant moments in the theorization of black aesthetics from a selection of what I
take to be paradigmatic perspectives used to historicize authenticity’s role in motivating the
theorization of ‘Black aesthetics’ to map the sometimes overlapping--integrationist, separatist,
and pragmatic—significant moments within the tradition of that scholarship for Anglophone
academic philosophy. Although bound up with and influenced by overlapping discourses
theorizing Negritude, post-colonial struggle, and diasporic Black Marxist movements, I will
focus on authors deeply concerned with Black identity, racialized experiences of those racialized
as Black, thwarting anti-Black racism in the context of social life and institutions in United
States. First, I turn to W.E.B. DuBois’ “Criteria for Negro Art (1926) to think about the value of
Negro art,” then to Maulana Karenga’s (né¢ Ron Everett’s) theorization of personality in “Black
Cultural Nationalism” (1968), and finally I contend with Paul C. Taylor’s Pragmatist account of
authenticity in Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics (2016).

I take up W.E.B. Du Bois and Maulana Karenga as figures who are paradigmatically
representative for the theorization of Black aesthetics shaping Paul Taylor’s volume and
therefore also shaping the current reception of ‘black aesthetics’ in Anglophone American
academic philosophy. For example, from the time they were peers at Harvard (later Piper’s alma
mater) the academically trained philosophers Du Bois and his rival Alain Locke were locked in a
long debate over the role that black expressive culture should play in conceptualizing freedom.
Karenga’s theory of black aesthetics focused on developing a theory of Black cultural autonomy
through populist-oriented practices organized under various strategies known collectively as the
‘Black Power Movement’ of which the ‘Black Arts Movement’ was but one part of a politically
oriented movement for Black self-determination. Paul Taylor’s training is in American
Pragmatism and the possibility of theorizing a post-analytic-black aesthetics today only seems
possible by way of both Du Bois’ early integrationist hope and Karenga (and others’) separatist
call towards thinking what Black liberation requires.

With the exception of the Excursus, my work in this chapter intentionally brackets
engagement with theories of ‘black aesthetics’ inspired by the ‘Continental’ tradition which
Anglophone academic philosophers trained in the United States (including Piper and Taylor)
have been much less interested. The reason for this is that I hope to make clear that Piper’s
contributions to ‘black aesthetics’ as I understand them (and there are many other contributions
by Piper to Philosophy that I am not prepared to exegete) are directly important to the role
authenticity-talk plays at the intersection of two new Areas of Specialization: Critical Philosophy
of Race and Aesthetics as they are currently developing U.S. Anglophone academic philosophy.

Despite various approaches to theorizing the activity of ‘black aesthetics,” scholarship on
Black expressive culture has never been merely a way into thinking about the possibilities for
what ‘black art’ is or what makes ‘black art’ Black, per se. Overall, theorizing B/black
expressive culture in the United States has always been tied to testing methodologies for
discovering Black freedom within the context of various overlapping transcultural situations—
situations that are both intercultural (happening between discourses of racialized heritage) and
intra-cultural (among a diversity of people racialized as Black).

In each of the different approaches to theorizing ‘black aesthetics’ that I analyze, to
theorize black expressive culture means grappling with and arguing against the justification of
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entrenched stereotypes that regard Black people as lacking the potential for freedom.” One
aspect of this project of overcoming stereotypes entails strategies to overcome justifications for
the ongoing toxic taxonomic schemas of racialism based on ideologies theorizing Black people’s
cognitive inferiority. For example, the idea that Black people lack the capacity for authentic
expression is indexed to their supposed lack of rationality.” Observations by European
adventurers of the world’s peoples shaped discourse on how the recognition of spontaneous
activity or novel self expression could become evidence to indicate the presence (or lack) of
civilization among human groups. These discourses of recognition, which in and of themselves
varied, still became a consistent requirement for the recognition of rational human culture in the
cultural-anthropological-ideological positioning of the many peoples coming to recognize
themselves collectively as European.

One problem, then, that B/black aesthetics contends with is how to thwart the stereotype
of Black people’s uncivilized nature and lack of authentic or novel expression without seeming
to fulfill the derogatory expectations of difference. Hence, showing how peoples of African
descent create new forms of artistic culture (see Taylor’s important use of the citation of the
‘Suriname Barbers’ below) is as much a part of the strategy for overcoming rationalizations of
inferiority propping up anti-Black racism as the debunking of ‘scientific racism.’

Thus, in the theories of ‘black aesthetics’ that I analyze, what the first three sets of
theorists I have selected (Locke and Du Bois; Karenga; and Taylor) are motivated to articulate
are notions of black artistic or cultural genius that are convincingly able to overcome long-
standing doubts by people of various backgrounds about Black people’s (and as it turns out,
more often to be the case than not, Black cis-gendered males’) intellectual and artistic
capabilities.

"8 Du Bois describes how at the time of nation’s founding, the constitutional hope was that slavery would
naturally die out with the overwork of slaves. But with economic need, new rationalizations of the racial
inferiority and the Negro’s inherent inability to become civilized were required to justify the proliferation
and maintenance of the institution. Du Bois writes: “So long as slavery was a matter of race and color, it
made the conscience of the nation uneasy and continually affronted its ideals. The men who wrote
Constitution sought every evasion, and almost by subterfuge, to keep recognition of slavery out of the
basic form of the new government...being sure that without continual additions from abroad, this tropical
people would not long survive and the problem of slavery would disappear in death. They miscalculated,
or did not foresee the changing economic world. It might be more profitable in the West Indies to kill the
slaves by overwork and import cheap Africans; but in America without a slave trade, it paid to conserve
the slave and let him multiply. When, therefore, manifestly the Negroes were not dying out, there came
quite naturally new excuses and explanations. It was a matter of social condition. Gradually these people
would be free; but freedom could only come to the bulk as the freed were transplanted to their own land
and country, since the living together of black and white in America was unthinkable.” W.E.B. Du Bois,
“The Black Worker,” in Black Reconstruction in America (1935, 1962), reprinted with Introduction by
David Levering Lewis, (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1992), 4.

" In his essay on the second half of Kant’s course on Anthropology which covered the Characteristics of
the different peoples on earth, John Zammito writes: “On the whole, “race” seemed a way to rank non-
European peoples realtive to the Europeans themselves, particularly in terms of the capacity for rational
self fashioning. Kant affimed that only the European “race” was fully capable of this, findnig various
degrees of fault with all others most starkly wh the New World peoples, then the Africans, but also with
the peoples of Asia and the Pacific.” John Zammito, “Chapter 13: What a Young Man Needs for his
Venture into the World: The Function and Evolution of the Characteristics” in Kant’s Lectures on
Anthropology: A Critical Guide, ed Alix Cohen, (Cambridge: Cambridge Universiy Press), 244.

42



It feels counterintuitive to suggest that straight black men as a whole possess any sort of
privilege—particularly the type of privilege created for and protected by
whiteness....But assessing our privilege (or lack thereof) on these facts considers only
our relationship with whiteness and with America. Intra-racially, however, our
relationship to and with black women is not unlike whiteness’s relationship to us. In
fact, it’s eerily similar.®

Racialized cis-male identity is one historical and critical-social pillar around which a notion of
Black authenticity is organized. But, if this identity—the ‘Black male genius’— has become
legible and credible as evidence of Black authenticity writ large and this particular identity has
even started to converge with seemingly more progressive ‘American’ attitudes, then, as I will
argue in the Excursus, the situation and the terms of the debate on Black authenticity must be re-
examined.

In what follows I will review what I take to be three paradigmatic moments of theorizing
‘authenticity’ in black aesthetics (through Du Bois’ notion of value, in Karenga’s notion of Black
‘personality,” and in Taylor’s pragmatic intervention) and then move, in the Excursus, towards a
theorization of ‘black aesthetics’ that shifts the focus to the important role of anomalous others—
specifically, those bodies and experiences that cannot and do not fit into more settled paradigms
of Black authenticity—to once again raise the problem of orienting judgements authentically.

I take the sphere of problems that concern orienting judgements authentically to be a
separate (although related) one from the sphere of problems concerned with judging the
possibility of Black authenticity. I conclude that treating racialized identity categories as if they
were akin to individuals deserving of the respect owed to persons, inherits the use of hierarchical
taxonomies to distinguish between individual-subject-property owner over and against non-
individuals-object-property. That is, I call for a shift in the theorization of black aesthetics to
focus on what it means to orient our judgements authentically as way to continue the reflection
necessary for overcoming modernity’s Eurocentric cultural-anthropological discourses driving
the (mis)recognition of full personhood.

% Damon Young, “Straight Black Men are the White People of Black People, in the Root, September 9,
2017, Accessed January 10, 2019, https://verysmartbrothas.theroot.com/straight-black-men-are-the-white-
people-of-black-people-1814157214; See also George Johnson, “Black Genius: A Privilege Afforded
only Straight Black Men” May 9, 2018. Accessed January 10, 2019 https://www.theroot.com/black-
genius-a-privilege-afforded-only-to-straight-bla-1825829527; See also current Basquiat craze in
European artworld?
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The ‘New Negro’ Theorizes His Own Aesthetics: On the Opening Debates of ‘Black
Aesthetics’ from Alain Locke and W.E. B. Du Bois

One institutional site from which African Americans have thought about and continue to
think about themselves and their possibilities is in the area of ‘black aesthetics.”®" A distinct
notion of what a black aesthetics might be in the United States begins to be formally archived
through published writing in the early twentieth century specifically in theorizing the figure of
the black artistic genius. In 1925 in the essay, “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro” —an essay that
will come to be known as the manifesto of the Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro
Movement, Alain Locke writes:

...the Old Negro had long become more of a myth than a man. The Old Negro, we must
remember, as a creature of moral debate and historical controversy. His has been a stock
figure perpetuated as an historical fiction partly in innocent sentimentalism, partly in
deliberate reactionism [sic]. The Negro himself has contributed his share to this through a
sort of protective social mimicry® forced upon him by the adverse circumstances of
dependence. So for generations in the mind of America, the Negro has been more of a
formula than a human being—a something to be argued about condemned or defended, to
be “kept down, “or “in his place,” or “help up,” to be worried with or worried over,
harassed or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden.®

Locke argues that the New Negro is recognizable by his resistance to the caricature of himself
and by the courage he takes up to have pride in himself, his works, and in his people. This
resistance and courage are together likened to a “spiritual emancipation” in the face of
overwhelming social intimidation and murderous violence. The artistic expression of the longing
for emancipation can be traced back to the Negro spirituals from the antebellum U.S. South sung
by Africans from the time of their enslavement. But the spiritual emancipation that Locke speaks
to here in the first quarter of the twentieth century, in the era after ‘Black Reconstruction (1860-
1880),’ is different in that it is now being expressed publically and not only as a secret longing of
displaced African slaves amongst themselves. “The Negro today is inevitably moving forward
under the control largely of his own objectives. What are these objectives? Those of his outer life
are happily already well and finally formulated, for they are none other than the ideals of

American institutions and democracy.”® The New Negro demands recognition in the wider

81A word on the ‘b’ in ‘Black aesthetics.” I have not capitalized B in Black when referring to the
racialized category, but I will begin to now in order to designate the writer’s notion of Blackness in their
historical period and not to signify a distinction between an accepted notion of Black as a racially distinct
category of persons.

82 My emphasis.

%3 Alain Locke, “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro” in Survey Graphic. New York, 1925,
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai3/migrations/text8/lockenewnegro.pdf, Accessed Online May
15,2015, 1.

% Alain Locke. “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro”, in Survey Graphic. New York, 1925,
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai3/migrations/text8/lockenewnegro.pdf, Accessed Online May
15,2015, 2.

% Alain Locke, “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro,” 3.
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public sphere and led by black artists—poets, painters, musicians—as they begin to insist on
being included in the larger narrative of America’s understanding of itself as a free and
democratic society.

Thus, because of the necessity to overcome the affects and effects of racist theories which
necessitate theorizing the inferiority of African descended peoples—on which they also depend
for their authority—the theme of retirement from blackness is not a new one. The ways in which
‘the African’ in America and African Americans today are thought of and how we think of
ourselves has been and remains an ongoing composition. While continually thought of, up to this
day, as ‘a problem’ the experience and theorization of Black racialized experience and
expression has been both passively received and actively made, contrived and self-conscious,
sinister and joyful.

In the 1926 essay “Criteria for Negro Art” W.E.B. Du Bois makes an even stronger claim
about the role of the New Negro in the public sphere. Thinking of truth as having both an ethical
and socio-economic value, DuBois speaks to an audience of newly middle class Black leaders in
Chicago: “We can afford the Truth. White folk today cannot.”* There are no polemics
happening here, but instead Du Bois acknowledges that in America many White folk cannot
renege on the organization of their values, values that support their own privileged flourishing,
and must continue to rely on thinking of the Negro as inferior in order to justify that privilege.

In Cheryl Harris’s 1993 Harvard Law Review article, “Whiteness as Property,” Harris
explains:

[Wlhiteness is not simply and solely a legally recognized property interest. It is
simultaneously an aspect of self-identity and of personhood, and its relation to the law of
property is complex. Whiteness has functioned as self-identity in the domain of the
intrinsic, personal, and psychological; as reputati0n87 in the interstices between internal
and external identity; and, as property in the extrinsic, public, and legal realms. According
whiteness actual legal status converted an aspect of identity into an external object of
property, moving whiteness from privileged identity to a vested interest.®

Therefore, as Du Bois understood, Negro artists in particular and Negroes as a whole
must, through the creation of their art and other forms of their labor, disseminate the truth of
different values—values that ground not only their own liberation, but also a new system of
values to thwart the moral violations constituting America’s White supremacist society---a
society wholly bound by and functioning according to the intrinsic worthiness of Whiteness
itself.

The value of self-worth is also a Locke’s primary concern in his elucidation of the social
psychology of the “New Negro™: “In this new group psychology we note...the development of a
more positive self-respect and self-reliance; the repudiation of social dependence...the
repudiation of the double standard of judgment...the rise from social disillusionment to race

% W.E.B. Dubois, “Criteria of Negro Art” Published in Crisis, Vol. 32, October 1926, Accessed online
http://www.webdubois.org/dbCriteriaNArt.html, 1/31/2015, Line 35.

87 My emphasis.

88 Cheryl 1. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review, n0.8 (June 1993): 1725,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1341787.
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pride.”® It follows then that in the modern racialized state, a relationship between state-
sanctioned truth, truths necessary for the justification of ‘law and order’ for example, must be
interrogated because the value of human worth and the recognition of full personhood is
distorted by the social and economic arrangements organizing the nation-state’s racialized
schemas.

If ‘black aesthetics’ is never merely valuing the inherent beauty of blackness, but also
taking up an attitude towards beauty wherein ‘we who are dark’ envision “what the world could
be if it were really a beautiful [i.e. liberated] world,” then two outcomes become clear from Du
Bois’ claim that “We can afford the Truth. White folk today cannot.”®:

1. Truth is not only that which is objectively free from error, but also organizes value, including
but not limited to the value of beauty; and

2. Free societies, wherein the interrogation of truth is cultivated, freedom cannot exist within the
context of the state organized according to the ideological logic of White supremacy.

Instead, both truth and freedom will always require an evaluation of the practices that circulate as
truths including those truths that give possibility to the evaluation of beauty. I understand
authenticity then as a way to describe this ongoing process of judgment that takes up the moral
courage to express different values from those afforded by way of privileges organized for
individuals under the auspices of White supremacist American society.

It is important to acknowledge that the various forms of striving for different peoples as
they attempt liberation seems to be a celebratory ground from which Locke and DuBois theorize
a ‘black aesthetics’. To think from the inheritance of ‘Black aesthetics’ after Du Bois, I turn to
Maulana (née Ron) Karenga’s essay “Black Cultural Nationalism.” Taking up the early debates
between Locke and DuBois together with Karenga’s theorization of ‘Black aesthetics’ is to think
the possibilities of artistic expression that prioritize or value Black collectivity above
intercultural freedom within the White supremacist nation state, towards the possibility of
achieving unity and the flourishing of a specifically Black personality. The effect of this is that a
focus on personality becomes a new requirement for recognizing both the unfulfilled greatness
of American subjectivity, generally and Black Revolutionary consciousness, in particular.

* Alain Locke, “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro” in Survey Graphic. New York, 1925,1
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai3/migrations/text8/lockenewnegro.pdf, Accessed Online May
15,2015

W E.B. Dubois, “Criteria of Negro Art” Published in Crisis, Vol. 32, October 1926, Accessed online
http://www.webdubois.org/dbCriteriaNArt.html, 1/31/2015, Line 35.

46



Black Power and the Revolutionary Black Aesthetics of Maulana Karenga

According to Maulana Karenga’s understanding of Black freedom personality is vital, it
is life, and one of the upshots of theorizing a ‘black aesthetic’ in Maulana Karenga’s view is that
aesthetics makes the critical attitude central to American greatness specifically through Black
expression in its explicit and implicit critique of the moral failure of (White) American
subjectivity. In “Black Cultural Nationalist” Karenga writes:

“It becomes very important then, that art plays the role it should play in Black survival
and not bog itself down in the meaningless madness of the Western world wasted. It
order to avoid this madness, black artists and those who wish to be artists must accept the
fact that what is needed is an aesthetic, a black aesthetic, that is a criteria for judging’
the validity and/or the beauty of a work of art.”

For Karenga, Black revolutionary politics requires Black people to distance themselves from
Euroethnic aesthetics to “avoid the madness of the Western World wasted” in a way that is not a
priority for Du Bois. Alternatively, Du Bois theorizes that the separate origins and distinct ideals
of the different races could permit sharing space as the Negro race pursues its destiny to deliver
its original, racially distinct message for the world.

If we carefully consider what race prejudice really is, we find it, historically, to be
nothing but the friction between different groups of people; it is the difference in aim, in
feeling, in ideals of two different races; if now, this difference exists touching territory,
laws, language, or even religion, it is manifest that these people cannot live in the same
territory without fatal collision; but if on the other hand, there is substantial agreement in
laws, language, and religion; if there is a satisfactory adjustment in laws, language and
religion; if there is a satisfactory adjustment in economic life, then there is no reason
why, in the same country and on the same street, two or three great national ideals might
not thrive and develop, that men of different races might not strive together for their race
ideals as well, perhaps even better than in isolation.”

But for Karenga the focus on racial uplift is not only internal to Black people’s free
experience of themselves in the United States, it is unremittingly separatist because there was no
adjustments to national life to support the uplift of Negros in the United States after the Civil
War when many Negros who could find a way left the South during the two waves of the Great
Migration. In fact just the opposite happened, after the war subordination was legally formalized
through the overt rise of extra-judicial terrorism of lynching and the implementation of Jim Crow
segregation. Between Du Bois’ “Criteria for Negro” Art (1926) and Karenga’s “Black Cultural
Nationalism” (1968) there had not been substantial agreement in laws, language, or religious

o1 My emphasis.

2 Maulana Karenga, “Black Cultural Nationalism” in The Black Aesthetic, edited by Addison Gayle, Jr.,
New York: Doubleday, originally published in 1968, 1971, 32.

% W.E. Burghardt DuBois, “The Conservation of the Races” and “The Negro” in The American Negro
Academy Occasional Papers, No. 2 in 1897 and edited by Jim Manis, (Hazelton, PA: 18202-1291, A
Penn State Electronic Classics Series Publication, 2007), 13.
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beliefs to consolidate justifications for how to structurally organize the nation to include, much
less to support the flourishing of the Negro. As many Negros left the south for other regions of
the U.S., new discourses arose on the pathology of the Black family to explain the inferiority of
the Negro, specifically in terms of not biological but cultural inferiority. One way to understand
the ideological differences between Du Bois’s cosmopolitan race theory in which each race had
its own destiny to fulfill for the world alongside one another and Karenga’s separatist Black
nationalism is through the failures of white America’s cultural progress after ‘Black
Reconstruction’ (roughly 1860-1880), through the Great Migration, to the Harlem Renaissance.

Thomas McCarthy argues during the Great Migration whites’ attitudes towards large
populations of Negros settling in Northern cities can be analyzed vis-a-vis the heteronomous
application social Darwinism and its influence on ideological project of ‘manifest destiny’
reconceived as the organization of America’s imperial and racial destiny:

In post-Reconstruction America destinarian [sic] thought and action shifted from a
focus on continental expansion [ ‘manifest destiny’] ... to a concern with the extension
of national power abroad....The entwinement of nationalism and racism earlier in the
century, an the racial rethinking of America’s destiny that it fostered, reached new
heights with the rise of social Darwinism.”

Beyond any mere escape to economic opportunity in the North, the experiences of Black
people among whites from the Great Migration on into the twentieth century might be better
understood as constant and insidious pyscho-somatic warfare intended to undermine Black
people’s self-respect along with any claim to national belonging on their own terms. And, in turn
the Harlem Renaissance, roughly from 1910-1930s, which preceded the U.S. Civil Rights
movement (1955-1968) must be considered socio-historically (and not solely for its artists’
genius) in terms of the social Darwinian justifications for Black subordination on the grounds of
this shift in perspective--from a focus on scientific racism to an emphasis on, specifically,
cultural racism—to achieve a better grasp of how the following generation’s calls for Black
nationalist separatism intended to work against the ways that the violent processes of cultural
annihilation/assimilation.

Overall, Karenga’s Black Nationalist cultural separatism was a pragmatic call to action in
the face of the perpetuation of White supremacist notions of culture that endured long after
manumission. In Karenga’s theory of Black cultural nationalism, there are two interactive
elements for what is required for a ‘Black aesthetic’ as criteria for judgment: The Artistic level —
which includes form and feeling, theories of technique; and a Social level — which the artistic
level completes: “[F]or all art must reflect and support the Black Revolution, and any art that
does not discuss and contribute to the revolution is invalid, no matter how many lines and spaces
produced in proportion to symmetry and no matter how many sounds are boxed in or blown out
and called music.”” Alongside the primary and secondary levels, “[B]lack art, regardless [sic] of
any technical requirements or medium specificity, must have three basic characteristics which
make it revolutionary. In brief, it must be ‘functional’, ‘collective’ and ‘committing.’*

** Thomas McCarthy, Race, Empire, and The Idea of Human Development,

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 79.

% Maulana Karenga, “Black Cultural Nationalism” in The Black Aesthetic, edited by Addison
Gayle, Jr., New York: Doubleday, originally published in 1968, 1971, 33.

% Maulana Karenga, “Black Cultural Nationalism,” 33.
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‘Functional’ for Karenga means ‘instructive’ for the activities of revolution and ‘committing’
means committed to the future of those conditioned by blackness.

I will return to an analysis of functionality and commitment which overlap with features
of my elucidation of a Piper’s contributions ‘black aesthetics’ as a transcultural aesthetics. But it
is in the requirement of collectivity in Karenga’s notion of Black art where I will focus here
because it does the work of creatively overcoming the self-aggrandizing notion of truth in
European judgements of beauty—one which continues to depend on a culturally delimiting
recognition of instances of beauty—without making the ‘black aesthetic’ attitude hinge on an
arbitrary opposition to, or any mere reactionary critique of racist judgements.

Karenga makes a distinction that expands on DuBois’s encouragement of Black artists—
that is, Du Bois’ incitement of courage when he states that Black people can afford the truth in
ways that White folk cannot. In his explanation of collectivity as a characteristic of Black art,
Karenga distinguishes between individuality and personality. Karenga offers an analogy to
explain the distinction between individuality and personality by asking his readers to imagine
two dancers dancing the same dance, but “each provides a demonstration of what is unique in
each of them.””” That is not, he explains, individuality—but personality. “For it is an expression
of uniqueness, not in isolation from, but in relation to, each other and the collective experience
that they both have shared.””

The cultural theorist Hortense Spillers’ offers an analysis of Ta-Nehisi Coates’s
imaginative description of the robust, as opposed to abject, life of the mind of a slave woman in
“Letter to my Son.”” Spillers eloquently explicates her own understanding of the distinction
Karenga makes between individuality and personality in order to highlight the way that
racialized operations work—specifically—to evacuate the personality of supposed non-
individuals abstracted by way of carrying the stigmata of dark skin:

I would name this dimensionality the “one who counts” from the Lacanian notion. As I
have attempted to demonstrate elsewhere, the “one” stands in stark contrast to the
“individual” with its accents and overtones that index property and ownership. The
subject of discourse and the “one who counts” would allow an inquiry into personality,
or one in relation to others. As personality [sic] assumes the forward position, stigmata,
in my estimation, recedes to the background.'”

Thus, one set of the operations of racialism upon which racist violence is founded and
functions is by way of abstracting unique persons into non-individuals or commodified
property. In practice, individuality in America, means having the everyday freedom to
exploit and devalue those conditioned by the stigmata of race (sex and gender expression)

97 Karenga, Ibid.

*® Ibid.

% In Spillers’ essay “Time and Crisis: Questions for Psychoanalysis and Race,” she questions that notion
of Blackness currently in circulation, in part through an analysis of an imaginative description of the life
of an anonymous slave woman in Coates’s letter. A version of the letter from Coates’ book, Between the
World and Me (2015), can be read here: Ta-Nehisi Coates, “Letter to my Son”, The Atlantic, July 4, 2015.
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/07/tanehisi-coates-between-the-world-and-me/397619/
1% Hortense Spillers, “Time and Crisis: Questions for Psychoanalysis and Race,” Journal of French and
Francophone Philosophy-Revue de la philosophie francaise et de langue frangaise, Vol. XXVI, No 2
(2018), 29
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which supposedly marks out the property-relation that differentiates between individuals
and non-individuals to reposition those regarded as non-individuals into interchangeable
units. Karenga, again: “For since no one is any more than the context to which he owes
his existence, he has no individuality, only personality. Individuality is “me” in spite of
everyone, and personality is “me” in relation to everyone.” So, when the legal status of
Black slaves changes from abstractly interchangeable property to “free” individual this is
no boon to the flourishing of personality.

Instead, manumission only extends the legal precedent of individuality—wherein
individuality is a legal standing that conveys a certain relation to property, namely to own it
rather than to be it. And it is, in part for this reason that I think Du Bois argues that white folk
cannot afford the truth. To give up the truth that historically situates the greatness of those
racialized as White and grounding rationalizations of individuality (as a protected legal status for
the relation of property-owner to his property) would throw into question the legitimacy of an
American greatness achieved most directly by way Whites’ ill-gained economic prosperity.

Explicitly stated as this recognition of the difference between freedom as property
ownership towards the freedom of Black personality, Karenga writes: “...there is no ‘art for art’s
sake’... All art reflects the value system from which it comes...and the real function of art is to
make revolution, using its own medium.”'”" Thus, concrete examples for liberation may arise
from art inspired by the complexities of history and the multiplicity of distinct personalities
interacting with one another. And these practices are what bring Karenga’s formulation of the
‘Black aesthetic’ attitude up against attitudes of black Americans who value mere economic
prosperity as American freedom. This is felt especially when it seems as if the individuality-
relation (to self and others), threatens to compromise expressions of personality.

