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From the Epistemology of Ignorance to Rassenwahn:

Thinking Ideology with Mills and Adorno
Larry Alan Busk
Toward the end of his classic study The Racial Contract, Charles Mills describes his project as “really in the spirit of a racially informed Ideologiekritik” (1997, p. 129). The concept of ideology, as Mills knows (1985, 1989, 1994), is vigorously contested not only in terms of its legitimacy but also in terms of its meaning (both within and without the Marxist tradition). Is “the Racial Contract” in the spirit of ideology critique as understood by Althusser? By Mannheim? By Lenin? While he does not offer much by way of elaboration in that text, he does elaborate his understanding of ideology in a recent essay: “Ideologies are illusions, but illusions whose power and resistance to elimination are based in material conditions” (2017c, p. 104). This eliminates certain interpretations, but leaves other divergent options open. The most famous concept to emerge from The Racial Contract, the epistemology of ignorance, suggests a strong correlation between such “illusions” and group status. The “Ideology” essay confirms this: “[ideology involves] a misrepresentation…motivated by group interests and phenomenologically supported by…group experience” (p. 105). This raises a host of follow-up questions, some which Mills approaches and some which he does not: are the “material conditions” that produce illusions reducible to the domination of one group by another? Does the oppressed group also suffer from these illusions, or only the oppressing? What is the precise relation between “group interests” and the illusions in question? 

The project of ideology critique, long maligned on both epistemological and moral grounds, has undergone something of a renaissance in recent years, with theorists like Rahel Jaeggi, Karen Ng, and Maeve Cooke arguing for its critical applicability in the present political conjuncture; Tommie Shelby has argued for the importance of ideology critique in understanding contemporary racism (Jaeggi, 2009, Ng, 2015, Cooke, 2006, Shelby, 2003). This is an opportune time, then, for interrogating the structure of ideology as a concept in light of Mills’s reflections on white ignorance and with reference to his characterization of the project as an ideology critique.

Following a cue from Linda Martín Alcoff (2007, pp. 50-57), I argue here that Mills’s account of ideology should be productively complemented with analyses offered by the early Frankfurt School; while she focuses on Max Horkheimer, I will deal with Theodor W. Adorno. His work on ideological consciousness, I claim, provides the tools to expand Mills’s analysis by a theory of social necessity that accounts for systematically produced ignorance and delusion beyond the essential but incomplete concept of “interest” and beyond the necessary but not sufficient model of beneficiaries and victims. The need for a critical expansion of the epistemology of ignorance as ideology critique, I argue, is best evidenced by examining another prevailing illusion: climate skepticism. The model of ‘privileged groups protecting their own interests’ is certainly part of this story, but fails to account for the less personalized, more anonymous form of mystification at work, and for the prevalence of this illusion among those whose status as beneficiaries is limited at best. Something similar can be said for the epistemological pathologies of racism, as Adorno explores in his discussion of Rassenwahn—“race delusion.” 
I want to repeat at the outset that I regard this intervention as a productive complement to Mills’s epistemology of ignorance, a ‘conjoinder’ rather than a rejoinder; it is also essential to mention, as I will touch on below and as Mills himself makes clear, that any conversation between his work and the early Frankfurt School would be bilateral, i.e., that its perspective also demands to be complemented by his analyses of global white supremacy (see Mills, 2017b). 
I: What kind of ideology critique is ‘the Racial Contract’?


