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What Good Am I?

Laurence Thomas

Laurence Thomas is Professor of Philosophy and of Political Science at
Syracuse University. He explains why he believes in the importance of
appointing to college and university faculties women and members of
minorities. He suggests that their absence results from the insincerity
of those who talk about equality but fail to actin accord with this ideal.

What good am I as a black professor? The raging debate over affirma-
tive action surely invites me to ask this searching question of myself, :
just as it must invite those belonging to other so-called suspect cate-
gories to ask it of themselves. If knowledge is color blind, why should
it matter whether the face in front of the classroom is a European
white, a Hispanic, an Asian, and so on? Why should it matter whether
the person is female or male? ;
One of the most well-known arguments for affirmative action is
the role-model argument. It is also the argument that 1 think is the
least satisfactory—not because women and minorities do not need
role models—everyone does—but because as the argument is often
presented, it comes dangerously close to implying that about the only 1
thing a black, for instange, can teach a white is how not to be a racist. ‘
Well, I think better of myself than that. And I hope that all women
and minorities feel the same about themsleves. . . . \
But even if the role-model argument were acceptable in some :
version or the other, affirmative action would still seem unsavory,
as the implicit assamption about those hired as affirmative action |
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appointments is that they are less qualified than those who are not,
For, so the argument goes, the practice would be unnecessary if, in
the first place, affirmative action appointees were the most qualified
for the position, since they would be hired by virtue of their merits. |
call this the counterfactual argument from qualifications.

Now, while I do not want to say much about it, this argument has
always struck me as extremely odd. In a mérally perfect world, it is no
doubt true that if women and minorities were the most qualified they
would be hired by virtue of their merits. But this truth tells me noth-
ing about how things are in this world. It does not show that biases
built up over decades and centuries do not operate in the favor of,
say, white males over nonwhite males. Tt is as if one argued against
feeding the starving simply on the grounds that in a morally perfect
world starvation would not exist. Perhaps it would not. But this is no
argument against feeding the starving now,

It would be one thing if those who advance the counterfactual
argument from qualifications addressed the issue of built-up biases
that operate against women and minorities. Then I could perhaps
suppose that they are arguing in good faith. But for them to ignore
these built-up biases in the name of an ideal world is sheer hypocrisy. -
It is to confuse what the ideal should be with the steps that should
be taken to get there. Sometimes the steps are very simple or, in any
case, purely procedural: instead of A4, do B; or perform a series of
well-defined steps that guarantee the outcome. Not so with nonbi-
ased hiring, however, since what is involved is a change in attitude and.
feelings—not even merely a change in belief. After all, it is possible
to believe something quite sincerely and yet not have the emotional
wherewithal to act in accordance with that belief, . . .

The philosophical debate over affirmative action has stalled . . .
because so many who oppose it, and some who do not, are unwill-
ing to acknowledge the fact that sincere belief in equality does not
entail a corresponding change in attitude and feelings in day-to-day
interactions with women and minorities. Specifically, sincere belief
does not eradicate residual and, thus, unintentional sexist and rac
ist attitudes.! So, Joviality among minorities may be taken by whites
as the absence of intellectual depth or sincerity on the part of those
minorities, since such behavior is presumed to be uncommon among
high-minded intellectual whites. Similarly, it is a liability foracademic
women to be too fashionable in their attire, since fashionably attired
women are often taken by men as aiming to be seductive.
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Lest there be any misunderstanding, nothing I have said entails
that unqualified women and minorities should be hired. I take it to
be obvious, though, that whether someone is the best qualified is
often a judgment call. On the other hand, what 1 have as much as
said is that there are built-up biases in the hiring process that disfa-
vor women and minorities and need to be corrected. I think of it as
rather on the order of correcting for unfavorable moral headwinds.
It is possible to be committed to gender and racial equality and yet
live a life in which residual, and thus unintentional, sexism and rac-
ism operate to varying degrees of explicitness.

I want to return now to the question with which I began this essay:
What good am I as a black professor? I want to answer this question
because, insofar as our aim is a just society, I think it is extremely
important to see the way in which it does matter that the person in
front of the class is not always a white male, notwithstanding the
truth that knowledge, itself, is color blind.

