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Madness and Judiciousness

A Phenomenological Reading of a
Black Woman’s Encounter with a Saleschild

Emily S. Lee

Introducrion

Buzzers are big in New York City. Favored particularly by smaller
stores and boutiques, merchants throughout the city have installed
them as screening devices to reduce the incidence of robbery: if
the face at the door looks desirable, the buzzer is pressed and the
door is unlocked. If the face is that of an undesirable, the door
stays locked. . . . The installation of these buzzers happened swiftly
in New York . . . I discovered them and their meaning one Saturday
in 1986. | was shopping in Soho and saw in a store window a
sweater that 1 wanted to buy for my mother. | pressed my round
brown face to the window and my finger to the buzzer, secking
admittance. A narrow-eyed, white teenager wearing running shoes
and feasting on bubble gum glared ourt, evaluating me for signs
that would pit me against the limits of his social understanding.
After about five seconds, he mouthed “We're closed,” and blew pink
rubber at me. It was two Sacturdays before Christras, at one o'clock
in the afternoon; there were several white people in the store who
appeared to be shopping for things tor their mothers.!

Patricia Williams, a black, female law professor, relays the above account in
The Alchemy of Race and Right. Since so much of phenomenological work is
preoccupied with describing phenomenology, it has become common 10 jok-
ingly wonder when phenomenologists will actually do phenomenology. Drawing
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primarily from Maurice Merleau- Pongy’

Phenomenology of Perception this chap-
ter attempts  actually do p ?:E;::_C:& in exploring Williams’s encounter
with the saleschild.?

I chose this particular inceraction between Williams and the saleschild
because this encounter brings o stark focus an important moment in phenom-
enological analysis:

il

contestatory moment of the m canings in the horizon of,
%m;fw}

ternatively, a moment when a m aning becomes more solidly embed-
ded inte the horizon, [ read this particular encounter berween Williams and
the saleschild as 4 moment when, in regards to a racial m caning in our social
world, that which defines reason is contested. As a conte

Tation OVer reason,
awards the winner as reasonable and deems the other as unreasonable,
perbups even mad.

S0CIED

This contested moment demonstrates a limic condition in regards to the
phenomenological concept of the “horizon.” The conce :pt of the horizon help-
fully illustrates the sedimented, prevailing meanings in the world and how
these meanings originate always as produc

of negotiations among members
of sociery. But phenomenology and the conception of the horizon do not il
rate how individuals can change the

meanings. Considering the weight of
history and the shared quality of the meanings, Merl sau-Ponty’s elucidation
thar xa?aﬁ?m? change the meanings in the horizon through isolated actions
appears far from sadstying and seems almost futile. Yer Merleau-P onty posits
such :F:?&Z contestations as the only means to influence the meanings of
the horizon. Hence, although chis chapter attempts to do pheno wnology, it
concludes with a critique of the limits of phenomenological analysis.

The three goals of this chaprer are to do phenomenology, o illustrare
4 moment of racial meaning contestation on the horizon, and to present

limit in phenomenological an: dysis. Let us return to Williams's account of her
Lo ew:,;.wﬁwﬁrr

The Givern World, the Lived World

A phenomenological understanding of the interaction berween Williams and
? saleschild must begin with the given world, a notion made familiar by the
works of Edmund Husserl and Mardn Heide grer. Williams's description of the
world 1 Soho, New York Ciey, during the Christmas season of 1986—a world
where boutiques install bu

to prevent theft—illustrates thar one enters into
a particular place, into a specific time and into certain fixed scenarios. One
P

wes the world within a concrete sivuation; the world is given to me. As
Merleau-Ponty states, *1 am given, that is, 1 find myself already situared and
wwvolved in a physical and social world.™
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The given world is experienced phenomenally. Drdwing from Husserl's
work, Merleau-Ponty defines phenomena as a “layer of living experience through
which other people and things are first given to us.™ m,.r;%i and Merleau-
Ponty argue that all of our inival contact with the world occurs phenomenally,
rather than already, clearly, distinguishable as subjective or obj

ctive, Husserl's
lived world steers through the unnecessary setup of stark contrast berween the
naturalism of empiri

sm-and the psychologism of intellectualism, where one
reduces the world eicher 1o its materiality or 1o the projections of conscious-

ness. Husser] explains thar one experiences the world phenomenally; on expe-

riences both contrasts ambiguously. In describing Husserl’s understanding of

phenomena, Ronald Bruzina states that “consciousness is now 4 pure held of
experience-in-the-living (lived experienc