Yet the idea of a ‘black aesthetics’ could and does function as an open site for multiple
and competing ways of imagining liberation. For example through the use of concrete examples
of artworks to describe historicized notions of truth and beauty relevant to making the ethical
claim on the nation-state to fulfill its true potential. Or, taking up Black aesthetics as the criteria
for judging according to prioritizing a revolutionary attitude like that of Black nationalism--
wherein ‘Black pride’ is the goal--achieved by and indicative of valuing the expression of Black
personality is directed towards completing the political goals of social liberation. However, there
are no guarantees that there can be a stable notion of Black pride focused on uplifting the ‘Black
personality’ would guarantee freedom since new constraints on freedom will always threaten to
emerge within society.

In the Symposium when Plato thinks of the possibility of beauty, it is as imitative of the
perfection of the gods. He writes “But what if man had eyes to see the true beauty-divine beauty,
I mean pure and clear and unalloyed, not clogged with the pollutions of mortality and all the
colours and vanities of human life--true beauty simple and divine?”'”* His point here is that
humans can only dubiously attain to the perfection of the divine when they attempt beauty. There
is always the threat of self-deceit.

Whether theorizing Black liberation from DuBois’s racial cosmopolitanism or Karenga’s
Black Nationalism this work of discovering unified and intercultural or a Black separatist criteria
for judgment of art is difficult and may seem utopic. However, what these theories of black

19" K arenga, “Black Cultural Nationalism” in The Black Aesthetic, edited by Addison Gayle, Jr., New

York: Doubleday, originally published in 1968, 1971, 34
192 plato, Selection from Symposium in Art and Beauty: Selected Readings in Aesthetics from Plato to
Heidegger, edited by Albert Hofstadter and Richard Kuhns, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976.
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aesthetics have in common is that they courageously commit to immanent truth wherein truth is
understood as always interacting with and organized through the ongoing assessment of values
coordinated from within changing experiential circumstances.

Theorizing from historical experiences towards the liberatory potential of a variety of
personalities—for example from Du Bois’ cosmopolitan or Karenga’s Black nationalist
perspective—and working out new criteria for truth and beauty continues to risk the possibility
of being wrong about what theories and practices will be required for freedom’s progress.
Furthermore, the pragmatic assessment of truth in Black liberation discourse that might guide the
values of American freedom will depend on the breadth and variety of personalities which must
also be recognized as belonging to Black consciousness. Here, unity and personality must strike
a delicate balance towards achieving racial uplift either as directly a part of and necessarily
implicit to leading the way towards fulfilling any non-contradictory promise of American
freedom. This difficult challenge might be described from the point of view of those theorizing
Black expressive culture since the twentieth century as the challenge of theorizing authenticity. It
is the examination of the treatment of this challenge that I turn to next in my analysis of Paul
Taylor’s philosophy of B/black aesthetics.
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Authenticity After Essentialism

In Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, Paul C. Taylor works hard to
consider a variety of sources, theories, and interdisciplinary approaches helpful to carving out the
theoretical spaces that matter to a philosophically grounded theory of ‘black aesthetics.’
Considering personality (in contrast with individuality as described by Karenga above) together
with, and not as oppositional to unity, and by grounding an account of race on non-arbitrary,
migratory assemblages—a pragmatic tool learned from theorist Stuart Hall’s methodology of
‘assembly’” which Hall describes as the gathering and tracking of the various imperatives,
influences, and impulses at work in black expressive culture foregoing any monolithic object of
study'®-- Taylor works towards developing a ‘post-analytic’ philosophy of ‘B/black aesthetics.’

By his own admission, Taylor’s stifled attempt to find his own philosophical ground for
black aesthetics from the resources of his training in analytic philosophy opens up the possibility
for his current study. That is, the void between Taylor’s philosophical training and intellectual
access to black expressive culture is “doubly over determined”'™ because of the ways that black
expressive culture has traditionally been studied and the under appreciation of Black culture as a
site for philosophical inquiry within the “analytic” sphere of the Anglo-American philosophical
tradition.'” One problem of writing a philosophy of ‘black aesthetics,” or this particular ‘post-
analytic’ philosophy of ‘black aesthetics’ which is also instructive for Taylor’s larger goal of
theorizing ‘black aesthetics’ is that the modern university as an institution has developed and
policed disciplinary constraints on theorizing culture, wherein professional academics have not
traditionally been trained to consider Black expressive culture as a site for philosophical inquiry.
As aresult, it is not only the dilemma between Black expressive culture and academic
philosophy which must be dissolved, but also the deeper ways in which the academy writ large
has inherited Eurocentric attitudes in which the cultural activities of those racialized as Black are
jettisoned for being fundamentally beyond the pale of intellectual activity (and continues to do so
in ways that circumscribe epistemic worthiness from which Black people’s ways of life are
absent) which must also be interrogated.

'% Paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
2016), 3

"% Paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, x.

195 For example, according to Taylor, Pragmatists who care about aesthetics in ways that can lead to
productive conversations with other styles of philosophy foreign to the analytic tradition, but where
aesthetics is valued (conversations with Butler, Foucault, Bordo) tend not to be inspired by cultural
theorists like Amiri Baraka. Second, although there is a small space of overlap in what was called
Africana philosophy (and now, perhaps, in the area of specialization titled ‘Critical Philosophy of Race’),
these precincts of philosophy tend to overlook aesthetics. Third, Taylor endorses theoreticians of black
expressive culture working in departments of English, African-American Studies, and Cultural Theory
such as Sylvia Wynter and Fred Moten, but these theorists’ versions of what Taylor calls “conjunctural
aspirations” are distasteful (to Taylor) insofar as they have “drunk deeply from the wells of post-
structuralist thought” and tend to remain at a distance from the resources in analytic philosophy that
Taylor values. Paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and
Sons, 2016), xi.
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In one of the most challenging sections of the book, “Black Aesthetics as/and
Philosophy,” Taylor attempts to do the bridgework between black aesthetics and analytic
philosophy (towards finding the responsible unifying principle of a philosophy of black
aesthetics). To do this in a way that is compelling for both sides of the bridge Taylor must self-
consciously bind himself to uneven and sometimes contradictory urgencies at work. On the one
hand Taylor is clearly passionate about pursuing this field of inquiry and, on the other, the
philosopher is also interested in preserving the institutional provenance of analytic philosophy as
the status of professional philosophy declines in an academy populated by all kinds of other
“theorists.”

To put the point differently: academic philosophy has not yet fully come to terms with the
diversity of the communities it seeks to serve and understand, though it is doing better. To
put the point still differently, and more cynically than I mean it: as an academic discipline
in the age of corporatization and declining state support for higher education, philosophers
need all the constituents and allies we can get. Learning to talk responsibly about Sun Ra
and ring shouts can only help get us more, and more diverse, students, and better alliances
across disciplines and units.'*

On my view, Taylor labors towards fulfilling his long unfulfilled desire of self-
excavation—specifically in the therapeutic task to overcome the racist denial of the worthiness
of Black peoples (their experiences and expressions) in academic Philosophy at least—while also
taking care not to undermine his hard-earned professional reputation within a discipline whose
most famous practitioners have participated in oft-repeated, cross-generational, arguments for the
sub-personhood of non-Europeans and women. Taylor’s challenge throughout his development
of a philosophically grounded theory of ‘black aesthetics,” will be to keep learning from his own
(and others’) insight that “[TThe ideas of race and the aesthetic came into being more or less
together, along with modern ideas of humanity and civilization; and all of these ideas implicated
each other in deep ways.”"” For Taylor, despite the tradition of analytic philosophy actively
continuing to disregard B/black expressive culture as a site of philosophical worthiness, he still
thinks that sound arguments familiar to Pragmatists and analytic aestheticians can work towards
challenging and changing the philosophical status of this particular site of inquiry.

The question of what would make B/black aesthetics recognizable as a site of
philosophical inquiry haunts the entirety of the volume and Taylor is careful to avoid accounts of
what is essential to Blackness (cf. Du Bois and Karenga’s criterion) in order to get his inquiries
off the ground. Taylor rejects accounts of race and B/blackness which have led to thinking quasi-
metaphysical accounts (such as Du Bois’ theories of contributions by ‘the’ different races) and is
careful not to fall prey to either what he takes to be provincializing accounts (Garveyism), nor
accounts which are cosmopolitan to the point of racial fatalism (Appiah’s).

Complexity and relative incoherence are important aspects of dealing with the
historical dimension of social phenomena. In dealing with movements or cultural
epochs it is often tempting to fetishize temporal landmarks origin points...one of

196 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
2016), 20
197 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
2016), 21
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the basic conceits of this book is that the most productive way to think about
black aesthetics is not centrally concerned with finding a unitary system of norms
for producing or evaluating artworks...I want to map the philosophic dimensions
of black aesthetic practice, by connecting them explicitly to the wider problematic
of racial formation under white supremacy...'”

Taylor’s account of race insists on understanding race as a socio-historical pragmatic
nexus of experiences of ethical import—rather than a unitary ground—that arises out of the
situation of racialization, a set of activities specific to modernity.

To insist on the political significance of race is to insist not just on the standard
racial controversies. It is also, and more importantly, to highlight the robust
relationship between race-thinking and the modern world’s basic political
structures, from the growth of capitalism to the development of freedom and
democracy. Race has been central to the conception of citizenship, justice,
individuality, and more that define the modern project, and it remains central to
contemporary elaborations and emanations of this project.'”

This pragmatic move, situating the idea of race(s) as the key apparatus for the engineering of
modernity allows Taylor to relinquish the question of racial realism without conceding to racial
eliminativists (most prominently, Appiah) in order to take up, as central, the processes of
racialization as so many (pace Stuart Hall) “assemblages” organized by the specificity of
particular routes of individuals sharing certain clusters of experiences.

I aim to save and develop the intuition that there is single thing worth calling “black
aesthetics.” And [ mean to do this by appealing not to the fictive unity of monolithic,
supernaturally harmonious, racially distinct culture groups, but to the essentially
philosophic preoccupations that routinely animate and surround the culture work of black
peoples...As I’ll use the expression then, based on the foregoing argument for epistemic
assembly, to do “black aesthetics” is to use art, criticism, or analysis to explore the role

that expressive objects and practices play in creating and animating black life worlds.'"
111

Black aesthetics, for Taylor, is an activity not merely a set of criterion. And this activity
is above all exploratory of the role of expressions. One consequence of the processes of
racialization being intertwined with political structures, the growth of capitalism, and the

198 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful, 4-5

109 Taylor, BB, 8

19 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, 6. Compare with DuBois’
definition of race in “Conservation”: “What, then, is a race? It is a vast family of human beings, generally
of common blood and language, always of common history, traditions and impulses, who are both
voluntarily and involuntarily striving together for the accomplishment of certain more or less vividly
conceived ideals of life.”

" weE. Burghardt DuBois, “The Conservation of the Races” and “The Negro” in The American Negro
Academy Occasional Papers, No. 2 in 1897 and edited by Jim Manis, (Hazelton, PA: 18202-1291, A
Penn State Electronic Classics Series Publication, 2007), 8
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development of ideas of freedom and democracy in modernity is that there is an ethical
significance to understanding black expressive culture from its rootedness not only in terms of
common geographic or mythological points of origin, but by way of a variety of shared
experiences which can be explored because they reference and track the complex processes of
modern racialization: “For some the key sites and experiences may emerge from chattel slavery
or the Middle Passage. For others they may involve certain commitments and practices that
survived these conditions and that continue to link contemporary diasporic Africans to their
forebears.”'"” According to Taylor then, both Du Bois’ Black cultural racialism, which may exist
alongside the destiny of other races, and Karenga’s articulation of the separatist Black
personality are both possibilities and priorities for the activity of doing Black aesthetics.

One example of a socially-constructed experience constituting a migratory assemblage of
the sort that Taylor returns to throughout his text comes from the retelling of an eyewitness
account of the ‘Suriname Barbers’ (cited in Sidney Mintz and Richard Price’s anthropological
study The Birth of African American Culture: An Anthropological Perspective'?). The
experience, which is reported second-hand, describes how slaves newly arrived at a Dutch slave
port in South America had adorned their hair. For Taylor those particular human beings bound
for Suriname shared a desire to adorn themselves which, for Taylor, shows a “essentially human’
impulse through an aesthetic decision—specifically a decision to negate the attempted
dehumanization at the hands of slavers, a way to make a way out of no way. What Taylor
prioritizes in this third-person narration of the example is that the decision made by the
‘Suriname Barbers’ is a context-dependent activity that also raises the possibility of a shared root
but one which is distinctively future-oriented.

Thus, for Taylor, thinking race in terms of migratory assembles perhaps offers pathways
not back to (even contingently understood) origins, but forward into new ways of discussing
authenticity that do not rely on racial realism or its bad informants. The birth of Black aesthetics
in the context of the United States for Taylor begins to be assembled from the routes across the
Atlantic Ocean to the slave plantations when uprooted Africans “were positioned to become
African Americans because they had first been seen and treated as blacks.""* They put stars in
their hair in response to this forced insertion into the crucible of racialization.”'" It is in the
particularly human act of self-fashioning which exemplifies how slaves’ own recognition of their
humanity can be a cultural resource to situate the project and show how theorizing ‘B/black
aesthetics’ matters for ‘getting it right’ in the ongoing philosophical project of recognizing
personhood.

Other possibilities for sites of self-fashioning that track racialization that Taylor cites
include “the Great Migration from the southern United States to the north and west, or what has
been termed the “reverse colonization” that still brings denizens of Europe’s former colonies
back to the metropole.”''® But the formative historical experiences that lie within Taylor’s
purview are most often from a North American or the Afro-U.S. context with which he is
familiar. For example, Taylor simply leaves out the post-Vietnam/Cold War era migrations of

b

"2 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, 133
'3 In Sidney Mintz and Richard Price’s The Birth of African American Culture: An Anthropological
Perspective. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1976) they cite John Gabriel Steadman.
4 Taylor’s emphasis.
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peoples of the of Latin America and Africa to the U.S. that complicates the story (especially in
terms of his treatment of the scope of ‘us’ when he writes about the authenticity of wearing
Kente cloth, popular among African-Americans in the 1990s) that this text tends situate for its
pragmatically informed account of race.

But more pressingly and thanks to the theorist Mieke Bal, when Taylor criticizes the film
by the German filmmakers of Yorubaland in the chapter most directly concerned with
authenticity, “Chapter 5: Roots and Routes: Disarming Authenticity,” he notices that mobility, or
more accurately, instability, may make it difficult to “credit the cultural specificity of expressive
practices without assuming that the practices are primordially anchored to specific spatio-
temporal coordinates...”""” Taylor gets it right here: “These tensions between roots and routes
and between authenticity and instability frame one of the central problem-spaces in the black
aesthetic tradition, and in light of the complications that, as we have seen, come with those
appeals, we have to ask: What kind of work can appeals to authenticity appropriately do?”'"®

The vast instability caused to the peoples of Africa by way the slave trade of the
seventeenth century and the ongoing global migrations of Black people since the European
colonial projects from the eighteenth century and on into post-Cold War/anti-colonial twentieth
century seems to truncate even the possibilities for a future-oriented rootedness, and seems to
undercut the possibility of locating authenticity in the idea of routes as roots.
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Racialization and Black Authenticity:
Beauty to Set the World Right and the Invisibility-Desire-Recognition Matrix

According to Taylor’s account the authenticity of aesthetic formations for agents who
desire recognition of their personhood especially in the resistance against reification (within
classical racialist taxonomies, for example) still requires attention to the ways that Black
personhood speaks about patterns of racializing conditions which are contingent but not
arbitrary'” in order to survey possibilities that spur on freedom from tutelage through the
ongoing use of race-talk. This shows up in Taylor’s investigation of institutional categories that
might appropriately or inappropriately label art “African art” (as addressed in Taylor’s BB,
Chapter 5), for example. But as Taylor shows, in his critique of a multicultural integrationist
aesthetics (that he thinks reflects current “millennial-age” attitudes on post-racialism) this
contingency is also at work in ways that undermine the recognition of Black personhood in the
liberal assimilationist/annihilative tendencies that were also under fire during the era of the Black
Arts Movement (see section on Maulana Karenga above).

In the first case questions of authenticity arise for Taylor in defining what constitutes and
categorizes ‘African Art’ in the interaction between ‘African art’ and the (still, mostly)
mainstream Euroethnic art markets. Questions such as: Is “African art” only art which is made
by Black Africans of the continent, but not by other people of African descent either on or off of
the continent?; Is it more authentic when ”African art” is made according to the traditions of
those peoples who only come to be recognized as African by Europeans?; Is “African art” best
understood as that art which is made in accordance with principles of different peoples on the
African continent prior to European contact? ; And, does it make more sense to consider
“African Art” after colonialism as more authentic to our understanding of the geopolitical
realities that shape our lifeworlds today? '*°

I agree with Taylor that one dismissive answer to this set of questions runs through the
assertion that African cultures tend not to have a concept of art as such. There are different ways
to get to this claim. But one way is by arguing that the Afro-centrist critic of European modernity
will make the point that “art” refers to a wholly non-functional sphere of objects and practices
that have been spirited away from ties to everyday life, art [objects] sequestered in museums and
other special institutions which would make the question of discovering ‘African art” moot."*!

Rather than settling questions of the authenticity of ‘African art’ that turn on fakery or
error, i.e. do expressions of African descended peoples really count as art? “[F]or cases like
these, authenticity-talk seems most useful not for distinguishing the really real from the faked,
the mistaken, or the confused. However considerations of this sort may be a good way to take
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See for example the problems and ambiguities present in the name of the new museum of
contemporary art in Cape Town South Africa. The Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Art Africa
(ZMOCAA) opened in September 2017. “One of the criticisms that the ZMOCAA will inevitably face
will be that it is merely a copy of a ‘Western museum.’ It is already a collection funded by a European
(Jochen Zeitz), designed by a European (Thomas Heatherwick) and curated by a white male (Mark
Coetzee). Warning bells should be sounding.” Matthew Blackman “An Open Letter to Jochen Zeitz and
Mark Coetzee” https://artthrob.co.za/2015/03/09/an-open-letter-to-jochen-zeitz-and-mark-coetzee/,
Accessed December 10, 2017.
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inventory on our own commitments, and to locate the selves that these commitments constitute
in a world of ceaseless cultural exchange.”'” What I take Taylor to be saying here is that rather
than coming up with answers to questions of Black art’s authenticity that turn on fakery or error,
or even appeal to the particular cultural history of art markets’ designed to value unique objects,
is that questions about Black art’s authenticity are perhaps more importantly focused by
attending to another orienting feature: functionality. How might we come up with questions that
do not set out to prove the existence of unique sets of objects which are both definitively
‘African’ and ‘art,” but instead set out to discover the fluctuating and conditional functionality of
cultural forms which, in turn might help to situate commitments that ‘gets things right’ about
what is significant about the authenticity-talk around ‘African art’ in the first place.

In the second case, Taylor’s exploration of authenticity concerns the perspective of
millennial post-racialism which Taylor criticizes or is suspicious of because of how ‘post-
racialist’ discourse takes itself to be politically ‘progressive’ in the context of the United States.
Taylor argues that instead ‘post-racial” discourse ought to be understood as ideologically
underwritten by structures of White supremacy of the integrationist/post-Civil Rights era (as
organized, I will add from the same assimilationist/annihilative cultural ideology of
Reconstruction-era social Darwinists. In contrast with institutional philosophy’s treatment of
judgements of the beautiful and its role in failing to theorize the politics of black freedom (see
Taylor’s Chapter 3), Taylor narrows the scope of his inquiry in “Chapter 4: “Dark Lovely Yet
And; Or, How to Love Black Bodies While Hating Black People,” to third-person judgements of
bodily beauty primarily concerning Black cis-gendered women.

Here, a discourse of progress proceeds by way of making appeals to the claim that society
is post-racial, “while leaving untouched the deeper raciogenic conditions that preceded and that
persist beyond surface segregation...”'” Taylor writes:

...[for example] what counts as a black movie tends to be bound up with stereotypical
characters and formulaic, whitely plots. And the black characters cannot be too black,
especially if they are women, which is to say that leading ladies must be able to pass the
brown paper bag test.”'**

To historically map the origins of the deeper raciogenic conditions Taylor offers the case of
Thomas Jefferson’s racist attitude towards his slave-concubine Sally Hemings. For Taylor,
“settling accounts with Jefferson” entails an explanation of what was happening from the
perspective of sarkaesthetic judgment that can help us to decipher both Jefferson’s attraction to
Hemings alongside Jefferson’s failure to recognize her personhood.

White supremacy short circuits the process of crystallization, and prevents attraction from
growing into the judgment of bodily beauty. Jefferson’s racism allows him to desire Sally
Hemings but prevents desire from expressing itself as anything more, like love,
admiration, or aesthetic appreciation...Hemings was invisible: her personhood and her
individuality obscured by her status as a negro.'”
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But Taylor’s account of the Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings case is incomplete (at best)
and this matters for what I take to be the incompleteness of Taylor’s critique of post-U.S. Civil
Rights integrationist sarkaesthetic judgment. When Taylor criticizes the progress narrative of a
post-racialist sarkaesthetics by saying: “And the black characters cannot be too black, especially
if they are women, which is to say that leading ladies must be able to pass the brown paper bag
test [.],”'*° the question of black authenticity comes into its existential and volitional grade in a
way that also requires that the interrogation of gender-race nexus of judgements of bodily beauty
in ways that I think Taylor fails to capture. The sarkaesthetic—or analysis by way of third
personal judgements of flesh—fails to attend to the socio-cultural and political significance of
the legal status of enslaved Black female sexed bodies as objects purposed for creating
increasingly more Black slaves as well as the simultaneous invisibility of gendered Black bodies.
Related to judging the authenticity of Black art objects, judging what is authentically Black has
to do with locating the processes of creating a specific kind of ambivalence in judging the status
of Black bodies—bodies which have been denied recognition as persons worthy of respect and
judged as being in questionable or inconsistent possession of personhood.

Specifically, it is in Taylor’s under appreciation for how the possibility for Black
authenticity is thwarted from the legacy of violated female and male sexed bodies wherein
getting things right about the systemic rape of by their White Masters, specifically, creates a
historical situation that cannot move forward authentically, because it describes the conditions
necessary for both maintaining whites racial supremacy (in the case of sexual abuse of all slaves)
and for setting up an elite class of lighter-complexioned Black society in particular through the
rape resulting in the increase of slaves of black female sexed bodies. These are the conditions
still functioning in slavery’s ongoing aftermath which shows up in the necessity of passing the
brown paper bag test in the first place.

One result of hundreds of years of abuse and what Christina Sharpe refers to as
“transgenerational trauma” in her book Monstrous Intimacy is that some Black people are better
able to access the reputation of White identity in the United States. This group is legitimized
under the rubric of colorism or indexing the lightness of skin color to a worthiness calculated by
way of proximity to Whiteness to promote racial uplift or pride in Black being because this
identity has been regarded as and regards itself as being not too Black (in appearance or
behaviors). This rationalization motivated by socio-economic and even existential reward also, it
follows, continues to organize the recognition of individuality as outlined earlier in the
dissertation. Piper explains: “Because light-skinned blacks often received some education or
training apprenticeships during slavery, there tend to be more of us in the middle-class now.”'”’

Returning to Taylor and his assessment of judging bodily beauty, the domain of aesthetic
judgements that Taylor takes himself to be investigating here is the domain of sarkaesthetic
judgements which is defined as:

126 Taylor, 147

127 Adrian Piper, Passing for White, Passing for Black, reprinted from Transition, Issue 58, University of
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... the practice of representational soma aesthetics—which is to say, those practices
relating to the body, as it were, as flesh, regarded solely “from the outside” [Taylor
continues:] [I]n what follows I will focus primarily on sarkaesthetics—on the body as
experienced from a third-person perspective, through the external senses. For reasons
noted above though I will not pretend this focus allows us to block all reference to soma
esthetic considerations.'”®

Soma aesthetics have to do with bodily judgements in general and within the category of soma
aesthetics are sarkaesthetic judgements, which have to do with judgements made about bodies
from the outside.

It is especially because of the urgent conditions of ongoing violence against cis-gender,
transgender, non-binary, non-heteronormative sexualities, or other yet-to-be named or happily
unlabeled marginalized Black and intra-racial communities, that the ‘monstrous intimacy’
exemplified in Sally Hemings’ story must be read together with a fuller critique of the gender-
race nexus of modern aesthetics. If Taylor means to “map the the philosophic dimension of black
aesthetic practice, by connecting these concerns explicity to the wider problematic of racial
formation under white supremacy” then he will have to a much better job of treating the practice
of slave rape, seasoning (i.e. breaking slaves), and the abuse of children born into slavery as
methods intended to repress the humanity of the enslaved for both the estblishing and
perpetuating of the institution. Specifically, the breeding to increase the economic advantage of
capitalists in white supremacists modernity is where I will turn my attenion next because it is the
commodification of Black people living within white supremacist capitalism that sets up the
possibility for authenticating Black- individuals understood through the role of rape to both
disempower female sexed bodies but also to give birth to those who will be recognizable as
relatively ‘more human’ than their darker complexioned counterparts.

And in turn, this shows that diagnosing Jefferson’s relation to Sally Hemings as merely a
‘phenomenological inhibition’ lessens the impact of Taylor’s own, more thorough account of
problems of authenticity-talk. But by taking Taylor’s investigation of sarkaesthetic judgements
up with the ‘tensions between roots and routes and between authenticity and [the] instability that
frames it [we will be in a better position to bring into focus] why authenticity is...one of the
central problem-spaces in the black aesthetic tradition...”'”

Taylor deploys the word Eigentlichkeit—meaning “one’s ownness” in the German—to
argue for a contingent, but non-arbitrary notion that can offer itself up as worthy of deliberation
for discovering authentically Black aesthetic forms. Authenticity in the context of race (wherein
race is thought of as those ‘migratory assemblages’ that are worthy of reflective uptake and
ongoing deliberation) is most consistently exemplified over the course of the book by the artists
and orators Taylor takes to represent a “deeper sense of duty”"*’ in Black expressive culture: for
example, Louis Armstrong’s leveraging of his celebrity for political activism while abroad or the
ongoing creative possibilities for composition in Wynton Marsalis’s repertory jazz program.

In the notion of authenticity that Taylor takes to concern agents, the own-ness of
Eigentlichkeit, or authenticity wrought by way of migratory assemblages has four features:
1.Contingency; 2. Context; 3.Responsibility; and 4. Anti-moralism. One of the many exciting
aspects of doing a philosophy of black aesthetics is the opportunity to define racialized B/black
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subject formation as the ‘own-ness’ of contingently assembled, though never arbitrary life-
worlds. And in the last section of Taylor’s “Chapter Three: Beauty to Set the World Right,”
similar to the way Karenga’s and Spiller’s distinctions between individuality and personality
work to undermine an all too easy reversal of values, we can use Taylor’s uptake of own-ness, to
recognize how new values can be self-fashioned for organizing the recognition of human
experience, specifically in the possibilities of where self-definition meets the chance to direct
one’s own life plans and actions. Taylor’s examples in this regard include the recounted tale of
the ‘Suriname barbers’ (which seems to take on mythic proportions for Taylor) or the more
recent forward-facing significance for some African Americans of wearing Kente cloth.