Teaching is not just about transmitting knowledge. If it were, then
students could simply read books and professors could simply pass out
tapes or lecture notes. Like it or not, teachers are the object of intense
emotions and feelings on the part of students solicitous of faculty ap-
proval and affirmation. Thus, teaching is very much about intellectual

affirmation: and there can be no such affirmation of the student by the
mentor in the absence of deep trust between them, be the setting ele-
mentary or graduate school. Without this trust, a mentor’s praise will
ring empty; constructive criticism will seem mean spirited; and advice
will be poerly received, if sought after at all. A student needs to be con-
fident that he can make a mistake before the professor without being
regarded as stupid in the professor’s eyes and that the professor is in-
terested in seeing beyond his weaknesses to his strengths. Otherwise,
the student’s interactions with the professor will be plagued by un-
certainty; and that uncertainty will fuel the self.doubts of the student.

Now, the position that I should like to defend, however, is
not that only women can trust women, only minorities can trust
minorities, and only whites can trust whites. That surely is not
what we want. Still, it must be acknowledged, first of all, that rac-
ism and sexism have very often been a bar to such trust between
mentor and. student, when the professor has been a white male
and the student has been either a woman or a member of 2 minor-
ity group. Of course, trust between mentor and student is not easy

to come by in any case. This, though, is compatible with women
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and minorities having even greater problems if the professor is a
white male,

Sometimes a woman professor will be necessary if a woman
student is to feel the trust of 2 mentor that makes intellectual affir-
mation possible; sometimes a minority professor will be necessary
for a minority student; indeed, sometimes a white professor will be
necessary for a white student. (Suppose the white student is from a
very sexist and racist part of the United States, and it takes a white
professor to undue the student’s biases.)

Significantly, though, in an academy where there is gender and
racial diversity among the faculty, that diversity alone gives a woman
or minority student the hope that intellectual affirmation is possible.
This is so even if the student’s mentor should turn out to be a white
male. For part of what secures our conviction that we are living in a
Jjust society is not merely that we experience justice, but that we see
Justice around us. A diverse faculty serves precisely this end in terms
of women and minority students believing that it is possible for them
to have an intellectually affirming mentor relationship with a faculty
member regardless of the faculty’s gender or race.

Naturally, there are some women and minority students who
will achieve no matter what the environment. Harriet Jacobs and
Frederick Douglass were slaves who went on to accomplish more than
many of us will who have never seen the chains of slavery. Neither,
though, would have thought their success a reason to leave slavery
intact. Likewise, the fact that there are some women and minorities
who will prevail in spite of the obstacles is no reason to leave the sta-
tus queo in place.

There is another part of the argument. Where there is intellec-
tual affirmation, there is also gratitude. When a student finds that
affirmation in a faculty member, a bond is formed, anchored in the
student’s gratitude, that can weather almost anything. Without such
ties there could be no “ole boy” network—a factor that is not about
racism, but 2 kind of socialinteraction running its emotional course.
When women and minority faculty play an intellectually affirming
role in the lives of white male students, such faculty undermine a
nonracist and nonsexist pattern of emotional feelings that has unwit-
tingly served the sexist and racist end of passing the intellectual man-
tle from white male to white male. For what we want, surely, is not
Just blacks passing the mantle to blacks, women to women, and white
males to white males, but a world in which it is possible for all to see
one another as proper recipients of the intellectual mantle. Nothing
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serves this end better than the gratitude between mentor and stu-
dent that often enough ranges aver differences between gender and
race or both.

Ideally, my discussion of trust, intellectual affirmation, and grati-
tude should have been supplemented with a discussion of nonver-
bal behavior. For it seems to me that what has been ignored . . . is
the way in which judgments are communicated not simply by what
is said but by a vast array of nonverbal behavior. Again, a verbal and
sincere commitment to equality, without the relevant change in emo-
tions and feelings, will invariably leave nonverbal-behavior intact.
Mere voice intonation and flow of speech can be a dead giveaway
that the listener does not expect much of substance to come from the
speaker. Anyone who doubts this should just remind her- or himself
that it is 2 commenplace to remark to someone over the phone that
he sounds tired or *down” or distracted, where the basis for thisjudg-
ment, obviously, can only be how the individual sounds. One can get
the clear sense that one called at the wrong time just by the way in
which the other person responds or gets involved in the conversation.
So, ironically, there is a sense in ‘which it can be easier to convince
ourselves that we are committed to gender and racial equality than
it is to convince a woman or a minority person; for the latter see and
experience our nonverbal behavior in a way that we ourselves do not.
Specifically, it so often happens that a woman or minority can see
that a person’s nonverbal behavior belies their verbal support of gen-
der and racial equality in faculty hiring—an interruption here, or an
all-too-quick dismissal of a remark there. And thisis to say nothing of
the ways in which the oppressor often seems to know better than the
victim how the victim is affected by the oppression that permeates
her or his life, an arrogance-that is communicated in myriad ways.
This in not-the place, though, to address the topic of social justice
and nonverbal behavior.”