Erlebnis), in which various objects
land feacures] are found as appearings-in-the-field.” Such an underst nding of
our phenomenal relations within the world ac knowledges not only the Emﬁz
ence of the world but also that of the subject. EEw,,;xza:c?@\ 1
experiences of the world ar

) ognizes that

negotiations berween the subject and the world

between the intentions of the subject and the givens of the world.
Merleau-Ponty’s

¥

phenomenology posits a gestaltian contact with the
world. Gestalt theory advances that the “most basic unit of experience is that
of m@::w-c:.\u(vmnrmqs::a,: anything simpler reflects mere mental construc-
tions.* Human experience of the world

nnot reduce the smallest unit of
experience to solely the figure. Rather, one always experiences the figure with
its background. The Gest

It principle of contextual relevancy holds thar “the
meaning of a theme is co-determined () by the unity formed by the internal
coherence of [the theme's) parts, and (b) by the relation between the theme
and the horizon that provides its context.”’ Ermpiricism and intellectualism
recognize only the first condition of unity within the theme and fail o rec
ognize the second condition of balance between the theme and the horizon,
This second condition is gestalt theory’s unique contribution. Gestalt theory
explains that one experiences and perceives the theme be

cause of and with
the horizon. One cannot perceive the theme withour its horizon; one cannot
TECOENIZ

the theme within a different horizon—not withoutr much encour
agement. Rather, an optimal relation must exist berw

n the theme and the

horizon for perceprion of the theme.
notion of the rtheme and the horizon with the
gestaltian framework. He advocates against reducing the gestaluan framework
w solely a spatial sense. With the new vernacular, Merleau-Ponty elaborates
the meanings—the significations already func toning in the world. The horizon
represents the sense of possibilities in the world because the world is “an open
and indefinite multiplicity of relationships which are of reciprocal implication.
In this sense of the irreducibility of the world to any on

Merleau-Ponty develops th

By

aspect, Merleau-Ponry
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repeats over and over again chat human beings are in the world." Human beings
are always subject 1o the influences of the world; we are always situated,
Within the Phenomenology of Per eption, however, Merleau-Ponty fails
w significantly deemphasize the role of consciousness in the structure of the
horizon. As such, even in his insightful idea of sediment:

tion, Merleau-Ponty
mistakenly prioritizes the domain of thought. To explain sedimentation, he
writes that, “there is a ‘world of thought, or a sediment left by our mental
processes, which enables us o rely on our concepts and acquired judgments as
we nught on things there in front of us, presented globally, without there being
any need for us to resynthesize them.™ Although the notion of sedimentation
beautifully depices the meaning complexes in the world, it mistakenly atrribuses
them solely to the mind.

o has last vexy, The Visible and the Invisible, Merl au-Ponty more sue-
ydﬁ\.vw*,.ﬁz\,ﬂ moves Q((t»wv\ f

om privileging consciousness. In his working notes, he
credits the horizon as the source of all concepts, of a certain style of being
6" The notion of the horizon functions both in relation w
space as exterior to the theme and o time

and of being i

15 interior to the theme. In it
carlier instantiations, Husserl held forch the possibility of infinity in knowing
the theme. Here Merleau-Ponty parts ways with Husserl, for he gives up this
sossibility of infinity in the sense of absolutely knowing the theme and instead
SLE

¥

clies upon and evokes historicity in the horizon.”” The horizon refers to the
ory surrounding and circumscribing the theme.

!
{
i

For theorists concerned with feminist or race theory, the horizon must be
renuiniscent of the idea of social or cultural construction. Postmodernism has
made the noton of social construction commeon parlance, and Judith Buder’s
work 1s especially important for feminist concerns, with the idea that gender
and sex are social conseructs. Critical race theorists have made a similar claim

i regards to race. Although the horizon and social construction appear similar,
the horizon does not conceprualize wverything as social constructions. Within
the Phenomenology, culture plays a central configuration in the notion of th
horizon, yet Merleau-Ponty is not explicit about his use of the word culsure.
Merleau-Ponty simply contrasts culture with nature, where, for him, culture
serves as the overlay upon nanw

He does not explore the possibility that
more than one culture may exist, and consequently he does not explore the

ramitications of several distincrive cultures. Merleau-Ponty recognized differ--

ent cultures as demonstrated in his interests in anthropology and Levi-Strauss’s
work. But by the tme of The Visible and the Invisible, Merl -au-Ponty demands
the dissolution of such distinctions of culture and narure, insisting any such
disunctions are merely abstract.'* He uses the term absmraet in all ics Hegelian
negative connotations. o specifically speak of social or cultural construction, as
the poststructuralists do, requires distinguishing between culture and nature, a
discernment Merleau-Ponty believes impossible.” Instead, suffice it to note that
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culture, in a form indistinguishable from nature, functions within his under-
standing of the horizon.

