
The Colorado College Journal of  Philosophy
Volume III • 2018

Anamnesis





Volume III • 2018

Anamnesis
Th e Colorado College Journal 
of Philosophy

Volume III • 2018

Anamnesis
Th e Colorado College Journal 
of Philosophy



Staff

Editors-in-Chief
Will Schneiger
Cameron Pattison
Mira Fisher
Ethan Cutler

Editorial Staff
Kate Barnes
Montana Bass
Max Chiaramonte
Yumiko Gonzales
Harrison Helm
Paxton Hyde
Nate Monga
Anton Rieselbach
Matt Rosen
Will Stockton
Helena Thatcher
Anne Thornton
Sam White
Benedict Wright

Advisor
Rick Furtak

Artwork
Max Rieser

2        Anamnesis



Thinking Toward Justice:
Hannah Arendt on Plato and the crisis of moral relativism

Contents

8

36

20
Sara Fleming • Colorado College

Beyond Categorization:
Giorgio Agamben’s new forms of political appearance

Rethinking Identity 
with Linda Martín Alcoff

Carson Fritz • Colorado College 

7 Letter From the Editors

An Interview

28 Crisis on Infinite Earths:
Identity after the defeat of descriptivism

Paige O'Connor • Bowdoin College 

      Vol. III       3



4       Anamnesis

Mission Statement 
& Ackowledgements

Anamnesis is the student-edited philosophy journal of Col-
orado College. The journal publishes philosophical undergrad-
uate essays from colleges and universities nationwide. Colora-
do College students founded the journal in order to give their 
peers a taste of what the discipline can be at its best. In line with 
this goal, we aim to publish clearly written, elegantly argued 
essays. We also strive to publish essays that directly pertain to 
the most intreresing, difficult, and pressing issues in both phi-
losophy and our lives.

We would like to thank the Dean's Office and the Colorado 
College Philosophy Department for making the journal pos-
sible this year. We'd also like to thank Linda Martín Alcoff and 
Rick Furtak for their thoughtful insights and support. 
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Letter from the Editors

Here, in our third volume of Anamnesis, we faced the chal-
lenge of continuing a journal that was envisioned by founders 
who have since graduated. Their mission was to create a rig-
orous, lively and accessible undergraduate philosophy journal, 
and we believe we have honored this in the most recent vol-
ume. Hefty thinking took place, and in many places. From the 
Continental camp, we have an account of Giorgio Agamben's 
politics and an Arendtian interpretation of justice in Plato's Re-
public. On the Analytic side we present a discussion of identity. 
We conclude with an interview about whiteness in the United 
States with philosopher Linda Martín Alcoff. As this publica-
tion grows, we hope it will continue to attract students who are 
pulled by life's most mysterious questions.

This volume witnesses the departure of former Editors-in-
Chief Nathan Davis, Corey Baron, Tess Gruenberg, and Tom 
Roberts. We received the valuable help of 16 students who con-
tributed to the journal by reading, selecting, and editing our 
submissions as part of the Editorial Review Board. 

The journal received 47 submissions from undergraduate 
programs across the country—twice as many submissions as 
we had last year. We engaged in a three-round blind review, the 
first stage of which guaranteed that every essay was read and 
critiqued at least twice. This process yielded three published es-
says, and we wish we could have published more. Thank you to 
everyone who submitted, and to those who helped us through 
the production process. We look forward to seeing where An-
amnesis goes in the future.

This year, the new editorial board wanted to further engage 
students, especially non-philosophy majors, in philosophical 
discussion. To this end, we inaugurated an open group that 
meets twice a month to discuss relevant philosophical topics. 
Students from various disciplines have come to discuss issues 
ranging from the ethics of technology to the political value of 
lies. 
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Thinking Toward Justice

annah Arendt characterizes 
liberal-democratic society 
as caught in the midst of a 
moral crisis. Having wit-

nessed the atrocities of the 20th century, 
we are confronted with the reality that 
entire societies can turn into what can 
only be called systematic machines of 
evil, their own citizens rendered com-
plicit cogs in these machines. Arendt 
writes that Nazi Germany revealed this 
moral crisis by showing that the values 
governing political life are easily mallea-
ble: “It was as though morality suddenly 
stood revealed in the original meaning 
of the word, as a set of mores, customs 
and manners, which could be exchanged 
for another set with hardly more trouble 
than it would take to change the table 
manners of an individual or a people.”1 

Nazi Germany took the more that says, 
“all human life is of equal value” and 
replaced it with the new more, “Jewish 
life is a threat to the much-higher-val-
ued Aryan life, and therefore must be 
destroyed.” Perhaps only the master-
minds at the top held this new more as 
a conviction, but nearly everyone in that 
society knowingly enacted its implica-
tions—as Arendt puts it, “No one had 

to be a convinced Nazi to conform.”2 In 
her coverage of the trials of Nazi Adolf 
Eichmann, Arendt controversially de-
scribed this phenomenon as “the banal-
ity of evil.” The bureaucrats who made 
sure the death trains ran on time were 
fully aware that they were doing so in 
order to make sure people were killed. 
They played an undeniable role in the 
massacre of millions. But rather than 
an exceptional drive to do evil, it was 
a sort of ordinary inability to think, an 
all-too-typical ignorance of the voices of 
moral conscience, that prevented them 
from rejecting their society’s new mores. 

It may seem obvious that the more 
that all human life is equal is more “mor-
al” than the more that ranks Aryan and 
Jewish life. But can we explain why? Ac-
cording to Arendt, at the core of the mor-
al crisis is the reality that no one has been 
sufficiently able to do so. Many canonical 
thinkers (theologians like Aquinas and 
rationalists like Kant, for example) have 
tried to point to “things or principles from 
which all virtues are ultimately derived.”3 
But the collapse of moral standards has 
been so total that we must confront the 
implausibility of the assertion that there 
is some universal moral standard to 

H

“When Socrates said it is better to suffer wrong than to do wrong, he 
made a statement which according to him was a statement of reason, 
and the trouble with this statement ever since has been that it cannot 
be proved.”

          —Hannah Arendt 
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which we are held.4 In other words, the 
scale and nature of the evil that human 
beings have committed might point not 
to our endless failure to live up to a mor-
al standard, but to the lack of any stan-
dard at all. At the very least, widespread 
moral corruption indicates that no one 
has made a very convincing account of 
this standard, or why we should hold 
ourselves to it. 

But if there is no universal standard, 
then the Holocaust—indeed, any per-
ceived atrocity—would in fact be moral-
ly neutral: neither wrong nor right, just 
a historical fact. We have thus worked 
ourselves into a paralyzing confusion: 
we resoundingly agree that the Holo-
caust was wrong, yet no one can really 
explain what “wrong” means. Arendt 
laments that in the wake of the Holo-
caust, we are merely left in “speechless 
horror.”5 Underlying our speechlessness 
is a terrifying truth: that if what we’d like 
to call “morality” is merely a set of mores, 
we have no grounds to say that one set 
of mores is more moral than another. We 
have no way to justify our judgment that 
the more of Nazi Germany was wrong. 

Even most of those who recognize 
that morality is nothing but a set of mo-
res still tend to make moral judgments as 
though these judgments were endowed 
with absolute authority. Perhaps this is 
because we cling to the hope for a univer-
sal standard as the solution to this prob-
lem. We still hope that if we could better 
articulate what we mean by justice, we 
could construct an argument for why we 
should be just and convince societies to 
be moral in their actions. We still hope to 
find a rational explanation for why “it is 
better to suffer wrong than to do wrong.” 
But Arendt doesn’t believe that there is a 

universal justification for this judgment. 
She does not believe that there is a way 
to endow our moral judgments with ab-
solute authority. She is a moral relativ-
ist (though she herself does not use this 
term) in the sense that she does not be-
lieve that any set of mores is more related 
to a universal truth than another. But she 
is not a moral nihilist, because she does 
not think moral judgment is impossible. 
In fact, she argues that we need to restore 
moral judgment.6  How can this be? I will 
try to show that Arendt is more consis-
tent in this than any of us. 

What Arendt shows us is that moral 
relativism is not a symptom of historical 
atrocity, but rather the cause. And so our 
contemporary moral crisis is actually an 
ancient problem; it is because we have 
never known why we should be moral 
that we have created societies capable of 
mass genocide. Plato faced this problem 
in the Republic. Notably, the Republic be-
gins to imagine a utopian society, a just 
city, without first figuring out what jus-
tice is. Arendt’s insight into this mysteri-
ous philosophical project is that we lose 

Arendt’s insight 
into this mysterious 
philosophical project 
is that we lose the 
question of what 
justice is because 
there isn’t an answer 
to that question.
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the question of what justice is because 
there isn’t an answer to that question; 
no one in Plato’s dialogue can come up 
with a coherent conception of justice 
that withstands any dose of Socratic in-
terrogation, precisely because there is no 
coherent ideal of justice. According to 
Arendt, Plato only shows us why there is 
no rational explanation of why it is bad 
to do wrong. But Plato and Arendt both 
want to save morality. Plato attempts to 
do so by inventing a universal standard, 
while Arendt urges us to fully confront 
the implications of its nonexistence. 

It is worth noting that Plato takes 
up the question of justice, while Arendt 
takes up the question of morality. For the 
purposes of this essay, I will treat these 
terms as essentially related. “Justice” 
would be the ideal standard that informs 
“morality,” the set of values or principles 
that a person follows in order to uphold 
“justice.” When I say “a just person” or 
“a moral person,” I mean the same thing: 
a person who does what’s right. The dif-
ference between justice and injustice, 
between morality and immorality, is 
also, for these purposes, the difference 
between good and evil, virtue and vice. 
None of these things, however, are the 
same as “ethics,” which are closer to what 
Arendt calls mores. Ethics or social mo-
res are only relativist sets of values that 
lay out how to be good in a particular 
context, but not how to be Good. Social 
mores show one how to be excellent in a 
particular field or at a particular role, but 
they have nothing to do with virtue itself. 
A set of social mores could just as well tell 
someone how to be a good Nazi. This, of 
course, is the core of Arendt’s crisis: there 
is no such thing as virtue itself. Mores are 
actually all that we have.  