Following terminology established by Raymond Geuss, scholars like Shelby and Michael Morrison distinguish between three forms of ideology critique: epistemic, functional, and genetic (Geuss, 1981, pp. 12-22, Morris, 2016, pp. 5-15). In each case, the pejorative force of the term “ideology” is understood differently: ideas, norms, or institutions are ideological insofar as they are false, or insofar as they function to maintain certain oppressive social relations, or insofar as they originate in a causal sense from such social relations, respectively. Let us first consider Mills’s account with regard to this tripartite distinction.   
From his dissertation through a series of early articles, Mills scoured the work of Marx and Engels for answers to questions about the concept of ideology. Are all ideas ideological? Does each class have its own ideology? If so, are some ideologies better than others? Truer than others? He concluded that the founders of historical materialism worked out no specific account of ideology critique and mostly used the term as a synonym for “idealism” (1985). A reconstructed Marxist theory of ideology, he argued, “should be epistemologically neutral…conceptualized in reference to its social function rather than its veridicality” (2003, p. 30). In this proposed understanding, ideology refers to “group ideas” and their relative effect in establishing or maintaining relations of domination and oppression; if the term is pejorative, it is on moral rather than epistemological grounds. In this way, the critic of ideology could avoid the charge of self-referential incoherence as articulated by Karl Mannheim: if certain ideas are a reflection of group interests, then a particular group cannot claim that its own self-interested ideas represent an epistemologically superior, non-ideological perspective (Mannheim, 2003, p. 66).   
In his early work, then, Mills suggests a functional-genetic account of ideology that eschews the epistemic dimension. He also understands the genetic component in a stronger sense than Geuss. In Geuss’s conception, the causal origin is relevant to the question of ideology in a more indirect way: if one holds a racist belief because the world is divided into racial hierarchies, then that belief is ideological. The racial status of the person holding the belief is less significant than why the belief exists in the first place. Ostensibly, that belief also functions to sustain and reproduce racism, and so in this sense the functional and genetic accounts are two sides of the same coin. For Mills (reconstructing Marx), the causal origin of an ideological belief is understood with reference to the group from which it originates and through which it is reproduced. If I defend the capitalist status quo, it is because I am a member of the bourgeoisie, whereas if I advocate for socialist revolution, it is because I am a proletarian; in either case, the belief originates from my group position and is deemed ideological on that basis—not, as Mills put it, “on the basis of its veridicality.” 

As we have seen, however, the epistemic aspect returns in Mills’s more recent work. While still relating to “group interests” and “group experience,” ideology is now an “illusion” and a “misrepresentation.” It is not only “a set of group ideas that reflect and contribute to perpetuating illicit group privilege,” but a “distortional complex of ideas, values, norms, and beliefs” (Mills, 2017a, pp. 73, 79). Pace Mannheim, then, the critic of ideology must make a distinction between ideological beliefs and non-ideological beliefs on an epistemic basis. 


We may now introduce another distinction, this one articulated by Jorge Larraín. Drawing on an encyclopedic inventory of the concept’s history, Larraín distinguishes between two broad tendencies that he terms “negative” and ‘”positive.” The negative conception of ideology “refers to a kind of distorted thought” and is thus inherently pejorative and critical, while the positive conception of ideology “refers to the totality of forms of social consciousness or to the political ideas of social classes,” and is thus epistemologically neutral (Larraín, 1983, p. 4).
 In the latter understanding, there is no non-ideological position and ideologies are only evaluated according to the interest they serve—we judge bourgeois ideology differently than proletarian ideology on the basis of its class character and not on the basis of its ideological character. 
Larraín defends the negative conception over and against the positive, as the former allows for criticism of ideology as ideology while the latter neutralizes the critical value of the concept by rendering it a universal feature of ideas as such, thus falling into the trap set by Mannheim and becoming a “sociology of knowledge.” In Larraín’s account, ideology is a distortion insofar as it either ignores or misrepresents contradictions in the material relations of a society. It “compensates in the mind for a deficient reality…it reconstitutes in the imagination a coherent solution which goes beyond the real world in an attempt to resolve the contradictions of the real world” (1983, p. 13). This account is epistemic and functionalist in that it presents ideology as a false perspective that functions to conceal real conditions. Such a definition of ideology is a decisive—if not total—move away from the necessary correlation between ideological ideas and group status; if false beliefs are necessary to reconcile the contradictions of a society writ large, then there is no inherent relationship between group membership and ideological consciousness except insofar as the continued maintenance of a society by default benefits its privileged members (and is thus in their interest). But Larraín is intent on pointing out that the ideas of an oppressed group can also assume ideological forms, and groups can therefore think and act against their own interests. “The character of ideology,” he writes, “is given by its relation to the interests of the ruling class and not by a genetic relation to the class from which it originates…ideology necessarily serves the interests of the ruling class even if it has not been produced by that class” (1983, 25). Here, the genetic interpretation of ideology critique (in the stronger sense described above) dissolves entirely.