Through all of the changing conceptions of the horizon, Merleau-Pon-

ty consistently promotes two central ideas: first, the phenomenological basis
that the horizon cannot be removed or eliminated: and b

c«cond, the horizon,
although constandy changing, functions as the meaning framework for our
society. In this sense, the horizon functions as a motivating for

that guid
- . ) N

the experience and perceprion of the theme. The horizon depicts the sense in
which we live in the given world, as beings-in-the-world.

Pacricia Williams’s Embodiment

In the given world, Williams sees the desirable swearter, presses her round brown
face to the window, and places her finger on the buzzer. Members of our world
recognize the behavior patterns; the ringing of the bell communicates o the

saleschild thar Williams desires admitiance o the store. The communicated

a culture and a world. As Merleau-Ponty describes, “behavior patterns
into . . . narure, being deposited in the form of a cultural world.”™ The actions
of the body simultancously draw attention to the implements, the buzzer, the
window, and the locked door, which also serve as symbols of culture. “No
sooner has my gaze fallen upon a living body in the process o

f acting,” writes
Merleau-Ponty, “than the objects surrounding it immediately take on a fresh
layer of significance: they are no longer simply what I myself could make of
them.”” Merleau-Ponty astutely recognizes the interplay between body move-
ment, implements, and culture. The three mutually validate each other and

facilitate communication among the members of society.

Merleau-Ponty’s focus on body movement lies at the center of his chal-
lenge of the belief in the divide between the body and the mind in the tradition
of Plato, Descartes, Hume, and even Husserl. These traditions leave us with
“the living body bec[olme an exterior without interior, subjectivity bec[o]me
an interior without exterior.” Such traditions have left us with the problem
of intersubjectivity. In perhaps his most radical proposal, Merle: u-Ponty locares
subjectivity not in something interior to the body, such as a consciousness or
a soul, but as the body. To understand how he comes to this conclusion, we
must appreciate his early work in child psychology.

Beginning with the discovery of the infants initial experience of the body

as intrinsically reflexive, Merleau-Ponty explains thar this inivial experience of
the body precedes distinctions of subject or object.”” In this indistinguishable
state, the corporeal schema is intrinsically reflexive. From this reflexivity, Mer-
leau-Ponty proposes that the body is experienced as the body image. Bo ty
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image is “the thematization of the corporeal reflexivity underlying the corporea)

schema.”™ Martin Dillon explains, “My body-image is my image of myself: as

image, it is object; as myself, it

the subject I am.™' The body’s reflexiviry
defies the law of noncontradiction. Merleau-Ponty suggests the following defini-
don of body image: “The word ‘here’ applied o my body does not refer to2
determinate position in relation to other positions or to external co-ordinates;

but the laying down of the first co-ordinates, the anchoring of the active body

in an object, the situaton of the body in face of its tasks.”* The body serves
as the measure of all of our contact with the world. The body image represents
the body’s spatiality and temporality. The body image evokes how the body in
action, the body in movement, acts in the world.

Without a subject interior to the body guiding body movement and
without a reductive conception of the body as mechanistic, Merleau-Ponty must
explain how the body comes to move. Merleau-Ponty offers the idea of body
moulity, his third conception of the body. With the idea of body mouility,
he proposes thar the body retains its own intentionality.” To appreciate the
idea of body intentionality, one must understand the difference between act
intentionality and operative intentionality. Act intentionality refers to the com:

mon understanding of intentionality, the intentionality of conscious judgments”

culminaang in individual actions, an intentionality familiar to liberal theory
Operauve intentionality, first introduced by Husserl, refers to an intentionality
functioning within the world.” Distinct from the act intentionality of isolated,
conscious individuals, operative intentionality depicts an intentionality always
already present in the world because of the historical and social meaning influ-
encing all beings-in-the-world.*