I. Arendt’s Interpretation of Plato: To Be-
lieve in the Following Tale
The Republic begins with Cephalus’ de-
luded conception of what justice is: “the 
truth and giving back what a man has 
taken from another.”7 Socrates destroys 
this easily by showing that his definition 
means that it is just to return weapons 
you borrowed to a friend of unsound 
mind, who would presumably use them 
for some kind of irrational harm.8 This 
troubles Cephalus because he knows that 
he wants to call such acts unjust. Socrates 
subsequently dispels several of his other 
interlocutors’ conceptions of justice. He 
shows that they are incoherent by point-
ing out that their definitions of justice 
do not align with their own previously 
formed judgments of moral and immoral 
acts.9 Socrates knows that his interloc-
utors want to be able to say that certain 
acts are unjust. So, his strategy is to point 
out that their definitions of justice don’t 
encompass their own beliefs—thus, they 
must not be the true definitions of justice. 
Already, the dialogue places more trust 
on intuitively shared judgments than in-
coherent attempts at rational definition. 
One might expect that the rest of the dia-
logue would proceed as an attempt to cre-
ate a coherent definition that encompass-
es people’s previously held judgments, 
thus establishing a rational definition of 
justice and a standard for morality. But, 
importantly, Plato does not do this. In-
stead of defining justice, he begins to ask 
why we even care about it. 

A turning point of the text comes 
when Thrasymachus intervenes. Thrasy-
machus shifts the entire dialogue by ask-
ing why we would bother to be just at all, 
since in his view justice is not self-ben-
eficial. Socrates’ disciples Glaucon and 
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Adeimantus implore Socrates to defend 
justice before they have figured out what 
justice is. The question turns from “What 
is justice?” into “Why is justice better 
than injustice?” This question parallels 
the one posed by the epigraphical dictum: 
“Why is it better to suffer wrong than to 
do wrong?” The implication here is that 
doing justice might involve suffering the 
effects of the wrongs that other people 
commit. Thus, the essential question is, 
“Why should we do the right thing, given 
that it may seem worse for us?”

Thrasymachus is a sophist who valo-
rizes tyrants: claiming not to care about 
truth, he admires those who can twist 
their circumstances to benefit themselves 
and gain power. Arendt writes that Thra-
symachus disrupts the apparent direction 
of the dialogue by holding that those who 
truly know what is good for them behave 
in a way we would want to call “unjust”; 
they ruthlessly seek self-benefit at the ex-
pense of others.10 As Thrasymachus ex-
plains, “the just man everywhere has less 
than the unjust man.”11 This greatly dis-
turbs Glaucon and Adeimantus. They find 
themselves agreeing with Thrasymachus 
that seemingly just acts are not beneficial 
to the person who commits them, while 
unjust acts do seem to benefit the unjust 
person. Importantly, no one in the dia-
logue has yet agreed on what justice actu-
ally is. They base their discussion around 
a shared assumption that any conception 
of “justice” or “morality” would demand 
some amount of self-sacrifice. At the very 
least, tyrants who ruthlessly seek their 
own benefit are not moral people. At the 
other extreme, consider an example of ap-
parent self-sacrifice: a person runs into a 
burning building to save a child, knowing 
that he will perish but the child will live. 

We, like Glaucon and Adeimantus, would 
probably call this person a hero and laud 
him for his morality. But Thrasymachus 
would only call him a fool—how could he 
possibly benefit himself by sacrificing his 
own life?

The obvious rebuttal to Thrasyma-
chus’ argument is that less extreme acts 
of justice do benefit the moral person. 
A moral person accrues respect, success, 
love of his peers, etc. There is a reason, 
however, that this response strikes us 
as a deliriously optimistic. Do we really 
believe that those at the top of our own 
society deserve such positions because of 
their moral character? And even if we did 
live in a hypothetical society that reward-
ed just behavior, there would be no moti-
vation to be just, only motivation to ap-
pear just. If the good in justice is about the 
benefits that society rewards, the value of 
justice becomes obsolete as soon as some-
one can accrue the same benefits through 
alternative, even unjust, means. Thus, for 
justice to truly be better than injustice, it 
can’t be about rewards granted by society. 

Glaucon and Adeimantus thus want 
Socrates to show that justice is “good for 
its own sake.”12 He must show that justice 
is self-beneficial but extend the conception 
of “self-benefit” beyond Thrasymachus’ 
narrow conception of it. On the one hand, 
this seems like it could be easy. Thrasyma-
chus values money and power, so of course 
justice is going to be contrary to what he 
really wants. If I value love and equality, 
might justice be more consistent with my 
desire? Moreover, if I value morality above 
all, I should be happy to run into that 
burning building. Sacrificing my own life 
isn’t actually a selfless act if I change my 
values. If I run into the burning building 
not because I value another’s life over my 
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own, but because I value my own morality 
over my own life, then I am motivated by 
an essentially selfish reason: I would not 
be able to live with myself if I were to let 
that child die. 

Importantly, we are already agreeing 
with Thrasymachus that people do and 
should seek their own benefit. One might 
counter that people sometimes do, in fact, 
willingly sacrifice their own benefit. But 
Socrates, his interlocutors, and Arendt 
all agree that people do and should seek 
to benefit themselves. As Arendt puts it, 
“Throughout the dialogue runs the con-
viction of all concerned that every man 
wishes and does what he thinks is best for 
himself.”13 Socrates himself responds to 
Thrasymachus with the hauntingly sim-
ple dictum, “everyone who knows would 
choose to be benefited by another rather 
than to take the trouble of benefiting an-
other.”14  In Socrates’ own view, anyone 
who does something contrary to his own 
good is merely mistaken. By an extension 
of that logic, anyone who tells themselves 
that their actions are based on something 
other than their own good is merely de-
luding themselves. According to Socrates, 
we can’t change the fact that people seek 
their own good, but we may be able to 
change the kind of good that people seek. 
Is it more beneficial for us to be moral or 
to accrue money and power? Should we 
value morality and run into that burning 
building, or value earthly pleasures and let 
that child die? It is not enough to say that 
some people do run into burning build-
ings to sacrifice their lives. We must con-
vince the rest that moral integrity is some-
how more beneficial than life. Thus, the 
trouble is making the argument that one 
should seek a different kind of good, one 
that’s not mere selfish desire and immedi-

ate fulfillment at any cost, but a just soul. 
Socrates does not make this argument. 

As soon as he is compelled to answer this 
question of why we should value moral-
ity over worldly desires, he once again 
shifts the entire direction of the dialogue. 
Explaining to Adeimantus that it will be 
easier to consider justice on a larger scale, 
he begins to construct “a city coming into 
being in speech.”15 Socrates tells him that 
they will figure out what it takes to make 
the city just, which will tell them what it 
takes to make the soul just. For Plato, a 
just person must suppress her hedonistic 
desire, and a person who takes justice se-
riously must go to extreme lengths to do 
so. This suppression is what the just city 
ends up creating. Plato goes on at length 
about how the guardians must cultivate 
courage and moderation by “purg[ing] 
the city that a while ago [they] said was 
luxurious.”16 In fact, for the “guardians” of 
the utopian city of justice, the city ends 
up looking like a totalitarian dystopia 
in which private property is abolished,17 
speech is restricted only to that which 

According to 
Socrates, we can’t 
change the fact 
that people seek 
their own good, but 
we may be able to 
change the kind of 
good that people 
seek. 
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omits mention of injustice,18 sex is pro-
hibited,19 consistent but moderated exer-
cise is required,20 poets are heavily super-
vised and made to praise the gods as good 
and peaceful,21 and laughter is deemed 
unacceptable because it makes men seek 
change.22 This is all explicitly in the name 
of forsaking desire for justice. Through-
out this section, Socrates and Adeimantus 
make remarks such as “it is not just, in 
any case, to praise such things.”23 Justice 
essentially comes to mean moderation, 
courage, and wisdom.24 But we still have 
never figured out why this should be so, 
nor has Socrates given us any reason that 
we should benefit our souls at the sacrifice 
of nearly every worldly pleasure.

Arendt writes that, although Glaucon 
and Adeimantus make convincing logical 
arguments about why justice is not valu-
able, they both appear to be good people 
who want to consider justice valuable. Ac-
cording to Arendt, “It is clearly their own 
nature that has convinced Glaucon and 
Adeimantus of the truth that justice is 
better than injustice … It is not the logos 
that convinces them, but what they see 
with the eyes of the mind.”25 Their judg-
ment was the result of a moral framework 
they already had. Now they only want 
Socrates to lay out the truth with reason.

But Socrates can give no rational an-
swer to this question of why justice is 
better. Instead, according to Arendt, he 
focuses on the political question of how 
a city might make justice seem better 
than injustice. But this takes for granted 
that Glaucon and Adeimantus already 
know what they want to call “just.” Arendt 
claims that Plato knows that, contrary to 
the epigraphical Socratism, “the political 
concern is not whether the act of striking 
somebody unjustly or of being struck un-

justly is more disgraceful. The concern is 
exclusively with having a world in which 
such acts do not occur.”26 The city, then, 
is an elaborate hypothetical construction 
of what such a world might look like: a 
world that makes it better for an individ-
ual to be just than unjust. Socrates never 
gives a reason that justice is better, and 
neither can we. What he gives us is a plea 
to value it anyway. 

According to Arendt, the city is meant 
to convince Glaucon and Adeimantus of 
what they already know—not through 
reason, but persuasion. This project, Ar-
endt says, is predicated on a Platonic elit-
ism that holds that only certain people 
can know the truth. Glaucon and Adei-
mantus are, in Arendt’s reading of Plato, 
apparently of “the few whose nature, the 
nature of their souls, lets them see the 
truth.”27 The only “reason” that Glaucon 
and Adaeimantus are given to believe in 
justice is not a reason at all, but rather 
the Allegory of the Cave, the metaphor 
of a transcendent metaphysical truth that 

What Plato thought 
was the ability of 
certain souls to see 
the truth beyond 
themselves is, for 
Arendt, actually the 
product of faculties 
that everybody has.
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shines through the dark cave of worldly 
illusions “as a kind of alternative to rea-
soned argument.”28 As Arendt puts it, it is 
as though Socrates has resigned himself 
to the notion that “if you cannot be con-
vinced by what I say, it would be better for 
you to believe in the following tale.”29 For 
all those others without good Glauconic 
souls, Arendt says, “some means has to 
be found to make them behave, to force 
them to act, without being convinced—as 
though they, too, had ‘seen.’”30 Hence, the 
city basically becomes a totalitarian reign 
of censorship built on a “noble lie.”31

Plato, then, according to Arendt, im-
plied the right problem (that we can’t seem 
to find a reason that justice is better than 
injustice) but proposed the wrong solution 
(that the only thing to do is hope some 
people just get it and force the rest to follow 
them). Arendt’s alternative is that we rec-
ognize that there is no real, transcendent 
good, no ideal standard of justice, no uni-
versal basis for morality. But that doesn’t 
necessarily invalidate our judgment that 
the Holocaust was wrong and that we 
don’t want it to happen again. Arendt pays 
as much attention to these shared judg-
ments as Socrates does. But while Plato 
thought that they come from a previously 
known universal good and that only a few 
could see them, Arendt thinks that these 
moral judgments are inherited and that 
everyone has the potential to make them 
(most of us, in fact, already do). What Pla-
to thought was the ability of certain souls 
to see the truth beyond themselves is, for 
Arendt, actually the product of faculties 
that everybody has, which are not always 
active but can be cultivated. It requires 
nothing special to cultivate these faculties 
of judgment. All you have to do, Arendt 
says, is be able to think. 