Mills’s early conception of ideology as an epistemologically neutral expression of group interest conforms to what Larraín calls the ‘positive’ tendency. In this understanding, a “racially informed Ideologiekritik” would refer to white ideas and nonwhite ideas, drawing no epistemological conclusions but only highlighting the role of group-based domination in the formation of both. But in The Racial Contract and after, as we know, Mills goes further and assigns epistemic value to each consciousness: by virtue of one’s racialized position, the reality of racism is bound to be more or less clear. The innovation of Mills’s concept of the epistemology of ignorance, which conceives of whites as a “cognitively handicapped population” (Mills, 2003, p. 157) is to suture the epistemic quality of a worldview to the dynamics of group experience in the context of social domination—taking cues, as he acknowledges, from feminist standpoint theory (1997, p. 109). By introducing this epistemological dimension, Mills breaks from the purely neutral interpretation of ideology but maintains a group-based prerogative, joining together the genetic and the epistemological—i.e., pegging epistemic status to group status.
 Ostensibly, then, the worldview of the oppressed group could not be ideological, because the distortion involved stems directly from “the world seeming that way from the perspective of [the privileged group]” (2017c, p. 106). Conversely, this would conform to an understanding of ideology according to which uniquely situated groups have access to a truth hidden from or unavailable to others.
Mills, however, does not hold fast to this genetic interpretation in a strict or deterministic fashion. While he claims that “the racially subordinated…are often quite well able to recognize their situation” (1997, p. 108),
 he also acknowledges that The Racial Contract aims “at the minds of nonwhites as well as whites, inculcating subjugation” (1997, p. 89).
 We must thus understand the epistemology of ignorance as a tendency of group ideas to be more or less distorted on the basis of social position, rather than a prerogative. The ideas of members of oppressed groups can be ideological, but they are less inclined to be.
 This would account for the existence of black intellectuals who deny the existence of systemic racism, such as Thomas Sowell.
At this point, Mills’s treatment of ideology approximates Larraín’s ‘negative’ conception. They agree that ideology is an illusion, a distortion, a misrepresentation that functions to maintain the status quo. The subtle yet crucial difference between their two accounts lies in the genetic question. For Mills, ideological distortion is “motivated by…group interests and phenomenologically supported by…group experience,” while for Larraín, the origin of ideology bears only a contingent relation to its function, and the fact that it perpetuates the privilege of dominant groups is derivative of the fact that it masks the material contradictions of a society.
 This reflects a divergence with regard to the function and effect of ideology: Larraín is concerned with how ideological distortion affects the consciousness of subordinate groups, mystifying social contradictions to the extent that such groups come to think and act against their own best interests. Mills, while acknowledging that ideology “aims at the minds” of the oppressed, understands it primarily as a distortion in the consciousness of the oppressing group, a phenomenological and conceptual outgrowth of the protection of interests rather than their mystification.    
 Perhaps the difference between Mills and Larraín on the question of “interest” comes down to the role of ideology in their respective areas of concern: race and white supremacy for the former, class and capitalism for the latter. Observing prevailing conditions, Mills sees a beneficiary group relying on illusions to justify and maintain its domination over others, while Larraín is inclined to see a victim group accepting and rationalizing its own domination by virtue of such illusions. If we accept both white supremacy and class division as relations of oppression necessitating ideological distortion, there is no need to decide who is ‘right.’ The situation becomes complicated, however, in cases where one belongs simultaneously to an oppressor group and to an oppressed group—which, as Mills points out, is the case for working-class whites (and for many other such configurations).
 Ideological misrepresentation may then serve “group interest” in two distinct but complementary ways, simultaneously protecting beneficiary status à la Mills and mystifying victim status à la Larraín. On that note, I turn to Adorno.  
II: Adorno and Rassenwahn

An ardent critic of the “sociology of knowledge” developed by Mannheim, Adorno is resolute in rejecting what we are calling a ‘positive’ understanding of ideology, as well as accounts that eschew the epistemic in favor of the strictly functional-genetic (2005, p 115, 1995, p. 198). He defines ideology as “socially necessary false consciousness” [falsches Bewusstsein] and as “socially necessary semblance” [Schein] (2005, p. 115, 1983, p. 31).
 While this confirms the distortional-misrepresentative aspect described by Mills, as well as its entanglement with material conditions, there is no reference to “determinants of group location, group identity, group interest, and group power (or its lack).” Rather than the differential experience of the privileged, Adorno locates the genesis of ideology in “the dynamic of society” (2005, p. 106), which necessarily includes oppressive social stratification but is not reducible to it. In line with Larraín, he understands the functional effect of ideological distortion as “proffer[ing] explanations through which contradictory reality can without great exertion be rendered free of contradiction” (2005, p. 111). But why does the dynamic of society necessitate false consciousness? Why is reality contradictory, if not (only) because of social hierarchies?