In berween act and operative intentionality, the body’s movements proj-
ect beyond the immediate. For in the relationship between act and operativg
intentionality, body modlity defines the relation berween the significance of an
individual act and the meanings operating in the world. Merleau-Ponty intro-
duces the concepr of "body motility” to capture this relationship between single
acts and the meanings enveloping the world. He writes, © ‘Already motility,
I its pure state, possesses the basic power of giving a meaning.” ™ With an
elaboration of body motility, Merleau-Ponty’s body image caprures precisely the
body in movement as a movement from the individual, immediate and acrual
to the community, the world, the future and the ideal. The two moments form
a unique totaliy.™

The movement from the immediate to the surrounding world is a move-
ment from the space of the concrete to the space of the abstract. The immedi-
ate vicinity of the body in action establishes the setting for the possibility of
body movement that extends toward abstract, creative space. In more existential
tanguage, Dillon explains that “by virtue of the possibilides opened o i by
thematization of the 1 can,” consciousnes

is liberated from the immediacy of
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the bodily projects made in response to the concrete and given context, and
may now undertake movements in the human space of porenuality {as opposed
to the physical space of actuality).”™ Our body image rewains an intentional-
ity of its very own, which motivates movement toward possible space. Th

3

body’s abstract movement arises from the accumulation of learned, habirsual
body movements.*® Merleau-Ponty describes the movement from the lived o

the abstract space as a spiraling centrifugal movement.”’ The body in move

ment, the body facing its projects is a projective being.
outside irself.

The body projects

With the body subject, this world remains “undivided berween my per-

ception and his , . . both are not cogitations shut up in their own immanenc
but beings which are outrun by their world, and which consequenty may well
be outrun by each other.”™ Perception of the other is possible; intersubj
ity is not impossible® In the given world, when Williams rings the bell, her
body movements project her desire of moving from the actual sphere ourside
the store on the street to the possible sphere of the store.

‘he saleschild in

@

wrn perceives her body and her consciousne:

s simultaneously; the saleschild
perceives a subject. The saleschild perceives her body movements and surmises
her intentions to enter the store because they share a horizon where her body
movements convey intentions understood by both of them.

The saleschild does not perceive Williams in her entirery; he sees an
anonymous black woman. Merleau-Ponty writes, “In the cultural object, 1 feel
the close presence of others beneath a veil of anonymity.”™” Merleau-Ponty's
analysis foregoes the philosophical problem of perceiving the body with iss
consciousness, yet his analysis leaves us with the perception of an anonymous
other.* Perception of a particular person does not occur. The saleschild does not
recognize Williams as a thinker who contemplates her personal interactions, a
person who publicizes seemingly ordinary interactions does not come to pass.

In just five seconds, the saleschild mouths the words “we're closed” and “blows
pink rubber” at Williams. The saleschild refuses entrance o Williams. Williams
leads us to believe that the saleschild must be lying; after all it is one o'clock
in the afternoon, a Saturday, two weeks before Christmas. The saleschild lies
to deny entry to Williams and avoids telling her directly thar she is undesir-
able, that she appears likely to commit theft. The saleschild only understands
Williams's intention to enter the store. The saleschild misunderstands her inten-
tions subsequent to entrance of the store.

As beings-in-the-world, perception occurs  phenomenally;  perceprion
opens us to the world. Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of perception emphasizes
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a1 ongoing contact with the world. Perception occurs continuously; one cans

not sunply turn perception on and off.” But percepuon is a lacuna; it never

finishes;™ as a result, it can be deceiving because it is partial and full of gapg
and holes.” ﬁ.

generality and anonymity. ™

Williams &5 not an alien or other worldly creature in the saleschil

V . ‘ world:
brown bodies are part of the saleschild’s given world, The saleschild’s

percep

. . . (Il OIS ¥ ", M £ :
uon of Williams's body—brown, round-faced, kinky-haired, together with the
cultural implements, the clothes Williams is wearing——sums up t a type of

body associated with undesirability, a type of body associated with the like-
1 AN v 0 ok 4L - L M o ' ,
:?:a‘:w commiting theft.”” Through the horizon of the given world, the
saleschild perceives Williams as a general type. Husserl explains that a// percepe
:a:::2@Qaﬁ:,c:miw;Egzm&, cﬁam.zmélmnm&mm:ﬁﬁﬁ

UONS antic

, * Alfred Schues
work claborates on this aspect of Husserl’s work. The saleschild’s perception of
/x‘:r‘,:,:).,. demonstrates what Schutz designates as “they-orientation.” “They-
orienwtion” marks perception of remote and anonymous contemporaries. Theys

real thing whatsoever has . . . its general a priori,” . .. a type.”