Again, recall that for Taylor, what is important about the blackness of Black art will not
hinge on the robustness or sturdiness of definitions of what is Black about Black art, but instead
on whether the art motivates political aspirations of people conditioned by Black life and
experiences (similar to Karenga’s criteria for Black art as ‘committing’). Likewise, it is the
experiential nature of people who are racialized as black that grounds the critical activity of
recognizing processes of social formations that must become primary as a method for freedom
from any Black ontological categories, per se.

However, a deeper problem space around authenticity-talk is revealed, one that is
concerning for Taylor’s account of Black authenticity which depends on agential uptake of
‘own-ness,” (wherein a ‘responsible uptake’ of self-understanding or even careful attention to
heuristic particularisms can achieve authenticity). In Taylor’s brief elucidation of Christina
Sharpe’s term “monstrous intimacy” to describe not only violence and forced submission of
racialized desire, Taylor quotes Sharpe on the “transgenerational transmission” of “shame and
trauma”... “ read or reinscribed as consent and affection...”"' Of the Thomas Jefferson-Sally
Hemings case, Taylor writes:

Intimacies become monstrous in part because white supremacy short-circuits the social
and phenomenological transactions that might otherwise develop around phenomenon of
desire and attraction, and skews them in the direction of violence and domination (while
pretending that it does otherwise).'*

The quality of the horrors that constitute the crucible of systematic generations of rape
and breeding of Black female-sexed slaves as well as the effects of transgenerational traumas of
black bodily being inherited by the kind of psychological, somatic, and sarkaesetheic judgements
of Black beauty for understanding the structure of racialization seem far from what Taylor has in
mind in his account of the virtues of experiential authenticity.

Put another way, the sarkaesthetic judgements that result in what Taylor calls the
‘phenomenological inhibition’ of white supremacists like Thomas Jefferson cannot remain
untroubled by soma (first-person perspective) bodily aesthetics for long since racialization is no
mere aesthetic project, but centers, occurs, and recurs through racialized aesthetic judgements
which shape the judgement central to the project of modernity (scientific racism) and
contemporary (post-Civil Rights’ era, neoliberal integrationist) racialism. The critical drive to
examine aesthetic forms must contend with the social-historical fact that agents are only
recognizable by way of the idea that who is White is not Black and whomever is worthy of
recognition of individual personhood is always, at least, able to access the reputation of
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Whiteness. Taylor puts the point well but does not connect his activation of the Hemings case to
his account of ‘own-ness’ as authenticity:

...the idea of the aesthetic, like the idea of race, is a modern invention, which is to say that
it emerges along with, and as part of the social formation that cultural theorists have
taught us to refer to as “modernity” or “the modern.” The familiar element of this social
formation—Iiberal democracy, capitalism, nation-states, science as we know it, industrial
economies, and gender relations as we know them—assumed the forms we know during
overlapping periods of time, along with and underwritten in some ways by ideologies of
progress and autonomy.'*

Hemings’ invisibility to Jefferson also seems to render her invisible to Taylor who cannot
situate her as representative of the systematized sexual exploitation of black female-sexed bodies
for his own understanding of authenticity under the rubric of committed self-fashioning. In other
words, what are we to make, for example, of the sarkaesthetic representation of Hemings’
eroticized body (‘fancy gals’) used by/as/for perpetuating the crucible of racialization and carried
out through the most intimate violations--violations with ongoing implications found in the
brown ‘paper bag test,” which organizes the possibility of third-person judgements of beauty
among female-sexed as well as female-gendered bodies in the economic, political, and social
roles available to or denied Black women today?

From Taylor’s forward looking epistemic assembly model, how are we to read the
representative dynamics of race from Hemings’ ownership as concubine, insofar as this is how
she is often treated as worthy of any critical orientation to the social construction of race? What
is the right kind of volitional uptake of Hemings’ legacy from her appearance or the appearance
of her legally Black progeny, for theorizing ‘black aesthetics’ and its role in shaping critical
discourses inspired by the experiences of people racialized as Black? Imagining how Hemings
may have judged her own bodily beauty does not seem like a strong enough experiential position
for overcoming the invisibility, misrecognition, and denial of Black personhood in quite the
same ways that Taylor’s pragmatic tool of ‘migratory assemblage’ makes possible in his
interpretation of the Suriname barbers.

That is, the relationship between authenticity and agential volition is too neatly framed by
recourse to a “responsible” understanding the heuristic particularism of contingency and
sincerity to break through to the experiential ‘own-ness’ that might be represented by Hemings’
concubine status. This is not to say that Hemings lacked any agency, but that the future-
directedness of her “role” in the dynamics of meting out the historically ongoing significance of
color-privilege among Black people ought to be examined differently. The example that Taylor
uses, of whether Afro-U.S. Blacks should or should not wear Kente cloth now seems painfully
shallow compared with more urgent questions that plague marginalized B/black experiences
such as whether one appears to be or is behaving in ways that are authentic and Black since we
have now discovered worthiness in appearances to be legitimized through Whiteness once again.

Alain Locke makes this point from his 1925 essay (see the first section of this chapter)
“Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro” :
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The Negro himself has contributed his share to this through a sort of protective social
mimicry"** forced upon him by the adverse circumstances of dependence. So for
generations in the mind of America, the Negro has been more of a formula than a human
being—a something to be argued about condemned or defended, to be “kept down, “or
“in his place,” or “help up,” to be worried with or worried over, harassed or patronized, a
social bogey or a social burden.'”

Recall that what counts as experiential rootedness for the future-oriented routes of a post-
analytic Black aesthetics that ‘gets it right’ for experiences that give Black expressive culture its
due, Taylor focuses on experiences from the North Atlantic Afro-US world with which he is
familiar. That is, the use of these examples become authoritative, for Taylor, and in their non-
arbitrariness act as exemplars of artistic, political, or even critical and philosophical worthiness
(pace DuBois’ recognition of universal beauty from those who can afford the Truth).

If theorizing from the ground of ‘migratory assemblages,’ especially assemblages that
give Black expressive practices their just due, then we must turn to Taylor’s own examples of
routes and roots which indicate the way forward for recognizing Black personhood. As an
American Pragmatist trained in the analytic tradition Taylor is interested in translating the
concerns of B/black aesthetics into the problem spaces familiar to his training. And to do this
Taylor acknowledges his elision of theorizing Black politics with the modern Enlightenment
project in order to authorize his philosophical account of the full recognition of personhood for
those racialized as Black. Specifically, Taylor follows theorist Michael Dawson’s
recommendation by offering five basic features of a distinctly Black political orientation which
[also] “may have counterparts in white society,” but... grows out of, and is inflected by, the
distinctive histories and conditions that define the condition of blackness™ (quoted above)...These
features include:

(1) the explicit adoption of a black point of view; (ii) a commitment to
communalism; (iii) a commitment to spirituality; (iv) insistence on an organic
link between theory and practice; and (v) a commitment to the pursuit of black
autonomy, whether for individuals, institutions, or the race as a whole...These
features are the common inheritance of political stances that are otherwise at odds
with each other, and whose collisions in fact shape the terrain of black politics."**

But Taylor sets up boundaries between and hierarchies of experience among intra-racial
experiences in the complex processes of racialization, which complicatedly enough, intertwine
toxic taxonomies of both gender and race. In Tommy J. Curry’s “Ethnological Theories of
Race/Sex in 19" Century Black Thought: Implications for the Race/Gender Debate of the 21%
Century” Curry writes:

The result of the racial divide between the Negro and the Anglo-Saxon is that Black men
and women could not share the “genders” established within the dominant race. The 19"
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century ideas of race, and gender (if such a term can even apply to Black Americans)
were the result of complete differences in evolutionary-species-kind between racial
groups. Because of evolution, this meant that every race would have different gendered
kinds within its group despite its grasping of civilization.

Non-white/savage/primitive groups were altogether denied the specific race-gender
distinctions that whites had, because such distinctions were specific to, the exclusive
mark of the civilized white races. In this sense, no categories or universals captured the
shared historical experiences between these groups."’

One clear upshot is that once Taylor’s notion of experiential authenticity as own-ness is
in circulation, then the cult of the white male genius as the pinnacle of artistic creation is
properly exposed as embedded in theories of classical racialism that underlie racist judgements
withholding value from black expressive culture.

If art is what individual geniuses make and what ends up in galleries for wealthy
individuals to buy and then perhaps to donate to museums, then some places will not
have art...There is something to this view, but it does not quite hit the target at which it is
typically aimed. Some African culture groups do have artworld traditions that westerners
raised on the cult of genius would find familiar."*®

However, Taylor’s strongest exemplars for a black aesthetics wherein beauty is imagined as the
possibility to set the world right (Du Bois, Louis Armstrong, Marcus Garvey, and Clarence
Thomas) belie a notion of self-fashioned authenticity for his own context: U.S. African-
American- analytic-black-aesthetics that seems to identify “Black Male Genius” with the
honorable mention of certain women-identified artists working outside of professional
philosophy.

Some of the most prominent figures in black political history earned or cemented their
places in that tradition by their mastery of expressive practice—think here of the oratory
genius of Frederick Douglass and Martin King, or of Léopold Senghor’s poetry and his
commitment, as president of Senegal, to cultivating the arts. Conversely, some of the
most important figures in the history of black aesthetics approached their work as an
unavoidably political venture—think here of Sonia Sanchez, Lorraine Hansberry, Paul
Robeson, or, for at least some of the time, Robert Nesta Marley.m

If one of the orienting activities that motivate black expressive culture is racial uplift,
then it is understandable why Taylor would focus on these prominent figures as examples for
their leadership qualities across diverse endeavors to working towards the recognition of Black
personhood. Each of these figures animates the historical structures wherein artistic and political
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realms overlap, and may serve as paradigmatic for the representative dynamics/forms of
authentic personhood which Taylor thinks can credibly undermine justifications of race-based
inferiority.

Insofar as race as it is functions for Taylor as so many migratory assemblages that offer
the possibility of valuing race because of how race-talk allows access to hermeneutical
particularities that orient life projects born out of the crucible of classical racialism to make
possible a future wherein Black people may decide their own life paths, Taylor also offers a
particular meta-philosophical account of Black subject formation dependent on Enlightenment
values that recognizes individuality as an autonomous personhood.

By way of indicating his alignment with “[TThe dominant genre in black political thought
or “Afro-Modern political theory...which appropriate the basic tenets of modern political thought
in the shared settings of black counter-public sphere...” Taylor hopes to draw in his audience of
Anglo analytic peers by appealing to benefits of inclusivity for the liberal public sphere. Other
alternatives include Afro-classicists in favor of a broader older idea of African identity than
Afro-modernists and “[D]econstructive radicals, [who] by contrast, are likely to refuse or
question modern ideas of emancipation and racial identity on broadly deconstructive (though not
necessarily deconstructionist) grounds, thereby enacting a form of Afro-post-modernism.”"*

Thus, by evoking philosophers such as Charles Taylor and Richard Rorty’s arguments
considering the stakes of solidarity and objectivity for ethnocentrism, Taylor writes: “... the
punch line for authenticity discourse will be the same (“this is my way, and our way”), often
leads to arbitrarily truncated narratives of an individual and collective origin, insulating the
subject from the messy processes of subject-formation and cultural transmission under
conditions of historical change.”'*' It is important to read this feature of authenticity from the
perspective of Taylor’s interest in translating the concerns of a ‘black aesthetic’ tradition into
terms recognizable to Anglophone analytic philosophical community, the relevant heritage of its
practitioners, and the situation of professional philosophy in the context of existential threats to
profession of academic philosophy as colleges and universities severely cut the funding to the
Humanities.

If Taylor’s paradigmatic cultural personages—Louis Armstrong (socialist?), Marcus
Garvey (Black nationalist), and Clarence Thomas (integrationist)}—are framed within DuBois’s
essay “Criteria for Negro Art,” then we might translate Taylor as saying that these individuals
invoke the kind of authenticity recognizable by way of their authoritative appeal to Taylor’s
living colleagues. Nonetheless, Taylor thinks that authenticity’s Blackness which show up in the
above named exemplars helpfully orients the diversity of deliberative commitments for thinking
the political ground of B/black expressive practices is continuous with commitments ostensibly
held by liberal colleagues. But what epistemic assemblage could authentically search out its
commitments in/from the crucible of transgenerational trauma that continues to show up in the
ongoing legacy of the ‘brown paper-bag’ test, especially for Black women?

Taylor does notice the essentializing qualities of what constitutes art for an artworld
which is (still, though less so) centered on European notions of art’s presence as the uselessness
of objects embedded through canonical reference in institutions, for the circulation and
consumption of artistic genius (still usually white and male) by the leisured classes—made up of
mostly white benefactors. Undoubtedly, the insidious nature of classical racism’s judgements
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against the humanity of non-whites, because they lack culture (see discussion of Kant’s
“Lectures on Pedagogy” below), overwhelmingly continues through the formal and informal
institutional arrangements of the contemporary artworld, on which all professional artists and
many imaginations continue to depend. But after understanding what Taylor says Dewey means
by his disparaging description of the European art historical canon’s “compartmental conception
of art” which is “parochial, conjunctural, and socio-historically specific[.],”'* it appears that this
critique also seems applicable to Taylor’s account of Black authenticity insofar as Taylor’s
exemplars of authentic personhood rely on a notion of autonomy that ignores the mass, cross-
generational breeding of Black girls and women. Much earlier in the book, Taylor acknowledges
this tendency:

In modern expressive culture as in modern politics, the imperatives to decolonization can
easily get bound up with the imperatives of masculine self-aggrandizement. The
twentieth century struggle for black emancipation whether waged by reformist or
revolutionaries, remains focused on the struggle for black heterosexual manhood, with
emancipation imagined as both conditioned by and consequences of an imaginary that
centers on the rightful recognition of black male bodies at the head of the Black family
and/or nation. This patriarchal and phallocentric stunting'* of black liberatory aspirations
notwithstanding, decolonization is in part, a matter of uprooting the structures of
“objectification and dehumanization” that inform and sustain the colonial and neo-
colonial projects.'*

Sally Hemings’ body was used not only for Thomas Jefferson’s pleasure but also to enact
his legal power over her to breed Black slaves. In this representative dynamic situating Black
experience, the category of exploitation also belongs to a specific practice of sexual exploitation
that in its very productivity (the ‘increase’ of new slaves), also reinforces the disavowal of
exploitation by way of rewarding or continuing to ascribe honorifics to lighter complexioned
Black bodies. If “[T]he Jefferson-Hemings case exemplifies the intermingling of desire,
aversion, and power that routinely attends the phenomenon of racialized aesthesis [.],”'** then I
contend that the functionality of authenticity from the formation of migratory assemblages is
thwarted by Taylor’s account of sarkaesthetic judgements of beauty and its charged political
potential, which Taylor only uses to track the violent erotics of racialization but not the resulting
problems for recognizing the hierarchy imposed on the recognition of personhood within Black
intercultural and intracultural situations.

Taylor’s analysis of Jefferson’s failure to bring his desire into accord with the recognition
of Sally Hemings’ personhood, the contradictory judgements between desire (base instinct) and
failure of love or appreciation and its productivity for economic flourishing under the conditions
of chattel slavery, and its social-historical impact on the worthiness of raced, sexed, and
gendered bodies today, requires further analysis of the historical situation that goes beyond
Taylor’s merely pointing out how Jefferson’s attitude toward Sally Hemings led to his sexual
misconduct.
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Sally Hemings would have been in an identifiable category of slave often called “fancy
gals” --girls and women specifically used for forced miscegenation and prostitution. In his
article, “Pink and the Fancy Gal” Naurice Frank Woods Jr. selects two paintings to examine the
presentation of so-called ‘white slavery’ used for abolitionist propaganda. The two paintings
depicting very light-complexioned female-sexed slaves are of the antebellum period: The Slave
Market by an anonymous artist and 7he Freedom Ring (1824-1906) by Eastman Johnson. Woods
argues that,

“... abolitionists adapted the growing visibility of “white slaves” as a means of
expression that not only widely exposed the plight of those who looked as if they were
part of the dominant culture yet were treated as wholly subordinate, but also provided
them with a source for images that proved to be an effective propaganda tool in support
of their ideals.”'*

Prized for the fairness of their skin, but legally Black according to the ‘one-drop’ rule and
guaranteed as chattel by their deeds of sale, ‘fancy gal’ slaves would also continue to pass along
the possibility of the disavowal of Black racialization after manumission by way of their
progeny’s lighter complexioned skin. The possibility for subjective disavowal only becomes
possible with the (relatively) greater freedom of mobility that made “passing” for White a
possibility. Paralleling the use of the ‘white slave’ as a fulcrum for abolitionists with a variety of
goals, the new availability of subjectively disavowing the legal status of Blackness affords the
progeny of fancy gals the privileges of the reputation of a Whiteness but predicated from the
(mis)recognition of full personhood vis-a-vis the reputation of Whiteness.

Fancy gals’ fetched the highest prices at slave auctions'*” and up to today, after the
abolition of chattel slavery, racial capital originating from the system of racial slavery continues
as a system grounded in and continually organizing the economic productivity and social
systems that assign merit to lighter complexions. This organizational logic is exemplified by
what Taylor notes as the recent film industry’s “rational” choice to pick Zoé€ Saldana to play
artist and activist Nina Simone for the Simone biopic.

And as Adrian Piper makes clear in her essay “Passing for White, Passing for Black,” this
rationalization, justifying an honorific status extended to lighter complexioned Black bodies
specifically because of those bodies’ closer appearance to bodies racialized as White is further
enforced by effectively punishing those who do not choose to disavow the monstrosity of
generations of legalized rape:

16 Naurice Frank Woods, Jr., “Pink and the Fancy Gal: White Slavery, the Abolitionists’ Crusade, and the
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For most of my life I did not understand that I needed to identify my racial identity
publicly; and that if I did not I would be inevitably mistaken for white. I simply didn’t
think about it. But since I also made no special effort to hide my racial identity, I often
experienced the shocked and/or hostile reactions of whites who discovered it after the fact.
I always knew when it had happened, even when the person declined to confront me
directly: the startled look, the searching stare that would fix itself on my facial features,
one by one, looking for the telltale “negroid” feature, the sudden, sometimes permanent
withdrawal of good feeling or regular contact--all alerted me to what had transpired. Uh-
oh, I would think to myself hopelessly, and watch another blossoming friendship wilt. 148

What Piper is pointing out here is how the rule of hypodescent, a legal codification which
attributed the race of the Black mother to the children born of White plantation masters to ensure
ongoing economic flourishing for slavers by way of rewarding rape, continues its legacy in the
complications that this feature of slavery still presents for the possibility of recognition of
autonomous Black individuality. Christina Sharpe’s theorization of the post-slavery dynamics of
race born out of the institution of monstrous intimacy of racial slavery presents a new problem
for recognizing personhood beyond political representation of Black people as individuals vis-a-
vis recognition of their necessarily individualized autonomous personhood in liberal nation-state
upheld by the Anglophone political philosophers in Taylor’s audience.

A deconstructive reading of Kara Walker’s art will serve to get at the fuller import of
what Christina Sharpe has in mind by her theorization of “monstrous intimacy.” In the excurses
that follow, I argue that the meaningful contradiction Sharpe thematically interrogates in her idea
of ‘monstrous intimacy’—wherein what is monstrous undermines what is desirable about
intimate relationships—upsets Taylor’s migratory assemblage model because that model remains
dependent on honorifics of, in an albeit constructive process, a racialized Black autonomy which
is already too deeply entangled with the racialized and gendered socio-economic schematic
hierarchies at work in the narrative of U.S. liberal individualism.

Christina Sharpe’s concept of "monstrous intimacy” appears three times in Black is
Beautiful. The first time it is as Taylor begins ... to think through the nexus of connections
between aversion and desire, sex and admiration, race, and beauty...” Sharpe’s book is exactly
the right resource here and this uptake is confirmed by the second time that work is cited-- when
Taylor mentions the way that the contemporary artist Kara Walker’s artwork is a “striking
visualization of “monstrous intimacy.”” Here, Taylor explicitly cites the chapter on Walker in
Christina’s Sharpe’s book of the same title. But what is puzzling is the connection that Taylor
draws between Sharpe’s concept of “monstrous intimacy” as a resource for thinking through the
nexus of aversion and desire and the inclusion of Walker’s work in a list of visual cultural
artifacts that Taylor thinks exemplify the epigraph at the beginning of his chapter on
sarkaesthetics.

The epigraph is from Hoyt Fuller’s “Towards a Black Aesthetic” (1968) and Kara
Walker’s artistic practice is used in a list of examples for how Hoyt Fuller’s theorization of a
post-Civil Rights era/Black Power aesthetic is carried out by Fuller’s ideas on the liberatory
ethos of black expressive culture. Kara Walker’s aesthetic is an odd one to add to this list if her
work is intended to exemplify what Taylor thinks Fuller means to celebrate when he describes
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University of Oxford Press, 8. Courtesy of the author. John G. Hanhardt Collection at the Center for
Curatorial Studies Bard Archives.

68



the “...growing number of black people who are snapping off the shackles of imitation and are
wearing their skin, their hair, and their features “natural” and with pride....”"” That is, it is
difficult to see how Walker’s artwork can be one of the “resources” for an argument about
phenomenological inhibition --about the way white supremacy does its work in part by blocking
the development of certain kinds of experiences” in a way that works to show pride in markers
of racialized identity.

Specifically, adding Walker’s work in to the following element of Fuller’s observations
on race pride seems to fall outside the category of ‘race pride’ that is of interest to Fuller or
Taylor. If “[T]he version of this inhibition that we saw above which concerned crystallization to
explain Thomas Jefferson’s inability to make the phenomenological journey from judgements of
attraction to judgements of beauty [.],”"*° then the use of this particular example seems like a
missed opportunity to look much more closely at Walker’s artwork.

The account of, motivation for, and examples of racial uplift of the kind incited by
Locke’s theorization of the ‘New Negro’ or Du Bois’ wager for black expression of the truth of
American freedom, the separatist Black nationalism later motivated by Karenga’s reiteration of
tenets for the revolutionary art in the age of Black Power,"”" or in Taylor’s uptake of Fuller will
not be satisfied by works like Kara Walker’s Event Horizon (2005), for example. This work, a
floor to ceiling wall mural with Walker’s well-known black and white silhouettes is stupefying
and grotesque with its whip-snapping figures of stereotypical characters—like White slave
master, Mammies, and pickaninnies—contorted in pain and fear, being chased right off the side
of a cliff.

It is in Walker’s peculiar use of familiar stereotypes that make her artwork even more
than simply a failure to celebrate Black bodies as Hoyt Fuller intends by his description of Black
beauty’s freedom from a Eurocentric sarkaesthetics—or, those white-ly standards of judgements
which continue to serve as value system for human beauty across races and cultures. Thinking
from the important features of authenticity-talk as Taylor outlines in his account, contingency
and facticity are important inheritances Taylor has learned from the philosophers Martin
Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre who Taylor claims encouraged him in how to think authenticity
appropriately. Although later in his training Taylor will eventually turn his thinking more
towards John Dewey’s notion of “intelligent action”'* to retain the agential stability of historical
actors, Heidegger’s thinking on the ‘metaphysics of presence’ and the unconcealment of Being is
appropriate to thinking about the legacy of and ongoing significance of and the processes that
work to disturb essentialist notions of agential authority.

The horrors of slavery and its ongoing legacy of trauma, including but not limited to
systematic rape and the seemingly less impoverished living conditions of ‘fancy gals’ or the
“rational” choice of picking Saldana playing Simone within the racists logic of white
supremacist capitalism, goes far beyond Taylor’s explanation of Jefferson’s racism as
‘phenomenological inhibition.” Furthermore, this analysis of what is happening in Kara Walker’s
artwork, is far from Hoyt Fuller’s celebration of Black people’s uptake of themselves as

149 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
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Beautiful, may also lead to a better understanding of the dynamics of racial representation
underlying the ire of others’ that Piper describes as accusing her of both passing for black and
passing for white:

And I experienced that same groundless shame, not only in response to those who
accused me of passing for black, but also in response to those who accused me of passing
for white. This was the shame caused by people who conveyed to me that [ was
underhanded or manipulative, trying to hide something, pretending to be something that I
was not...It was the groundless shame caused by people who, having discovered my
racial identity, let me know that I was not comporting myself as befitted their conception
of a black person: the grammar school teacher who called my parents to inquire whether I
was aware that [ was black, and made a special effort to put me in my place restricting
me from participating in certain class activities and assigning me to remedial classes in
anticipation of low achievement. '** '**

Beyond interrogating race as a “Jeffersonian phenomenological inhibitor”'> in his
attitude towards Sally Hemings (or in terms of a reactionary catalyst for Marcus Garvey), and
towards theorizing problems of recognizing personhood beyond haphazard cultural formations
(of all kinds), I would like to expand on what is important to thinking about judgment for
marginalized B/black experiences by way of addressing deeper problems concerning authenticity
beyond the particular migratory assemblages Taylor has in mind for discovering the
commitments of ‘black aesthetics.’

The possibility for the recognition of a kind of individualized personhood is what
Taylor’s Afro-Modernist political orientations shares in common with White-ly political
orientations (as Taylor acknowledges) and it is exactly why orienting authenticity from authority
sets out to explore the functionality of aesthetic forms for discovering values/commitments that
‘get it right’ for the recognition of full personhood for people racialized as B/black.

Thus, the preservation of ‘laddie’ magazines aside, a critical reading of ‘sarkaesthetics’
requires analysis from the difficulties that Taylor only begins to raise around authenticity later in
the book. We must re-read the account of the Hemings-Jefferson case from what Taylor says on
the difficulties of authenticity-talk to properly raise the stakes of the project of B/black aesthetics
which cannot exclusively rely on whatever a “responsible” uptake of authenticity-talk might be,
specifically because that responsibility-talk actually signals that an authoritative capacity is
already deciding the contents of the category “individual.” Under the ongoing conditions the
modern white supremacist nation-state hold the authority to decide what merits responsibility
and aligning it with a certain reputation—namely the very same reputation organized according
to male-gendered property-ownership and skin color privilege (or proximity to such) intended to
maintain the hierarchal taxonomies supposedly in question.

'3 Adrian Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black,” Reprinted from Transition, Issue 58,1992
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1591 had a version of this same failure to comport myself as authentically Black pointed out to me as a
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epithet “Oreo” hurled at me in elementary school.

153 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
2016), 129.

70



Excursus I: Titillating Racism and Unsettling Accounts: Judgements of the Unnamable and
Preservation of the Stranger in Kara Walker’s Grotesque Aesthetic

“Homelessness is coming to be the destiny of the world.”"