In a society structured around commodity production, Adorno thinks, the instrumentalization of human labor and nonhuman nature—ostensibly for the purpose of satisfying our needs—becomes an end in itself and thus comes into conflict with this intended purpose. The ever-increasing technical rationalization of such a society, rather than serving the rational end of “the preservation and the unfettering of the people of which it is composed,” is harnessed in service of accumulation for the sake of accumulation. This system produces an abundance of material goods at the same time as it keeps most in a state of dispossession and disempowerment, and all in a state of dependence, for their material reproduction, on forces they cannot control and to which they must ceaselessly adapt (no matter how morally repugnant). This society is thus at odds with itself, antagonistic, “arranged in [a] way [that] runs counter to its own purpose, its raison d’être, its ratio” (2000, p. 133). This is the “wrong life,” the “antagonistic entirety,” the “wrong state of things,” and ideology—from philosophical idealism to the spectacles of the culture industry—is its inverted reflection, the false consciousness necessary to maintain it. Like most critics who take a ‘negative’ view of ideology, Adorno insists that this false consciousness is “not extraneous [but] something that sustains the entire mechanism,” and therefore that it can only be fully overcome through a transformation of material conditions and not strictly through cognitive correction (2006, p. 119).


At this point, it would seem as if Adorno’s model of ideological distortion is far less concrete than Mills’s. For the latter, the epistemology of ignorance is closely tethered to group experience, and it supports (and is generated by) a system with a relatively clear dividing line between beneficiaries (whites) and victims (nonwhites); this could be contrasted with the more impersonal, universalized condition of alienation described by Adorno. He knows, of course, that the “antagonistic entirety” is not equally antagonistic to everyone, and his account of ideology never loses sight of systemic material inequalities: “The only reason why goods are produced…is so that the producers…should be able as a class to profit from them as much as possible […] given this reality…the satisfaction of human beings…is never more than a sideshow and in great measure no more than ideology” (2006, p. 51). His focus, however, is not on such group differentiation, and the “beneficiary” category is at best small and only relative in his understanding of false consciousness. The social necessity involved here is not the necessity of maintaining a specific group’s privilege over others—although this is an inevitable result—but of reproducing the contradictory rule of the commodity form. In addition to being epistemic, this account is still functional, but the “function” is understood differently than it is in Mills; for Adorno, ideology functions to maintain the capitalist form of production, which necessarily includes group-differentiation but is not reducible to it. While their perspectives would diverge from here, Adorno is consonant with Larraín on this point.

The necessary ideological distortion of antagonistic material conditions has a profound impact on the subjects living under these conditions. Adorno’s account of the deterioration of ‘experience’ is well known. He also gives a dire and startling interpretation of a particular ideological category: the illusion of intellectual independence and moral autonomy in a society where these qualities are constantly compromised. “When people believe they are most themselves and belong to themselves,” he says, “they are not only the prey [Beute] of ideology…they themselves have turned into ideology” (2006, p. 78). The image of people becoming ideology is not a rhetorical flourish; when the system must be justified even at the price of severing the subject from its own experience, and when rage against its torments must be redirected or pacified at all cost, detachment from reality ceases to be a localized, contained pathology and becomes a general condition.
 His analyses of pathological opinion, “the authoritarian personality,” and the L.A. Times astrology column must be understood in this context. “Under the tenacious irrationality of the whole, the very irrationality of people is normal” (2005, p. 116).
 In each case, the irrationality in question functions to mystify the real causes of alienation and palliate their effects while doing nothing to ameliorate them.  