orientaon contrasts with “we-orientation,” which marks perception of intimate
VTP e (i e diiee M ¥ 1h ¢ , :
juantinces.” While Husserl views all perception as typified, according 1o

Schutz, perception via types oceurs only when one is they-oriented.® Schugzs
analysis appears more probable. Intimare acquaintances, one’s friends, family,
and lovers, usually defy types. When one is they-oriented toward the other,
one perceives the other as a type; one sees an anonymous being. Being they-
%,:,?m?; the synthesis of recognition does not apprehend the unique person
the exasts within Ther] living present. lnstead it pictures {her] as always the
saime and homogenous, leaving out of account all the changes and rough edges
that go wlong wich individuality.” Henge, although the saleschild and Williams
share the given world, and intersubjectiviry is possible, the saleschild perceives
Williams as a type because the saleschild is they-oriented toward her.

This tramework is limited since Williams's features are anonymous to the
extent that the saleschild sees her as a black woman, but her features are not
so anonymous thac the saleschild sees her as a woman or as a human being,

b the saleschild perceives her as a certain undesirable type, the saleschild
could have ved her as a desirable type, among a broader and more toler-
able type, such as among women who enjoy shopping. Even if the saleschild:
s they-oriented oward Williams, the saleschild could have been they-oriented
toward Williams by casting her into the shopping frenzied female type. Why
does the saleschild cast Williams into one t pe and not another?

Althoug

Schuwz offers one explanation for the they-orientarion and the selection of
types. He advances the notion that individuals hold a specific field of interests,

or a system ot relevances. One determines one’s system of relevances “by the

fact tha

ne i) not equally interested in all the strata of the world within

5.7 Perception ocaurs through a horizon, through an atmosphere of
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[one’s] reach. The selective function of interest organizes'the world . . . in strata

of major and minor relevance.™ Schutz’s system of relevances indicar

s that

ests determine thar which one seeks
1o understand. When the saleschild perceives Williams as the undesirable black
woman type, the saleschild exhibits a glimpse of his stratum of relevance, The

“@

one hierarchizes one’s interests. One's int

stratum of
ed in Wil-

liams as a particular person, or what is more important, he is not inrerested in

saleschild positions Williams and racial consciousness ousside his
relevance, which requires explicit knowledge.”™ He is not inter

awareness of race questions. With the notion of stratums of relevances, Schurz

5

accounts for the various “zones of blind belief and ignorance” held by differens
individuals.*® Perhaps black women, class, or racial consciousness do not lie
within the saleschild’s range of interests.

Schurzs analysis provides one possible reason for the saleschild’s selective
anonymity and system of relevances. He argues that systems of relevances are
insticutionally derived and sanctioned. Schuez writes that “[tThe order of domains
of relevances prevailing in a particular social group is iself an element of the
relative natural conception of the world taken for granted. ... In

ch group
the order of these domains has its particular history. It is an element of sociall

approved and socially derived knowledge and frequenty is insttutionalized. ™ Of
course, theorists of race and gender have already vehementy voiced the institu-
tionalization of discriminadon. Race theorists Michael Omi and Howard Winant
have written on the insuwtionalization of discriminarion thar discrimination
occurs on two ditferent strata, structural/instivucional and prejudicial/discrimina-
tory.” Similarly, the institutionalization Schutz describes does nor refer only w
the formal laws within a society but also o the sedimented beliefs of our sociery.
The saleschild does not solely derive his selective anonymiy.

In a five-second interaction, the saleschild’s they-orientation is not at issue.
In a five-second interaction, the saleschild cannot know the particular person
who is Williams. The institutionalization of systems of relevances explains why
the

love shopping. The saleschild surmises a conclusion based solely on the visible

aleschild casts Williams as the type to commit theft and not the wpe o

features of Williamss body, and the racialized meaning of her body plays a more
prominent role than other stercotypes about women. The saleschild’s understand-

ing and prejudice of brown bodies triggers “a raison d’étre for a thing which
guides the How of phenomena without being explicidy laid down in any one of

them.”™ The saleschild’s personal previous experiences with brown faces alone

VEnieen-

could not lead o such a quick decision. The saleschild is, after all, a s
year-old boy. How much direct contact with brown faces could the saleschild
have experienced? Rather, the sediment of ideas, the operative intentionality, and
the horizon of the given world about brown bodies prevailing in our society nur-
tures the saleschild’s perception. The saleschild no longer resynthesizes, rethinks
the meaning of brown fac

s. The insticutionalized system of relevances conditions
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the saleschild’s understanding of brown bodies and leads him to prominentdy
position the color of her skin in his system of relevances.