II. Judgment, Solitude, and Thinking 
Arendt takes her concept of judgment 
from Kant’s aesthetics and applies it to 
morality. Essentially, Arendt observes 
that when someone says, “X is the right 
thing to do,” they are operating under 
the same set of assumptions as someone 
who says, “X is beautiful.” These propo-
sitions are not, however, the same as say-
ing, “I want x.” The difference between 
judgments and desires is that judgments 
inherently hope to be intersubjective. Ar-
endt writes, “When somebody makes the 
judgment 'this is beautiful' he does not 
mean merely to say 'this pleases me' … 
but he claims assent from others, because 
in judging he has already taken them 
into account and hence hopes that his 
judgments will carry a certain general, 
though perhaps not universal, validity.”33 
Kant hoped that judgment could reach 
universal validity, that it could be pred-
icated upon a community of mankind. 
Arendt is skeptical of this. But she does 
think that “the validity of common sense 
grows out of intercourse with other peo-
ple.”34 This means that moral judgments 
are produced within society. They are still 
not objective, not held to any standard 
of “justice,” not derived by each human 
being from the incontrovertible laws of 
reason. But they are more than whims of 
each person’s individual desire. 

So Glaucon and Adeimantus share 
a common judgment that the tyranny 
Thrasymachus exalted was wrong—a 
judgment we probably share, too. Be-
cause judgments such as “merciless kill-
ing is wrong” are so commonly shared, 
we often mistake them for universal, ra-
tionally-backed moral laws. We fall back 
on our shared assumptions that certain 
things do and don’t constitute justice, 
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By Amanda Pinto 
Appalachian State

forgetting that we haven’t seen any logi-
cal proof that they do. However, judging 
without proof is acceptable—in fact, it’s all 
we can be asked to do. Judgment allows us 
to construct shared moral values despite 
their lack of universal validity, because as 
long as we are judging, we are operating 
under the assumption that we exist in a 
shared community. This also means that 
some judgments are shared only between 
certain communities, and not with others. 
But perhaps discrepancies in judgment 
would be better addressed by acknowl-
edging this lack of logical proof rather 
than relentlessly trying and failing to es-
tablish it, or pretending that we already 
have. 

Judgment is informed not by isolated 
communities constructing moral values 
anew, but by a long history of cultural 
heritage that gives us moral examples. 
Whereas Plato thought that certain peo-
ple knew what was right by accessing an 
abstract idea of “justice,” Arendt propos-
es that people determine what is right by 
accessing historical or fictional exam-
ples, people who our culture has deemed 
are superb moral beings. She writes, “We 
judge and tell right from wrong by having 
present in our mind some incident and 
some person, absent in time or space, 
that have become examples.”35 Plato, too, 
believed that in place of rational morali-
ty that can be proven, and in light of his 
perceived divide between those who can 
“see” the truth and those who will never 
be able to, justice must be taught through 
examples. The education of the guard-
ians of the city consists of constructing 
“models” of gods that diverge radically 
from the corrupted, violent gods of Ho-
mer and Hesiod.36

One can easily see, then, why reliance 

on moral examples does not solve the 
problem of morality. We have a plethora 
of sometimes-contradictory cultural ex-
amples to choose from, and in order to 
share common judgments and moral val-
ues, a society must value some over oth-
ers. By this metric, a community could 
just as easily share the judgment that 
the extermination of Jewish people was 
a moral act (as Hitler’s Germany did). 
Why couldn’t someone today simply 
choose Hitler as moral example rather 
than Jesus? 

Judgment does not depend on the 
isolated choice of individuals, but rath-
er on the implied hope of a communi-
ty with shared values. And a new set of 
mores cannot be created at will. Turning 
good citizens into Nazis does not happen 
overnight—one does not merely choose 
one moral example over another, because 
these examples are not abstract entities 
divined out of nowhere, but historical 
realities passed down through culture. In 
Nazi Germany, the ghost of Jesus should 
have stepped in and said, “It’s not right 
to hate Jews.”  In fact, if enough people 
were  actively passing judgment, this 
would have happened. The problem, Ar-
endt says, is that some people “refuse to 
judge at all.”37 In the case of Nazi Ger-
many, many refused to judge, and some-
thing that would have been unthinkable 
became the norm. But only once cultur-
ally inherited examples had been forgot-
ten or subverted could the Nazi regime 
construct a new moral culture. 

How did Nazi Germany suspend judg-
ment on such a scale? Arendt’s analysis is 
that it was a society in which it was nearly 
impossible to think. Judgment, a dialogue 
between the self and the moral culture of a 
community, depends on the self being able 
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to have a dialogue with itself. Arendt calls 
this dialogue “thinking.” She writes, “Mor-
al conduct, from what we have learned so 
far, seems to depend primarily upon the 
intercourse of man with himself. He must 
not contradict himself by making an ex-
ception in his own favor, he must not place 
himself in a position in which he would 
have to despise himself.”38 Arendt derives 
her conception of the self as “two-in-one” 
from Socrates’ own notion, as Arendt puts 
it, that “even though I am one, I am not 
simply one, I have a self and I am related 
to this self as my own self.”39 The reason 
we want to avoid this discordance of the 
self, Arendt writes, is that, “If you are at 
odds with yourself it is as though you were 
forced to live and have daily intercourse 
with your own enemy.”40 Thinking is thus 
fundamental to both individual benefit 
and collective human identity: “it is this 
silent dialogue of myself with myself in 
which my specifically human quality is 
proved.”41 

Yet not all people think, by Arendt’s 
conception, all the time. To think about 
a decision is to ask myself the question, 
“Will I be able to live with myself if I do 
this?” To be able to ask myself this ques-
tion, I must be willing to remember what 
I have done. If I have done something 
wrong, something that would make me 
the enemy of myself, it is possible to refuse 
to remember it. I am thus more capable of 
doing wrong again. Arendt writes, “The 
danger … for a possibly highly intelligent 
and still entirely thoughtless creature, 
is very great. If I refuse to remember, I 
am actually ready to do anything.”42 The 
problem is that it is terribly easy not to 
think. The bureaucratic structures of to-
talitarian (and maybe even democrat-
ic) societies drill out the possibility for 
thinking by giving mandates such as “be 
a good x,” which could just as easily mean 
“make sure the death trains run on time.” 
Anyone who was able to step out of this 
system and engage with herself would re-
alize that, according to all the values she 
had previously held and inherited from 
her own society, she would hate herself 
for doing this. To judge intersubjectively, 
one must be able to live in dialogue with 
oneself. 

The Holocaust was a collapse of moral 
values, which was a result of a refusal to 
judge, which in turn was the result of a 
society that deprived its citizens the space 
to think. Arendt’s grand solution, “think 
more and better,” is thus fittingly banal 
(most acts of evil are, after all, also banal). 
But Plato’s attempt at convincing us with 
a long-winded tale was both dangerously 
authoritarian and dangerously uncon-
vincing. There is a problem with saying 
that some people simply know that the 
just is better and that what they truly 

To think about a 
decision is to ask 
myself the question, 
“Will I be able to 
live with myself if I 
do this?” To be able 
to ask myself this 
question, I must be 
willing to remember 
what I have done.



16        Anamnesis

Sara Fleming

desire is something more than their own 
hedonistic fulfillment, without any rea-
son to show them why. The unacknowl-
edged lack of proven universal standards 
hasn’t imbued our society with a moral 
conviction that lasts through dangerous-
ly changeable social mores. Let us remind 
ourselves that we began with a terrifying 
question: if we agree that morality is con-
structed, not imbued with divine author-
ity, how do we justify our judgment that 
the Holocaust was wrong? The question 
is terrifying because it is consequential. If 
we can’t explain why it was wrong, it just 
as easily might happen again. What gives 
us the authority to say “The Holocaust 
should not have happened”? According to 
Arendt, there is still no transcendent ideal 
that deems our mores better than those of 
Nazi Germany. We thus need to explain 
why it is wrong, but not according to uni-
versal standards of morality. 

It is still valid to say “the Holocaust 
was wrong” because this judgment is con-
sistent within the mores of a community. 
As Arendt puts it, “the validity of such 
judgments would be neither objective 
and universal nor subjective, depending 
on personal whim, but intersubjective or 
representative.”43 But it would not serve 
us to leave this judgment uninterrogat-
ed, to accept without question the mores 
we have inherited. To do so would be to 
assume that our own mores are unques-
tionable, which would mean ignoring the 
implications of their non-universality. 
And this has devastating consequences 
as well: the same liberal-democratic so-
cieties that unleash judgment upon Nazi 
Germany have committed mass atroc-
ities of their own. We only find “better” 
mores insofar as we find mores that allow 
us to be more consistent with ourselves 

when we are able to access dialogue with 
ourselves. Thus, rather than asking if we 
inherited our judgments from a morally 
sound community, we should ask if we 
inherited our judgments within a com-
munity that allowed us to think, to a rea-
sonable degree. No totalitarian regime 
of censorship accomplishes this. We can 
thus say that both Plato’s hypothetical just 
city and the historical Nazi Germany were 
morally flawed societies. They systemati-
cally deprived their citizens of the chance 
to think, and thus to convince themselves 
that it is better to do right than to do 
wrong. Yet we, too, sometimes choose to 
forget the things we have done, and the 
things we are doing, that we cannot live 
with. The degree to which we find our-
selves not thinking indicates that perhaps 
our own societies do not do such a good 
job either. So how do we construct a soci-
ety that allows and encourages thinking? 
This is now what we must think about. .
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ore often than not, dem-
ocratic political thought 
in the West surrounds 
questions of equal partic-

ipation—the question of how to have 
everyone’s voice heard, and how to have 
everyone’s issues taken seriously. Equal 
participation is central to the inherent-
ly cooperative character of democracy. 
Government by and for the people does 
not mean the government of most of the 
people by a few others. A true democracy 
requires a more horizontal and coopera-
tive governance in which everyone plays 
the roles of both follower and leader. But 
before this can happen, there must exist a 
culture that allows each person to come 
forward and be heard by other members 
of the constituency in a way that perceives 
them as they are: a singular person who is 
worth listening to, whose lived political 
experience may be linked to others, but 
not reduced to or subsumed under these 
others. 