What is required to think the political relevance of Blackness as a problem of and for
authenticity for marginalized B/black experiences, especially those horrifically unnamable or
invisibilizing experiences at the heart of racial subjection? In “Chapter 3: Beauty to Set the
World Right: The Politics of Black Aesthetics,” Paul C. Taylor gives an overview of some of the
political questions of racialized life explored in black aesthetics to show the variety of discursive
strategies that emerge from assemblages of racialized experience-- cultural nationalist,
revolutionary socialist, and liberal integrationist, for example. While Taylor notes that “the
dialectical political reflections of...deconstructive feminism, queer theory, and postcolonialism
are powerful influences in the tradition’s present”"’ there is no sustained attention paid to these
even where these theories might be the most relevant--namely in Taylor’s treatment of
judgements of bodily beauty. Early on in Black is Beautiful in his analysis of ‘black invisibility,’
Taylor following theorist bell hooks, writes:

The symbolic machinery of whitely misperception tends to obscure this intra-racial
diversity, as does the propaganda machinery of pro-black image-management. These
mechanisms of homogenization return us to the terrain of the positive image debate, only
now informed by the insights of intersectional analysis...The whole point of the classical
racialist symbolic apparatus especially as embodied in the stereotypes and stock
characters discussed above was to deny the complexity of black people. This meant not
denying the specific individuality of single persons, as we saw above in connection with
the denial of personhood. It also meant ignoring the multiple dimensions along which
those single individuals might imagine their life plans.'™

Specifically, I mean to develop Taylor’s treatment of the concerns of ‘black aesthetics’ insofar as
they are translatable to the concerns of professional academic philosophy by attending to the
erasure that continues to function through the mode of patriarchal, white supremacy and its
white-ly gaze. I am motivated to read Taylor’s chapter on sarkaesthetic judgements critically to
show how the entanglements of invisibility and stereotype are important for discovering
resources and values that may shape further commitments that are not only important to
theorizing ‘black aesthetics,” but may also illuminate problems (considered by Adrian Piper
through her artwork and philosophy) which require investigation and analysis of the relationship
between appearances and the recognition of personhood, in general.

156 Martin Heidegger, “Letter on “Humanism”(1946),” trans. Frank A. Capuzzi in Pathmarks, ed.
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Towards thinking about authenticity of B/black aesthetic form(s), I work to circumspectly
prepare the way for ethical approaches that preserve the possibilities of letting truth resonate, that
I think follow through on DuBois’s insights that:

1. Truth is not only that which is objectively free from error, but also organizes value, including
but not limited to the value of beauty.

2. Free societies, wherein the interrogation of truth is cultivated, cannot exist within the context
of the White supremacist state.

This reading of the potential of aesthetic forms becoming revelatory of the erasure or covering
over of potential life paths, tracks well with Taylor’s account of the specific variety of
authenticity, or the own-ness of Eigentlichkeit which he takes to concern agents. Taylor’s
account of the highest grade of authenticity—authenticity in agential volition—is functional in
nature, derived from exemplars, and is described as context-dependent, non-arbitrary, and
assembled across migrations has the following four features: 1.Contingency; 2. Context;
3.Responsibility; and 4. Anti-moralism.

But in working out the return to the question of being for ‘Da-sein’ in worlds not
circumscribed by Heidegger's Hitlerian historicity, I offer a hermeneutics indicated by the
discourse around the early work and reception of the artist Kara Walker. Walker’s work shows
up as the possibility for understanding significantly disclosive regions that preserve the
unnamable or what might provisionally be called Black stranger(ness) through a radically
different understanding of contingency, context, responsibility and anti-moralism than the one
Taylor takes up through post-analytic and American naturalist traditions.

I do this in order to better “capture and explore the thought that figures like Sartre and
Heidegger encourage...”" which Taylor claims inspires his account of authenticity because the
insights I have gleaned from studying Kara Walker’s art are useful to capturing even greater
complexities of authenticity to organize the epistemological and political implications of
aesthetic formations as they are presented in Black is Beautiful. As Heidegger writes:

The handing down of a possibility that has been in retrieving it, however, does not
disclose the Da-sein that has been there in order to actualize it again. The retrieve of what
is possible neither brings back “what is,” past nor does it bind the “present” back to what
is “outdated.” Arising from a resolute self-projection, retrieve is not convinced by
“something past,” in just letting it come back as what was once-real. Rather, retrieve
responds to the possibility of existence that has been-there. But responding to the
possibility in a resolution is at the same time, as in the Moment, the disavowal of what is
working itself out today as the “past.” 160

Here, what is strange, uncanny, or perhaps unnamable is unfolding, unconcealing, and continues
to outpace the disciplining of bodies suggested by the way Taylor understands responsible and
future-oriented uptake of the past:

159 Taylor, Ibid.,147
10 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. Joan Stambaugh. Albany: State University of New York
Press,1996), Line 385, 352
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After critical acceptance of contingency, a kind of heuristic particularism is the second
key to experiential authenticity. As I’m thinking of it, authenticity is a virtue, which is to
say that the idea of authentic is properly speaking the idea of an authentic agent, which
serves as a resource for self-examination and self-care. Asking what an authentic agent
would do helps us deliberate about the options available to us...[still]... Authenticity talk
is a heuristic device for action-guidance, not a decision procedure or bright-line standard
of evaluation.'"'

Even beyond questionably relative autonomy attributed to Hemings alongside the still
and oft-used gendered characterization of her animal-like lasciviousness, what is the assemblage
that could authentically work towards shaping the Pragmatist’s philosophical constructive
process of liberation out that experience, while also attending to the epistemic status of
transgenerational trauma and disciplining of black bodies, specifically in the horror of the
systemic sexual abuse of black bodies retrieved and unfolding from slavery’s aftermath? Here,
sexual abuse is of interest because it is intended not only to discipline bodies that are legally
determined as non-agential bodies, but also to create even more racialized bodies (colloquially
referred to as “an increase” no different from the increase in revenue from the production of
plantation agriculture) through the regular use of the Black female sexed body.'® That is, what
assemblage could give rise to responsible uptake, or authenticity as a virtue, from the experience
that one is the progeny of slaves who will, by birth, be subjected to and subjugated through the
“one-drop rule”--the legal definition for Black racial identity?

Although, Martin Heidegger’s work is characteristically remembered through the lens of
his association with Nazi Germany and rejected by many philosophers as a source out of which
any thinking on ethical life may arise, I think that Heidegger’s return to the question of being
may be provocative for emancipatory projects beyond the source of world-becoming that
Heidegger identifies in the event of the German Volk. In particular, Heidegger’s understanding
of truth as projected thrownness in Being and Time (1927) and as the poetic preservation of truth
as a letting-be in the essay “Origin of the Work of Art” (1935-1936, “Addendum,”1956) can be
radically disruptive of long-standing but incorrect or incomplete scientific knowledge
(constitutive of the species viewed onto-existentiality in scientific racism for example) helpful to
interrogating what it means to be engaged in the radical search for new values in the domain of
‘the ethical’ or ‘the political’ heretofore under-thought by attending to those same toxic
discourses of racialism.

I will show how poetic truth can be generative for accounts of opening out radically
authentic projects of liberation (the not-yet freedom as it is understood from the project of
historical progress announced by European Enlightenment) from the unnameable event of horror

1! paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
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which in authenticates Black flesh which prominent members of that project also failed to
recognize. Beyond understanding truth as a correct definition or the prescribed application of
technical know-how, which I think captures what Taylor means by a “heuristic device about
action guidance,” this poetic truth, which I hope to show is also at work in Walker’s art, works
towards untold destinies that move beyond the possibilities of the Western metaphysics
underlying regulative ideas in Enlightenment modernism, and which I contend, have been
inherited by the criteria for Afro-modernism at work in Taylor’s Anglophone analytic pragmatic
theorization of black aesthetics.

Unfortunately for Philosophy, Heidegger’s interrogation of Being works out a
recapitulation to Eurocentrism through Heidegger’s identification of the German race as the
people in whom the destiny of the World is entrusted. This recapitulation exemplifies
Heidegger’s own falling-prey to the honorifics of the German nation-state’s greatness. In
Emmanuel Faye’s Heidegger: The Introduction of Nazism into Philosophy (2005), in the chapter
on Heidegger’s lectures from 1933 to 1935 subtitled “From the Question of Man to the
Affirmation of the People of the German Race” Faye decries Heidegger’s supposed apologists to
show that Heidegger exchanges any supposed philosophical contribution on the question of
overcoming Western metaphysics for the polemics of National Socialist indoctrination-- based
on a perverse anthropology of man that glorifies the German Volk. In particular, Faye writes:

In his unpublished political education seminar in the winter of 1933-34, he unreservedly
assimilates the relation between being and identities to the Hitlerian Fiihrerstaat.
Moreover, in his classes Heidegger takes up the question inherited from Kant, “What is
man?” only to reduce it to the question “Who are we?”--this “we” designating precisely
the volkisch existence of the German people beneath the Hitlerian yoke. The only answer
Heidegger gives to the question is his affirmation that “we are the people” (wir sind das
Volk), the only people, that still have, according to him a history and a destiny, the only
“metaphysical people...'"

Thus we witness, in the courses and seminars that are ostensibly presented as
“philosophical,” a progressive dissolving of the human being, whose individual worth is
expressly denied, into a community of people rooted in the land and united by blood. The
unpublished seminar of 1933-1934 goes on to identify the people with a “community of
biological stock and race” (Stammesgemeinschaft und Rasse). Thus through Heidegger’s
teaching, the racial conceptions of Nazism enter philosophy.”'**

Instead, I propose to work from the interrogation of ‘Being’ for the history of a people
unrecognizable from Heidegger’s racist imaginary. How is ‘Being” working itself out from the
epoch of racialization reverberating as the transgenerational scene from whence the ongoing
violence against bodies racialized as Black have their inaugural gash. In the analysis that follows,
I focus on the earlier work of Kara Walker’s oeuvre when she hand cut black-paper into
silhouettes to depict weird and titillating images of intimacy and violence, opening out the
overwhelming feelings from/of ‘monstrous intimacies’ (pace Christina Sharpe).

1 Emmanuel Faye, Heidegger: The Introduction of Nazism into Philosophy in Light of the Unpublished
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Kara Walker’s black on white characters (what Shape calls Walker’s dialectically black black
characters and black white characters) show up, not merely to recollect the settled accounts of the
past but rather to de-distance history through her own terrified glance and intentional hand. The
torrid, stretched, and sharply expressed figures appear in silhouettes across white gallery walls
creating scenes that work because the figures mimic characters that are all recognizable through
stereotypical, Southern U.S.-plantation-appropriate racialized caricature. They are as familiar as
they are fantastic, nightmarish, and disgusting.

Walker’s figures which are never quite fully characters apophatically show themselves--
denying any intention to speak for themselves or to narrativize a historical theme that is at the
same time indicated or insinuated. From the scenes of these black cut-outs, the viewer must work
up the courage to face an unnamable horror gathered up from Walker’s glance--her imagined
drama of the originary scene, this undercommons of racialized slavery’s founding role in
modernity. Observers must leave the realm of gallery-going art-appreciator and step into the
stream of fate, to become witness to and responsible for determining their own-most destiny out
beyond any politically correct responses--any of which must seem insufficiently responsive to
the historical disfigurement (or is it the disfigurations of History) that Walker makes so elegantly
available.

Images, such as those in the piece Gone, An Historical Romance of a Civil War as it
Occurred between the Dusky Thighs of One Young Negress and Her Heart (1994)'* evoke the
shame of violation and share the unspoken truth of slave-master sex, of the abuse of young black
girl children and the helplessness of their mothers to stop this abuse (even as their mothers
simultaneously attempt to protect and discipline their children’s bodies to protect them or
improve their lot). Another work, such as Slavery! Slavery! Presenting a GRAND and LIFELIKE
Panoramic Journey into Picturesque Southern Slavery or “Life at Ol’ Virginny’s Hole (sketches of
Plantation Life)” See the Peculiar Institution as never before! All cut from black papr by the able hand of
Kara Elizabeth Walker, an Emancipated Negress and leader in her Cause, (1997)'®, portrays scenes of
the violence of slave revolt and emancipatory awakening, evoking the horror and chaos of slaves
actualizing the moment of their own freedom.

But even as the scenes of Slavery! Slavery! celebrate the violent grab for power, what is
fascinating here is that Walker’s work does not necessarily revel in the celebration of a cessation
of one form of violence that exchanges itself for another—pitting subjugation against revolt, for
example. Instead, what is unleashed in the work is the way that violence undulates. Mesmerized
by the complex, dynamic, and even amorous ways of the chaos of violence becomes unlocked
from a past that can never be fully accounted for. Instead, Standing-in the Clearing or Openness
(Geschlossenheit) of the work, the violence of the past, the violent presence of the past, and its
connection to violence in contemporary life boldly un-conceal how freedom does not arrive in
any one linear, progressive narrative of overcoming. Reminiscent of the double withdrawal

165 Kara Walker, Gone, An Historical Romance of a Civil War as it Occurred between the Dusky Thighs
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through material disguise (gendered props) and non-synchronous exposure (reading from her
adolescent journal) investigated through the appearing of Piper’s Mythic Being in their iterations
as streetworks, Walker’s works twists free of memorializing and concretizing ‘the past’ to
instead invoke, illuminate, and inaugurate originary time for unknown horizons.
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Excursus II. Blackness, Freedom, Art

The resoluteness in which Da-sein comes back to itself discloses the actual factical
possibilities of authentic existing in terms of the heritage which resoluteness takes over
as thrown. Resolute coming back to thrownness involves handing oneself over to
traditional possibilities, although not necessarily as traditional ones.

We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned
selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it
doesn't matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-
tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure
doesn't matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and
we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.'®’

In the discussion on getting the terms right in controversies over the relation of autonomy of art
and its relationship to the political in black aesthetics, Taylor understands that who and how
those racialized as Black come to be recognizable as being in possession of personhood comes
up against and runs into similar problems of recognizing Black aesthetic autonomy. (See the
discussion on the authenticity of African art above.) And in Taylor’s elucidation of Du Bois’
“Criteria for Negro Art,” (1926) Taylor argues that Du Bois already recognizes the importance
for artists to use the expressive truth of their experience to move the United States towards the
actualization of freedom. Taylor quotes Du Bois:

“I]t is the bounden duty of black Americans to begin this great work of the creation of
Beauty, of the preservation of Beauty, of the realization of Beauty, and we must use in
this work all the tools of the artist in times gone by. First of all, he has used the Truth--
not for the sake of the truth, not as a scientist seeking truth, but as one upon whom 7Truth
eternally thrusts itself as the highest handmaid of imagination, as the one great vehicle of
universal understanding.'® Again artists have used Goodness--goodness in all its aspects
of justice, honor and right--not for the sake of an ethical sanction but as the one true
method of gaining sympathy and human interest.” '®’

Here, Du Bois does not offer a theory of universal truth or beauty but instead intends to motivate
the ways that expressions of black Americans may work as a vehicle of sympathy to move the
nation-state towards overcoming its own ethical contradictions. The idea that truth is the
handmaiden of the imagination which may motivate the sympathy of all Americans towards
overcoming contradictions of goodness, justice, right and honor is just that vehicle of universal

167 Langston Hughes, "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" (1926), Modern American Poetry,
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understanding or at least an understanding of the ethical which has not yet come to fruition in the
project of the U.S. nation state.

Over the long dureé of the twentieth century, which Du Bois predicted would be the
century of the color line, between the Black Arts Movement and the Black Power Movement,
from Plessey v. Ferguson to Brown v. Board and despite the recruitment and entry of more Black
Americans into the professional classes, the progress of racial justice in the United States has
failed to overturn the systems of racial bias and terror that Du Bois encouraged Americans to re-
imagine by way of the Black artists’ contributions to universal understanding.

By the 1990s, I argue, that Kara Walker’s fantastic glance at her own frenetic terror in the
midst of this failure—her terror of not only the American slave plantation but also her present
terror overflowing slavery’s aftermath—manifests as a new artistic idiom utilizing familiar art
elements (drawing, cut paper, silhouette, cyclorama, collage) to express pervasive and long-
standing truths about a racist America that refuses the possibilities of recognition and continues
to relinquish opportunities for imagining Black personhood even as she is being offered
opportunities for professional growth. Walker is simply showing us the ways that pro-Black
image management has persistently and continually been systematically disavowed by both the
state and the national (and global after the U.S.’s rise to an imperial power) imagination thereby
undermining the hope for the possibilities of robustly realizing the universal understanding Du
Bois speaks to in Criteria. What then has been Beauty’s function, if is not the hand-maiden of
truth?

The scene of the artist working through the questions of the ‘post-modern’ is one in
which the question of universally recognizable Beauty is supposedly released from bondage as
the handmaiden of truth. In her work the artist Kara Walker materially expresses truth-as-terror
by thinking and materially re-creating the violent truths of pervasive narratives (stereotypes,
myths, traditions) reverberating from, around, and through a past that will not remain in the past.
The re-creation of a space of imaginative investigation is better understood as a re-construction
that riffs off of the dubiously named historical period of Reconstruction insofar as Walker’s
reconstruction as it is realized through the expressions of Walkers’ own terror transforms any
stabilized view to cast suspicion on the pastoral beauty of antebellum South and to motivate a
present encounter. This present encounter is not with any universal truths, but with the far more
wildly and widely felt reverberating presence of the past thrusting out of it and functioning quite
well in our contemporary culture and lived experience.

Kara Walker’s silhouettes overwhelm because through her material idiom raises she
raises the stakes of the past and on racist contortions of flesh to destroy any stable imaginaries of
this material past (its bodies, object, its bodies manipulated as objects) towards revelation not of
the truth of the period, but of the truths distorted by way of the idea of a supposedly completed
past that actually exists in and as our American present. While Walker takes up the nineteenth
century tradition of silhouette-making it is in order to make her own play and poetry addressing
painful themes at work in our heritage—a heritage characterized not only by the violence
endured by African-Americans in the antebellum South and U.S. through today, but a visceral
heritage made present daily from the disturbing intimacies driving the dynamism of racialized
identities experiencing or threated by ongoing contortions of flesh and the extinguishing of Black
lives at the heart of our racialized present.

There are particular themes of African American heritage— telling the truths of
humiliation and revolt, as well as joy in defiant perseverance. then for Walker there is something
she develops in and for her artwork and she admits for her own self understanding too--a peculiar
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blackwhite temporality that interrupts the progressive political narrative of Black Freedom. In
her book on the artist’s work Seeing the Unspeakable: The Art of Kara Walker, Gwendolyn
Shaw considers the connection between the antebellum craft of silhouette making and the
poeticizing practice of their employ in Walker’s work:

Through the evacuated interior and expressive exterior line of the form, she could reshape
and manipulate racist icons of white supremacy such as the nigger wench, the mammy,
and the pickaninny. In this way, she was able to exert a certain amount of control over the
stereotypical images that had shaped the way others so often viewed her.'”

Although I agree with Shaw that Walker’s melodramas vividly manipulate the
stereotypes to exert some amount of personal psychic control over them, I think that the truth
happening here does not only reclaim images of B/blackness as a function of American
liberalism would like to claim is past for evidence of its progress (as the Afropessimistic attitude
attempts to point up), but also acts as an inauguration of heretofore covered over possibilities for
interpreting, or developing the meaning of necessarily intertwined racial identities and hence
intertwined futures. That is, although the form of the silhouette is retrieved from a past tradition,
the idiom as presented in h work relinquishes the function of that tradition which has the effect
of casting doubt on any particular narrative’s potential ‘own’ a futural existence or at least not
with the confidence Taylor hopes will be grounding for a Black authentic or autonomous agential
willing.

For Walker, the question of who is in control of the narrative of historicizing her, making
her heritage, is simply another way of asking who do these painful contortions belong to? I
believe Walker tugs at history visually to make these contortions belong to each of us originally.
Viewers encountering the work become responsible for the current and future projections of
these scenes of Master-slave-en/de/a/gendered-adult-child flesh all stuck together in as a
cacophony of perceptions, to show the terror of the still unfolding--yet untotalizable —shape of a
past/present tense, an encounter.

Where we are mesmerized by the erotic and grotesque scenes, prior to any clear ‘yay’ or
‘nay’ in our aesthetic judgement of the appearances at play, there is an inauguration through the
experience of the work—an inauguration that seems to appropriate the question of any correct
technique for narrating, owning or responsibly reclaiming the past. Walker’s silhouettes do not
simply praise the truth of a Black people that’s inarguably been distorted in order to justify
wrong. Instead the appeal of the drama as a whole shows up without attempting an assessment of
the horrific activities of the past which the present has perhaps cannot even begin to reckon,
retrieve, countenance or repair. And yet the progressive uptake or directedness towards Black
freedom has also made use of progressive narratives on hand at least in part through assimilation
violently enforced. But from Walker’s perspective any idea of progress which takes itself
seriously, whether thought from the reputation and narrative of the white liberal or the Afro-
modernist, both function ideologically to cover up a past which is not yet past.

What shows up in the tonal contrast between blackness-with-whiteness or whiteness-
with-blackness is Kara Walker’s investigation into horror of the era-at-hand and its aftermath.
This leaves the contingency of heritage out of the grasp of any social group’s uses for
romanticization such as is portrayed in either Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind (1936) or

170 Gwendolyn Dubois Shaw, Seeing the Unspeakable: The Art of Kara Walker, (Durham: Duke
University Press),18.
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even as defense against negative stereotypes borne of the same horror story repeating in over and
over so far back for so long that it remains ontologically relevant.

The anonymous writer of “Extreme Times Call for Extreme Heroes,” follows the
indictment Walker received at the start of her professional career for the “resurrection of
stereotypical black figures in American fine arts and popular culture”'”" and airs the worries of
some of Walker’s most outspoken detractors to claim that while artists such as Walker are well
received by institutions (including by a short list of Black curators), those artists and Black
people of the Civil Rights generation are offended. Instead of exploding stereotypes, Walker’s
scenes are viewed as insulting, degrading, and, merely offer entertaining titillation for primarily
white audiences.

How we see ourselves matters. The desire for overcoming the shame and disgrace of
slavery motivates the ongoing struggles of African-Americans to form closely guarded and
tightly disciplined forms of solidarity which hinge on overcoming shame to gain self-respect.
However, these same struggles which have been and continue to be dependent on solidarity
among African-Americans may also work to cover over what is not only the heritage of those
racialized as Black but what is in fact a shared heritage among all beneficiaries of racial slavery’s
concepts and their reverberating effects. The shame and disgrace of slavery must become a
shared shame and disgrace by all who continue to benefit from racial capital in post-integration
America, but would rather not face its implications for the sake of loss to their own received
social status. This is exactly the Du Boisian point on beauty and truth but taken far beyond the
image management systems that require doubling down on the truncated vision of individualist
freedom which remains dependent for its substance on the very characteristics which have been
historically negated in order to find and ultimately to define the contests of the category.

One of Walker’s detractors, Beyte Saar, led a letter-writing campaign encouraging the
art-world to boycott the exhibition of Walker’s work in 1997. In a phone interview conducted
with Saar by the writer of “Extreme Times Call for Extreme Heroes,” Saar goes so far as to call
Kara “young and foolish” and to cite the art establishment’s irresponsibility for promoting her
work. Saar continues: “The trend to today is to be as nasty as you want to be: TV, Rodman, rap.
The goal is to be rich and famous. There is no personal integrity. As a grandmother I can’t do
much but I can write...Kara is selling us down the river.”'”?

Saar’s grandmotherly disciplining may amount to the significance of generational
difference-- the difference between someone with painful personal memories of the pre-Civil
Rights era South and a younger Black woman without these memories. But it seems that there is
more at stake than an uncomfortable passing (or refusal) of the aesthetic torch from an older
generation of Black artists to a younger one. Kara Walker cites her own fear of moving to the
South as a young person and has her own painful experiences of racism from when she lived in
Stone Mountain, Georgia (a long-standing gathering place for the Ku Klux Klan to this day) as a
teenager and young adult. But comparing the significance of pain between two black women in
America seems to also miss the point.

Both Walker and Saar are artists who take the structures racism as the subject matter of
concern in their practices. What does seem to be at issue is why Saar, an artist herself, is

7! Anonymous, “Extreme Times Call for Extreme Heroes,” International Review of African-
American Art 14, no. 3 (1997), 2.
172 Anonymous, “Extreme Times Call for Extreme Heroes,” International Review of African-
American Art 14, no. 3 (1997), 3.
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compelled to call not only for the rejection of, but for outright censorship of another artist’s
imagination. Though Saar is troubled by what may be perceived or mis-perceived by the public
(fellow Americans? young African-Americans?) as an ironic use of racist and stereotypical
scenes in Walker’s work, what is clear is that Saar calls for artists to take up the positive work of
representation, a disciplining of the representation of Blackness in and for the public imaginary.
We might cast Saar’s concern in the same light as the worries expressed at the end of my Chapter
I on Piper’s retirement from B/blackness.

White supremacists’ goals were to circulate and maintain the idea of Black bodies as less
than human, to remind Black people of their place in the correct hierarchical ordering of the
White race above the Black race. But Saar’s comments seem to indicate that Walker’s cut-outs or
Walker’s artist’s body or the body of her work have no place at all in the (art)world. Why? How
exactly does Walker trespass? Instead of offering accurate or seemingly “race-affirming”
depictions, appropriately critical, or unquestionably celebratory that will serve as a corrective to
stereotypes, on Shaw’s reading Walker’s images:

stimulate repressed feelings within each spectator so that, whatever shame is contained by the
psyche, whatever trifle of guilty feeling has been subsumed by the mind is let loose to the
surface...it is the guilt of never having owned up to any of it that will bother spectators.

This analysis maintains a distinction between the work as object for the autonomous spectator
and the appropriate representation of the subject matter at hand. But the interrogation of
autonomous Being of subjecthood is exactly what is under fire as 'da-sein’ arrives as an
‘anticipatory resoluteness...[or that] which lets the potentiality-for-being become its own-most
non-relational possibility, completely strike into the conscience.’

Here guilt, shame, horror and angst are not aimed outwards in order to serve as an
appropriate critique or corrective to history that “affirmative images” of Black subjecthood might
imply, but are always and already there-Being or working themselves out prior to any suggestion
of a ethical exemplar s Walker’s work works itself out as thrown project, already perpetuated
through the relational grip of the world as she understands it. Thus, Saar’s call to boycott Walker
seems to serve an eerily familiar purpose of maintaining a particular narrative of Blackness for
the artworld over and against Walker’s ingenious transformation of stereotype through their
uncanny uptake in her work. Saar’s concern then, might be best directed at an artworld which
must maintain control over the narrative about itself as a progressive arena in which the subject
matter of Black identity continuously affirms the progressive self-understanding of its liberal
audience.

In Division II of Being and Time what Heidegger means by “anticipatory resoluteness” is
that which is authentic prior to the ethical project (which is always claiming to have achieved the
necessary or determinatively correct appropriation of the past) much less scripting the contents
of comprehensive concept for what is entailed in the “responsibility” for progressing beyond the
past. When Heidegger says that Care is the being of ‘da-sein’ he means that ‘da-sein’ which is
always my own-most self moves as shot-through temporally with whatever dispositions are
already projecting perhaps without any corresponding ideology of willing subjects.
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For Heidegger, conscience is fundamentally a disclosive rather than an ethical phenomenon. What
is more important for the project of Being and Time, then, is the claim that the call of conscience
interrupts Dasein's everyday fascination with entities by summoning Dasein back to its own
finitude and thereby to authenticity. To see how the call of conscience achieves this, we need to
unpack Heidegger's reformulation of conscience in terms of anticipatory resoluteness.'”