This is how Adorno understands that form of irrationality that had such a profound effect on his own life: anti-Semitism and its fascist expressions. Refusing to derive this pathology from “subjective dispositions,” he situates it in terms of “objective conditions” and “the economic order” which “renders the majority of people dependent upon conditions beyond their control and thus maintains them in a state of political immaturity” (2005, pp. 98-99). This immaturity allows the anxieties, resentments, confusions, and repressed desires that might have found comprehension and appropriate outlet in less stunted forms of subjectivity to be diverted into simplistic and ignorant prejudices like nationalism, jingoism, and racism. The status quo is thus protected and its agonies are displaced onto a vulnerable population. 
Adorno does not claim that pathologies of this sort are automatic reflexes of economic contradictions and will therefore disappear the day after this system is overcome. Nor is he inviting sympathy for the plight of anti-Semites. He argues, rather, that fascist tendencies and anti-Semitic beliefs are not likely to be redressed on a subjective level by “recourse to facts” or by moral injunctions, and must instead be combated by making individuals “aware of the mechanisms that cause racial prejudice within them” (2005, p. 102). This project may be more or less successful on an individual basis, but “to see through the nexus of deception” requires “that painful intellectual effort that the organization of everyday life…prevents” (2005, pp. 98-99). As a form of false consciousness necessitated by contradictory material conditions and resistant to change on that basis, racial prejudice functions ideologically.

In a striking passage from the History and Freedom lectures, Adorno addresses the concept of “the nation,” which he refers to as an “arch-deception” [ur-pseudos, Urtäuschung]. The historical emergence of “ideologies of national spirit,” he argues, coincided with the culmination of what he calls Rassenwahn—“race delusion,” rendered as “the delusions of racism” in the translation. He goes on: 
The [pseudos] is that a form of association that is essentially dynamic, economic and historical misunderstands itself as a natural formation, or misconstrues itself ideologically as natural […] It is not sufficient, or rather it is too easy, to talk about the delusions of racism and to denounce them. What counts here is the ability to explain it and to recognize its place in the dynamics of history. […] It is a delusion [Wahn] in the strict sense of the word (2006, p. 106).