More concretely, for example, an in-
digenous woman must be able to be heard 
by those in her community as a human 
being worthy of respect—both as an in-
stance of the particular situation of wom-
en and indigenous peoples in her coun-
try and as a singular person who cannot 
be reduced to either of these categories. 
Functioning democracy demands this 
dual quality of political appearance if it 
seeks to be both equal and non-reductive. 

In an attempt to make sense of this 
issue, the Italian philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben published a short book called 
The Coming Community. Throughout the 
book, Agamben calls into question the 
modern liberal tradition of representative 

politics, as well as more contemporary ef-
forts to foster heterogeneous representa-
tion. In the wake of his critique, Agam-
ben attempts to cut out a space for that 
which he claims is unrepresentable in 
human existence. It is around this unrep-
resentable space that Agamben builds the 
politics of a democracy which he believes 
has yet to arrive: a coming community.

He begins his account of the coming 
politics with a concept of the subject. He 
calls this subject the “Whatever being.” It 
doesn’t take long for the reader to real-
ize that this esoteric term is, more or less, 
simply referring to a human being. His 
love for confusing terminology is, how-
ever, indicative of the fact that he seeks to 
redefine how we understand the human 
subject who participates in politics. 

Michael Hardt, the translator, makes 
clear the particular meaning of the term 
‘whatever’ in saying that “‘whatever’ re-
fers precisely to that which is neither 
particular nor general, neither individual 
nor generic.”1 The Whatever being is po-
sitioned uniquely between the universal 
and the particular. These two poles are 
meant to indicate to the reader how Ag-
amben is responding to the traditional 
approaches to the question of political 
appearance.

In the liberal political tradition, there 
exists a tendency to seek to represent the 
political subject in terms of the universal. 
But this supposedly “universal” political 
subject amounts solely to a theoretical 
abstraction of the human from the social 
and material conditions which political-
ly characterize each of us. Historically, 
various people and groups have taken 
issue with this form of representation on 

M
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the grounds that it necessarily reduces 
any political climate in which multiple 
groups of people exist. For example, it is 
reductive to try to understand a demo-
cratic subject in the United States with-
out paying any attention to race relations. 
The diverse members of a democracy do 
not all start from the same place, and 
so reducing each political participant to 
the same status does not account for the 
particular situations of those affected by 
racism, patriarchy, classism, ableism, etc. 
All of these intersecting lines of domina-
tion can be understood as linked and in-
tersecting facets of the general structure 
of social domination known as kyriarchy 
(coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fioren-
za in 1992). In short, the most common 
critique of the classical liberal tendency 
to make each political subject an inter-
changeable person-unit is that it is mere-
ly a pretension to universalism. In reality, 
what it calls a subject is actually a male, 
white, able-bodied—and, depending on 
the context, land-owning—person. In-
evitably, those who don't fit the allegedly 
universal mold are excluded and unrep-
resented by government. Equality under 
the law is certainly an essential compo-
nent of democracy, but this form of false, 
reductive equality ignores and thus fails 
to address some of the actual conditions 
which give rise to politics in the first 
place —conditions like social and materi-
al inequality, fundamental differences in 
cultural values, and different embodied 
relationships to reproduction.

The outgrowth of this critique of uni-
versal representation is a turn to the rep-
resentation of the particular, which might 
take the form of what is often referred to 
as "identity politics." To make sweeping 
generalizations about identity politics as 

a whole is crude and reductive in itself, 
but I only want to touch on one aspect 
of it in order to illuminate the limits of 
such an approach. The "particular" mode 
of representation entails paying closer 
attention to every individual’s particular 
properties: the things that get left out in 
universal representation. Yet, this too be-
comes a sort of reductive form of repre-
sentation, a form in which the particular 
properties of an individual become her 
only mode of political appearance.

In particular representation, the po-
litical subject can be understood by her 
fellow constituents solely in terms of the 
political categories set up in the discourse 
of identity politics (categories of race, 
gender, class, ethnicity, religion, etc.). 
These categories form a sort of striated2 

(i.e. systematically categorized) political 
space, which is to say that each individ-
ual comes with a set criteria of identity 
predicates which determine the mode of 
appearance this individual will have po-
litically. In other words, one’s mode of 
political appearance remains contained 
within these categories. More formulai-
cally: in dialogue, if you are a black wom-
an, you appear to other constituents as 

The Whatever 
singularity is an attempt 
at a political subject 
which defies, at least 
in part, exhaustive 
representation, whether 
this representation be 
universal or particular. 
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such, and not as a particular and unique 
instance of these identity categories. The 
member of an identity group and the 
identity group itself are conflated in a way 
where we lump singular people into their 
groups and speak only of these groups 
and no longer of the individual people 
that are present.

What this formula leaves out is the 
reality of the black woman in question 
as a singularity. In contemporary liberal 
circles, particular representation and its 
recognition of different social positional-
ities is often thought of as being enough 
to combat the social and material con-
ditions of kyriarchy. Agamben wouldn’t 
deny that this is a step in the right di-
rection, as it surely seems to move away 
from the hyper-reduction of the univer-
sal political subject. However, for Agam-
ben, the irreducibly unique (what he calls 
“singular”) situation of each person is 
equally deserving of its place in political 
dialogue. This is to say that while there is 
a universal basis of respect, and there is 
a presence of the striated political cate-
gories of particularity, there remains an 
irreducible component to every person’s 
political situation which cannot be cov-
ered by any possible mode of representa-
tion: their singular situation.

Opposed to this singularity is a poli-
tics that remains locked within the logic 
of representation. Early on in the book, 
Agamben points to this mode of politics 
as a large part of the problem when he 
defines evil as “the reduction of the tak-
ing-place of things to a fact like others, 
the forgetting of the transcendence inher-
ent in the very taking-place of things.”3 
Amidst irritatingly nebulous language, it 
seems like what Agamben means by the 
“transcendence” within our experience 

is its singularity, e.g., the fact that the 
experience of one trans-person is never 
entirely reducible to that of another, de-
spite the fact that these two experiences 
may have similarities. The reduction of 
this transcendence, then, is this logic of 
representation. Political categories such 
as race or gender have been used re-
peatedly to draw lines of fundamental 
difference between social groups, which 
prevent constituents of these groups from 
appearing as anything more than an in-
terchangeable instance of that category of 
experience.

One can see this clearly demonstrated 
in the reduction of police violence against 
communities of color to a mere statistic—
here, representation pretends as if every 
instance of this phenomenon can be con-
flated with one another, and does not ac-
knowledge the unique circumstances sur-
rounding, for example, the death of Eric 
Garner. In an instance like this, a degree 
of particularity is lost: that dimension of 
political situatedness that is unique to ev-
ery person, or community, regardless of 
their place in kyriarchal structures. What 
do we gain by giving this singular compo-
nent more weight? The whole objective of 
valorizing the singularity of a given polit-
ical instance, like that of Eric Garner, is a 
means of holding on to this singularity as 
that which political activity is committed 
to preserving and facilitating.

 On the one hand, it would certainly 
be reductive to ignore the fact that the 
case of Eric Garner is itself an instance of 
a broader structural issue of racism that 
is implicit in American policing. On the 
other hand, is it not also reductive to ig-
nore the fact that Eric Garner occupied 
his own unique place in a singular com-
munity, a place which is now vacant as 
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a result of this structural racism. What 
is lost in every one of these instances is 
an irreplaceable person, and it seems to 
me that this irreplaceability is what gives 
each instance its tragic weight. The deg-
radation, incarceration, or murder of any 
person (who is in every case singular) re-
sults in a sort of butterfly effect of broken 
ties and irreparable losses which are in 
every instance totally detrimental to the 
corresponding community. At the end of 
the day, those most proximate to these 
losses suffer not necessarily because this 
person was black, queer, or a woman; it 
is because these tragedies are at a certain 
point irrecoverable—it was a loss of that 
person, the one-of-a-kind, irreplaceable 
person. For Agamben, it is this singular 
aspect of our being which is most at stake 
in politics, which is in the final instance 
what must be preserved and protected. 
So, it seems as though he is seeking to ex-
pand the horizon of what might qualify 
as political to concern not only our place 
in an identity category but also our place 
as a singular and unrepresentable person 
whose life is constituted by this position.

At this point, we have seen that the 
movement from universal to particular 
representation fails to do away with the 
inherently reductive nature of represen-
tation itself, and it is in the face of such 
a signal that Agamben introduces the 
Whatever singularity. Representation 
cannot be exhaustive, which is to say it 
cannot give us an understanding of the 
entire political situation. The Whatev-
er singularity is an attempt at a politi-
cal subject which defies, at least in part, 
exhaustive representation, whether this 
representation be universal or particular. 
However, this is not to say it does away 
entirely with these categories—in fact, 

Agamben makes it clear that it actual-
ly expands on these categories when he 
draws a parallel with the act of love:

“Love is never directed toward this 
or that property of the loved one (being 
blond, being small, being tender, being 
lame), but neither does it neglect the 
properties in favor of an insipid general-
ity (universal love): The lover wants the 
loved one with all of its predicates, its be-
ing such as it is”4

Thus, political appearance remains 
partially striated: one still comes forth 
as a Latinx person or a woman or a Jew, 
but sounding through these masks is a 
singular Latinx person, a singular wom-
an or a singular Jew. The key move in 
the shift from particular representation 
to Whatever singularity is that the latter 
embraces the particular properties of the 
person, but does not make these prop-
erties the only vehicle of appearance for 
that person. This is to say that one’s par-
ticular gender expression is not left out of 
political appearance, but it is also not the 
whole story. One does not appear mere-
ly as the identity groups to which they 
belong, but also as a singular instance of 
their positionality who is irreducible to 
either one or several of these predicates. 
With the cultivation of this more com-
prehensive idea of a political subject, one 
is permitted to appear beyond mere cate-
gories, and “singularity is thus freed from 
the false dilemma that obliges knowledge 
to choose between the ineffability of the 
individual and the intelligibility of the 
universal”5

Understanding where Agamben has 
situated himself in terms of the tradition-
al discourse on political appearance cer-
tainly illuminates the problems he wants 
to address with his theory, but what we 
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must understand now is how these prob-
lems are actually addressed. After all, 
one cannot simply declare themselves a 
‘Whatever singularity’ and expect any-
thing to change or anyone to know what 
they are talking about. Although it is the 
the central idea of Agamben’s theory, a 
Whatever singularity is powerless on its 
own. In order to understand what Ag-
amben terms the “coming community,” 
we must understand it as just that—a 
community—and not solely a revision of 
the atomized political subject. In other 
words, Agamben’s coming community 
seeks to change not only political actors, 
but the space in which these actors inter-
act and co-mingle with one another.