Phenomenology and the notion of the horizon helpfully illuminate this
particular encounter, but Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological system has been
criticized for depicting as natural the racist and sexist beliefs held in our society.
Linda Martin Alcoff explains that critics charge phenomenology of taking “sub-
jectivity and subjective experience as cause and foundation when in reality they
are mere epiphenomenon and effect. Phenomenology is sometimes portrayed
as developing metaphysical accounts of experience outside of culture and his-
tory.” In a separate article, Alcoff again explains the existence of “a fear that
phenomenological description will naturalize or fetishize racial experiences."”
The problem lies in Merleau-Ponty’s portrayal of the horizon as inevitably aris-
ing from the world. As an inevitable occurrence, Merleau-Ponty fails to really
depict the members of society as involved in influencing or negotiating the
horizon. Our horizon, which includes a history of women’s secondary status
and a history of racism and colonialism, appears simply unavoidable. Merleaus
Ponty’s portrayal of the horizon depicts such a history as teleological develop-
ments of the world, as unavoidable historical evolutions. Feminists and race
theorists contest precisely this implication of the horizon. They highlight the
role of dominating cultures, the negotiations—including wars—and the social
constructedness of human beings that have led to our present cultural and
social environment. 2

Interestingly, in spite of such difficulties, Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the
horizon has been useful for feminists and race theorists. Gail Weiss evokes the
horizon to elaborate the immediateness—so immediate as to be mistaken as
inherent—of affiliations of specific bodies with certain negative associations,
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology productively highlights the immediateness of
the affiliations because he emphasizes embodiment over consciousness with his
notion of an embodied subjectivity. Referring to the works of Franz Fanon,
Weiss explains that members of minority communities may feel they possess
inferior corporeal schemas, and this feeling of inferiority resides on the level
of embodiment. Weiss writes thar “the invisible social processes at work in the
construction of a racially-coded corporeal schema . . . [are] always already opera-
tive, and for those societally designated as ‘racial minorities,’ the internaliza-
tion of this racial epidermal schema . . . results in a {psychophysical) inferiority
complex.”™ Similarly, Alcoff refers to the givenness of the horizon to explain
the confusion of the cause and effect of racism. She writes that “the process
by which human bodies are differentiated and categorized by type is a process
preceded by racism, rather than one that causes and thus ‘explains’ racism as 2
natural result.”** The notion of the horizon provides a conceptual framewark for
understanding the depth of the racial associations we make during our percep-
tions of our own and others’ embodiment. Both Weiss and Alcoff utilize the
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idea of the horizon to illuminate the workings of racism and sexism embedded
into our social cultural beliefs, well aware of the dangers involved.

While the notion of the horizon is apparently both useful and problematic
for feminists and race theorists, the relevant issue for the present purpose is not
the question of how racism and sexism got sedimented into the horizon but
whether Merleau-Ponty’s depiction of the horizon acknowledges the funcrioning
of racism and sexism. The present question centers on whether he accounts

for a struggle berween diverging perceptions in their separate claims to more
accurately represent the world.

Williams Understands the Horizon

- Let me interrupt my phenomenological reading of this event, to elaborate Wil-

liams’s own description of such events. What 1 find fascinating about her book,
The Alchemy of Race and Righss, is that even without Merleau-Ponty’s phenom-
enological language, Williams seems to be “doing phenomenology.” Her words
evoke phenomenology’s concepts and ideas. Much in her book demonstrates
the functions of the horizon. Williams shows acute awareness of how much
the meanings in our society have an impact on what the members of society

perceive about her embodiment and so prominendly influence her experiences

in the United States. She comprehends “that a part of ourselves is beyond the
control of pure physical will and resides in the sanctuary of those around us;
a fundamental part of ourselves and of our dignity depends on the uncontrol-

able, powerful, external observers who make up a society.”*

It is important to note that living in our society with its horizon of mean-

ngs, its givens in the world, means not only that white bodies accept these

meanings but that black bodies internalize the prevailing meanings as well. The
notion of the horizon depicts how all members of society, including people of
color, accept the association of certain bodies with negative meanings, even if,
in the case of people of color, the negative associations define the self. Feminist
theorist Annette Kuhn states that women identify with men; and Williams
explains that people of color learn to see themselves through white people’s eyes.
She writes, “[Tlhe cultural domination of blacks by whites means that the black
self is placed at a distance even from itself. . . . So blacks in a white society are
conditioned from infancy to see in themselves only what others, who despise
them, see.””” Coherent with Weiss, Williams explains that the internalization
of prevailing meanings does not simply occur on the level of consciousness,
but on the very corporeal schemas of black bodies. One of the most striking
conscquences under these circumstances is the very real possibility that black
people may forego economic opportunity because such economic advancement
may also signify furcher loss of the self. Williams writes, “I think many people
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of color sull ind it extremely difhicule to admit, much less prove, our desire
0 be included in alien and hostile organizations and institutions, even where

2 . ; < owsy
those wistitutions also represent economic opportunity.