By delusion in the strict sense, he has in mind the terminology developed by Freud (1961, 39-40). As opposed to an error, which is a simple mistake, a delusion is a patently and demonstrably false belief that is maintained because it functions as wish fulfillment, providing a subterfuge necessary for successful adaptation and integration. Adorno transposes this account of individual psychic development to the level of social reproduction; in this case, the wish that is fulfilled is not an ahistorical instinctual longing but the need for a social order to appear intelligible, stable, and meaningful under conditions in which the exact opposite holds. Something otherwise unbearable—the demands of life under the commodity form—becomes at least superficially tolerable if subjects can understand themselves and their sacrifices as part of a special providence (‘the nation’ or ‘the people’) and if their anger and frustration can be redirected toward an external enemy (‘the foreigner’ or the racialized ‘other’). The more vulnerable this latter population, the better the ideology works. The false naturalization of contingent and historically specific national and racial categories thus serves the socially necessary function of justifying, distracting from, and compensating for the present system. For Adorno, then, racism is a socially necessary delusion.
III: The Epistemology of Ignorance, Socially Necessary Delusion, and 
the Case of Climate Skepticism
Adorno’s analysis of racism is markedly different than Mills’s. They both conceive of racial prejudice as an ideological misrepresentation, but while Mills understands the genesis and the function of this ideology as growing out of white experience and maintaining white privilege, respectively, Adorno considers Rassenwahn a form of false consciousness socially necessary for the reproduction of an antagonistic social totality. To be sure, part of this difference comes down to a disparity in situation and concern—people of color in the context of global white supremacy on one hand, Jews in the context of fascist Europe on the other—for which there is no mutatis mutandis.
 At the same time, there is no reason to think that their accounts are necessarily incompatible. Mills operates with a model of beneficiaries and victims, where ideology—affecting the consciousness of the former—exists because of and in service to group interests within a given socioeconomic system. In Adorno’s account of social necessity, the primary beneficiary of false consciousness is the socioeconomic system itself—which, while certainly privileging some more than others, is in the last analysis against the interest of everyone; ideology, including racist pathology, thus affects the subjects of this society in their status as subjects (in the subordinate sense). But if we acknowledge the existence of both white privilege and an antagonistic commodity form, we can understand ideology as operating on both levels—without taking a position on the question of “dual systems.”
 As we alluded to at the end of the first section, the misrepresentations of ideology can simultaneously protect interests and conceal interests. Taking the comments of both Mills and Adorno in hand, we would then understand racist ignorance and delusion as both in the interest of whites and as a mystification of the interests of at least most of them; the cognitive deficiencies of racism would relate both to their privileged status and to their alienated conditions.  
As an analysis of the vicissitudes of racism in the present conjuncture, especially in the United States, Adorno’s account of anti-Semitism and his brief remarks on Rassenwahn are at best incomplete when placed next to Mills’s studied reflections on white ignorance and white privilege. For reasons probably intelligible to Mills, Adorno’s work on the “wrong life” does not linger on the fact that the burdens of this wrongness fall disproportionately on the shoulders of people of color. Insofar as the ‘Racial Contract’ is conceived as an ideology critique, however, Adorno’s account of socially necessary false consciousness provides a crucial complement. The beneficiaries/victims model of ideological misrepresentation is essential—in the case of racism, all whites are beneficiaries (even if not to the same degree)—but leaves out the capacity of ideology to justify a system to those whose interests the system works against, even as it provides imaged palliatives or some concrete consolatory benefits. If society is fraught with a contradiction at the level of its material reproduction, then the distortions and pathologies that legitimate social stratification, in addition to benefiting those in privileged positions, also serve to mask this contradiction, which still protects other privileged positions but only in a relative and derivative way. The epistemology of ignorance and socially necessary delusion go hand in hand, but an account of one without the other remains incomplete. 
We can observe these two dimensions of ideology working together in various places, especially in the context of American racism. It was a self-conscious strategy behind the rise of Right-wing populist politics that began in the 1970’s, to take one recent and well-documented example. Working-class whites could be mobilized to support policies designed to undermine their economic interests by appealing to racist anxieties (Story and Laurie, 2008, p. 14, Chritchlow, 2009, pp. 128, 181, 245, Robin, 2009, pp. 148, 161, Hoeveler, 1991, pp. 7-8). It would certainly be wrong to deny that this political bloc was protecting its own white privilege, but it would also be wrong to deny that it was at the same time being hoodwinked. The old grievances (alienation and moral turpitude) and the new grievances (economic stagnation, the debt explosion, and a regressive income redistribution) are discharged through simple and convenient scapegoats, be they “welfare queens” or job-stealing immigrants. The underlying system actually at the root of these grievances—at this moment, preparing its subjects for the neoliberal maelstrom—thus remains intact and unquestioned. 
We can see the rotten fruits of this process in studies such as Arlie Russell Hochschild’s Strangers in their Own Land, an ethnographic account of Tea Partyers and Trump supporters in Louisiana. Hochschild attempts to understand the “great paradox” of why white Americans among the most negatively affected by the present system (through environmental degradation and economic decline) are more apt to support this system and its most destructive elements. While her analysis has its limits, she sees correctly that these political activists rely on a set of false and misleading beliefs about “people cutting in line” (i.e., immigrants and racial minorities) to explain their present predicament, voiding any insight into real the causes and conditions of their situation (Hochschild, 2016, 135-51). As one review of the book puts it: “genuine grievances, genuinely misplaced” (Ray and Rojas, 2018). If we want to understand the false consciousness of these people, we must grasp both a white epistemology of ignorance by which they protect their own privilege and Rassenwahn, which fulfills the social necessity of rationalizing and mystifying an antagonistic system (especially to those relatively underprivileged within it). This is not a matter of inspiring sympathy for poor white racists, or of asserting the primacy of class over race, but of understanding how racism functions as an ideology.

Hochschild’s study also provides occasion for turning to another ideological mystification that defines our present conjuncture: climate skepticism. An increasing number of scholars argue that addressing anthropogenic climate change is impossible within the present system, and that preventing the catastrophic and terminal effects of ecological destruction would require a major political-economic transformation (Parr, 2014, Foster et al., 2011, Malm, 2016, Mann and Wainwright, 2018, Li, 2013, Hornborg, 2003, Davis, 2010, Wright and Nyberg, 2015, Gunderson et al., 2018, Klein, 2015). The distortion of climate skepticism (in its various guises)
 thus seems a prime candidate for the label of ideology: using the first part of Mills’s definition, it is an “illusion whose power and resistance to elimination [is] based in material conditions.” But with reference to the second aspect of Mills’s account of ideology, which frames his theory of the epistemology of ignorance, climate skepticism is less intelligible. Is it “a misrepresentation motivated by group interests and phenomenologically supported by group experience”? In this ideology, who are the beneficiaries and who are the victims?