Politics does not persist in the isolated 
individual alone, but between these po-
litical actors and in the space that they 
share. So, at this point, we must inves-
tigate how representation affects how 
politics functions between individuals in 
their shared space. We understand that 
it reduces a political actor to a mere in-
stance of their identity category. In polit-
ical dialogue between democratic actors, 

this means that representative politics 
predetermines the way singular entities 
might be interpreted by others. When 
one appears only as their identity catego-
ry, the recipient of this appearance knows 
what’s coming. They can predict this ap-
pearance such that no change is really 
possible—the recipient will always fail to 
cognize the speaker as a singular political 
actor rather than an instance of an identi-
ty category. Political representation on its 
own thus removes the possibility of the 
unpredictable future. It pre-codifies the 
unpredictability of the appearance of a 
singular person such that this appearance 
is calculable. For example, one might 
think they know where a given Muslim 
is coming from based on a caricature of 
what the Muslim experience is like in 
the U.S. Yet, this preconception serves to 
undermine any possibility of this Islamic 
person being heard, and if they are not 
heard, the speaker remains confined to 
their category of appearance and the pos-
sibility for change is lost.

What is a political space that does 
not facilitate and allow the potential for 
change? A stagnant politics is a contra-
diction in terms, and a politics which re-
mains locked in the categorization of its 
participants presents limits the possibil-
ity of change for these participants. It is 
evident that the fundamental deprivation 
of representation is that of the future: in 
attempting to represent the appearance of 
a person, one entirely masks and under-
mines this appearance. In representation, 
the future is falsely given heed to in the 
act of preparation and prediction, and 
is thus annihilated. A real future is nec-
essarily an unknown, a mystery. A rep-
resented future is not a future at all but 
the past reinscribed so violently into the 

A real future is 
necessarily an unknown, 
a mystery. A represented 
future is not a future 
at all but the past 
reinscribed so violently 
into the future that even 
the present appearance 
is destroyed. 
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future that even the present appearance 
is destroyed. As a result, change never ar-
rives. This appearance is always striated, 
always thrust through the cookie-cutter 
of representation to the point of mutila-
tion.

In response to this shortcoming of a 
striated coexistence, Agamben introduces 
what he calls the “space of ease,” describ-
ing it alongside the Whatever singularity: 
“Whatever is a singularity plus an emp-
ty space, a singularity that is finite and, 
nonetheless, indeterminable according to 
a concept. But a singularity plus an emp-
ty space can only be a pure exteriority, a 
pure exposure. Whatever, in this sense, is 
the event of an outside.”6 One might look 
at this and scratch their head. What could 
Agamben possibly mean by “pure exteri-
ority, a pure exposure”? One interpreta-
tion is that the space of ease which makes 
a singularity Whatever is cultivated not 
within this singularity but external to it—
it exists in dialogue between people. If 
the Whatever singularity is a subject that 
exists in communication, then the space 
of ease is a space of present, respectful 
reception of this communication. The 
representative schema violates this space 
by striating it and reducing it to a set of 
codes and categories. This exterior space 
cut out for the appearance of singularity 
is free and unrestricted: it allows “pure 
exposure,” which is to say appearance 
that is not predicted or reduced to a car-
icature. To cultivate a space of ease, then, 
is to cultivate a practice of reception and 
listening that finds itself outside of the 
schema of representation.

Evidently, what is called for in Agam-
ben’s politics is a sort of present mindset, 
a mindful and a receptive listening. This 
“present mindset” is not a collapsing of 

the past and future into the moment at 
hand; it is a giving-heed to the unpre-
dictability of a singularity’s appearance 
such that it is listened to rather than an-
ticipated. It is smoother space, not ap-
proached in the effort of finding some 
predictable pattern of appearance (later 
transformed into a caricature of an iden-
tity group’s lived experience), but listened 
to thoughtfully and respectfully. In this 
way, the future is preserved as the future, 
as what it is: a mystery. Thus, the idea of 
the space of ease—of an unstriated space 
of present listening that does not reduce 
one’s appearance—is an attempt to intro-

duce into politics the potential for the 
communication of that which is most at 
stake in politics: our singularity. If we 
can't understand each other on the ba-
sis of this singularity, an integral part of 
each one of us will remain isolated, and a 
democracy based on communication and 
dialogue will never arise.

Much to the reader’s dismay, Agam-
ben never really outlines any sort of pro-
gram for facilitating such a politics be-

If we can't understand 
each other on the basis 
of this singularity, 
an integral part of 
each one of us will 
remain isolated, and a 
democracy based on 
communication and 
dialogue will never arise.
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yond the kind of shift toward a mindful 
attitude of which I spoke above. However, 
it seems as though the first place to start 
may be a return to a more localized, face-
to-face form of self-governance in which 
participation is not mediated by any sort 
of representation, but allows the listening 
to and appearance of singularities, which 
are both worthy of a universal basis of re-
spect and exist as particular instances of 
certain identity groups. This is not what 
Agamben says, but I believe it is the next 
step in hearing out his concerns.

Appearance can be understood as a 
precondition for communication, the 
latter being a mechanism which is itself 
vital to a properly functioning democra-
cy. Before one can communicate with an-
other, one must see this other in a certain 
way—as a singular instance of a multi-

tude of different groups. Agamben’s book 
provides a means for understanding the 
modes in which political subjects have ap-
peared to one another historically (what 
I call representation), the limits of these 
modes, as well as what Agamben believes 
to be a necessary component in political 
appearance. Additionally, this entire set 
of theories operates on an understanding 
of a "properly functioning democracy" as 
one which maintains within it the seeds 
for social change. This change depends 
on the communication and coalition of 
the people as its catalyst. Without the 
possibility of change, a democracy is not 
a democracy; without open and variable 
lines of communication between political 
subjects, opportunities for change remain 
largely closed..
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rom antiquity, the endeavor to 
apply rigid definitions to con-
cepts of human thought has 
been both the purpose and bane 

of the logician’s existence. Consider the 
Sorites Paradox, a dilemma of definition 
introduced in the fourth century B.C.E. 
by the Megarian logician Eubulides of 
Miletus:1

(1) One million grains of sand is a heap                                                                       
(2) A heap of sand minus one grain is still a heap                                                            
(3) 999,999 grains of sand is a heap                               
(4) 999,998 grains of sand is a heap                                                       
(N) 1 grain of sand is a heap                                                        

       
The repeated application of the intui-

tive second premise leads us to a non-in-
tuitive conclusion. While both premises 
appear to hold without complication for 
a large number of grains in the heap, we 
are forced to assert, after 999,998 lines of 
the same logical move, that a single grain 
of sand constitutes a heap. We are unpre-
pared to accept such an end; we realize 
that the stipulations of the first and sec-
ond premise fail to designate the point 
at which the initial heap of sand, dimin-
ished grain by grain, should no longer be 
considered a heap. A rational response 
would be to redefine “heap” to avoid this 
absurd situation—we might define it as, 
for example, “any aggregation of five or 
more elements.” An invariable definition 
of this sort would eliminate confusion 
and clarify the meaning of “heap” in all 
contexts.

Perhaps this simple solution satisfies 
us for the case that Eubulides presented, 
and perhaps many would be happy to ac-
cept it. What worries me more is a ver-
sion of the Sorites Paradox that plagues 
theories of naming and identity in pres-

ent-day analytic philosophy, one that I 
fear is not nearly as trivial. The modern-
ized paradox I propose is a similar ques-
tion, applied not to a heap of sand, but to 
the identity of a human being: How many 
qualities can we modify or eliminate from 
the description of a person before we are 
no longer referring to the same person? 
Already, the problem is more complicat-
ed than the one that troubled Eubulides, 
for the qualities of a person are not uni-
form (as are grains of sand) and some 
may have precedence over others in their 
pertinence to identity. It seems that any 
person, minus one important quality, 
may no longer have the same identity. To 
appoint an arbitrary number of qualities 
required to preserve identity will there-
fore not suffice here as it did in the case of 
the sand heap.

How, then, are we to escape this re-
application of the paradox? Is it possi-
ble to define the point at which a person 
loses his or her identityw after qualities 
have been amended or discarded? Does 
that point have to do with the loss of a 
given number of qualities or certain es-
sential ones? To address these questions, 
we must first examine the analytic tra-
dition of naming and reference, starting 
with Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Rus-
sell’s descriptivist accounts before mov-
ing to Saul Kripke’s objections to de-
scriptivism and his alternative account 
of causal reference (which will become 
clear later on).2 I will contend that these 
objections, primarily his modal and se-
mantic attacks, succeed in defeating de-
scriptivism, and that the causal theory 
of reference is more accurate than the 
descriptivist cluster theory in its depic-
tion of the method by which we pick 
out particular people in the world. I will 

F



28        Anamnesis

Paige O'Connor

also contend that while the causal theory 
succeeds with respect to the philosoph-
ical use of the term “identity,” which is 
concerned with accurate reference to a 
person, this theory does not produce in-
tuitive consequences with respect to the 
colloquial use of “identity.” 

I. Russellian Descriptivism
Bertrand Russell’s descriptivist account 
of names regards proper names as place 
holders for definite descriptions:

“Common words, even proper 
names, are usually really descriptions. 
That is to say, the thought in the mind of 
a person using a proper name correctly 
can generally only be expressed explic-
itly if we replace the proper name by a 
description.”3

Definite descriptions are phrases “of 
the form ‘the so-and-so’ (in the singu-
lar)” that describe one particular thing, 
such that no other thing in the world is 
able to satisfy the description.4

There is much that makes the 
Frege-Russell descriptivist account com-
pelling. Kripke himself admits that it can 
be “hard to see … how the Frege-Russell 
view, or some suitable variant, can fail to 
be the case.”5 Frege and Russell are able 
to give a “natural account of how refer-
ence is determined” in situations where 
one can point to the referent (direct 
acquaintance) and in situations where 
historical or faraway figures are picked 
out by description.6 Kripke also thinks 
that the Frege-Russell theory provides 
an intuitive explanation for different 
names that refer to the same referent, 
such as the Morning Star and Evening 
Star, as well as for situations where the 
existence of something is questioned—
for example, whether Aristotle existed. 