Born out of struggle, the violence and pain that characterize the heritage of Blackness or what it
means to be not-Black in America must not be overlooked. When Saar says, “Aunt Jemima is
back with a vengeance!” she is gathering Black communities” memories of subjugation and
imagining righting a wrong which most Americans would argue by now is indisputable. Yet the
lived experience, memories, and transmuted cross generational trauma of those experiences are
never fully captured in the explanation proffered by the state: legalized domestic terror in the
South and the federal government’s complicity from Reconstruction through the Jim and Jane
Crow era South to maintain racial apartheid. For Saar to offer a specific defense of the
personhood of Black people despite harmful character dispositions, socio-economic, legal and
extra-legal enforcement of the stereotype of Aunt Jemima manages to both outpace one
stereotype with myriad effects splintering off which both responds to and is exceeded by the
correction of a bad concept of personhood.

Saar might contest, against her interpretation of Walker’s erotically charged terrors, that
her vengeful Aunt Jemima shows a critical awareness of the uniquely humiliating history of
African-American women’s experience and one that continues to require unambiguously
rejecting the stereotype. And, Saar might add (pace Taylor’s Afro-modern criteria) it is
irresponsible to ignore the role that stereotypes of African American women has had and
continues in distorting of representations of Black women that stereotypes are intended to
produce.

But the worry here is not that Saar is somehow blindly living in the past or that her
perspective on younger African American artists working in a post modernist discourse like Kara
Walker is somehow incorrect. My concern is in regards to the concretization wherein historical
events take the in-itself form which demands that respect for Black personhood or Black History
should appear in a recognizable mode. What forms should respect take such that the resulting
world both addresses and overcomes the generations of violence that go on articulating
modernity’s racial project? Ultimately, the question of autonomy is at stake once again. And
what is in tension here is freedom which can be understood as the destiny of a subjugated
people—recognizable in their constitution from a self-fashioned heritage compared with the
prior or pre-ethical freedom of ‘da-sein’ (taken up here to question the ontological status of an
unfolding past) which shows its vivid authenticity from one’s own-most anxiety towards death.

The Black Power Movement of the mid-twentieth century and intersectional solidarity
movements since have advocated tirelessly to gain self-respect and pride in and for communities
subjected to state-sanctioned violence. To change mainstream attitudes towards minoritized
Others, this work has been most productive through solidarity strategized from an us-versus-
them perspective whereby, for example, the ‘us’ of Black community acts strategically towards
freedom from the ‘them’—agents of White supremacist violence—and protection from physical
and psychological castigation perpetuated by the threat of lynching, police killing, intimidation,
all of the subtle or overtly cascading effects of circulating stereotypes.

'3 Michael Wheeler, "Martin Heidegger", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018
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However, during the post-Civil War/Reconstruction era, the deeply painful struggles
towards Black solidarity another “them” or what Heidegger might, from within his own critique
of bourgeois German society, refer to as the ‘they-self” emerges: A powerful Black middle-class
and quite often lighter-complexioned greater access education for being the “right kind” of Black
body continues to transform the idea that the African contains no capacity for civilization, but
with the tradeoff that civilization is only possible through the gift of assimilation and would
naturally be most easily detectable in Blacks who had White ancestry.

The alter-egos “nigger wench” or “Ms. Negress” or any of the other monstrous names
Kara Walker has named herself capture the poignant distress Walker says she felt while reading
Gone with the Wind and refers to her desire towards identifying with the character Scarlett, of
“wanting to [both] be the heroine and wanting to kill the heroine.”'™ It is in the working out of
this strife, from being-in-this-tension, that the authenticity of Walker’s art--but not necessarily of
the artist’s identity--emerges. Any concept and its negation require one another to remain stable
but concepts may require activation to change which art may catalyze but always under less than
predictable conditions.

The understanding, which understands itself as possibility and is not untroubled by
threats of either state-sanctioned violence. White liberals, or the authority of the Black middle
classes holds out other possibilities towards untold futures in which the truth of terror
experienced requires immediate response but others truths may also be present, emerge or take
form. This is how ‘da-sein’ both finds its freedom and is also free as itself in its relational
standing-in (Verstehen). In “Origin of the Work of Art”'” Heidegger continues regarding the
language of B/being that speaks from the un-determined perspective poesis—a unique gathering
or clearing that “alone brings what is, as something that is, into the Open for the first time.”""
Heidegger continues:

Poetry is the saying of the unconcealedness of what is. Actual language at any given
moment is the happening of this saying, in which a people’s world historically arises for
it, and the earth is preserved as that which remains closed. Projective saying is saying
which, in preparing the sayable, simultaneously brings the unsayable as such into a
world. In such saying, the concepts of a historical people’s nature, i.e., of its belonging to
world history, are formed for that folk, before it...Poetry is thought of here in so broad a
sense and at the same time in such intimate unity of being with language and word, that
we must leave open whether art, in all its modes from architecture to poesy, exhausts the
nature of poetry.'”’

This primordial yes! or the cry of Being as poesis in art preserves Being and sets Being
free. In Heidegger’s critique of knowledge the language of Being is not what is useful to or even
correct for communication. Instead, the poetry that speaks Being is understood as a novel
happening that frees itself for/from itself, and yet is still preserved uniquely as itself in this

174 Kara Walker, The Melodrama of “Gone with the Wind,” interview by Art21, Art21, Inc.,
2011, https://art21.org/read/kara-walker-the-melodrama-of-gone-with-the-wind/.

'7> Martin Heidegger, “Origin of the Work of Art” in Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert
Hofstadter, New York: Harper Collins, 1971.
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release. The paradoxical motion of knowledge as poetic projection, revealing/concealing Being
in its infinite and ongoing relations of strife between earth and world, between presence and
absence, shows the general unwieldiness of attempting to harness willing to truth that is all too
easily assumed for the purposes of achieving authentic and virtuous progress.

There is an inextricably-knitted morass of brutality, shame, emulation, pride, greed,
eroticism, ambiguity, distrust, fear, fascination, despair, revulsion, jealousy, compassion,
sorrow, guilt, the deepest pain, the fiercest hatred, and the most abiding love out of which
come the conception and phenomena of black and white people in America. Kara
Walker's work implies this mostly unexamined tangle but concentrates on catharting the
narrow elements of her own youthful experience of torment and desire. Walker is eagerly
hailed because many people are tired of polarities of black and white, good and evil.'”®

And by reconstituting earth as race understood, again, not as a given but as what is also
of the own-ness of ‘da-sein’ or Being necessitating Care radically shifts possibilities for freedom.
As Robert Bernasconi argues in his seminal article on Heidegger’s race-thinking in the 1930s,
between the first edition of Being and Time and “Origin of the Work of Art”:

Heidegger intended this account of the earthiness of the human being to radically
displace the received idea of race. His rejection of the language of the racial science of
his time, and even of such terms as dispositions and capacities (Anlagen und Fahigkeiten)
(GAG65, 42-43; CP, 30), was for him part of a broader attempt to leave Western
metaphysics behind.'”’

We might say that in falling-prey to ideological racialism, Heidegger could not hear
much less hear from Aunt Hester’s scream from the onto-ontic event of modern chattel slavery
as a way into understanding ‘da-sein’ authentically. What occurs in the working out of ‘history’
in the artwork is the strife between ‘earth’ and ‘world’ that opens out truth as a kind of flood of
presence carrying the past so full that the disclosure of what is recognizable from the past is
tentative in its overwhelming fullness which cannot close or go over. Here is Christina Sharpe on
Walker again:

I suggest that while Walker looks to familiar figures, her work is not simply the recycling
of stereotypes. The forms are identifiable as stereotypical through naming, through
association (Topsy, Uncle Tom, Mammy, Eva, plantation master and mistress, overseer,
etc.), through scene and scenery, but that figures engage in actions that one can barely
describe seems to me a step away from the readily assignable roles and postures of the
stereotype and a step toward throwing them into relief against what they conceal.'™

From the ground of my critical Heideggerian uptake of earth/race/heritage Walker’s black-cut
tableaus work out being-unto-death and disrupts the correct ontology of blackness by instead

178 Anonymous, “Extreme Times Call for Extreme Heroes,” International Review of African-
American Art 14, no. 3, (1997), 13.

179 Robert Bernasconi, “Race and Earth in Heidegger’s Thinking During the Late 1930s,” The Southern
Journal of Philosophy, Volume 48, Issue 1, (2010): 65.

180 Christina Sharpe, Monstrous Intimacies: Making Post-Slavery Subjects, (Durham: Duke University
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screaming out from the truth of being marked, a screaming out that refuses to be covered over
even by any appropriately representative description of Aunt Hester’s or Kara Walker’s scream,
for example.

Especially in the new/old symbolism unfolding within the situation of Walker’s never-
seen-before cycloramic carnival melodrama (with all of the attendant religious gravity), an
inauguration is inaugurated again by each act of violence and every experience of fear being
projected from the viewer into the work. Against what is too easily named this or that ‘tragic
epoch,” art may open a poetic passageway that is founded by/caught in the trapping glimpse of
stereotypes that may irk and shame a ‘they-self” which “does not permit the courage to have
Angst towards death.” But, I argue from Walker’s own-most interpretation— in her glimpsing
authentically from and out onto a horizon accessed ‘as’ the drama of stereotype, we are not
delimited by the particular names named although, but as Sharpe points out, this is a wincingly
painful to witness.

But can viewers of Walker’s melodramatic cuts ever escape theorizing History or go on
putting off theorizing an ethics that finally harnesses a self-fashioned narrative that correctly
evaluates the past? Heidegger, at one time, was careful here too, and asks if what is prior does
not also presuppose some form of existence. He writes: “If we say that Da-sein “falls prey” [to
the they-self], and that thus the authenticity of its potentiality-of being is to be wrested from this
tendency of being-from what perspective are we speaking here?” In other words, Beyte Saar’s
calling Kara Walker “young and foolish” might be one way of saying: ‘Look Kara Walker,
whether you want to be or not, you are one of us and therefore have a collective responsibility to
those of us whose actual lives are mostly violently threatened because we are Black) regardless
of your imaginary. From Being and Time again on the own-most anxiety-towards-death,
Heidegger writes:

[Alngst as primordial phenomenon working, functioning methodologically as disclosive
attunement is not just nothing (as in when we say “ it was really nothing”) Angst “is not a total
nothing. The nothing of handiness [that there is nothing objectively-present, at-hand] is based on
the primordial “something,” on the world. The world, however, ontologically belongs essentially
to the being of Da-sein as being-in-the-world...that that about which Angst is anxious is being-
in-the-world itself.

I m not convinced that it is only a matter of Walker’s choosing (or not) an egotistical or
vulgarized care of the self over her duty to Black solidarity. By moving away from the subject-
centered narrative of truth which narrates the truth of History according to the they-self (of
responsibly assembled subjects?), ‘da-sein’ works itself out as its ownmost belonging to death.
In this case from my interpretation, in Walker’s artwork what is preserved is a living deadliness
which specifically unfolds in Walker’s particular use of stereotypes to un-conceal the contrasting
images that are both at work and which are also put to work for defining what is or is not a
progressive narrative. To deform an already distorted image intends to outpace any neatly
corrective scripting of our imaginations for the recognition of personhood by anyone, anywhere,
ever again.

One priority in the tradition of theorizing a B/black aesthetics is to show how modern
poetry or art often gets its force from a historical moment that explicitly cannot also thematize
‘the ethical’ for concepts of free or moral or full personhood directly because the content of the
‘ethical’ codes in operation are already circumscribed by the immoral setting up of racial
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hierarchies. Toni Morrison refers to this Eurocentric exclusion of Africa, as Africanism and
writes:

As a disabling virus within literary discourse, Africanism has become, in the Eurocentric
tradition that American education favors, both a way of talking about and a way of
policing matters of class, sexual license, and repression, formations and exercises of
power, and meditations on ethics and accountability. Through the expedient and
demonizing and reifying the range on a color palette, American Africanism makes it
possible to say and not to say, to inscribe and erase, to escape and engage, to act out and
act on, to historicize and render timeless. It provides a way of contemplating chaos and
civilizati(l);ll, desire and fear, and a mechanism for testing the problems and blessings of
freedom.

By contrast with Morrison’s conceptualization of the way Africanism works in modern literature
to carry out the refusal of recognition of Black personhood Kara Walker thinks from her Being-
in-the-world, in a way that is not circumscribed by the Historical they-self (or the policing of
mores offered by a post-integration Black middle class negotiating with or recapitulating to the
scripts of Africanism) and carries out the historically attuned ownmost from and for an authentic
Being, insofar as that authenticity is already constituted by angst, or anxiety towards death and
does not wait for authentication in order to esteem itself.

That is, since the historical coherence of violated flesh does cohere, at least in part, from
the experience of unaccountable violations and their aftermath—here, too, is a possibility for
recognizing a cataclysmic event that also vulnerably orients expression authentically. But
certainly we must not reduce critical Black racialization to this violence against flesh or spirit
alone. My provocation is simply that in so regarding the Event of racialization from the
perspective of its myriad appearances, from its monstrous structure, and by gathering
possibilities for correcting misrecognitions still spilling out and unfolding from it logics and
practices will at least be necessary for any indication of what it could means to be responsible in
responding to the peculiarity of racism and its instantiations.

Kara Walker says of her characters: “Silhouette lends itself to an avoidance of the
subject, not looking at it directly.”'™ But we are all still implicated by a past even without a
correct version of it. There is no singular and binding narrative that in-itsel/f demands a particular
future out of which we must individually define ourselves in the present. But we can glimpse as
yet unknown futural temporalities from their particular and unfolding pasts and know it as a
willing already at-hand. So, when critics of Walker ask if African Americans are betrayed by art
through the upholding or propagation of stereotypes that continue to perpetuate throughout
American culture, the answer cannot be a clear yes or no if we engage seriously with knowledge
and truth emanating from poetic preservation which implicates the entirety of the modern racial
project, and continues to offer coherence to the possibility of recognizing or misrecognizing
personhood in contemporary life.

In the context of the thinking presented in this excursus, I am particularly disturbed by
Taylor’s attraction to ‘settling accounts’ with Thomas Jefferson rather than thinking from the

1 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, The William E. Massey
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inheritance of Hemings’ as a Black woman and the role this inheritance might play in assembling
Black futurity. Taylor’s treatment of the actress Zoé€ Saldana as the pick for the Nina Simone
film is telling here. While Taylor seems aware of the problem of erasure of the personhood of the
radical artist, for Taylor, Simone is an outlier celebrity, a well-regarded entertainer with deeply
respected but extreme political views rather than exemplar by way of her demand to be
recognized in all of the ways she appeared despite Euroethnic American standards of beauty.

This is where the worry about erasure comes in. Granting all of the considerations
adduced above, we’re left with the question: if one is worried about the consequences of
making a film too black, why make a film about Nina Simone in the first place? Nina
Simone is worth making a film about in part because of her politics (which apparently
will play little role in the Saldana film, sadly). And her political convictions were
intimately bound up with a politic of the black body.'®

The Saldana pick to play Nina Simone is not just “rational” under the rubric of the racist
commercial movie industry. This analysis leaves out an important role for Taylor’s own
sarkaesthetics-based critique. To select Saldana to portray Simone’s commercially produced
representation because she has lighter color skin also picks out what cannot merely be corrected
with heuristic particularism—for example, by finding the actor with the “correct” skin-tone to
match Simone’s. Instead the erasure of Nina Simone by Saldana also marks out the ongoing
inheritance of monstrous intimacy, an inheritance of the ongoing structures of the systematic
horror of the concept of ‘fancy gals’ —both put to use according to their slave status as well as for
the virtue that the appearance of their fair skin lent to the abolitionist cause.

The monstrosity of generations of rape of African-descended slaves continues to
disproportionately condition the nature of racialized desire, which is to say simply desire and
how it continues to function in contemporary American life. From a past that will not remain in
the past, this sarkaesthetic formation functions by rewarding examples of Black personhood as
an honorific to Whiteness vis-a-vis the rules of desire that discipline the patriarchal organization
of cis-gendered women and sexuality in the United States.

Furthermore, the Saldana preference for the role of Nina Simone also helps to explain
why Adrian Piper’s appearance is only seemingly a visually ambiguous presentation of a Black
woman (a fact which she explores through diverse medium of artworks such as the video
installation Cornered (1988) to digital work Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of
Embarrassment (2012) as well as through the curated diptych Self-Portrait Exaggerating my
Negroid Features (1985) and Self-Portrait of Myself as Nice White Lady (1995) and in the
Mpythic Being (1972-73) (See above).

The seeming ambiguity of Piper’s visual presentation in these works is only
comprehensible as ambiguous on the basis of a systematic antebellum disavowal of the history of
generations of slave rape and the “one-drop rule” which together formed the conveniently
contorted rule of inheritance both making Black mothers the forbearers of the stigmata of race
yet incentivizing Black people with lighter complexions to assimilate or at least maintain the
hierarchal structure of races. This post-slavery aftermath is a complex of disavowals that mines
shame and erasure and utilizes every aspect of life as an opportunity to incentivize even more.
As Piper explains, this is the aftermath of slavery which made it possible for certain branches of

' Paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
2016), 66.
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her family to ‘disappear’ into White society because of the apparent loss, over generations, of
that epidermal ‘mark,” no longer preventing access to the honorific reputation of Whiteness (i.e.
their not-being-Blackness).'™ It is this ongoing erasure supplemented by an honorific granted by
reinforcing or naturalizing prejudicial institutional practices and orientations to inter- and intra-
cultural ways of life that also explains the reason for the shock and disappointment that Piper
describes in her essay “Passing for White, Passing for Black,” upon learning that she is Black.

Taking on Taylor’s explanation of Jefferson’s phenomenological inhibition together with
Taylor’s critique of multicultural integrationist aesthetics, we are now in a better position to
understand what is at stake, philosophically, in the artistic strategy of Piper’s institutional
critique of racial identification as well the explanation Piper gives for withdrawing her work
from the “Radical Presence” exhibition curated by Valerie Cassel Oliver.

...The analytic Conceptual core in Piper’s later synthetic work rendered the identity
markers of race, class, and gender not as particular traits that describe an individual but
rather as a set of characteristics that reveal the systematic function of marginalisation by
showing how they are both the cause and effect of oppression.'®’

The institutional critique of the use of Black identity that Piper offers in Thwarted is
meant to betray, not those racialized as Black, but is instead meant to interrogate the institutional
categorization of identities along lines of difference. Recalling the analysis of Thwarted Projects,
Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment we are now in a better position to understand why
Piper’s retirement from being black in not a disavowal of (Black) people but of the institutional
function of Black identity. This difference opens up a gap between first-personal perspectives of
people who are marginalized and what the rational recognition of personhood will require
beyond identifying socially constructed markers of difference, since these markers continue to
systematically organize marginalization.

But how can characteristics marking difference be both the cause and effect of
oppression? Overall, for the remainder of the dissertation I take up Adrian Piper’s idea that
theorizing the recognition of personhood must move beyond merely securing the correct
normative account of the autonomous agent free of any prejudicial thinking. According to
Piper’s meta-ethical account of personhood, this is because the activity of judging personhood—
which is to say conceptualizing persons—already includes our deep-seated functioning theories
about the world and about ourselves. Because these theories are necessary for the recognition of

184 “Trying to forgive and understand those of my relatives who have chosen to pass for white has been
one of the most difficult ethical challenges of my life, and I don’t consider myself to have made very
much progress. At the most superficial level, this decision can be understood in terms of a cost-benefit
analysis: Obviously, they believe they will be happier in the white community than in the black one, all
things considered. For me to accept this requires that I understand—or at least accept—their conception
of happiness as involving higher social status, entrenchment within he white communmunity and
corresponding isolation from the black one, and greater access to the rights, liberties, and privileges the
white communited takes for granted. What is harder for me to grasp is how thy could want these things
enough to sacrifice the history, wisdom, connectedness, and moral solidarity with their family and
community in order to get them.” Adrian Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black,” Reprinted from
Transition, Issue 58, University of Oxford Press 1992, 13. Courtesy of the author and included in the John
G. Hanhardt Collection at the Center for Curatorial Studies Bard Archives.

' Nizan Shaked, The Synthetic Proposition: Conceptualism and the Political Referent in Contemporary
Art, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 34
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our own personhood (in ourselves) they may also have a delimiting effect on recognizing
personhood, in general.

Adrian Piper’s metaethical account of human rationality is especially important to
theorizing a philosophical ‘B/black aesthetics’ because her reasoning on the phenomenon of
xenophobia shows why failures to recognize personhood happen as a result of the tendency to
preserve the appearance of our own ‘dear-most’ rational selves. This preservation of the
appearance of rationality is not a defect of any particular culture and we are all susceptible to
helping ourselves to prejudicial concepts that rely on stereotypes about other people, for
example, because they serve the function of being as minimally invasive to the integrated
consistency of our own consciousness. The efficient ways in which we dissociate, deny, or
rationalize experiences disruptive to our deep-seated self understanding are collected under the
heading ‘pseudorationality’ for Piper. In Kantian terms we are susceptible to illusions of reason,
most noxiously self-deceived, by way of the gravitational weight of desire satisfaction. The cost
however is ramifying egocentric desire and triggering reactive forms of xenophobia in people
who are included in uncontestably oppressed groups (even by most American minds) thus
making it difficult to distinguish progress from the mere reversal of hierarchies.

Piper’s philosophical contribution offers a taxonomy of moral psychology that may alert
us to when pseudorationalize mechanisms might be in play which, in turn, might help us to better
orient more authentic (which is really only to say more comprehensively rational) judgements.
Against these costs to the liberating possibilities of reason and sound judgment, Piper’s account
offers hope that we may be able to coordinate the consistent appearance of our judgements in
ways that only help us to clarify who we really are and who we want to be in the world.

Piper’s philosophical account of how ‘self-conception’— which involves the structure
and motivation of the self as well as the process and the pitfalls of its formation—is guided by
the operative characteristics functioning to form our ‘conception of the self” which orients (alert
us to the possibility of) the recognition of personhood, in general. Piper’s neokantian
philosophical analysis of the structure of the self puts even more pressure on the operation of
stereotype to show how racism is but one manifestation of xenophobia, although given the far
reaching and seemingly infinite ground of racial modernity it is on which is particularly
harrowing. The major insight is that xenophobia is not merely the effect of prejudice but its
cause as well.
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CHAPTER V.

Piperian Contributions to Black Aesthetics:
A Propaedeutic for Critical Transcultural Aesthetics

For the attitude of modernity, the high value of the present is indissociable from a
desperate eagerness to imagine it, to imagine it otherwise than it is, and to transform it
not by destroying it but by grasping it in what it is."

Xenophobia is not simply an indiscriminate fear of strangers...Xenophobia is a fear of
individuals who look or behave differently from those one is accustomed to...it is a fear
of individuals who violate one’s empirical conception of persons and so one’s self-
conception...It is a paradigm example of reacting self-protectively to anomalous data that
violates one’s internally consistent conceptual scheme.'®’

The power of Kant’s thinking is that true human freedom is the power to give oneself the
moral law. In her philosophical project inspired by Kant Adrian Piper argues that the deepest
structures of our motivational judgement are bound up with our schematic conceptualization as
merely a feature of being the kind of creatures we are. First, in agreement with Kant, Piper thinks
we cannot determine freedom directly from consciousness because we do not have access to
even our own ‘I’ as a thing-in-itself (we do not have an all-knowing perspective). And, second,
according to Piper’s own critique of Hume, the Humean tradition’s role in the development of
Anglophone analytic philosophy of language, as well as Piper’s critique of Rawls’s Kantian
framework (in which we are to determine the norms of universal freedom from behind the ‘veil
of ignorance),” freedom even from the most developed sciences for calculating procedures of
right action would mean that action would no longer be meaningful for us.

In this chapter I show how Adrian Piper’s Kant-inspired theory of the structure of
personhood and her conceptualization of the pseudorational techniques which we put to use for
the preservation of our deep-seated self-understanding, helps to elucidate how our judgements
are vulnerable, and, furthermore, how we can turn this vulnerability towards motivating
prudential inquiry for expanding the inclusive recognition of personhood.

This process of promoting freedom in human communities, communities whose
judgements are disposed to the consistent ordering of the self necessarily constitutive of human
beings, hinges on developing the power of our reasoning, specifically our motivationally
effective judgment. Piper’s worry is that in the Anglophone philosophy Kant scholars
theorizations of morality are uninformed by the structure of the self as Kant has already worked
it out in the Critique of Pure Reason’s transcendental deduction--thereby missing out on
resources Kant offers there for assessing how the judgment of rational personhood functions.
And, in Piper’s brief intellectual history of Anglo-American analytic philosophy she explains

186 Michel Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” ed. Paul Rabinow, trans. Catherine Porter in

The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 41.
187 Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationality,” 210.
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that due to the influence of behavioral psychology after World War 11, philosophers of language
evacuated the role of interiority for normative theories of ethics.'*®

Thus the major task of Piper’s philosophical project is to show how reasoning causes
action, that is, to show how our thinking is motivationally efficacious from the perspective of her
reconstruction of the “A” Deduction in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. To address her audience
of Anglo-American analytic philosophers, the majority of professional philosophers working in
the United States with whom Piper also shares her professional training, Piper must address her
audience on its own terms. To do so, Piper argues that reasoning or thinking understood as the
subsumption of data under concepts holds the explanatory force for our actions in ways that
philosophers of language influenced by the anti-rationalist bent of behaviorism must also
assume, but do not.

However, what is perhaps just as urgent for Piper and more urgent for the writer of this
dissertation, is the way that by offering her account of transpersonal rationality Piper is not only
rejecting the anti-rationalist behaviorist “Gestalt shift” and its influence on Anglo-American
analytics philosophers, but she is also addressing the political ramifications of this anti-rationalist
shift happening in the wake of post-World War II’s anti-colonial struggles and the U.S. Civil
Rights movement: That many of us have been encouraged and are encouraged (both inside and
outside of academia) to reject rationality (as ideological stupor); or to reject reasoning for
spontaneity (in a post-Nietzschean sense); that we have been discouraged since the moment
when cross-diasporic people’s political movements were actually gaining momentum; and that
these movements may have found resources for maintaining momentum (perhaps under utilized
or distorted by professional philosophers) within philosophy, is no accident.'®

This displacement [of rationality] also signals a move toward alternative,
iibermesnchlichen norms of egocentric behavior that implicitly condone freer and more
blatant exercises of power in the service of desire, instinct and emotion. It is no accident
that this Gestalt shift occurs at the historical juncture when such exercises and displays of
power are increasingly necessary to defend conventional social arrangements —both
inside and outside the academy — against rational Socratic interrogation by individuals
and communities traditionally disempowered by them; and are valorized by

" During the mid-century development of the United States as a superpower and in the wake of the

aggression, brutality and trauma of World War II, post-war Anglo-American analytic philosopy officially
repudiated the existence of an inner mental life separare from overt behavior. Under the leadership of
Wittgenstien, Ryle, Austin, Ayer and Quine, philosophy of language was dominated by behaviorism, an
anti-psychologiestic theory formulated by Watson in the years following World War I and elaborated by
Skinner in the 1940s. Behaviorism is the view that there is no “ghost in the machine,” to quote Ryle; but
merely a complex human machine that responds with attraction to positive reinforcement and with
aversion to negative reinforcement. Behaviorism reduces all mental states and attitudes to behavior and
dispositions to behave...Anti-Rationalist metaethics is a refinement on this constelleation of anti-
pyschologistic views...it is a theory of incapable of providing an account of how such inclinational
mental events might be retained for long in consciouness, unexpressed, without coming under the
purview of the intellect, and in particular those organizing function of intellection that preserve horizontal
and vertical consistency over time in the structure of the self.” Piper, Adrian, Rationality and the
Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2" edition, (Berlin: Adrian Piper Research
Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 232-233.