It must be pointed out that, in an immediate and straightforward way, those who profit directly or indirectly from burning fossil fuels stand to “benefit” from climate skepticism (and are working to propagate it), and that those in economically and/or geographically underprivileged positions are its victims (Nixon, 2011, Taylor, 2014, Mills, 2001). Even at this point, however, a theoretical model that understands ideological ignorance as growing out of the experience of privileged groups (and serving to protect that privilege) runs into serious limits. The relationship between consciousness and group status is inverted: as studies of the dissemination of climate misinformation make clear, the beneficiaries of skepticism are all-too-well aware of the realities of climate change (Oreskes and Klein, 2011), and as the prevalence of climate-skeptical views—by no means limited to the U.S. or the ‘global north’—makes clear, its victims are not necessarily inclined toward adequate consciousness (Dunlap and McCright, 2015). Reading Hochschild, we can see that even those who directly experience climate change and other environmental disasters can still deny it, especially if they can reassign its negative effects to other causes through a kind of political transubstantiation. But even this conception of false consciousness among the oppressed and cynical protection of interests among the oppressors would fail to tell the complete story. If it is not addressed sooner rather than latter, climate change will imminently render the earth uninhabitable for anyone, and thus the status of beneficiary, while by no means irrelevant, is strictly relative, and the status of victim refers only to a greater or lesser degree of deferral. Accounting for intergenerational concern, “Earth’s first class passengers” are still on a plane heading for a mountain. 

In the last analysis, then, the beneficiary of climate skepticism is a system that demands perpetual accumulation even at the cost of the deterioration of human life (which will, of course, eventually make even accumulation impossible). In order for the system to maintain itself, this patent contradiction must be denied, displaced, or palliated. As David Schweickart has pointed out, very few of the corporate interests actively propagating myths about climate change are directly tied to the fossil fuel industry (2017, p. 16). In fact, the greatest predictor of climate skepticism among individuals—more than class, gender, race, or political affiliation—is “system justification motivation,” i.e., the extent to which one is concerned with maintaining the present socioeconomic arrangement (Feygina et al., 2010, cf. Heath and Gifford, 2006, Jylhä and Akrami, 2015). Being false and serving group interests are not quite enough to explain the ideological function at work here. We also need a theory of social necessity which includes the distorting effects of privileged status but cannot be exhausted by it. 
This account of climate skepticism illustrates the point we have been trying to make about racism as ideology. Mills’s approach to the epistemology of ignorance is indispensible, but must be complemented by an account of socially necessary delusion, of the kind Adorno offers in his analysis of Rassenwahn. The distortions and misrepresentations of racist beliefs are about maintaining white privilege, but they are also about concealing the contradictions of an antagonistic system, at once protecting certain interests and mystifying others. Likewise, climate skepticism serves to sustain a degree of economic and geographic privilege, but also serves to mask a basic contradiction at the heart of the system—which will eventually swallow everything up. As Andreas Malm has pointed out, these two delusions (racism and climate skepticism) often reinforce one another (2018, pp. 137-140). 
This essay has argued that Mills’s account of racist ignorance as ideology could and should be complemented by Adorno’s account of Rassenwahn as socially necessary false consciousness—in other words, that Mills’s framework is incomplete, not that it is wrong. By way of conclusion, however, I would like to make one critical comment regarding Mills’s reformism. In From Class to Race, he argues that struggles against racism must be chronologically prior to struggles against capitalism, i.e., that “a socialist revolution has to await the completed revolution against the socially pivotal form of ascriptive hierarchy remaining” (2003, pp. 171). Somewhat tongue-in-cheek, he lays out a “500 year plan” during which white supremacy could be overcome, and then social democracy could arrive, and then socialism could be achieved (p. 160). He goes further in “Criticizing Critical Theory,” defending a shift in our theoretical efforts toward the amelioration of conditions within liberal capitalism, rather than the transformation of the system itself. “In [Marxism],” he writes, “the ideal, the perfect, becomes the enemy of the better” (2017b, p. 246).
But if it is the case, as I have argued here following Adorno, that ideological distortions function not only to secure group privilege but also to rationalize and compensate for the torments of an antagonistic social form, then such distortions will remain intransigent as long as the social form remains intact. Mills insists that “a non-white supremacist capitalism is morally and politically preferable to the white-supremacist capitalism we have had for hundreds of years” (2003, p. 173). No objections here. But when we understand the pathologies of racism as inseparable from—which is not to say reducible to—the dynamics of a socioeconomic system that necessitates ignorance and delusion, we must doubt if the first proposal offered here is possible, even if we have not taken a stand on the question of “racial capitalism.”
 By assuming that racial prejudice and the prevailing conditions of capitalism are distinguishable in practice, we risk lapsing into the kind of thinking that Mills has worked so hard to overcome: ideal theory. I am by no means suggesting a reverse chronology (‘overcome capitalism first, racism will fix itself later’) or that racists must be forgiven because life under capitalism is difficult. Of course, we must stand against racism on political and moral grounds; but we must also work to understand its origin, which includes the protection of group prerogatives but is also a pathological form of consciousness that reflects a pathological way of life. The same can be said for the delusion of climate skepticism: a capitalism that acknowledged climate change would be preferable to one that did not, but if actually existing capitalist society seems so stubbornly reluctant to do so, we must ask why, and our answer must go beyond purely moral condemnations. The reality of climate change and its entanglement with the present system also reveal the limits of Mills’s reformism: we simply do not have 500 years to address the problem. We do not even have five. If ideology functions to protect not only relations of privilege within a society but also the society’s self-destructive productive logic, then ideological forms of consciousness—like climate skepticism, like racism—must be addressed at both levels, and neither can be chronologically or methodologically prior.   
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� Shelby (2003, p. 156) makes this distinction also, but uses the language of “evaluative” and “non-evaluative.” In her discussion of ideology, Sally Haslanger (2012, p. 447) makes use of an even more ‘positive’ definition of the concept: “the background cognitive and affective frame that gives actions and reactions meaning within a social system and contributes to its survival.”