What descriptivists mean by this is not 
a question of whether or not Aristot-
le himself existed, but of whether there 
was a person who existed in accordance 
to what has been historically said about 
Aristotle. As Kripke notes, “Once we’ve 
got the thing, we know that it existed.”7 

Rather, what we want to know is “wheth-
er anything answers to the properties we 
associate with the name—in the case of 
Aristotle, whether any one Greek phi-
losopher produced certain works, or at 
least a suitable number of them.”8 The 
descriptivist theory satisfies this inquiry.

Despite the fact that the Frege-Rus-
sell theory ostensibly succeeds in a vari-
ety of situations, as well as the fact that it 
seems (at first glance) to be what we use 
in our actual practice of naming, Kripke 
is “pretty certain that the view of Frege 
and Russell is false.”9 Even after taking 
into account Ludwig Wittgenstein’s ex-
pansion of the Frege-Russell account 
to allow for a proper name to refer to 
a broader cluster of descriptions, Krip-
ke’s objections to descriptivism reveal 
deep flaws in the once-accepted theory 
of naming. I will describe and support 
what I consider to be his most effective 
attacks on descriptivism in the next sec-
tion.

II. Modal and Semantic Attacks on De-
scriptivism
The first argument against descriptiv-
ism, which Kripke calls the modal argu-
ment, has to do with the difference be-
tween a definite description and a “rigid 
designator,” a concept Kripke introduces 
as something that designates the same 
object in every possible world in which 
the object exists.10 According to Kripke, 
“proper names are rigid designators,” 
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whereas definite descriptions are often 
not. This is intuitive when we imagine 
trans-world scenarios: to use Kripke’s 
example, we can envision a world where 
Nixon was not President of the United 
States, but we cannot envision a world in 
which Nixon was not Nixon. Thus, the 
proper name is a rigid designator in that 
it designates the same entity across mul-
tiple worlds in a way that the definite 
description fails to do (in another world, 
the definite description might designate 
Humphrey instead). This indicates that 
definite descriptions cannot be substi-
tuted for names, and more broadly, that 
definite descriptions are not equivalent 
to proper names in the ability to accu-
rately denote an object.

I find the modal argument com-
pelling, but the problem of designa-
tion across multiple worlds may not 
be enough to convince a descriptivist 
to abandon the Frege-Russell account. 
Another strong attack against descrip-
tivism, the semantic argument, is more 
applicable in our own world, and more 
relevant to what we mean when we use 
names and descriptions in everyday 
speech. This semantic attack considers a 
problem that arises when people use the 
wrong description to refer to a particular 
object. Kripke illustrates this problem 
with an intuitive example concerning 
Albert Einstein. He notes the common 
misconception that “Einstein's most fa-
mous achievement was the invention of 
the atomic bomb.”11 For the sake of argu-
ment, suppose that Oppenheimer is the 
sole inventor of the atomic bomb. The 
consequence of this is that a person with 
the above misconception, who says “the 
man who invented the atomic bomb,” 
thinks that she is referring to Albert Ein-

stein, but is actually referring to Oppen-
heimer. There is something suspicious 
here: we want to say that she is still re-
ferring to Einstein (she may know other 
qualities about him, or may even have 
an accurate image of him in her head), 
and that she has merely used an incor-
rect description. But if proper names 
are equivalent to the description in a 
person’s mind, as Russell indicates, this 
person means Oppenheimer when she 
says “the man who invented the atomic 
bomb” at the same time that she holds an 
image of Einstein in her head. It is easy 
to imagine that the semantic argument 
can be applied not only to descriptions 
that refer to the wrong object, but also to 
those that refer to no objects or multiple 
objects.

These are some of the worthwhile ob-
jections Kripke presents in criticism of 
the Frege-Russell account. At the end of 
“On Denoting” Russell challenges critics 
to attempt to present alternate theories if 

But if proper names 
are equivalent to the 
description in a person’s 
mind, as Russell 
indicates, this person 
means Oppenheimer 
when she says “the man 
who invented the atomic 
bomb” at the same time 
that she holds an image 
of Einstein in her head.
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they are unconvinced by descriptivism:
"I will only beg the reader not to 

make up his mind against the view—as 
he might be tempted to do, on account 
of its apparently excessive complica-
tion—until he has attempted to con-
struct a theory of his own on the subject 
of denotation."12

Kripke’s theory is not nearly as com-
prehensive as the Frege-Russell account, 
and rests upon an underdeveloped de-
fense of essential properties, but he 
does propose an alternative method of 
referring to objects and people that is 
not centered around the use of definite 
descriptions. This proposal is known as 
the causal theory of reference.

III.  A Causal Theory of Reference
Kripke introduces the causal theory of 
reference to compete with the cluster of 
descriptions that most philosophers in 
his time accepted as the practiced way 
of denoting people. The cluster theory, 
a more liberal version of what Russell 
contended, equates proper names with 
a varied cluster of definite descriptions. 
For example, early descriptivists may 
have designated the ancient philosopher 
Aristotle with the definite description 
“the greatest philosopher of antiquity.” 
Cluster theorists would argue that this 
description is not definite enough. For 
anyone who thinks that Parmenides is 
the greatest philosopher of antiquity, 
this description would fail to denote 
the intended person. A cluster theorist 
might instead refer to Aristotle as “the 
greatest philosopher of antiquity” and 
“the teacher of Alexander” and “the au-
thor of the Nicomachean Ethics” com-
bined with a number of other descrip-
tions to form one massive conjunction. 

The cluster avoids the ambiguity of a 
single description by providing a defi-
nite description that is specific and ob-
jective enough to pick out a unique per-
son. This makes for an intuitive picture 
of identity in the colloquial sense, as I 
will discuss later on, but Kripke thinks 
that the cluster theory provides the illu-
sion of rectifying descriptivist problems 
without actually doing so. According to 
him, there are two ways the cluster theo-
ry can be formulated:

1.  “The cluster or the single descrip-
tion actually gives the meaning of the 
name … when someone says 'Walter 
Scott,' he means the man such that such 
and such and such and such.”13

2.  “The description in some sense 
doesn't give the meaning of the name, 
it is what determines its reference and 
although the phrase 'Walter Scott' isn't 
synonymous with 'the man such that 
such and such and such and such' … the 
family or the single description is what is 
used to determine to whom someone is 
referring when he says 'Walter Scott'.”14

Kripke appears to imply that those 

If we can't understand 
each other on the basis 
of this singularity, 
an integral part of 
each one of us will 
remain isolated, and a 
democracy based on 
communication and 
dialogue will never arise.
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who opt for the second argument and 
deny that names have meaning (a po-
sition he shares) continue to use the 
Frege-Russell theory in a hypocritical 
manner. He mentions Paul Ziff, “who 
says, very emphatically, that names don't 
have meaning at all, [that] they are not a 
part of language in some sense. But still, 
when he talks about how we determine 
what the reference of the name was, then 
he gives this picture.”15 Kripke thinks 
both formulations cause problems, the 
first having to do with issues mentioned 
earlier of equating names and descrip-
tions, the second because descriptions 
that fail to give meanings to names are 
no longer effective in situations similar 
to the Nixon/Humphrey problem.

The causal theory Kripke proposes is 
simple: the referent of a name is deter-
mined through a causal chain of com-
munication, beginning with an osten-
sible reference (someone having what 
Russell would call “direct acquaintance” 
with an object) and ending with the cur-
rent speaker. In other words, the chain 
begins with the instantiation or “bap-
tism” of an object at the beginning of the 
chain, and develops from there. 

Kripke uses the case of the name 
“Richard Feynman” overheard by some-
one in a marketplace. This listener “can’t 
remember from whom he first heard of 
Feynman or from whom he ever heard 
of Feynman” but succeeds in “referring 
to Feynman even though he can't iden-
tify him uniquely.”16 The listener’s ability 
to refer to Feynman requires an initial 
baptism of the name. At the start of a 
causal chain, someone, perhaps one of 
Richard’s parents, pointed at the physi-
cal being that was Richard and gave him 
his name. The current listener is part of 

a long line that extends back to that di-
rect physical acquaintance, and thus the 
name, as a rigid designator, maintains its 
accuracy in referring to Richard without 
the listener knowing anything about the 
man.  

In terms of what we do in practice, 
Kripke’s picture seems more intuitive to 
me than the cluster theory, in part be-
cause it has different implications about 
meaning than the descriptivist account. 
Although I find the causal theory to 
be a more accurate description of how 
we refer to other people and objects, it 
can be troublesome for everyday usage 
in which we associate someone’s name 
with the meaning of that person’s iden-
tity. There appears to me a clear need to 
distinguish between identity as used in 
analytic philosophy and identity as used 
colloquially. 

When Kripke introduced the notion 
of reference through a causal chain he 
was, by his own admission, “sort of too 
lazy” to “make [it] into a really rigorous 
theory of reference.”17 In that sense, he 
did not stand to meet the challenge Rus-
sell raised, as he did not have to handle 
the complexity of a fully fleshed-out 
theory of denotation. Still, I think he 
achieved his aim of presenting a “better 
picture than the picture presented by 
the received views,” one that is at least 
a viable alternative for those inclined to 
abandon descriptivism.18

IV. Colloquial Conceptions of Identity
What do we mean when we use the term 
“identity” outside of philosophical cir-
cles? Do we mean the set of qualities that 
a person has, or some rigid designator 
we can use to pick a particular person 
out of the crowd? It seems that the con-
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flation of these two definitions in de-
scriptivism has seeped into our culture. 
We might say that one person has stolen 
another’s identity when one adopts an-
other’s name, defining documents (so-
cial security card, driver’s license, etc.), 
and essentially takes on a cluster of the 
government-assigned designators of an-
other person. This indicates descriptiv-
ism as the popular view. But television 
shows and comic books often form a 
picture of identity modeled after Krip-
ke’s objections to descriptivism. Take, 
for example, the many parallel Earths 
that Justice League characters occupy in 
the DC universe. Across these alternate 
worlds and timelines, heroes exist under 
the same name (a rigid designator), but 
with vastly different qualities; the same 
hero who in one universe is a defender 
of the Good may be a dastardly villain in 
another. There are typically a set of qual-
ities that remain the same across worlds 
to ensure that readers can recognize the 
altered characters as the same person, 
but these qualities tend to include attri-
butes like physical appearance and birth-
place. These static qualities mirror Krip-
ke’s discussion of essentialism, though 
Kripke would consider these particular 
properties to be non-essential when it 
comes to a notion of identity whose pri-
mary concern is accurate reference. 