189 Although I doubt Foucault could have envisioned an academic philosophy program in which graduate
students of philosophy would no longer feel obliged to learn Kant or were even encouraged not to do so.
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unconstrained market forces that dismantle the democratic underpinnings of the social
contract. But it is then doubly ironical that the character dispositions of transpersonal
rationality themselves should be marshaled by some philosophers to justify them...

The philosophical use of reason to justify unreason then obliges those philosophers who
explicitly value reason, rational interrogation, and the character dispositions of
transpersonal rationality more generally as intrinsic goods to defend them in turn. It
requires us to reaffirm and protect these intrinsic goods as essential and definitive of
philosophical practice, regardless of professional repercussions...independently of the
express metaethical views or valuation of rationality any particular philosopher might
hold. That is my task in this project.190

In Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume Two: A Kantian Conception, Piper breaks
down this task into the two parts, “Part I: Ideals” and “Part Two: Realities”:

I try to clarify some of the potentials and limitations of the Kantian conception of
transpersonal rationality-for example, its capacity for establishing cognitive and
psychological coherence on the one hand, and for fostering self-deception, particularly
about moral action, on the other...Thus the discussion is divided into two Parts—Ideals
and Realities — in order first to elaborate in detail what the unimpeded functioning of
such a self would look like; and then to use that ideal as a criterion of performance
against which the malfunctions of actual selves can be explained as deviations.""

In the article Xenophobia and Kantian Rationality (1991) outlining “Part II. Realities,”
Piper both reconstructs and moves beyond Kant’s famous question of the First critique: “What
makes synthetic a priori judgements possible?” to reorganize this relation in terms of the
structure of the conception of the self of which we have no knowledge except through its
empirical instantiation accompanied by the transpersonal ‘I think’ and my ‘self-conception’
which is comprised of the set of operating concepts (including occurrent thought, attitudes
towards my self and self in the world) at my disposal in my appearing empirical personality.

One way to understand Piper’s Kantian uptake is to see that Kant is already aware of the
‘ghost in the machine’ problem (unjustified belief in metaphysics, first or final causes, etc.) and
recognizes it as a paradox, the solution to which is just what transcendental reason proposes: My
consciousness is recognizable to me only insofar as its appearance (like any other object) is an
object of experience for me. The difference between the object I take myself to be and other
appearing objects however is that my object-experience of myself is necessarily required for the
experience of any other object including myself. Thus it is only through judgment, that is the
schematization functions (including apprehension’s gathering of the manifold), through the ‘I
think,”—in the understanding’s necessary object for recognition of self and world—that my
experiences are in any sense my own.

While the object we rely on is that which I must take to be necessary because its
appearance must be included in my schematization of self and world, it is to be distinguished
from the ‘conception of self” which is necessarily operating as that cognizing—and specifically
cohering—function making schematization of data possible. This is the transcendental ground

190 Piper, Adrian, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,

(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 26.
191 Piper, Adrian, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,
(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013),41.
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for any possible knowledge at all. However, following Strawson’s reduction of and amendment
to Kant’s transcendental categories, Piper’s neokantian definition of ‘conception of self’is based
on the judgment form of a subject-predicate relationship alone. Piper explains:

As a transcendent concept (or idea), the concept of personhood gives coherence to our
occasional, particular empirical experiences of these characteristics of human behavior by
unifying them under this more abstract and inclusive notion that surpasses in scope of
application any particular instance of human behavior that conforms to it. It thereby
contributes to a standing expectation that other human beings will regularly behave as
persons no matter how frequently this expectation is violated in fact. As a transcendental
concept, by contrast, it is what makes our particular empirical experiences of these same
characteristics of human behavior possible. It is what enables us to recognize particular
occurrences of consciousness, thought, rationality, and action for what they are.””

Here, in Piper’s Kantian reconstruction our conception of the self refers only to the mutual
interdependence of horizontal and vertical coherence necessary for any possible experience.
Piper argues that this reduction of Kant’s table of the categories of experience, streamlined in her
Kantian Rationalism Thesis (KRT),'”* has the upshot of moving consciousness—or the judgment
form ‘I’-- into the position of the highest-order concept which “enables us to recognize particular
occurrences of consciousness, thought, rationality, and action for what they are.”’”* As the
highest-order concept available to creatures like us, “we may form an idea of ourselves as say,
rationally unified selves who always manifests their rationality in action, but we may never
finally know ourselves as such within experience.”'®> As a result my ‘self-conception’ is a
theory that I have about my personality which is necessarily inclusive of the ideas (the theories,

192 Adrian Piper, Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationality” “Xenophobia and Kantian

Rationalism,” Published in Philosophical Forum XXIV,1-3 (Fall-Spring 1992-93), 188-232; reprinted in
Robin May Schott, ed. Feminist Interpretations of Immanuel Kant, (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1997), 21-73; and in John P. Pittman, ed. African-American Perspectives and
Philosophical Traditions, (New York: Routledge, 1997), 15.

193 “The Kantian Rationalism Thesis—henceforth KRT—is so weak that it may even be defensible in the
face of anthropological evidence that language considerably remote from Indo-European ones evince a
cognititive structuring to the user’s experience that is so different from our own as to be almost
intelligible to us. It would be an argument in favor of KRT if it could be shown that the subject-predicate
relation held regardless of the other ways in which cultureally specific conceptual organizations of
experience differed amng themselves.” Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationality”
“Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism,” Published in Philosophical Forum XXIV,1-3 (Fall-Spring 1992-
93), 188-232; reprinted in Robin May Schott, ed. Feminist Interpretations of Immanuel Kant, (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 21-73; and in John P. Pittman, ed. African-American
Perspectives and Philosophical Traditions, (New York: Routledge, 1997), 5.

194 Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationality” “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism,”
Published in Philosophical Forum XXIV,1-3 (Fall-Spring 1992-93), 188-232; reprinted in Robin May
Schott, ed. Feminist Interpretations of Immanuel Kant, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1997), 21-73; and in John P. Pittman, ed. African-American Perspectives and Philosophical
Traditions, (New York: Routledge, 1997), 15.

"> Diarmuid Costello, “Xenophobia, Stereotypes, and Empirical Acculturation: Neo-Kantianism in
Adrian Piper’s Performance-Based Conceptual Art” in Adrian Piper: A Reader, (New York: The Museum
of Modern Art,) 2018, 189.
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expectations or goals,) I have for the recognition of my own personhood. For example, | may
have a ‘self-conception’ that includes the theory about myself that I am a competent judge who
both understands the concept of fairness and is thereby effective at instantiating fairness in all of
my actions. But as Diarmuid Costello describes Piper’s Kantian reconstruction in Piper’s account
“... we must remain agnostic as to whether the world we experience corresponds to the world in
itself, since we are unable to step outside the constraints on human knowledge in order to find
out.””°

To summarize, what it means to conceptualize representations in Piper’s account of
transpersonal rationality is to find coherence, in some way, such that my representations are
necessarily inclusive of my identifiable self. In Piper’s reconstruction this is just what it means
for me to appear as the rational creature I must necessarily take myself to be. The consequence is
that since the basis on that which I can have access to explaining my highest-order concept of
experience is itself also never transparent (or even comprehensive if we’re being honest),
exercising rational judgment also means that we are the kind of creatures who will also need to
keep asking ourselves who we take ourselves to be insofar as the basis for coherence of
perspective may be thwarted by the desire to maintain that coherence in spite of information
which may threaten it. Therefore, knowing ourselves means recognizing that human beings are
the kind of rational agents who must remain curious about discovery. Given the limitations on
the scope of our knowledge, we have good reason to be skeptical of our maximal competence to
effectively instantiate rationality.

In the account Piper offers for transpersonal rationality, a far more vulnerable
construction of rational personhood comes into view. This is because from my own perspective,
given the different roles Piper assigns to my ‘conception of self’and my ‘self-conception’, no
difference between the two will naturally appear in my first-personal perspective. That is, since
my cognizing functions must also necessarily include my empirical self in their appearance to
me, my own deepest attitudes towards my self (what Kant calls ‘the dear self’) are always
working to preserve the internal integrity of my rational intelligibility to myself rather than
acting as any guarantor of an objective reality.

In Piper’s restructured account the a priority of Kant’s transcendental metaphysics
becomes a slimmed down yet excitingly dynamic explanation for the highest-order concept
necessary for human perspective, consciousness, but only for a potentially robust and meaningful
experience of coherent and consistent rational intelligibility.

A self that satisfies this rationality requirement thereby generates the cognitively
inevitable concept of a reasoning and acting person, which it then applies, first to its
own first-personal representations of unified rational agency; and second to those
external empirical objects whose behavior exhibit similar adherence to rationality
requirements. The concept of rational personhood thereby supplies simultaneously the
principles of cognitive organization, self-identification, and recognition of the other
rational persons in Kant’s system. To be a person is to be a self-consciously rational
and unified self that manifests its rationality in action... 197

16 Diarmuid Costello, “Xenophobia, Stereotypes, and Empirical Acculturation: Neo-Kantianism
in Adrian Piper’s Performance-Based Conceptual Art” in Adrian Piper: A Reader, ibid.,188.

7 Adrian M.S., Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism,” Published in Philosophical Forum
XX1V,1-3 (Fall-Spring 1992-93), 188-232; reprinted in Robin May Schott, ed. Feminist Interpretations of
Immanuel Kant, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 21-73; and in John P.
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Transpersonal rationality, then, only requires that we are acting in ways so as to continue to
experience ourselves as coherent beings. Being conscious is just that activity of maintaining the
coherence of my own rationality. This is the lowest requirement for sanity although it is the
highest-order concept to which I can and must necessarily appeal for explaining the coherence of
my experience at any given time. However, even thought internal integrity is what is minimally
required for consciousness, it is also what distinguishes us as rational creatures or the kinds of
creatures who can and do imagine themselves as having agency and that which allows us to
recognize instantiations of rationality in the personhood of others.

Recalling the interpretation of the relation between transcendental and empirical
concepts as one of instantiation, the proposal would then be that the transcendental
concept of unified rational person is instantiated by particular empirical exemplars of
personhood, among whom each of us necessarily and first-personally counts herself, and
inferentially and third-personally counts others. We each necessarily conceives of
ourselves as persons, and then use this concept for identifying others similarly.198

Our capacity for judging rationally—for subsuming information under concepts--is the central
feature of rational personhood in secular modernity’s inheritance from Enlightenment humanism.
It is how Kant offers the possibility for recognition of any possible experience, including the
recognition of personhood even among strangers. That is, we have the capacity to recognize
human strangers by way of their instantiations of rational judgment.

If metaphysics is traditionally an investigation into the first causes explaining the
appearance of matter, for Piper meta-ethics does the explanatory work of describing what must
be assumed about the structure and functions of thinking for the methodological individual
(human agent) in order for any normative theories (theories about how we should do as the kind
of creatures we are) to get off the ground. However, if the internal integrity of our ‘conception of
self” is threatened and thereby fails to alert us that we are having trouble grasping a new concept
since it might be a threat to our internal consistency, then the ‘self-conception’ in which we are
psychologically invested will make, what Piper calls anomalies, intellectually difficult or painful
to grasp (or the appropriate concept may fail to schematize altogether). How is this possible?
Although Piper’s more vulnerable metaethical account of transpersonal rationality departs from
Kant’s Aristotle-inspired attempt at a comprehensive table of the transcendental categories, Piper
locates evidence in Kant’s A deduction for how our rational personhood (think: internal
consistency) is also instantiated in ways that are caused by occurrent thought: unconscious
desire, sensations, and beliefs also at work in guiding our actions.

Pittman, ed. African-American Perspectives and Philosophical Traditions, (New York: Routledge, 1997),
25.
198 Adrian M.S., Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism,” Published in Philosophical Forum
XX1IV,1-3 (Fall-Spring 1992-93), 188-232; reprinted in Robin May Schott, ed. Feminist Interpretations of
Immanuel Kant, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 21-73; and in John P.
Pittman, ed. African-American Perspectives and Philosophical Traditions, (New York: Routledge, 1997),

25.
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For in order that the minimal consistency requirements of theoretical reason filter our
anomalous motives, emotions and thoughts from conscious unified experience, they
must function effectively as sentinels, as gatekeepers of coherence that evaluate such
possible experiences for inclusion in or exclusion from conscious awareness. That is,
they function as motivationally effective cognitive norms that select from the array of
external and internal information and experience the content of both latent and occurrent
thought, belief, emotion, desire, intention, and sensation, for minimal internal
consistency with those which already form and constitute the structure of the self and
character of the agent. Otherwise stated, unified agents are overridingly disposed to
preserve tllggeir own internal rational coherence in cognitive acts of rational content-
selection.

On the terms laid out for the requirements of transpersonal rationality, theoretical reason filters
out whatever information may threaten minimal consistency among the concepts already
cohering as my consciousness. Piper’s major claim which she spends the whole of “Part I:
Ideals” to show is that: Whether I am self-conscious of them or not there are fine grained and
sub-sentential ‘properties’(such as beliefs and desires) informing the coherence of my
consciousness or the internally consistent functioning of my ‘‘conception of self’’. 1 am not in a
position to defend Piper against her would-be or actual detractors in the philosophy of language.
However, Piper finds support for her account of the role of occurrent belief in the processes
structuring the depth of our self-understanding in the First critiqgue at A112. Here is Piper’s
translation of the passage followed by Kemp Smith’s.*" :

without [the synthetic unity of appearances according to concepts], which has its a priori
rule, and subjects the appearances to itself, no thoroughgoing and universal, therefore
necessary unity of consciousness in the manifold of perceptions is to be found. These
[perceptions] then would not belong to any experience, therefore would be without an
object, and nothing but a blind play of representations, that is, less even than a dream
(1C, A 112).*"

1 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self. Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2" edition,

(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 50.

200 Piper restates the task of RSS Volume II as follows: .. first, to take on the thesis I reproached Nagel
for avoiding [in Volume I], i.e. that an occurrent belief can precipitate action; and second, to show how
the content of such a belief can direct and guide the action the belief-event precipitated. That the rational
content of such a belief can do so will then follow straightforwardly. Adrian Piper, Rationality and the
Structure of the Self. Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition, (Berlin: Adrian Piper Research
Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 201.

201 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,
(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 92
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Thus the concept of a cause is nothing but a synthesis (of that which follows in the time-
series, with other appearances) according to concepts; and without such unity, which has
its a priori rule, and which subjects the appearance to itself, no thoroughgoing,
universal, and therefore necessary, unity of consciousness would be met with in the
manifold of perception. These perceptions would not then belong to any experience,
consequently would be without an object, merely a blind play of representations, less
even than a dream.*”

The entire second half of Piper’s Vol. 2 depends on transpersonal rationality’s vulnerable
requirements helping itself or being motivated or thwarted by attitudes which are implicitly at
work in maintaining our internal integrity. What happens between that which is nothing to us and
that which is even less than a dream may remain a mystery but Costello explain that the
objection to introducing the unconscious as making the mistake of psychologizing Kant’s
metaphysics is overcome where Piper’s meta-ethical reconstruction departs from Kant’s
transcendental metaphysics.

Our judgements must maintain the rational appearance of ourselves to ourselves since
without that none of our experiences would cohere at all. What is novel in Piper’s reconstruction
is that according to the requirements of transpersonal rationality, the consciousness property is
just that highest order concept responsible for securing its own literal preservation on which my
first-personal perspective on any association of empirical appearances must supervene. For
Piper, then, all what matters to us is the sense that we are cohering regardless of what makes that
coherence possible.

What follows from both the permissibility and elevation of the unconscious by way of the
introduction of occurrent or implicit thought—now taken up as causal properties within the set of
concepts in use by my ‘self-conception’ (theory about my personality at any given time) is that
Piper makes way for a new anthropological (or agnostically speaking, psychological) taxonomy
showing what can go so very wrong in our first-personal imperfectly rational judgements
towards self and others.

The taxonomy is anthropological because we are the kinds of creatures who have and act
on beliefs (desires, inclinations) to organize (in any possible number of ways) more
comprehensive concepts of self and others. But, again, from the perspective of transpersonal
rationality, to reason only means to judge in accordance with the law of non-contradiction in
order to maintain the appearance of intelligibility from our own perspective. So, since we are
imperfectly rational creatures, judgment by way of subsumption necessarily is what it means for
consciousness to be detected by self and others. But having a good judgment means becoming
alert to the reception of new information which may require the revision of our concepts
currently (but not always self-consciously) in use.

That is, exercising good judgment is skill and a skill which Kant says cannot be taught.
Here is Kant again from 1C:

202 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith, (London, UK: Palgrave

Macmillan, 2007), A112.
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For although an abundance of rules borrowed from the insight of others may indeed be
proffered to, and as it were grafted upon, a limited understanding, the power of rightly
employing them must belong to the learner himself; and in the absence of such a
natural gift no that may be prescribed to him for this purpose can ensure against
misuse....it is not unusual to meet learned men who in the application of their scientific
knowledge betray that original want, which can never be made good....A physician a
judge, or a ruler may have at command many excellent pathological’”, legal, or
political rules, even to the degree that he may become a profound teacher of them, and
yet, none the less, may easily stumble in their application. For, although admirable in
understanding, he may be wanting in natural power of judgment. He may comprehend
the universal in abstracto, and yet not be able to distinguish whether a case in concreto
comes under it...*%*

Judgment involves developing our capacities to not only to follow and form good rules but also
to use our own guidance on how to follow and form good rules. We must not only judge which is
akin to merely existing for rational creatures, but be able to judge prudently from what we have
learned from our own experiences (a posteriori) since, even as Kant notices, doctors, lawyers,
and judges (including scholars of the Enlightenment, no less than philosophers today) are prone
to fallibility despite having access to scientific knowledge (determinate concepts). Kant
continues:

Or the error may be due to his not having received through examples and actual
practice, adequate training for this particular act of judgement. Such sharpening of the
judgment is indeed the one great benefit of examples. Correctness and precision of
intellectual insight, on the other hand, they more usually somewhat impair. For only
very seldom do they adequately fulfill the requirements of the rule (as causus in
terminis). Besides, they often weaken that effort which is required of the understanding
to comprehend properly the rules in their universality, in independence of the particular
circumstances of experience, and so accustom us to use rules rather as formulas than as
principles. Examples, are thus the go-cart of judgment; and those who are lacking in the
natural talent can never dispense with them. 203

The ‘scientific revolution’ marks out the codification of taxonomic judgements of the natural
world and invokes the flourishing of the mechanical and humanistic sciences. By the humanistic
sciences I mean to include the development of an understanding of the human being as yet one
tiny part of a comprehensive system of nature. By eighteenth century republican revolutions, the
nascent biological and social sciences are making their first attempts at codifying human beings
according to their natural characteristics and dispositions. The hierarchical taxonomy of the races
codified in the ‘classical’ or first attempts at ‘scientific’ judgements of races intends to orient the
human species within ‘natural history,” and show the species’ purposiveness within the system of

293 I'medical]
204 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith, (London, UK: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007), A133/B172- A135/B174.

205 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith, (London, UK: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007), A133/B172- A135/B174.
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nature.””® But even when patterns are detectable, modernity’s racial taxonomies were and have
never become consistent with one another much less have they been able to demonstrate the
objective validity of its categories.

Nonetheless, the burgeoning sciences’ recognition of an ostensibly top-shelf social group,
‘the white races,’ conflated the appearance of their own understanding of cultural contributions
vis-a-vis a ‘European’ set of instantiations of rationality. These contributions were taken to be
coeval with or the singular driving force of human progress, that is, taken to be the exclusive
domain of rational human culture writ large.

This means that as certain groups of peoples began to generalize their own position qua
the subsumption of the ‘white races’ as a category of the species historically situated by
‘Europeans’ they also judged themselves to be in exclusive or nearly exclusive possession of
special access to the instantiation of human qua human rationality signaled by the ‘Age
Enlightenment” which tasked them with rational guidance the rest of humanity as well. But, prior
to the eighteenth century emergence of ‘scientific racism’ and on through to twentieth century
corrections debunking the idea of permanent varieties within the species our verifiable
knowledge of the diversity of appearances within the human species seems to have little effect
on prejudicial attitudes based on some form of racial grouping.

It was chiefly to this culturalist version of African-American inferiority that critics
responded to in the late 1960s by emphasizing the elements of creativity and resistance
in black culture...[They were also responding to social-psychological versions
especially the “Sambo” personality structure posited by Stanley Elkins...1959]...My
concern, rather, is with the culturalist turn in the scholarly discussion of the race itself,
and with the new modality of racial ideology it spawned: cultural racism....the main
feature of this new modality is the replacement of biological inferiority putatively
warranted by natural science, which still has the effect of reinforcing racial stereotypes
and the diminished status and opportunity they foster...treat[ing] “underclass” values,
attitudes, behavior, and the like ass independent variables and make them the causes of
social, economic, and political inequities, afflicting its members. it

Therefore, it is both the instantiation of natural historians’ taxonomic subsumption of the
species by hierarchy of races (genders, temperaments) taken together with the dogmatically
theorized and violently enforced egocentric judgements both about imputed non-Europeans and

206 Although as Jon Mikkelsen points out “Kant himself could never hve conceptualized the issues with

which these texts are concerned n precisely the same way we do, because the word biology in its modern
sense is generally thought not to have been first used in print until 1802...only two ears before his death
and nearly three decades after the publication of the first texts included below.” However, as Mikkelsen
continues, “[FJor Kant, race theory sems instead to have been little more than a minor, but nevertheless
vexing, problem within a model of scientific investigation known since the mid-eighteenth century as
natural history, which he champions...”Jon M. Mikkelsen, “Translator’s Introduction” in Kant and the
Concept of Race : Eighteenth Century Writings, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013), 4.
97 Thomas McCarthy, Race, Empire, and The Idea of Human Development, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 86-87. This phonomenon remains true almost a gernation
after the social science research that Piper presents.
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European culture (Kultur)), rather than any ‘European rationality’ per se’”® that continues to offer
resources for rationalizations (biased understanding) that this particular, racially inflected,

culture ought to lead the ‘civilized” development (or abject ruin) of the earth.*””

This codification of judgements on the human species or human beings as they exist in the
natural world fell under the heading of Anthropology for Kant, or what Hannah Arendt in
Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy calls attention to as Kant’s Fourth question which she
claims also sums up the first three*'” : What is Man?*''

How might we understand the judgements made both by and on behalf of human reason
inaugurated by the culture of Enlightenment humanism such that we might better understand
how principles of reason were instantiated through the rise of the liberal nation-states both
founded on vast inequalities and publicizing the principle of equality? Whence this distortion or
bad instantiation of the publicized principle of equality? The Critique of Pure Practical Reason
cannot help us. Here is Arendt again with a view on Kant’s metaphysics of morals with which
most anti-Rationalists would eagerly agree:

The second question [What ought I do?] does not deal with action at all, and
Kant nowhere takes action into account. He spelled out man’s basic “sociability”
and enumerated elements of it communicability, the need of men to
communicate, and publicity, the public freedom not just to think but to
publish...but he does not know either a faculty or a need for action.*'?

2% As human beings we cannot have access to things-in-themselves, not even the object necessarily

required for consciousness so what could it mean for any human being to represent rationality, itself, as
an empty set to be smuggled off by Europeans?

% 1n a interview with philosopher George Yancy, Piper refers to Western hegemony and Kant’s own
prejudices: “I think it is now clear that we have Western technology, based on Western, I guess you might
say, mythology to think not only for toxic waste dumps but the atom bomb new weaponry, etc. It seems
to me that just about all the things we find wrong at this point in time with human existence on the planet
can be ascribed to Western technology. So, my answer at this point would be to say it probably is possible
to find some criterion according to which one culture’s mythology might be considered superior to
another’s. But it would no longer have any idea what that criterion was. I think it would have something
that talked about how spiritually and psychologically evolved a community was, I don’t think Western
society would stack up very well along those criteria. “Chapter 3: Adrian M.S. Piper” in African-
American Philosophers: 17 Conversations, ed. George Yancy (New York and London: 1998), 62.

219 What can I know?; What should I do?; What can I hope for?

21 “Metaphysical questions in Kant deal precisely with what I cannot know. Still, I cannot help thinking
about what I cannot know, because it concerns what I am most interested in: the existence of God;
freedom, without which life would be undignified for man, would be “beastly”; and the immortality of the
soul. In Kant’s terminology, these are practical questions, and it is practical reason that tells me how to
think about them. Even religion exists for men as rational beings “within the limits of reason alone.” My
main interest, what I wish to hope for, is felicity in a future life; and for this I may hope, if I am worthy of
it—that is, if I conduct myself in the right manner. In one of his lecture courses and also in his reflections,
Kant adds a fourth question to the three, which is meant to sum them up. This is the question: What is
Man? But this last question does not appear in the Critiques.” Hannah Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s
Political Philosophy, ed. Ronald Beiner, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) 20.

12 Hannah Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, ed. Ronald Beiner, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1992) 19.
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The projects falling under the heading of B/black aesthetics attempt to promote the
reversal of violently enforced judgements about Black racial inferiority are justifiably motivated
by the desire to overturn racist attitudes and perhaps, in the ideal case, to even transform the
bigot altogether. But to whom do the tasks of Black aesthetics make its appeal if racist attitudes
are organizing the ontological structures and constructing the internal institutional integrity of
American culture? Perhaps this is where Black Nationalism, pace Karenga’s call for the
strengthening of a separatist Black nation from racist society has the greatest appeal.

Dislodging racist judgements within whose characteristics and dispositions are imputed
disvalue seems an urgent task yet to be met. However, short of revolutionary overthrow of our
racist nation-state, our current conditions seem to require making appeals to those whose
psychological investment in their particular ‘self-conception’ puts a high value on locating
concepts for the preservation of the coherence of a racist attitudes that at least undervalues if not
disvalues any identification with racialized Blackness.

But even if Black Nationalist revolt were a resounding success, how would Black
separatists define Blackness or seek out their horizon of freedom once the threat to Black being
was no longer a concern? Given these pressing difficulties for transforming prejudicial attitudes
and biases of all kinds, how might we proceed? Piper inherits the exciting possibilities of Kant’s
transcendental reasoning from the pure concepts of the understanding (although in Piper’s
version Kant’s ‘table of categories’ only retains the necessity of a subject-predicate judgement
form) -- which brings together logical forms and determinate judgements through the power of
specification. Here is Kant on the upshot transcendental reasoning offers to our imperfectly
rational judgment:

Transcendental philosophy has the peculiarity that besides the rule (or rather the
universal condition of rules), which is given in the pure concepts of the understanding, it
can also specify a priori the instance to which the rule is [Kemp’s note: sollen, tr:
should] to be applied. The advantage which in this respect it possesses over all other
didactical sciences, with the exception of mathematics is due to the fact that it deals with
concepts which have to relate to objects a priori, and the objective validity of which
cannot therefore be demonstrated a posteriori, since that would mean the complete
ignoring of their peculiar dignity. It must formulate by means of universal but sufficient
marks the conditions under which objects can be given harmony with these concepts.