Under these circumstances, Williams exhibits an understanding that the
meantngs in the horizon result trom struggles over whose perceptions comme 10
be accepted and hence sedimenred into the rc:wo: m:& %romm perceptions are
not aceepted and ultimately rejected from the hosizon. g_:_mn.:m pointedly BE@,
“There is great power in being able to see the world as one eS_.w and then to m...s.
that vision enacted.™ Merleau-Ponty recognizes that perception has a _.n_&._::
ship with power, that perception does not occur passively, and ﬁ?,: 90 horizon
must have arisen from scruggles. Bue he does not address the nw::,m.nm:o:m.oT_:,
racisi and the sexism sedimented into his conceprualization of the horizon.®
Meileau-Ponty takes 4 Nietzschean or Hegelian stance abour the inevitableness of
such i_.:mm_? and does not concern himself with its :dm:nmao:m 10 the people
who lose the contestations over correct or true perception. ;

Williams does not take such a laissez faire attitude perhaps because she
recognizes that the horizon includes meanings about her m:EnnaSQ\mEr..xr
ment that clearly do not benehit her. Unlike Merleau-Ponty, | suspect g_._:..:,_.
Lannot sic vznru calm in the idea that the contestations in meanings in the
horizon will evenwually and inevitably resolve themselves. She does not have
the luxury of accepting a resolution on the basis of its w:ns.ﬂg:? _f‘___:
Witliams urges thar the black self’ cannot accept such Enﬁ:.r:m. meanings
explaining, "In such an environment, R::@:wmrm:m the power of .5&2&:& F..,r_
cal judgment 1o a collective ideal risks psychic violence, an oE:nSsz ot the
selt through domination by an all-powerful other. . .. What __:r.v, nr:m_ mr.:x.
the mistreatment of women, and racism is the massive G:m:gmn intrusion int
[the] psyche that dominating powers impose S‘Wnnn the an m.qoa ever _.:___
seeing itselt ™ Clearly, passively accepting prevailing meanings in the horizon
i 1ot an option for all subjecs. N k

This seemingly small moment when the saleschild and %\_:E:ﬁ confront
cach other with her ringing of the doorbell illustrates a pivoral moment of
questioning and contesting or aceepting and mm&::m::wm a social meaning about
her embodiment/subjectivity even decper into the horizon, :., this moment, in
atlirming the saleschild or Williams's perception of the situation, we .rdic, on

wrue und reasonable perception.

, _—
The Judiciousness of the Saleschild’'s Decisions
. . e
The decision o affirm the saleschild’s surmisal or to affirm Williams's frustra

ton depicts a contestation of meaning in the horizon. The majority om.,.::...__
has chosen o empathize with the saleschild’s decision. Williams conveys thas

pr
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‘even civil-rights organizations backed down eventually in the face of argu-
ments that the buzzer system is a ‘necessary evil,' "2

Merleau-Ponty's analysis
helps us to understand why; atter all,

the saleschild inhabits our world, with

the givenness and the institutionalized systems of relevances of our culture and

society. In relaying the “understandability” of the saleschild’s behavior, Williams
admits “[t}hat some blacks might agree” 10 the judiciousness of the saleschild’s
decision.* Merleau-Ponty’s analysis, with the help of Schut, highlights why
members of our society might consider the saleschild’s decision as judicious,

- sensible, and reasonable. Merleau-Ponty’s work sheds light on why racist beliefs

an be a part of the acceptable, the sensible, and the logical beliefs in our society,
Connecting brown faces with undesirability and suspecting black female bodies

cof criminal inclinations fepresents an acceprable reaction given the horizon of
our world.