Before moving on let me consider an objection to my view. No
doubt some will balk at the very idea of women and minority faculty
intellectually affirming white male students. But this is just so much
nonsense on the part of those balking. For I have drawn attention to
a‘most powerful force in the lives of all individuals, namely, trust and
gratitude; and I have indicated that just as these feelings have unwit-
tingly served racist and sexist ends, they can serve ends that are mor-
ally laudable. Furthermore, I have rejected the idea, often implicit in
the role-model argument, that women and minority faculty are only
good for their own kind. What is more, the position I have advocated
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is not one of subservience in the least, as I have spoken of an affirm-
ing role that underwrites an often unshakable debt of gratitude.

S0, to return to the question with which I began this essay: I matter
as a black professor and so do women and minority faculty generally,
because collectively, if not in each individual case, we represent the
hope, sometimes in a very personal way, that the university is an envi-
ronment where the trust that gives rise to intellectual affirmation
and the accompanying gratitude is possible for all, and between all
peoples. Nothing short of the reality of diversity can permanently
anchor this hope for ourselves and posterity. . . .

I do not advocate the representation of given viewpoints or the
position that the ethnic and gender composition of faculty members
should be proportional to their numbers in society. The former is
absurd because it is a mistake to insist that points of view are either
gender- or color-coded. The latter is absurd because it would actually
entail getting rid of some faculty, since the percentage of Jews in
the academy far exceeds their percentage in the population. If one
day this should come to be true of blacks or Hispanics, they in turn
would be fair game. . . .

[Tlhe continued absence of any diversity whatsoever draws
attention to itself. My -earlier remarks about nonverbal behavior
taken in conjunction with my observations about trust, affirmation,
and gratitude are especially apropos here. The complete absence
of diversity tells departments more about themselves than no doubt
they are prepared to acknowledge.

I would like to conclude with a concrete illustration of the way in

which trust and gratitude can make a difference in the academy. As-

everyone knows, being cited affirmatively is an important indication
of professional success. Now, who gets cited is not just a matter of
what is true and good. On the contrary, students generally cite the
works of their mentors and the work of others introduced to them
by their mentors; and, on the other hand, mentors generally cite
the work of those students of theirs for whom they have provided
considerable intellectual affirmation. Sexism and racism have often
been obstacles to faculty believing that women and minorities can
be proper objects of full intellectual affirmation. It has also contrib-
uted to the absence of women and minority faculty which, in turn,
has made it well-nigh impossible for white male students to feel an
intellectual debt of gratitude to women and minority faculty. Their
presence in the academy cannot help but bring about a change with
regard to so simple a matter as patterns of citation, the professional
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ripple effect of which will be significant beyond many of our wildest
dreams.

If social justice were just a matter of saying or writing the correct
words, then equality would have long ago been a fait accompliin the
academy. For I barely know anyone who is a faculty member who has
not bemoaned the absence of minorities and women in the academy,
albeit to varying degrees. So, I conclude with a very direct question:
Is it really possible that so many faculty could be so concerned that
women and minorities should flourish in the academy, and yet so few
do? You will have to forgive me for not believing that it is. For as any
good Kantian knows, one cannot consistently will an end withoutalso
willihg the means to that end. Onora O'Neill writes, “Willing, after
all, is not just a matter of wishing that something were the case, but
involves committing oneself to doing something to bring that situa-
tion about when opportunity is there and recognized. Kant expressed
this point by insisting that rationality requires that whoever wills
some end wills the necessary means insofar as these are available® If
Kant is right, then much hand-wringing talk about social equality for
women and minorities can only be judged insincere.

Notes

1. For a most illuminating discussion along this line, see Adrian M. 8. Piper’s
very important essay, “Higher-Order Discrimination,” in Owen Flanagan
and Amelie Oksenberg Rorty, eds., Identity, Chavracter, and Morality: Essays
in Moral Psychology (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990).

9. For au atiempt, see my “Moral Deference,” Philosophical Forum 24, no. 1-3

C(1992-1993); pp- 233-50. '

3 Onora O'Neill, Constructions of Reason: Explorations of Eant’s Practical
Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 90.

Study Questions

1. What is the role-model argument?

9. What does Thomas mean by “unintentional sexist and racist
attitudes”? '

3. According to Thomas, does an effective mentor need to be of the
same race or sex as the student?

4. Do Thomass arguments in favor of appointing women and
minorities also imply the importance of adding members of any
other specific groups to the faculty? '