Given the limitations on verifying good demonstrations of judgment (how can I know my
anti-racist love, much less yours, is real?) what does it really mean to choose oneself or to follow
one’s own guidance? Especially given the even greater vulnerability of the self occurring in
Piper’s reconstruction which must and can only rely on the mutual consistency of horizontal and
vertical internal integration of consciousness (the consciousness property) whose proper
functioning is to maintain the coherence our own limited (non-transparent to itself) perspective?

The consistency requirement of literal self-preservation impose criteria for the selection
of each and every experience that is rationally intelligible to the agent whose experience
it is. So experiences, motives, and actions that violate them fail to achieve rational
intelligibility, thus fail to be integrated into the agent’s perspective, and so fail—at lest
in the ideal case — to violate the rational integrity of the self. That is, functioning
consistency criteria of self-preservation profect the rational integrity of the self against
external threats to its unity. Only when too many such experiences violate these criteria
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does the rational intelligibility of the agent’s perspective begin to fail; and only then
does the preservation of the unity of the self come under threat.”"?

I will not assess the solutions Piper offers for transforming the xenophobic into
xenophilic dispositions, but I will try to elaborate on Piper’s taxonomy of the dispositions of
transpersonal rationality—the dispositions of human rationality ordered along a spectrum from
less to more inclusive theories of personhood (theories about how other rational agents ought to
appear). To prime xenophilic judgements, less inclusive theories of personhood must be
expanded through practical reasoning or the cultivation of respectfully attentive encounters with
a plurality and variety of examples so that we might learn how the instantiation of rational
personhood may appear or at least become less likely to misrecognize or fail to recognize them
when they do. The problem of how we can know other minds and worries about solipsism are no
less present here. Yet, Piper does think it is possible for anomalous examples or the unfamiliarity
of Others to make it past our most deeply held theories of how persons should appear.”'*

The result of cultivating xenophilic dispositions is that not only is the integration of our
own rational intelligibility made less vulnerable to distortions in judgment, but since we become
habituated to envisioning what it might be like for others we thereby provide ourselves with the
psychological strength to discover yet further instantiations of rationality. And, in turn, we
provide ourselves with theories of personhood that are increasingly more inclusive of those most
vulnerable to injustices—injustices that will most likely go on being protected by both
longstanding institutional regimes, as well as the vicissitudes of political power and private
biases. The political significance of this taxonomy can be expressed in terms of expanding our
modal imagination from the provincial to the cosmopolitan. Piper has spent decades working out
the explanations for the difficulties of how our practical reasoning works given that there can be
do verification of its correctness. However, once we accept how and why so much can go wrong
in our judgment, we will be in a better situation to attend to the remedies.

213 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,

(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 198.

214 «“The deep philsophical problems of private language, other minds, and solipsism do not
necessarily engender correspondingly deep practical problems when the effort to understand
another is committed, persistent, and sincere.” Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the
Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition, (Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive
Foundation, 2008, 2013), 255-256.
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Pseudorationality: From Methodological Individualism to Evil

Piper argues in Rationality and the Structure of the Self and elsewhere”" that specificity,
formulated by means of universal but sufficient marks, means that our human sense of autonomy
(the theory we have about our autonomous ‘dear self”) and bad willing are not experienced as
necessary contradictions of the will insofar as our motivational willing tussles with inclinations
(now inclusive of occurrent concepts such as beliefs which) that impinge on us with what feels
like gravitational force. That is, Piper argues that the freedom to choose oneself (Aufklarung as
the exit from tutelage) must also include the freedom to choose badly.

...the backward looking intentional object of our willings is the contested scope
of the pre-existing principle, not the maximless derelict intentions that conflict
with it. It is the muting gravitational pull on the will of that unconceptualized
intention that creates the “will affected by inclination,” i.e. a weakened willing
and failure of resolve that progressively diminishes the scope of one’s willing to
the concrete particular present moment of the inclinational event. Conjointly,
then, these two contradictory willings reduce the universal scope of the pre-
existing principle to “a mere generality”...with which the derelict intention is
consistent as an exception.

The relevant passage in the First critique’s introduction to the Transcendental Logic
makes so much more sense if we take on Piper’s reconstruction of Kant’s categories of
understanding into the judgment form alone together with Piper’s distinction between the
transpersonal ‘conception of self’(highest-order concept, consciousness property) and ‘self-
conception’ (the object targeting and targeted by the set concepts including occurrent theories I
have about myself). Kant writes:

...Still less justification have we for regarding appearance and illusion as being
identical. For truth or illusion is not in the object, in so far as it is intuited, but in the
judgment about it, in so far as it is thought. It is therefore correct to say that the senses
do not err—not because they always judge rightly but because they do not judge at all.

213« these two contradictory willings do not constitute a contradiction embedded within a

forward-looking intentionl object, in which I will the universality of a maxim and simultaneously
an exception to it. This would be to will a self-contradictory object, and can be represented
symbollically using a notation that integrates the language preference used by Ramsey-Saveage
decision theory into classical predicate logic on which Kant relied....Reading Pw as “w wills [or
strictly prefers]...” (i.e. as a predicate rather than as an operator), we represent the case in which
I will a self-contradictory object that includes both the universal maxim and the exception to
it...Here the contradiction is not in my will per se, as Kant’s text requires, but rather in the object
of my will.” A.M.S Piper, “Kant’s Self-Legislation Procedure Reconsidered,” Kant Studies
Online 14 (2012), 238 ; see also Piper, Adrian, “Adrian Piper on Katerina Deligorgi’s The Scope
of Autonomy” (2014) http://www.adrianpiper.com/philosophy-selected articles.shtml

2o AM.S Piper, “Kant’s Self-Legislation Procedure Reconsidered,” Kant Studies Online 14 (2012), 237-
238.
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Truth and error, therefore, and consequently also illusion as leading to error, are only to
be found in the judgment, i.e. only in the relation of the object to our
understanding...Now since we have no source of knowledge besides these two it
follows that error is brought about solely by the unobserved influence of sensibility on
the understanding, through which it happens that the subjective grounds of the
judgment enter into union with the objective grounds and make these latter deviate from
their true function.”’

The scope of our judgements are vulnerable to distortions or what Kant calls the ‘illusions of
[transcendental] reason’ which, reconstructed in the terms of Piper’s metaethics, translates to the
three mechanisms of ‘pseudorationality’ inspired by Kant’s various employments of the verb
verniinfteln.”'® The title chapter on pseudorationality begins:

...I show how the structural and motivational dominance of literal self-preservations
explains why, when confronted with conceptual anomaly, we are more inclined either to
suppress it from consciousness altogether, or to distort or truncate the concepts
constitutive of our perspective in order to accommodate it By thus systematically
warping our theory-laden understanding with the collusion of our rational capacities

. B . . . . 219
themselves, we achieve the illusion of horizontal and vertical consistency over time.

Piper describes three mechanisms (although there may be more or more fine-grained
mechanisms) for coping with conceptual and theoretical anomaly:

Denial — a form of biased misrecognition that degenerately satisfies the comprehensive
requirement of rational intelligibility;

Dissociation — a form of biased negation that degenerately satisfies the requirement of
horizontal consistency;

Rationalization -- (from which Piper translates and Kant’s term verniinfteln) — a form of
biased predication that degenerately satisfies the requirement of vertical consistency.”*

I Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith, (London, UK: Palgrave

Macmillan, 2007), A293/B350- A295/B351.

'8 In the Groundwork ellington translates the relevant passage as follows: “Now reason
irremissibly commands its precepts, without thereby promising inclinations anything; hence it
disregards and neglects these impetuous and at the same time so seemingly plausible claims
(which do not allow themselves to be suppressed by any command). Hereby arises a natural
dialectic, i.e., a propensity to quibble with these strict laws of duty, to cast doubt upon
their validity, or at least upon their purity and strictness, and to make them, where
possible, more compatible with our wishes and inclinations. Thereby are such laws corrupted
in their very foundations and their whole dignity destroyed—something which even ordinary
practical rason cannot in the end call good. Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of
Morals (1785). Tran.James Ellington, (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981, 1993), Ak. 405, 17.

219 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,
(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 289.

229 "[n all three cases the bias is toward the appearance of rational coherence against the reality of
theoretical insufficiency and so of thwarted literal self-preservation. And in all three cases the
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We pseudorationalize to protect the scope of our judgements. But with Piper’s
reconstruction of the categories of understanding, the scope of our judgements becomes such a
deeply personal affair because and not in spite of the fact that we must remain rationally
intelligible to ourselves. In Piper’s account instantiations of rational intelligibility and
inclinations to spontaneity are not necessarily experienced as contradictory but may work in
tandem to shape the scope of our judgements. The long-standing philosophical problem of self-
deceit quickly escalates as we understand the problem in terms of our racial modernity and our
still unfolding liberal individualist social history in the United States because even though we
have a psychological investment in our own rationally intelligibility this investment alone, as
represented by any identity, is no guarantor of the real much less the right. Costello explains:

These minimal constraints on rational consistency allow, unlike Kant’s more maximal
requirements, that we may come to understand conceptual anomalies that currently
confound us. This is because the only a priori requirement of experience is the
possession of a consistent set, whereas the concepts constituting that set are a posteriori
and as such may vary among different people at the same time and with respect to the
same person over time. This allows that we may come into contact with, and so be
affected by, an object, person, or event that we do not presently possess sufficient
conceptual flexibility to make sense of, without this entailing that we could not make
sense of it once we possessed the right concepts with which to integrate it into our
conceptual scheme, and were willing to modify our other beliefs accordingly.”'

In Piper’s reconstruction, that the coherence of my judgment (inclusive the empirical object-I
which can be agnostically viewed as deeply held attitudes towards my personality) necessarily
informs the scope of my perspective, this does not also mean that the best fitting concepts are
available for smooth integration into whatever set of concepts are active in my ‘self-conception’
at a given moment. This asymmetry can be analogized to the relation between first-personal
(‘self-conception’) and third-personal perspectives although, in that case, neither are necessary in
the transpersonal a priori sense described by ‘‘conception of self”’. Yet, it is these two
asymmetries that I think are at the heart of all the trouble and make it difficult for us to discern
how normative theories (of how the world works and how we should act in it) supervene on
meta-ethical theories (necessarily assumed for any normative theories).

So although morally delinquent desire may disrupt that self-conception and call forth
the mechanisms of pseudorationality to perform repairs, it does not necessarily
undermine the coherence of the self whose desire it is. An agent’s morally inflected
self-conception can be fully destroyed by her own anomalous and delinquent impulses
without necessarily destroying the rational integrity of that self whose self-conception

satisfaction of rationality requirements is degenerate because it relies on arbitrary and ad hoc
improvisations that sacrifice the spirit to the letter of those requirements.”
Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,

(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 290.
221
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itis. This is one reason why it is not possible to derive any particular normative moral
. . o . 222
theory directly from the rational criteria of a genuine preference.

Continuing her commentary speculating on the way Kantian duties are indicative of Kant’s
views on acting in the world, Arendt brings together a quote from a letter Kant wrote to Moses
Mendelssohn with the Socratic injunction to know thyself that makes a similar point to Piper’s:

...the greatest misfortune that can befall a man is self-contempt. “The loss of
approval [Selbstbilligung],” he writes in a letter to Mendelssohn (April 8, 1766),
“would be the greatest evil that could ever happen to me,” not loss of esteem in
which he was held by another person. (Think of Socrates’ statement “It would be
better for me to be at odds with the multitudes than, being one, out of harmony
with myself.”)**’

We must identify with ourselves as coherent beings (consistent with the concept of the I-object),
but this is simply what is entailed by the term consciousness. But this identification of self does
not grant access to objectivity. Although literal self preservation is the driver for both identity
and subsumption of concepts, the motivation towards moral self-approval must (and Piper thinks
can) be distinguished from the merely psychological motivation to esteem oneself. Those
conditions, conditions of a posteriori esteeming may be distorted but they are also concepts to
which we have been exposed, may already be, or might become candidates for functioning
concepts in our conceptual scheme. But how concepts (including occurrent thoughts) are
functioning for us may only be assessed upon instantiation—instantiation which may happen (or
not) at a given time and in any number of ways.

For example, Piper point out how social scientists have shown that even with the
increasingly shared belief that race is socially constructed, racist attitudes prevail. The social
construction of race is an institutional fact, a cross generational experience, and also a deeply
personal affair. But instead of promoting introspection, this phrase—race is socially constructed-
-has come to be used as a kind of devaluation of racism’s perniciousness rather than as a signal
that more and not fewer assessments of instantiations of the phenomenon are needed—and
needed especially in the context of United States where racialization (however retooled)
continues to engender ontological protections of the ‘dear self.”***

222 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,

(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 295.

% Hannah Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, ed. Ronald Beiner, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1992), 20.

*** Imagining responses to the claims Piper makes about her retiring from being black in Thwarted
Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment accentuates this point.
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A conceptual anomaly is a threat to the rational integrity of the self and to the rational
intelligibility of an agent’s perspective; whereas a merely theoretical anomaly puts
pressure primarily on the agents” morally inflected self-conception or theory of the
world. How closely or loosely entwined this is with the agent’s perspective, hence how
closely or loosely theoretical anomaly is with conceptual anomaly more generally is
discussed in Section 4 below.””’

First person theoretical anomaly is a species of first person conceptual anomaly, which in its
worse form explains the phenomenon of xenophobia:

Xenophobia is not simply an indiscriminate fear of strangers...Xenophobia is a fear of
individuals who look or behave differently from those one is accustomed to...it is a fear
of individuals who violate one’s empirical conception of persons and so one’s self-
conception...It is a paradigm example of reacting self-protectively to anomalous data that
violates one’s internally consistent conceptual scheme.”**

Overall, Piper offers a framework for understanding xenophobia as registering the presence of an
especially acute anxiety that arises in the encounter with that which threatens our literal self
preservation. It is an anxiety to acute that we may deny it, dissociate from identifying with it, or
rationalize it away. I end this chapter by returning to the intellectual history with which I opened
the dissertation to show the clarifying contributions of Piper’s reconstruction to B/black
aesthetics scholarship.

Kant’s determinate judgements of the human species, our characteristics and dispositions,
ordered through the taxonomic subsumption of the human species into a category separate from
other animals, then again into the hierarchy of races, genders, national characteristics, and
sometimes even individual psychological temperaments—falls under the heading of
Anthropology. The anthropological texts (including Kant’s course on Geography and Pedagogy)
considered minor works by most Kant scholars, are of interest here because through these
lectures (spanning the entirety of Kant’s teaching career), Kant intended that by imparting
knowledge of these determinate differences to his students, he would contribute to the
development of their characteristics as rational men of the world. That is, he would contribute to
the guidance of wisdom or prudential judgment. **’

Therefore, I disagree with Taylor’s claim that expressive culture has played a larger role
in the shaping the political lives of Black people more than the development or self-recognition
of nation-states:

22 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,

(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 295.

2°Adrian Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationality,” 210.

7 John H. Zammito, “What a Young Man Needs for his Venture into the World: The Function and
Evolution of the “Characteristics,” in Kant’s Lectures on Anthropology: A Critical Guide Editor Alix
Cohen, Cambridge: CUP, 2014 230-248.
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Racialization is in part an aesthetic project, in both its stigmatizing and its solidaristic
phases; and the idea of blackness derived much of its political content in the twentieth
century from efforts to use expressive culture to help bring a transnational political
community into being. For these and other reasons, expressive culture has played a
larger role in the political lives of black people qua black people than it has in the lives
of people identified in other ways—as, say, Swiss, Turkish, or even Ghanaian.”®

Racialization is not only an aesthetic project with political content for those racialized as Black.
It is part of the formative education or Bildung which places Kultur at the heart of modernity’s
humanist project—however distorted—from the perspective of taxonomies like those presented
in Kant’s lectures on geography, anthropology, and pedagogy. Although the lecture notes that
remain are considered ‘minor works’ in the Kantian corpus, their content may be thought of as
paradigmatic in terms of explaining how Eurocentric theories of human culture—including the
codification of distorted judgements as criteria for guide acculturation violently organize an
ideological schematic for appearing rational closing down the discovery of inclusive theories of
recognition of personhood. Here, Kant’s instantiation of guidance towards rational acculturation
by way of badly formed judgements—including but not limited to bad judgements
circumscribing instantiations of full personhood (its characteristics and disposition) to select
‘European’ instantiations—colludes with racialized modernity’s scene and scope for the
authentication (or the in-authentication) of those fit for recognition of personhood and hence
rationalized as appropriate for the role of citizen (or scholar) in the modern secular nation-state.

The perception of someone’s race, gender, class, sexual orientation, ethnic or religious
affiliation, etc. as a source of his disvalue or value is the consequence of applying value
concepts like, “person,” “human being,” “citizen,” “member of the community,”
“rational and responsible agent,” etc. too narrowly, to include only those individuals
who lack it. And similarly, dissociating Jews as subhuman, blacks as childlike, gays as
perverts, working class people as animals, or women as irrational are ways of obscuring
one’s identification of these individuals as fully mature, responsible human beings, and
thereby obscuring one’s recognition of these individuals as full members of the
community with which one identifies... The irony in the case of racism is that there is a
substantial literature in biology and the social sciences that indicates that almost all
purportedly white Americans have between five and eighty percent black ancestry—
hence are, according [to] this country’s entrenched “just one trace” convention of racial
classification, black...

RT3

If for Taylor, the birth of theorizing ‘black aesthetics’ happens in the twentieth century as
a result of the aesthetic project of racialization “in both its stigmatizing and solidaristic phases”
that also make the recognition of a future-oriented diasporic Black political community possible,
then I contend that a direct precedent for this idea of culture must be located in the theorization
of Kultur within secular Enlightenment philosophy (at least) which orients the hierarchical
taxonomies of what in German, for example, is referred to as the Bildungbiigertum—which

28 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,

2016), 86.
22 Adrian Piper, Rationality and the Structure of the Self, Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition,
(Berlin: Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 446.
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situating a historical era of traits and dispositions--classed, gendered, and racialized theories of
‘self-conception’ used to positively motivate the natural and historical rise of the bourgeois
liberal nation-states and their attendant character. However, principles like equality, liberty, and
fraternity are supplemented by negative or Othering theories intended to demarcate boundaries
for the violently enforced and exclusive recognition of specific kinds of instantiations of rational
intelligibility.

Cultural activity is understood on Kant’s terms as the collective and undetermined
activities that are progressively driving humanity towards rational freedom. However, if a theory
of human culture does not allow for a broadly inclusive view of its diversity, such that one might
imagine organizing and demarcating the activities of human culture to reflect your own deepest
authority (literal self preservation) there is a proclivity (within any sub culture of the species) to
misrecognize and even encourage future generations’ failure to recognize personhood in the
fullness of its diverse instantiations.

Similarly, in the theorizations of twentieth century ‘Black aesthetics’ in the United States,
the influence of a social project historically situated which might go under the heading of
‘Eurocentric Enlightenment’ has influenced the male gendered fashioning of notions of self-
respect for the Black race (which is also classed in ways that correspond with the economic
advantages that lighter-complexion skin affords to all genders, but especially cis-gendered
women as Taylor recognizes in his discussion of the brown ‘paper bag test’). Herein lies the
mark of the socio-historical and theoretical authority that originally set up the possibility for
identifying genius in modernity—including leaders, treated as exemplars, in the Afro-modernist
account of freedom Taylor champions.

But just as is the case with ideological functions of Kul/tur, dogmatic judgements
mimicking those functions distorted in the requirement of a literal self preservation of distinctive
and exclusive Euroethnic cultures, Taylor’s exemplars may circumscribe inquiry or delimit the
prudential wisdom necessary for expanding the recognition of moral personhood through the
judgements orienting the functions of Kultur now protecting the esteem of those whose last
shackle to racism (as a trade off for the neoliberal productivity of race-talk) requires settling
accounts with Jefferson rather than imagining our responsibility to Hemings or the increasingly
less anonymous and anomalous history of Black (fore)mothers formed for/as the historico-
mythological carriers of the disvalued contagion through that peculiar American fulcrum of
violent matriarchal formation of slave status and the “rule” of hypodescent. >

Taylor glosses this genealogy of the Enlightenment and aesthetic judgement in modernity
when he writes “[TThe ideas of race and the aesthetic came into being more or less together,
along with modern ideas of humanity and civilization; and all of these ideas implicated each

230 See Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” in Diacritics,

Volume 17, No 2, Culture and Countermemory: The “American” Connection (Summer, 1987), 64-81;
Hortense Spillers, “Shades of Intimacy: What the Eighteenth Century Teaches Us,” Keynote Lecture for
“The Flesh of the Matter: A Hortense Spillers Symposium,” at Cornell University in Ithaca, NY,
https://www.cornell.edu/video/hortense-spillers-shades-of-intimacy-eighteenth-century;

Hortense J. Spillers, “The Idea of Black Culture,” in CR: The New Centennial Review, Vol. 6, No. 3, W.
E. B. Du Bois and the Questions of Another World (Winter 2006), 7-28; and see “Chapter 3: Seduction
and the Ruses of Power” in Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror Slavery, and Self-Making in
Nineteenth Century America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.
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other in deep ways.”>' And, tucked into Taylor’s analysis of Du Bois on propaganda, Taylor
situates the phenomenological lineage inherited by Du Bois which also survives through the idea
of background conditions assumed in the analytic American Pragmatist tradition :

As Rousseau and Kant first worked out clearly, this is not so much a constraint as a
condition of properly [sic] human agency. Because of this condition, we cannot think of
freedom as an abstract possession, as absolute willfulness and complete detachment from
ethical or political imperatives. We must think of it as self-legislation in the face of, and in
recognition of, the wider resources for seeking the truth and pursuing the good. Slavery, or
unfreedom, then, consists not in recognizing one’s inevitable rootedness in preexisting
discourses of truth and right, but in being prevented—as it might be, by a ban on political
art—from working out one’s relationship to these discourses. 22

Thus, a nexus of taxonomies (pace Curry) are in turn inherited by Taylor’s Afro-Modernist
political orientation towards the recognition of authentic ‘black’ aesthetic forms, and, more
importantly for my discussion, this inheritance also underwrites Taylor’s theorization of a
responsible uptake of agential volition.

For Kant, perhaps best understood as a ‘representative semantic expert’ (pace Taylor) of
high modern European Enlightenment’s secular humanist attitudes, (also see Johann Gottfried
von Herder), the activity of Kultur is precisely what it is to orient the human mind to
instantiations of personhood for what they are. From the Pedagogy lectures Kant says:

Accordingly, the set up of the schools should depend entirely on the judgment of the most
enlightened experts. All culture begins with private individuals and extends outward from
there. It is only through the efforts of people of more extended inclinations, who take an
interest in the best world and who are capable of conceiving the idea of a future improved
condition, that the gradual approach of human nature to its purpose is possible.233

Kant is aware of that the ‘illusions of reason’ are deeply worrisome and to this end he
writes the Critique of the Power of Judgement, which concerns our reflective non-determinate
judging and the judgment postulated by way of our species’ purposiveness within Nature that
helps to guide us from regulative Ideas. For Kant human nature involves a rational purposiveness
which develops through the reflective or free use of reason—the consideration of properties not
subsumable by the concepts at our disposal as finite agents. But it is specifically our regulative
use of judgements of personhood which make it possible to recognize strangers from anywhere
in a world such as ours, as our fellow human beings. But this orientation to recognition of
unfamiliar others is situated by marks of sufficient standing constructing themselves over time
yet are also judgements reinforced by political power--institutions and their “self-anointing”***

21 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, (Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,

2016), 20.

22 paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, ibid, 99.

3 Immanuel Kant, “Lectures on Pedagogy” in Anthropology, History, and Education, eds. Robert
Louden and Giinter Z6ller, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 ), 439, Ak.9:42.

234 “Spontaneous agents who have survived material deprivation with their spontaneity intact undergo no
very profound transformtion when supplied with material abundance... Wealth of resources in conjunction
with spontaneity of action thus lead this community of agents to be self-anointing in their value
judgements. Because material abundance enable their lifestyles and empowers their choices, they
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methodological agents. See Morrison on Africanism above. But we are also subject to the
judgment of various caretakers and teachers with a variety of motivations who may encourage
critical attitudes towards our own consciousness as well as towards the social contexts in which
we learn to orient (what are hopefully) increasingly more inclusive theories of what persons
might be like (i.e. human groups judged to be possession of the rationality).

Thus, I take it that the educative formation of Enlightenment Bildung means guiding
students to learn how to responsibly form the ideological habituation that includes recruiting
racialization for its heuristics in order to orient the recognition of personhood in general. Instead,
race might be thought as the ongoing production of ‘civilizing” heuristics capitalizing on
negative exemplars which aid in the cultural goals expressed through a wide variety of
constructions (ambivalent sets of concepts) organizing specific generalizing procedures for
identifying differences the species--differences that only later come into view as the ‘social
construction of race’ or racialization.

This is also why Thomas Jefferson, a founding father of the U.S. nation-state can be
understood as a “representative semantic expert for high modern US race-thinking [...]"**
which continues to sustain “the abhorrence of black bodies [that] has also always—as long as the
ideas of ascribing blackness to human bodies has made sense—coexisted with considerable
fascination, admiration, and desire for those same bodies.”**® Kulfur for Kant involves the
development of worldly wisdom (Weltkenntnis) which is the educative relationship formed in
order to guide judgements of particular empirical experiences through the proper use of reason.
In his Lectures on Pedagogy, Kant says the following about savage nations who are not free, but
instead, unbounded by laws:

... that, though they may be in the service of Europeans for a long time they can never
grow accustomed to the European way of life. But with them this is not a noble
propensity towards freedom, as Rousseau and others believe; rather it is a certain raw
state in that the animal in this case has so to speak not yet developed the humanity inside
itself. Therefore the human being must become accustomed early to subject himself to the
precepts of reason.”’

Kant then goes on to speak about three parts of education—basic self-care, instruction, and the
cultivation of (European) children. And it becomes clearer by reading the Groundwork to the
Metaphysics of Morals with an eye towards his philosophical anthropology (which is to say
aiming at the broadest scope of morally-inflected judgment) that ways of life and rational human
freedom are bound together for Kant. Ways of life contribute to the development of freedom
through ongoing education and not only towards development of knowledge, but also for the

naturally regard their unending supply of material abunance, and th power and status it confers on them,
as confirming their inherent worth; as both motive and reward for the spontaneity of their behavior, and
for the particular thoughts and desires they spontaneously express.” Adrian Piper, Rationality and the
Structure of the Self. Volume II: A Kantian Conception, 2™ edition, (Berlin: Adrian Piper Research
Archive Foundation, 2008, 2013), 231.
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7 Immanuel Kant, “Lectures on Pedagogy” in Anthropology, History, and Education, eds. Robert
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inclusive expansiveness of regulative judgment’s role in showing us the unity of nature’s system
and how to view ourselves impartially within it.