Racist analysis has focused historically on egregious acts of power and
overt signs of racism by white supremacists, such as the Nazis or the Ku Klux
Klan. Focusing on such extreme acts of racism diverts attention away from the
lived experience of racism and oo casily relaxes the anxieties and responsibilities
of the rest of us. For although we can perhaps conclude that our society does not

ondone egregious signs of racism, the small, seemingly forgivable, judicious,

sensible, and understandable acts of racism thar persist in our social horizon
serve as the index of the tenacity of racist attitudes in our world. Because of
our willingness to forgive the seemingly inconsequendial, the seemingly reason-
able signs of racism, racism continuously eludes us. Racism may be insidious
not simply because it is a conscious, isolated exercise of power but because ic
s sedimented, pervasive, and reasonable.®
 The acceprance of the judiciousness of the saleschild’s decision leaves
Williams with the descriptions of overreacting, being too sensitive, and acting
uarcasonably. Pondering moments in which society questions her sanity and
encourages her to question her sanity fill her book: “What was most jnteresc-
g to me in this experience was how the blind application of principles of
neutrality . . . acted . . . 1o make me look crazy”;* *[Mly story became one of
@treme paranoia’s* or in referring to herself, “You should know thar this is
one of those mornings when 1 refuse to compose myself properly . . . trying
© decide if she is stupid or crazy.”" We as a society fail to acknowledge thar
Williams is correct to be upset; instead, we support the saleschild’s decision and
wlegate Williams (o madness. At chis moment, we create a particular meaning
in the horizon. Merleau-Ponty’s analysis too facilely passes over the plight of
those who lose in the struggle for meanings in the horizon, but Williams’s work
points to where phenomenology could benefit from increased attention,

So should we absolve the saleschild of all responsibility? Merleau-Ponty’s
work suggests the answer—no. Drawing from Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty pres-
ents a rather complicated notion of agency and freedom. Freedom cannot be
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separated trom the given world. He writes, "My freedom, the fundamental
power which 1 enjoy of being the subject of all my experiences, is not distinct
from my insertion inio the world.™* But as much as our freedom is integrally
lked o the given world, the world does not constiture us; we also constitute
the world.

As asubject, the saleschild does not simply bend to the whims of our
culture. bvery interaction with another provides an opportunity to affirm or
tw deny a shared cultural belief. The saleschild’s action illustrates thie “resis-
tance oftered by passiviey.™ Qur willingness 10 accept the judiciousness of the
saleschild’s decision ilustrates that we resise highting racism through passivity.
The saleschild resises an opportunity tw deny a shared racise belief by passively
dcecpuing the racist, yet sensible beliet, As Merleau-Ponty argues in regards

sedimented knowledge, “this acquired knowledge is not an inert mass in the -
depths o vur consciousness . . . what is acquired is truly acquired only if it s
tahen up again i a tresh momentum of thought.”™ And as Husserl maincains,

although one percerves by drawing on types, every act of perception is an
OPPOTLINGY 16 orge aew ypes.” ‘

Atier all this emphasis on the tunctioning of the horizon, Merleau-Pongy -

st ulamacely leaves the individual alone in resisting the horizon. The notion of

the horizon depicts che spattd, temporal, social, cultural, and historical mean-’

g as such it belies individual acts of manipulation. Individual subjects can
hardly intuence or change the horizon. Phenomenological notions such as the
horizon helptully explain the depth of the embeddedness of racist meani
but tor Merleau-Ponty 1o point only to individual acts of resistance to counter
the canimgs m the horizon seems limited indeed, if not futile. This depicts the
limits ot phenomenological analysis, and it cpitomizes the reasons why racism
>0 pervasive and persistent.

The Primacy of Misibility over Communication
and toward a Conclusion

This partcalar interaction between Williams and the saleschild, an interacti

based solely on the visible, forecloses other possibilities of affecting the sale
schild’s decision. | specifically chose this interaction precisely because it depends
solely on a visual surmisal and so highlights the pivotal role of the visible dif
ferences of the body in daily personal interactions. However, Merleau-Ponty, in
accordunce with the dominant wrend in present day philosophy, emphasizes the
impurtance of communication, of language, tor infuencing the child’s use of his
options w athirm or o deny prevalent social beliefs, ™ Merleau-Ponty belicves
i the ability w creare a reciprocal relationship with the means of language. |
cannot help but wonder if communication may be overvalued. My suspicion
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stems from the number of occasions in which one must quickly torm a decision
based solely on visible features. The frequency of these occasions far outinum.
bers occasions for fully communicating with the stranger, the other. Perhaps
because communication is nor an opuon in this interaction, full perception of
the particular person who is Williams does not occur. It i precisely in these
interactions that a phenomenological analysis can be of great assistance.
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