We can think of essential properties 
as those that define the boundaries of 
who we are allowed to call “Superman” 
in one comic book world versus another. 
Kripke defends the essential property of 
origin, which has to do with a person’s 
parentage. In Kripke’s view, Superman 
could live in Tokyo, could be in love 
with a man named Harold instead of 
Lois Lane, or could be a vacuum sales-

man, and it would still be accurate for 
us to call him Superman so long as he 
was born to the same parents, Jor-El and 
Lara-El. This may strike some as odd, as 
origin seems to be a rather limited and 
arbitrary property to be considered es-
sential. Could we not imagine ourselves 
born to different parents? The reason 
that origin is a unique and essential 
property for Kripke, in a way that var-
ious other properties like physical ap-
pearance are not, is because origin cor-
responds to the “baptism” that initiates 

a causal chain of reference. In order to 
preserve the accuracy of denotation at 
the end of a causal chain, the beginning 
of that chain must remain rigid across all 
imagined worlds. That is, if we want to 
avoid using a cluster of descriptions to 
define Superman—the hero with a cape, 
the man with black hair, the Daily Planet 
reporter—we need something to anchor 
our references to him when we imagine 
these qualities to be otherwise. Taking 

In Kripke’s view, 
Superman could live 
in Tokyo, could be in 
love with a man named 
Harold instead of Lois 
Lane, or could be a 
vacuum salesman, and 
it would still be accurate 
for us to call him 
Superman.
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origin as an essential property allows for 
this. To those who may be recalcitrant 
to the notion of origin as the anchor of 
identity because it does not seem to be 
a meaningful part of identity, I would 
emphasize that Kripke’s concern with 
identity does not pertain to what makes 
a person special or interesting, but is 
acutely focused on making sure that 
we are talking about the same person. 
Thus, when we use the term “identity” 
colloquially, we are almost never using 
it in the Kripkean sense. Our colloquial 
discussion of identity tends to occur in 
situations in which we are already sure 
we are talking about the same person. 
We can slip into descriptivist language 
without worrying about its failures in 
terms of accurate reference, and can in-
stead focus on what we consider to be 
the meaningful qualities of a person. It is 
important to separate this mode of dis-
cussion from the aims of the theory that 
Kripke has forwarded.

One interesting case in popular cul-
ture where we might actually wish to 
speak of identity in a Kripkean sense 
is the question of whether a clone is 
identical to the person from whom it 
was created. A character in a science 
fiction novel might proclaim: “That is 
not the real X; that’s his clone!” Under 
the descriptivist account, the original 
person and his clone would be identi-
cal in almost every respect. For anyone 
who does not know the one alternate 
detail—that the clone was created after 
the original—the cluster of descriptions 
attributed to each of them will be exactly 
the same, right down to the DNA. Inter-
estingly enough, Kripke’s preoccupation 
with “baptism” as an important part of 
reference and his labeling of origin as an 

essential property ensures that the two 
clones do not have the same identity. For 
those who intuitively believe that a clone 
does not have the same identity as his or 
her original, thinking of identity in the 
Kripkean sense results in this desired 
differentiation..

Situations such as these that lie out-
side of academic philosophy reveal that 
our interpretation of identity varies ac-
cording to the situation. In the case of a 
stolen identity, we were primarily con-
cerned with the government-assigned 
designators of a person: the set of de-
scriptions constitutive of the identi-
ty that was to be stolen. In the parallel 
Earths scenario, we were somewhat con-
cerned with qualities; there was a set of 
qualities necessary to recognize our he-
roes as the same people, but many of the 
qualities varied across worlds. For the 
clone situation, we were unconcerned 
with qualities and more concerned with 
picking out a particular person whose 
origin differed from that of the clone. 
While the descriptivist account of refer-
ence seems intuitive (particularly in the 
case of how we describe ourselves, as I 
will discuss in the next section), we also 
see that Kripke’s picture can allow us to 
stretch the limits of our imagination and 
to be able to reference people even when 
qualities that define them are altered. 
In consequence, I think both approach-
es are valuable in our colloquial use of 
identity, but Kripke’s theory has the up-
perhand in spheres focused on accurate 
denotation.  

V. The Sorites Paradox Revisited
I will conclude by returning to the 
Sorites Paradox (as I have applied it to 
identity) to see how Kripke’s account 
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fares. Where descriptivists have failed to 
clarify the point at which the same per-
son is no longer being referenced (after 
the deletion or modification of conjuncts 
in the cluster of descriptions), Kripke is 
able to define identity by appealing to 
the essential property of origin and its 
role in a causal chain of reference. Is 
such a definition sufficient to escape the 
paradox? My primary concern regard-
ing its sufficiency comes from my incli-
nation to use the descriptivist account 
to describe my own identity in lieu of 
the seemingly meaningless identity that 
Kripke’s definition grants me. Accord-
ing to Kripke, my identity is determined 
by my parentage—I am the daughter of 
Stefanie and Daniel O’Connor. (Kripke's 
definition of identity might also include 
me being a member of the human spe-
cies. I do not explore his discussion of 
natural kind essentialism in this arti-
cle.) That seems to be far from a com-
prehensive description of me. I feel that 
an integral part of my identity includes 
“accidental properties”: that I am a Bow-
doin student, that my favorite ice cream 
flavor is chocolate, that I like to play bas-
ketball. If I were stripped of all of these 
qualities and given new ones, would I be 
the same person? Can I be distilled to 
the circumstances of my birth? Is it fair 
to call me by the same name on the basis 
of origin?

I think that these worries arise from 
the same mistake that Kripke accused 
the descriptivists of, the mistake of asso-
ciating names (identifiers) with mean-
ings. In the colloquial sense, I use identi-
ty to refer to a set of accidental qualities 
about myself. I find this meaningful be-
cause these qualities compose my char-

acter. But this sort of use needs to be dif-
ferentiated from the philosophical use 
to which Kripke’s definition applies, one 
that accurately picks out a person among 
others in the world or across multiple 
worlds. The objections to descriptivism 
outlined in this paper indicate that both 
the causal theory of reference and the 
use of essential properties, while in need 
of further explanation and justification, 
will lead to less trouble than descriptiv-
ism and can provide a more intuitive 
account of identity in both analytic phi-
losophy and common use. We are not 
forced into crisis if we elect to abandon 
descriptivism in favor of Kripke’s no-
tions of reference; I can continue to view 
myself in terms of ice cream flavors and 
institutional affiliations, but I can also 
imagine that, on a parallel Earth, some 
other “me” is enjoying a pistachio cone 
on the Middlebury quad. .
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Interview

Anamnesis: When you published The 
Future of Whiteness in 2015, was there a 
specific problem in our discourse around 
race that you wanted to address?  

Linda Martín Alcoff: Yes, this country 
has a problem in talking about whiteness, 
and I wanted to not only help improve the 
way in which we talk about whiteness, but 
also prove that we should be talking about 
it. I don’t think many of the current best-
sellers that address whiteness talk about it 
in a useful way. J.D. Vance, for example, 
who wrote Hillbilly Elegy, uses his au-
thenticity as an Appalachian guy to speak 
about the perceived attack on rural white 
people. What he's doing, like Charles 
Murray, is taking the culture of poverty 
thesis and applying it to whites for the first 
time. The culture of poverty thesis, which 
has been widely disproved, is that black 
people are poor because they’re not good 
workers, aren’t disciplined, do drugs, have 
too many kids, et cetera. Now that idea is 
being applied to poor whites, and the book 
that’s doing it is a bestseller. So although 
whiteness is finally beginning to enter into 
our public discourse, it’s entering in ways 
that aren’t shedding a lot of light. Still, peo-
ple are trying to figure out what happened 
in the last election, and they’re at least 

thinking about whiteness and seeing more 
nuances in groups’ voting habits. This, 
I think, gives us an opening to improve 
the level of discussion. So I’m not without 
hope; we have an opening. 

AN: So, if we need a better way of talk-
ing about whiteness, what do you think 
that might look like? Is there a certain spe-
cific conception of whiteness operative in 
your book?  

LMA: I open the book with an epigram 
from Simone de Beauvoir, who raises the 
question of how one can be a moral co-
lonial administrator. She says it’s just not 
possible. You can't be a moral general of a 
colonial army. So, similarly, it's not possi-
ble to be totally moral in a racially hierar-
chical society in which you, as a white per-
son, happen to be in the top rank. The only 
way to be moral is to try to take down the 
ranking system you’re a part of. And in or-
der to work against this racialized system, 
we have to learn about how it got set up. 
But this knowledge requires self-knowl-
edge, and self-knowledge must include 
social knowledge because we are social 
beings. So, it’s incumbent upon all of us to 
come to an understanding of who we are 
so that we can understand and judge our 

Linda Martín Alcoff is a professor of philosophy at Hunter College and the City 
University of New York Graduate Center, and was the president of the Eastern Division 
of the American Philosophical Association from 2012-13. She specializes in critical race 

theory, feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and 19th and 20th century continental 
philosophy. She is the author of numerous articles, and the books Visible Identities: 
Race, Gender, and the Self; The Future of Whiteness, and, most recently, Rape and 

Resistance. When she visited campus for the Colorado College philosophy colloquium 
series, we sat down with her to talk about racial and gender identity, American 

whiteness, and making pluralism work.



38        Anamnesis

Linda Martín Alcoff

own knowledge. And then, based on that 
understanding, people will make different 
choices than many currently make. They 
will understand it is not possible to be a 
moral white person in a white-suprema-
cist society—and begin to ask instead how 
to be a white person who helps to bring 
about another kind of society. That's what 
we need to do. 

AN: Are there specific aspects of our 
society, or specific examples in media, that 
help us come to this sort of social self-
knowledge? Or do you think we’re not yet 
telling stories that actually force the coun-
try, and white people specifically, to come 
to terms with our history?