In the taxonomic divisions offered in Kant’s philosophical anthropology, Kant’s
conception of personhood is thwarted, we might say, by gendered and racialized taxonomies that
continue to undergird xenophobic notions of freedom that still function even among those most
deeply violated in the events and ongoing inheritances of modern racialization.

Taylor sums it up nicely:

...after the fifteenth century or so, ideas about the structure, character, and capacities of
different human types came to shape human affairs on a scale never seen before. And this
massive project of social engineering—involving imperial and colonial adventures,
massive forced, and voluntary migrations, the extermination of astounding numbers of
people, and the making and unmaking of entire civilizations—called into being massive
schemes of knowledge production that purported to refine our knowledge of human
diversity.”® All of this led to the quintochromatic racial schema—involving black,
brown, red, yellow, and white races (if it helps see those color terms in scare quotes)—
that has played so powerful a role in world affairs for so long.**

Overall though, I read the possibility for Taylor’s critical uptake of racialism in his
philosophy of ‘black aesthetics’ as partaking in both the critical inheritance of the ethos of the
Enlightenment philosophy as well its toxic taxonomic Bildung. A critical revision of the
taxonomic constructions involved in the ongoing process of orienting more inclusive criteria for
rational intelligibility across diverse theories of personhood is required. To form and inform the
taxonomy of judgements towards the development of overcoming biases of all kinds for
increasingly more inclusive theories of personhood, as I think Piper has done, will also help to
clarify why some people racialized as Black have been and continue to be denied recognition
despite certain successes of 1960s Civil Rights Movement, for example. See Taylor’s agreement
here in his argument against post-Civil Rights era integrationist aesthetics, which put the onus on
assimilation for the future-oriented identities of those currently Othered.

That is, despite the successes important to understanding the possibility for and
importance of exemplars (from philosophy professors to celebrities and even a Black U.S.
president) these constructions have been made under the influence and scope of modern
bourgeois individualist racialism. And Piper shows why it is the case that even those who have
justifiably benefitted from critical uptakes of racialism (affirmative action or other diversity
schemes), not only do not also gain a transparent unified rational understanding. What is worse,
these schemes which attempt the least reconstruction of our unjust society, also encourage
competitors for their benefits to double down on the politics of identity formation, to go on
investing in the shadowy arrangements of what ultimately remains a disvalued status in a racist
patriarchal society.

As discussed above, Heidegger’s treatment of ‘own-ness’ fell prey to a racialism that
ultimately relies on maintaining dangerous honorifics of/for the Volklisch wherein notions of
White purity or (as Taylor inherits ‘Eigentlichkeit’ for his concept of Black authenticity), for
example, aim to police, discipline, intimidate and violently keep out or make unrecognizable

238 My emphasis.

29 Paul C. Taylor, Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, Hoboken: Wiley and Sons,
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those personalities who do not consistently maintain the circulating ‘truths’ of the historicized
identities at stake—by conferring disvalue on the behavior, speech, or any other appearances that
might embarrass any prejudicial narratives of authenticity.

This fear of being unrecognizable as legitimate or authentic, or of losing out on the
benefits of the reputation of Whiteness or benefits accrued by way of the exclusivity of
affiliations continues to drive various social groups to aspire for authority. Furthermore,
members of minoritized social groups are incentivized to take up identity politics as an
economically, professionally, and personally productive way to theorize differences between
human beings, in order to locate themselves as authentic and to ‘weed out’ other minoritized
persons who might qualify for the new ‘bad example’ to be Othered in their stead. See the
discussion above the rise of social Darwinism’s during the imperial expansion of the U.S. abroad
happening simultaneously with new rationalizations for the ongoing subjugation of Black people
in the post-bellum Reconstruction era.

As a consequence of her personal investment in an honorific stereotypical conception of
persons, a xenophobe has a personal investment in an honorific self-conception. This
means that self-conception is a source of personal satisfaction or security to her; that to
revise or disconfirm it would elicit in her feelings of dejection, deprivation, or anxiety;
and that these feelings are to be explained by her identification with this self-conception.
In order to maintain her honorific self-conception, a xenophobe must perform the
taxonomic binary sorting operation not only on particular groups of ethnic or gendered
others, but on everyone including herself. Since her self-conception as a person requires
her and other bona fide persons to dress, talk, look, act, and think in certain highly
specific and regimented was in order to qualify for the honorific stereotype, everyone is
subject to scrutiny in terms of it.**’

The Piperian transpersonal account of personhood supplies us with a more vulnerable
account of the self— a self that must preserve the rational appearance of itself above all else.
Piper’s neokantian translation of the problem of how we can conceptualize freedom from our
limited condition hinges on the relation between how subjects’ self-understanding depends on
the set of concepts (including occurrent beliefs) actively motivating their ‘self-conception’ from
moment to moment. Most importantly to my discussion of authenticity, the retrievable past and
its occurrent or less easily retrievable low-order properties are all information for self-
understanding which should, then, also inform our criticism of any general conception of
personhood normatively functioning to orient the progress of freedom. The authority of
particular judgements among individuals or groups’ with an egotistical interest in maintaining
their self-conception has and continues to do so through violence often denied, dissociated, or
rationalized by imputing a lower status of being to those who are stereotyped through lazy
generalizations.

Put otherwise, problems of the recognizing the personhood of others arise not only
because of the limitations on my finite ‘self-conception’ (the ‘I’ that I find when I look for
myself), but also because my recognition of others orients itself from the necessity of my
mutually consistent yet only internally integrated consciousness property or “‘‘conception of

40 Adrian M.S. Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism” The Philosophical Forum, Vol. XXIV,
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self’”” whose only responsibility may be distorted by the bidding of fallible rulers (or
colleagues) driven to maintain their own internal and external deceptions.

Though you may exhibit rationality in your behavior, I may not know that, or fail to
notice it, or fail to understand it. Nor can you be a necessary feature of my experience,
since I might ignore or overlook you, or simply fail to have any contact with you. In any
of these cases, you will fail to instantiate my concept of personhood in a way I never
can. Because the pattern of behavior is not a necessary and permanent, familiar
concomitant of my subjectivity in the way my own unified consciousness and
ratiocinag\ie processes are, | may escape your personhood in way that I cannot escape
my own.

When Piper announces in the “News” section of her webpage that she is retiring from being
black she is pointing to ways that this “retirement” is impossible insofar as retirement means
claiming one’s leisure against, or withholding one’s labor from, a society operating through
institutions originally formed around the commodification of subjects racialized as Black, for
example, and the labor of continually offering oneself up as the ‘bad example’ of Blackness in
the replication of hierarchies now doling out (slim to occasionally handsome) rewards to the
“right kinds” of Black people within a racist society.***

To use any conceptual and, in turn, higher-order (Women are not full persons) or lower-
order (occurrent attitudes about appearing characteristics or dispositions) descriptive schema to
identify those who qualify for affirmative action in academia or who meet the criterion to be
included in curated Black art shows is to abuse the hope of freedom with practices aimed at
addressing past structural harms but that do so in ways which do not also aim to critique the
classical racialist systems underlying these forms of pseudo-recognition. Here, pseudo-
recognition corroborates incoherent narratives about the freedom of individuals theorized for the
social-historical ideas structuring the nation-state and its progress. That is, when racialized
discourse is used in this way, it is operationalized by the same conceptual schematics that
motivate anti-Black racism stemming from the Whitely reputation of a property-owning, gender-
based methodological individualism which depends on the manipulation (at least) of Others’ life
plans which Piper (along with Du Bois) understand as deeply undermining to the progress of
moral freedom.

1 Adrian M.S. Piper, “Xenophobia and Kantian Rationalism” The Philosophical Forum, Vol. XXIV,

No. 1-3, Fall-Spring 1992-93, 213.

42 Test cases for anomalies read through Piper’s theory of pseudorationality include the subjects
explored in Thwarted Projects and the Mythic Being series; the role that the set of concepts in use
(including occurrent concepts) have in descriptions of the case of Sally Hemings, in the phenomenon of
victims of race-based violence like Trayvon Martin, or in the corporate battles of the genius artist
formerly known as Prince and the mega-celebrity of Beyoncé, or how the discourse on the activist Rachel
Dolezal work in our American racial imaginary.
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Conclusion: Art and Orienting Freedom, Again

How do urgent questions for theories of ‘B/black aesthetics’ inherit the critical spirit of
the Enlightenment? How does the genealogy of the scholarship on B/black aesthetics in the
United States, as sketched above, inherit the racist and gendered structures of modern racialism
as authorized in part by philosophers such as the Enlightenment’s paradigmatic philosopher—
Immanuel Kant? A major problematic that remains for thinkers of Kant’s system is how to
maximize the possibility for overcoming the illusions of reason in consciousness towards
achieving freedom. I conclude that Piper’s reconstruction of personhood (1) answers difficult
problems regarding authenticity driving theories of ‘black aesthetics’ and (2) may improve on
Kant’s project of Bildung or the practical cultivation of moral character by theorizing how
showing how individuals (and social groups) are vulnerable to the distorted theories because of
our hard wired disposition to literal self preservation, and in so doing that preserving, actually
thwart the potential for human freedom generally.

Racism (like sexism) is primarily a visual pathology: It feeds on differences in perceived
appearance, not differences in genetic ancestry. Art is primarily a visual medium. So
political art would seem to have the potential for furnishing a forceful antidote to racism.
It is worth investigating whether it has failed to exploit fully its own potential to heal
this particular visual pathology, and why political art in general has been charged with
impotence to effect political change in the larger political arena.”*® ***

How might we judge the progress of freedom differently from the success of Oprah,
Beyoncé, or president Obama—in their roles as global entrepreneur, the most popular figure in
pop culture, or as the top executive for what is ostensibly still the most powerful nation in the
world—if their success is also evidence against the need for further resistance to anti-Black
racism?**> What is worse is the way that, African Americans for example but other social groups
too, begin to celebrate stigmata, stereotypes, difference, or whatever new aesthetic forms (Kente
cloth or the token dark-complexioned supermodel) without a shift in consciousness vis-a-vis the
still and ever present violence of the structures of our racist society. Liberation in this guise
simply produces more interchangeable commodities (such as the Nina Simone story told and
sold without attention to the artist’s political activism). Here, private and public institutions as

% Adrian Piper, “Goodbye to Easy Listening” Out of Order Out of Sight, Volume II: Selected Writings

in Art Criticism, 177.

% In his review of “Cornered” (1988) John Bowles writes, “[I]n this way, Piper puts both her
performance and her audience on display. In a reversal, Piper refuses to appear as the stereotype of the
angry black. Instead, she sets the stage for her audience to expose their own insecurities and rage...Piper
puts the visual markers of race into question and, as a result, racism becomes more visible than race...The
result is self-consciousness and the viewer must recognize how vision is disciplined: what we think we
see obscures what we cannot imagine seeing...” For this reason Piper asserts racism is a “visual
pathology” and has maintained that the viewer who see her work as accusatory must already feel guilty of
racism...” John Bowles, Adrian Piper: Race, Gender, and Embodiment, (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 2011), 11.

243 Taylor, “Preface,” in Black is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics, viii.
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well as their gate-keepers (not always White and certainly not without seemingly good
motivations (as in the case of curator and art historian Valerie Cassel Oliver, see above) are
driven to apply formulaic rules driven by heteronomous motives other than the development of
dispositions towards prudential judgment for the universal recognition of personhood in a global
cosmopolitan society.

Piper’s point resonates with my takeaways from both Locke’s ‘New Negro’ (who retires
from enforced stereotypes) and from Du Bois’ “Criteria for Negro Art” regarding the wager for
truth and freedom. When African Americans, some of whom are Piper’s fellow successful
colleagues, enjoy this sort of celebratory access based on diversity schemas, they continue to
straddle an incoherent perspective between individuals and non-individuals insofar as they and
their work are codified according to categories that reify racialized identity. To be clear, the
problem is not always with the self-conscious identification with Blackness or one’s self-
understanding, as Black per se. The problem is that according to the norms still being deeply
reinforced by our institutions (schools, prisons, healthcare, and the housing market for example)
being Black ‘per se,” continues to indicate where and which appearances (the absenting of
certain lower-order characteristics and dispositions), in general call for formulaic application of
rule for the recognition of personhood, in general. That formulaic rules do keep shifting to go on
shaping the exclusive domain of or the authentication of the right kinds of appearing person is
the issue to which Piper recommends our conscious attention.

The problem is with the way that institutions and their gatekeepers—public or semi-
public or private/commercial— use their authority to abstract unique personalities (pace Karenga
and Spillers) by organizing the value of worthiness for the institution’s preservation. This
happens in ways that obstruct further inquiry into the interpersonal and intrapersonal relations
guiding a generalizable ‘conception of self’ that remains open to inquiry when met with
anomalous persons, appearing characteristics and dispositions who may still be misrecognized,
disavowed, or are as yet undetectable but may require recognition in the future.

Piper’s account of personhood and pseudorationality takes the argument for recognizing
the effects of the socio-historical processes racialism a step further than Taylor’s in his debate
with Anthony Appiah. For Piper, race is not only a pseudo-rational institutional fact
(rationalizing the socio-historical recognition of persons and non-persons according to pseudo-
scientific principles.) Race, because of its ongoing role in organizing our racist society (even
when it seems like a useful concept necessary to understanding what went wrong) race-talk
actually thwarts the critical dismantling of it because even seemingly honorific race-talk is
vulnerable to reproducing the xenophobic features that go on protecting the nation’s deeply
embedded flesh-and-blood *“‘conception of self’’” promoted by the ontic-scene of America’s
incoherent founding narrative. Again, the problem is that self-conception cannot help but to
desire its own internal consistency. When we view our appearing selves vulnerable within the
context of the strong gravitational pull towards satisfying my self-esteem pursuing the
preservation of its coherence, the idea of that a pure willing can secure a good reputation for
anyone racialized as Black becomes a kind of tragic farce when the nation’s purpose for the
domain of Blackness remains to serve as the limit-case, in general, for bad examples of
appearing.

For over fifty-years, Piper’s art practice has also circulated through capitalist economic
markets while also inhibiting (if only intermittently and temporarily) the appropriation of her
(formerly?) racialized identity and her art as mere commodity in the neoliberal Kulturindustrie.
Specifically, in the artwork Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, A Moment of Embarrassment
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Piper’s strategy is to refuse the ongoing triumphalist narratives of a (still, primarily) Euroethic
art market and its circulation within a primarily Euroethnic artworld—an artworld that continues
to elide progressive narratives of diversity and inclusion to itself without much apparent change
in who has the authority to measure this progress.

From the first chapter of the dissertation in my analysis of Adrian Piper’s artwork, I
aimed to elucidate how Piper shows that both the derogatory or celebratory use of pseudorational
racial categories (such as when Piper is assumed to be a White woman as she states in Cornered,
for example) orients communities. The use of stereotypes for Black woman should appear to in
order to make her personality legible in America is but one example of using an unsound
divisionary schema (including but not limited to race and gender categories) to judge others in
the service of protecting America’s distorted self-conception, whomever we are or however we
appear.

I concluded that by identifying and showing herself as 6.25% grey in Thwarted Piper
imaginatively performs a new racial identity for a world, unlike the one in which we live,
wherein one would be able to correctly identify race based on what is seen from another’s visual
appearance. Using digital imaging technology to manipulate the apparent color of her skin in the
auto-portrait, Piper plays on the idea, inviting us to experience what should by now be an
anomalous absurdity, that the right visual evidence or the facticity of her Blackness or Whiteness
would manifest her true race.

When we understand Piper over the long dureé of her artistic oeuvre—across her work
dealing with the schematization and functions (of Othering, of sexist judgements, of old and new
processes of racialization) and in her observations of the interpolation by others of not being
Black (or Black enough), I think that Piper has concluded that the normative purpose of Othering
is always to locate disvalue regardless of where and how it appears. And what has become
increasingly more worrisome to Piper, at least since the Humming Room and Thwarted is that we
have faltered devastatingly if celebrations of certain artists or their art, or of institutions and their
gatekeepers in general, rely on the authentication and worthiness of Blackness especially insofar
as this celebration doubles down on America’s distorted narrative that cultural progress or
freedom is merely up to the willing. That is, celebrations of ‘Black representation’ may have a
distorting effect on what is systematically required for righting historical injustice. In chapter on
the changing processes of racialization from racism to neo-racism at the turn of the nineteenth
century up to now, Thomas McCarthy argue that neo-racism depends on invisibilizing the past:

Preaching tolerance and training for diversity are no more likely to succeed on their own
than are self-improvement and racial uplift...That is to say neither voluntarism nor
determinism is adequate to the task of remedying the conditions of racial injustice we
have inherited from three centuries of slavery and segregation...Neoracist ideologies
obscure not only he historical roots of racially distributed disadvantages, but also the
continuing role of institutionalized structures reproducing them. To extract character
traits and cultural values from their historical and institutional contexts, treat them as
individual and group failures, and make them responsible for the whole mess is,
methodologically viewed, indefensible. But the main point of doing so is political rather
than methodological: taking a sharp culturalist turn on the theoretical side obviates
institutional reform on the practical side.**®

24¢ Thomas McCarthy, Race, Empire, and The ldea of Human Development, (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2009), 90-91.
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Flowing from her conclusions on race as reifying disvalue and pursuing this conclusion
within the situation of art, Piper has attempted to deepen and expand our curiosity about who it is
each of us takes ourselves to be by intuitively proffering anomalous data which may confront
viewers with the urgent task of undermining the mytho-historical foundations of the flesh-and-
blood Othering in the here-and-now indexical present of their experience of the work. Here, of
course it is easier to see why racialism is but one source of Othering which is undermining to the
coherence of everyone’s individual rational intelligibility—undermining to all flesh-and-blood
persons, and not only to those who are Othered. Here is a summary of Piper’s view in the
pragmatic language of choice:

1. Iprotect my self-conception through an honorific idea of my personhood, a theory caused
by the very structure and functions of my ‘conception of self’(always working to
coherently organize and preserve my internal integrity). To limit dangers to this
preservation, I may dissociate, deny or deceive myself about the value of appearing
characteristics and dispositions of Others imputed to be Black (or women, or gay, or poor
or whatever name or composite of occurrent beliefs indicates the occasioning non-
persons). This attempt to preserve internal consistency is a short-cut, a distorted judgment
formed by conjuring a solid and identifiable mass where there should be a uniquely
appearing person (xenophobic response). Furthermore, this lazy conceptualization or
badly informed generalization about non-persons also short-circuits vital opportunities to
improve on instantiating my own rationality, in turn, making it more difficult for others to
recognize my personhood as well.

2. Thold open the possibility that I cannot know the fullness of the concept of personhood
from my own self-conception which is liable to self-deceit (perhaps encouraged by
fallible teachers), so I must attempt attending to ways that the theory or idea I have of
own personhood does not lead me egocentrically astray by omitting new examples
robustly impinging on my deepest cognitive functioning, to boot: examples allowing the
admission of anomalous characteristics and dispositions or unfamiliar theoretical
possibilities which may require me to change ‘self-conception’ as well as how [
recognize and come to instantiate my own general ‘‘‘conception of self’’” (xenophilic
responsibility).

Because migratory assemblages are merely contingent with only relatively higher or lower-order
imputed (be nice to Black people, Black people should be responsible for their community)
without harkening back to principles from any highest-order explanation, they also pragmatically
enough, open the possibility for any xenophobic and xenophilic forms of ambiguity and
abstraction depending on which way the political wind is blowing. When migratory assemblages
function by way of propaganda (pace Du Bois in the ‘Conservation’ essay) they are xenophobic
insofar as anomalous (‘decadent’) persons may fail to be or become recognizable in their full
personhood, especially when they are perceived to physically appear, speak, or behave in the
world in ways that do not accord with the dominant cultural (or even dominant subcultural) rules
in play for the honorific assessment of rational personhood.

The prejudice against descriptions of working class life black life in Harlem as depicted
in Claude McKay’s novel Home to Harlem (1928) exemplified what Du Bois calls decadence in
his debate with Alain Locke who, alternatively, attempted to represent the robustness of Black
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life in ways that Du Bois thought undermined the project of racial uplift. In philosopher Leonard
Harris’s treatment of the ‘Great Debate’ between W.E. B. Du Bois and Alain Locke on this point
he writes:

If, for Du Bois, the Negro artist does turn away from the objective of racial
uplift—because racial uplift is the precondition for liberty—*he will find that he
has killed the soul of Beauty in his Art” ... Consequently, we can surmise, the
reason that there is ultimately no conflict between Beauty and Propaganda is
because the object of Propaganda is Beauty, and the objective of seeking Beauty
independent of the social project of racial uplift is decadence.**’

Against Du Bois’ formula wherein Art’s Beauty is its Truth as well and also contrary to the idea
of arte pour arte, Locke knew that the power of art to persuade is in its potential to bring the
manifold forth, to make real problems for both already circulating criterion as well as new
narratives of Truth-telling. Art may encourage attention to contradictions and the hypocritical
uses to which truth can be put to use by anyone. Contrary to the role that Du Bois thought art
ought to serve, and out of his own class and color prejudice, this form of xenophobia may not
(necessarily) mimic toxic taxonomies of classical racialism, but it nonetheless effects other forms
of exclusion since to recognize Blackness (or any object of experience) requires subsuming data
into concepts which is the case because that is what it means to be the kind of creatures we are.
No ticket to the truth-in-itself is granted even to those who been harmed by bad judgements. But
this is why when migratory assemblages are xenophilic they actually work to hinder stable
criteria for that empty set of principles which would satisfy some ‘responsible’ uptake of ‘Black
experience’--- specifically by opening the possibility of attending to acculturation by way of
recognizing meaningful experiences that may do very little in the way of fulfilling (reactionary,
xenophobic) fantasies of vindication.

One worry is that anomalous persons might also thwart the orientation towards the
possibility of self-understanding who would be helpful to undermining the violent legacy of
experiential harms that arise from being ‘seen as Black’ and inherited by those who continue to
be threatened for it. In the story of Rachael Dolezal— a person raised in a family racialized as
white but who began to self-identify as a Black woman—she is seen (by some) to have done
moral harm in identifying herself as a Black woman. Dolezal’s “counterfeit” Blackness remains
under fire. In the article written after the accusation that Dolezal had harmed others, Rebecca
Tuvel argues for supporting Dolezal’s self-fashioning Black identity on the grounds that since
race is a social construct like gender and we support transgender identity that we should, by
analogy, support transracial identities as well. >**

Now I am in a position to address difficulties with how the self-assignation of racial
identiy is not merely a self-fashioning but, is more importantly a deeply organizing
hermeneutical orientation which includes the construction of race and gender for the possibility
of recognition. This turn to the hermenaeutics of recognition of personhood raises the stakes for

**7 1 eonard Harris, “The Great Debate: W.E.B. Du Bois vs. Alain Locke on the Aesthetic” Philsophia

Africana, vol. 7, no. 1, (March 2004): 19-20.

2% Rebecca Tuvel, “In Defense of Transracialism,” Hypatia, Vol. 32, no. 2 (Spring 2017), 263-277 and
the philosophical responses that followed in Special Symposium :Rebecca Tuvel and her Interlocutors, in
Philosophy Today, Volume 62, Issue 1, Winter 2018.
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the construction of rational personhood in everyday situations, outside of the art situation, and
opens the way to a historically situated transcultural aesthetics.

What heuristic principle would help to conceptualize how to appear to self and others in
ways that instantiate and encourage the recognition of personhood especially when we are caught
in the transgenerational trauma — invoked by appearing as Black at all. Alternatively, when one’s
appearance is as a lighter skin person, what does it mean to be recognizable as ‘approaching’ full
personhood by virtue of one’s European but not African ancestry?

Another worry concerns the fate of those who cannot retire from Blackness because of
how the stigmata of skin and stereotype (characteristics and dispositions) reference an
understanding of how the safety of self and others works differently when threats to Black flesh
(pace Spillers) are involved. Here a pragmatic account of Blackness is useful because it
references having embodied knowledge about historical violence attention to which is crucial for
short-term survival in a world still deeply regulated by those bloody norms. As Trayvon Martin’s
case shows being a Black teenager in the wrong (i.e. majority white) neighborhood requires such
knowledge.

In Thwarted, Piper’s tests the language of choice that seems to flavor the discourse of the
social construction of race. But the pause we have at this propositions in the work, put pressure
on the evaluation process of the proposition by the reader and viewer of this work, not the maker
and writer. Social construction is merely the lowest-order consciousness concept that we can
grasp to think about the bogus biological cum- cultural concept of race. But in the transpersonal
relation between the highest-order ‘conception of self’and the social construction of race there
are characteristics and dispositions that are working in any number of incalculable possibilities
as we decide who are (through the concepts operating at any indexical moment of self-
conception)

For both Taylor and Piper, the brutality captured in DuBois' pragmatic understanding of
racialized Blackness put in the terms of ‘who had to ride Jim Crow in Georgia' stays central to
discernment of Black lifeworlds. There are varieties of ways to hold historically
authentic/pragmatic accounts of race, informed by critical or corrigible attitudes directed at the
institutional fact of its ongoing psychological (or, agnostically transpersonally rational)
distortions. Distorted judgements including the feedback loops caused by generations of abuse
deserve close examination. Their various and particular effects (such as the anguish no less than
the titillation expressed in Kara Walker’s art as discussed above) go on orienting everyone’s
‘self-conception’. The difference is that for Piper race-talk is not a source of authority for either
authentic, or, more importantly, rational dispositions.

However, the diversity of Black women’s inheritances such as, but not limited to self-
knowledge from the orientation of the historical circumstance of matrilineal rape together with
the , are not easily available for responsible uptake towards the development of more authentic
aesthetic forms (or certainly not in ways that are adequately comparable to the activity and,
perhaps, more easily celebrated lineages of the Suriname Barbers). It is difficult, at least, to elide
the experience of generational trauma expressed from bodies (some of whom contributed to
some Black people progressively appearing lighter in skin tone to the point of their progeny
being able to pass as White) to the ongoing historical situation for the modern liberal public
expression of self-fashioning as proof of rationality. How might there be a way of demonstrating
how formative/disciplining situations including the generational trauma and shame of this
situation to the capacity for spontaneous action in the sense that is required by Enlightenment
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humanism’s theorization of human Kul/tur, as well as in the uptake of this criterion for
spontaneity by Afro-Modernists interested in vindicating Black people’s human dignity.

Getting the examples right for guiding the process of developing judgment from
principles rather than using formulas for action or for recognizing the personhood of self and
others comes with constitutive weight for Piper in her agnostic attitude towards the deep
structures of the self without which our experiences would not cohere, and the merely
psychological attitudes I have towards myself and others.. The pragmatic weight arises because
even migratory assemblages critical of classical racialism and Euroethnic ideology, in general
must still be continuously informed by prudential inquiry that only negatively comes into view
when we demand that others validate our own self-conception vis-a-vis a denial of their own
self-understanding.
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