� For a discussion of how differentiated group experience produces epistemic effects, see Mills, 1998, pp. 26-28. 


� See also: “certainly black Americans and others of the racially oppressed have always operated on the assumption that the natural and most illuminating starting point is the actual conditions of nonwhites and the discrepancy between that and that vaunted American ideals” (Mills 2017a, p. 78). 


� This was a problem that feminist standpoint theory grappled with before Mills came on the scene. Hennessy (1993) suggested addressing the issue by understanding standpoint theory as a form of ideology critique. 


� See also: “…the claim is that, absent ‘whiteness’ in one or more of the foregoing senses, or (for subordinated populations of color) absent the socialization into a white worldview, the attachment of veridical cognitions on the particular matter at hand would be, if not certain, at least far more likely” (Mills 2015, p. 218).


� Mills’s understanding of ideology is consonant with the conclusion reached by Shelby (2003, pp. 183-184), who thinks that ideological racism must have epistemic, functional, and genetic qualities. However, he is less inclined than Mills to suture false consciousness directly to group status (p. 182). 


� Mills (2003, p. 169) mentions a “class-disadvantaged, but racially privileged, white proletariat.” 


� He also defines it this way: “consciousness which is objectively necessary and yet at the same time false […] the intertwining of truth and falsehood” (1973, p. 189). 


� See also: “…the condition of pathological opinion can hardly be changed by mere consciousness. […] False opinion cannot be transcended through intellectual rectification alone but only concretely [nur real, nicht durch inhre intellektuelle Berichtigung allein]” (Adorno, 2005, p. 120).


� “The development of opinion into its pathological variant is reminiscent of the evolution of dinosaurs that, as the increasing specialization of their organs adapted them ever more closely to the struggle for existence, in the final phase brought forth deformities and excrescences” (Adorno, 2005, p. 111).


� See Adorno, 1951, and 2001b. 


� Livingstone translates “pseudos,” “täuschung,” and “Wahn” indiscriminately as “delusion.” For the sake of precision, I have translated the terms before the indented quote myself, from Adorno, 2001a, pp. 154-155. I have also altered the translation in the indented quote where necessary. 


� Mills (1998, 77-86) discusses the similarities and differences between Jewish identity and black identity.


� For Mills’s comments on the “dual systems approach,” see 2003, p. 122.


� See the “stages of denial” as described by Mann and Toles (2016, pp. 53-67). Gunderson et al. (2018) insightfully point out that even prevailing ‘responses’ to the climate crisis (‘green growth’ models and other forms of ‘sustainable capitalism’) have an ideological character insofar as they function to obscure the “systemic socio-ecological contradictions” at the root of the problem. There is only a difference in degree between outright climate skepticism and optimism about the possibility of ‘market-based solutions’—they are both “strategies for denial” (p. 134).


� For an analysis of this concept, which suggests that capitalism requires racism in order to function, see Melamed (2015). The term is typically credited to Robinson (2005).