LMA: I see lots of attempts, but many 
of those who are white remain unaware 
about all of the  bad ideas we're operat-
ing with. I see this in Black Panther. The 
movie has a lot of good qualities, but it has 
to dig deeper; it does not have a decolonial 
imaginary. Wakanda is set up as a nation 
in Africa that is more technologically ad-
vanced than any European or U.S. culture. 
And so what they intend to show is that 
the Westerners in the film think they're 
more advanced than Wakanda, but we, the 
viewers of the movie, know the truth: that 
Wakanda is far more advanced than the 
West. This is a very satisfying kind of story 
in many ways, but the only “Africa” that 
is respected is the fictionalized, futuristic 
one. Meanwhile, the rest of Africa remains 
represented by the West as inferior and 
culturally backward. That's what we have 
to rethink. Is it technological advance—
not political advance, not democratic ad-
vance, not egalitarianism––but techno-
logical advance that establishes a culture 
as “ahead”? That's a piece of European 

colonial ideology. And until we root this 
out and really see how it operates––even 
in our liberatory theories, even among us 
progressives—we're not going to make 
progress.

AN: We’ve discussed among ourselves 
your concept of acknowledging the other 
within the self, which may trouble people, 
especially those who prize self-made in-
dividualism. So we’re wondering why you 
think people are so threatened by the idea, 
and where you see the idea of the other 
within the self playing out in the world?

LMA: Well, as you said, some people 
don't like this idea that the other is within 
the self––it sounds like cannibalism. But 
what this really means is that identities are 
not formed individually, but by confront-
ing and working with other identities. This 
cross-pollination of identity can take place 
naturally or by force—for instance, under 
conditions of colonialism. In the U.S., the 
other is within the self in the sense that 
American whiteness has been, in part, 
constructed against blackness. But there's 
another way in which white identity can 
be improved by this relationship with the 
other, like in a Southern white identity. Fa-
mous traits of the Southern white identi-
ty—hospitality, informality, and storytell-
ing—are all features which, some people 
argue, were introduced to white Southern-
ers by African slaves. So while hospitality, 
informality, and storytelling are claimed to 
be quintessentially Southern white quali-
ties, they’re actually the product of many 
non-white influences. 

We see this phenomenon everywhere. 
Indigenous traditions obviously make up 
a great deal of Latin American culture. 
But there are also significant contributions 
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from the Spanish—for instance, the par-
ticular kind of Catholicism that is prac-
ticed in Latin America. These influences, 
in turn, are influences on Latin American 
self-formation—the way in which one 
practices religion, the way in which one 
conducts oneself in the world—which 
have actually come from other identity 
groups but are now constitutive features of 
this one. That’s when this begins to sound 
like cannibalism, but it simply means ac-
knowledging the syncretic, hybrid charac-
ter of almost all identities today. Of course 
I can’t claim that I have a black identity if 
I'm a Southern white, but it does mean 
that I have to understand that identities 
are never created in isolation. 

And it goes both ways. So, what does it 
mean to have a black identity in the Unit-
ed States? It's not purely an expression of 
an essence from Africa; it's also the en-
counter with different peoples and differ-
ent traditions, which is a dangerous thing 
to say and to think. But it's true. I think 
that our understandings of identity and 
the political use we make of identity have 
to be based on metaphysically defensible 
accounts of how these things emerged.

AN: Right, then the mixed nature of 
all identities means that any supposedly 
“pure” identity can’t really ever be pure. So 
it’s clear that those attempts to delineate a 
pure identity are historically inaccurate, 
but are they also metaphysically inaccu-
rate? Do you try to conceive of a new met-
aphysics of identity, of race and gender, in 
your work?

LMA: Yes, though I think gender and 
race are not analogous in all respects. If 
you think about physical characteristics 
we associate as important to race, it’s skin 

color, hair color, eye color, eye shape—
this sort of thing. These are interesting 
traits, but they’re not inherently impor-
tant. The only way to understand why 
those traits have become so important 
is by understanding history, by under-
standing the ways in which these racial-
ized traits became correlated to moral 
and intellectual qualities. And you know, 
hair type hasn’t been related to intellect 
in every society. It just doesn’t make any 
sense. These are unimportant features of 
human embodiment. 

However, it doesn’t work the same way 
with gender because the role you play in 
the biological division of reproduction is 
a significant feature. It’s about whether 
you’re going to be the one that impreg-
nates, or the one that gets pregnant, car-
ries the baby to term, has the baby, and 
possibly feeds the baby at the beginning 
of its life. So whether or not you have a 
womb is a more significant characteristic 
than something like hair type. In some 
way, then, we don’t need history to explain 
why every human culture has developed 
a system of meanings around this differ-
ence. This difference is more universal and 
significant to human beings as a species. 

So, what follows from that? Well, not 
much of what people have thought fol-
lowed from it. The division of biological 
reproduction doesn’t justify, for exam-
ple, the division of social kinds of labor, 
your moral disposition, or the social roles 
you’re allowed to play. That correlation is 
just as arbitrary as the one between hair 
type and intellect. But that doesn’t mean 
we need to abandon biology, which has 
been a tendency in feminist theory since 
I’ve been involved in the field. Theorists 
have moved reproduction further and 
further out of the discussion about gender 
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identity. The two principal positions taken 
today—Judith Butler on the continental 
side and Sally Haslanger on the analytic 
side—both define gender in a way that has 
nothing to do with reproduction. 

Part of why these came to be common 
views among theorists is that in the early 
days, feminists were sick of biologists say-
ing that the current patriarchal state of the 
world was biologically justified. But since 
that time, they’ve learned, the field of bi-
ology has changed. What we understand 
now is that the body is a lot more plastic 
and variable than we thought it was in the 
past. So we don’t need to be afraid of the 
sphere of biology. We can incorporate it 
into our understanding of gender without 
being afraid that it’s going to eliminate his-
torical transformation.

AN: So, you’re looking for a way to re-
think gender identity without on the one 
hand putting women back into a box, and, 
on the other hand, abandoning biology 
completely? Because that latter possibility, 
as you said, would require denying the im-
portance of the biological division of re-
production. What does that balance look 
like, then?

LMA: Well, one way of approaching 
this is to think about the fact that girls 
growing up have a different relationship 
to pregnancy than boys. And that’s the 
case even if, unbeknownst to them, they 
were never going to be able to be fertile. 
So it’s not about the actual fact of fertility 
as it is about the imagined possibility of 
fertility. You see a pregnant woman when 
you’re a girl, you might be positively or 
negatively predisposed toward the possi-
bility, but you’ll certainly become aware 
of the possibility as a possibility for you. 

And that’s different for men and for boys.
There’s the other element here, that 

gendered systems are not necessarily op-
pressive. It’s possible, that is, to have a 
system of genders that doesn’t necessarily 
translate to oppressive social structures. 
For example, there’s the different notion of 
two spirits in a number of North Ameri-
can indigenous cultures—people who em-
body two gendered spirits. What’s inter-
esting to me here is that there can still be a 
dualism, but it’s not as simple and rigid as 
a male/female binary. It’s possible to have a 
kind of gender system with gendered sym-
bols—yin and yang, Sun and Moon im-
agery—but these often don’t track actual 
bodies, so you don’t have to be one or the 
other. The body is relevant, but you can be 
a moon body in a Sun Spirit. So I think 
the West is behind in the way it’s thinking 
about gender binaries and gender identity 
as a whole.

 
AN: You also write about commonali-

ties and differences with regard to identity 
construction on a group level. Could you 
say a little more about your thinking on 
commonality and difference?

LMA: Sure. What interests me is not 
so much commonalities and differences 
in themselves, but the ability to think 
about difference and commonality at the 
same time. This is where the historical 
comes in. 

For example, Guatemalans who come 
to the United States today come largely 
for the same reasons as Europeans did in 
the past: because of starvation, extremely 
bad political conditions in their coun-
tries, and sometimes religious persecu-
tion. It was a big deal for most Europeans 
to send the younger members of the fam-
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ily away, never to be seen again, and it’s a 
big deal for the new immigrants that are 
coming today. 

But there is a difference that we have 
to acknowledge. The immigrants from 
Europe were fleeing injustices that Euro-
peans were perpetrating against Europe-
ans. They were coming to a new world in 
which they could create themselves anew, 
hopefully attain equality, and have more 
democratic social relations. They saw 
themselves as leaving old Europe behind 
because old Europe was the scene of their 
family's starvation and persecution. For 
this reason, they didn't want to be “hy-
phenated-Americans”; they wanted to be 
“Americans.” On the other hand, more re-
cent immigrants—the Vietnamese, or the 
Guatemalans, or the Salvadorans—are 
coming to the U.S. because they have ex-
perienced persecutions in which the U.S. 
sometimes played a horrific role. Asking 
these immigrants to forget that history 
looks a little too convenient because it's 
asking them to forget how this country 
played a role in producing the econom-
ic and political devastation that forced 
them to leave their homes. 

Another important difference is that 
Europeans did not just come to found a 
new democratic nation. They came to cre-
ate a white supremacist nation that had 
privileges for European immigrants over 
others. Raced-based privileges of citizen-
ship, property ownership, certain profes-
sional opportunities, education, home 
ownership, and real estate were written 
into the Constitution from the very be-
ginning. For example, in 1797, Congress 
enacted a statute that said in order to be a 
citizen you had to be free and you had to 
be white. Those privileges were protected 
in order to make it possible for poor im-

migrants from Europe to survive, and 
unfortunately, the legacy of this privilege 
is not entirely gone. For example, while 
most whites may not have a big bank ac-
count, many do have a house in a white 
neighborhood, and, of course, the value 
of those houses is in part determined by 
the color of the people who live in that 
neighborhood. With a valuable house, you 
can take out a second mortgage and deal 
with a medical crisis, or send your kids to 
Colorado College—both options that peo-
ple of color may not have. So, ownership 
of a valuable home is very important, and 
through it, the legacy of a long period of 
white advantages is going to be retained 
for multiple generations to come. This is 
something we have to deal with.

So there are both commonalities and 
differences that must be taken into ac-
count when we think about the incorpo-
ration of new citizens into the U.S. We 
have to ask how we’re going to incorpo-
rate Chicana history and African-Ameri-
can history and all of these elements into 
one nation. Can we make it all together in 
a happy pluralism? 

There are a lot of challenges, because 
incorporation doesn’t mean just add-
ing on everybody's stories. Some of the 
stories conflict with each other in vari-
ous ways. We need to maintain a strong 
and overriding concern for truth as we 
expand and correct our understanding 
of how the U.S. came to exist. No group 
should be satisfied with a false but pleas-
ant picture of the past. Whites too have 
an interest in knowing the true nature of 
U.S. history, and how our current com-
plex social problems came about. Only 
in this way can we begin to collectively 
deliberate over a better future that may 
include us all. .








