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To my matrilineal ancestor, Ngonnso,
my late father, Wirngo,
and to Anna, Wirndzenyuy, and Leopoldine
— to my source and destination



In order that we should love our country, our country ought to be lovely.
— Edmund Burke



Preface

Jeremy Waldron

Maurice and Hilda Friedman Professor of Law,
and Director of the Center for Law and Philosophy,
Columbia University

Liberal political philosophy sometimes seems beset by a curiously naive
literal-mindedness. We write as though the tasks of politics were re-
ducible to the choice of principles, and as though principles formulated
in the theorist’s study could constitute the basic structure of a well-
ordered society. We know, of course, that the articulation of principles
for aliberal order is a tricky business; they have to be sensitive to all sorts
of things, such as the tensions between liberty and equality, equality and
opportunity, rights and efficiency, and stability and justice. And so we
spend years — collectively we spend decades or generations — debating
them, elaborating them, refining them. All this is done in the hope that
if only we could get the principles right, we would have a basis for a decent,
just, and prosperous social order, which could be enshrined in our laws
and constitution.

Occasionally, in the wee small hours of the morning, it occurs to some
of us that principles, formulated and refined by theorists, are not neces-
sarily the key to a well-ordered society; laws and constitutions are often
eclectic and half-coherent accumulations of wisdom rather than embod-
iments of well-worked-out principles; and anyway, laws and constitu-
tions are not all that there is to social order. There is also the real world —
the world of human nature in its more sordid or less calculable aspects,
the world of chance and fortune, of crime, fanaticism, and war, of tears
of pride and rage, the real world of faith, patriotism, and other creeds
we would like to be able to dismiss as non-rational. Sometimes, it seems,
these make a mockery of our devotion to principle-mongering. One re-
sponse to these misgivings is to attempt a further refinement of our
principles — attempting to make them more sensitive to various issues
and vicissitudes of the real world. We might incorporate incentives into
our theories or make greater provision for exceptions or sanctions or
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whatever. But a response of that kind seldom allays the nocturnal mis-
giving. What torments some of us is the possibility that there might be
something wrong with our entire orientation to politics. For example,
there might be something awry with the idea that governance shares
with theory an orientation towards propositions. Let me explain what I
mean. A principle is a normative proposition that says that things ought
to be thus-and-so. A law inspired by a principle is supposed to be an
imperative proposition: Let things be thus-and-so (and let this-or-that
person be responsible for making them thus-and-so). And the law (and
the principle it embodies) is supposed to work when things actually
are thus-and-so, that is, when the society in question is actually gov-
erned, through its laws, by the principles we have formulated in the
way that the principles say it ought to be governed. Maybe — and this is
the thought that, as I said, comes to us in the small hours of the morning —
there is more (and less) to the good ordering of society than this. Think
of it this way: A society is not just a set of states of affairs, correspond-
ing (or failing to correspond) to the content of a given set of normative
propositions. It is a congeries of relations, dispositions, and emotions
that are implicated with one another and with shared arrays of fear,
hope, and history, in ways that defy any tidy propositional scheme.
Now perhaps it is the error of communitarians and nationalists to pre-
tend that this congeries represents an homogenous body of experience
rather than something rich, ragged, and variegated. But liberal political
philosophers are always in danger of making the opposite mistake — of
thinking that it can be ignored altogether, or simply dragooned into the
service of efficiency or justice.

These thoughts are not original. Since Edmund Burke complained
about “all the decent drapery of life” being “rudely torn off” by those
who would reduce the science of government to a priori speculation,
there has been no shortage of critics to challenge liberal theory on this
ground. They line up around the block. But there has always been a
shortage of thinkers willing to do the hard work of giving an affirmative
account of what is supposed to be lacking in the liberal picture, thinkers
who are not content merely to carp, but who set out to show what a
richer and more adequate philosophy of politics would look like. Ajume
Wingo is one of the very few who are willing and able to do this, and
for that reason I believe this book marks the emergence of a refreshing
new voice in political theory.

Asyouread oninto Veil Politics, you will find a deep, subtle, and some-
times disconcerting account of the role of myth, symbolism, monument,
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and ritual in modern politics. Much of it is about the United States: Dr.
Wingo begins at the Lincoln Monument and proceeds down the Mall
to end with some reflection on the racially rather sanitized depiction of
American history in the rotunda of the U.S. Capitol. In between, you
will read about classroom history, war memorials, the inscriptions on
our currency, the Confederate flag, the Great American Seal, and the
Gettysburg Address. These are sites and emblems of a politics — and of
a kind of legitimacy — that goes much deeper than proposition or princi-
ple. “To make us love our country,” wrote Burke, “our country ought to
be lovely.” Well, these are places where the love is elicited or withheld,
and where loveliness or its opposite are put on display for all to see. It
is places like these we must recur to if we want to develop an aesthetics
of governance.

But I don’t want to give the impression that Veil Politics is just about
America, or that the part that is about America is an uncritical celebra-
tion. Quite the contrary — this book is also an account of the evasion,
shame, dispute, and false consciousness embedded in this country’s
iconography. What Wingo insists, however, is that these too are not just
matters of the truth or falsity of propositions, or the satisfaction or vi-
olation of principles. They are not just about what lies behind the veil;
they are features of the veil itself.

And Veil Politics is not just a study of America. The fact that it is
above all a work of theory — a fine work of political theory — is an
irony, I guess, in light of the way I began these comments. But Wingo
has succeeded not just in his critique of contemporary theory; he has
succeeded in his ambition to theorize the very matters whose absence
from our conventional theorizing is the premise of his work. The veil
politics of the United States may be the starting point, but what is im-
portant about this book is the reflection that they stimulate and the way
that Dr. Wingo is able to fold that reflection back into the traditions
and experience of existing theory, to complement it and enrich it. He
is helped in this by a remarkable openness and generosity of spirit.
I mentioned already that Wingo’s contribution is affirmative, rather
than merely critical. His aim is not to discredit liberalism, as though
that were worth doing for its own sake. Perhaps more generously than
we liberal thinkers deserve, he sets out to nurture themes in liberal
thought that have been subdued, and to push a little into the back-
ground those jagged aspects of our political philosophy that we have
tended stupidly to exaggerate. He seeks to enrich and contextualize our
discussions of legitimacy, autonomy, justice, even transparency, and to
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make us ponder their significance. He does not seek simply to discredit
them.

At the dawn of our tradition, we learned from Aristotle that the best
political theory is the offspring of comparative politics; we see how
to theorize our own politics when we make it strange to ourselves by
comparing it to the politics of another society. Now, as I said, Ajume
Wingo writes about the United States, and it is contemporary American
liberalism that he is seeking to enrich. But he does so as an outsider,
an African, a Cameroonian, of royal blood and considerable political
experience. Those who remain inward-looking quickly learn to miss or
blur the most interesting features of the politics of their own society.
There is no chance of that with this book. We should be grateful to
Ajume Wingo for teaching us to see things new and for showing us —in
a way that many of us would do well to imitate — how the new things
that we see can be incorporated into our reflection on the things that for
too long have been dominating our vision.

New York
July 30, 2002
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Chapter 1

Introduction to Veil Politics

1.1. POLITICAL VEILS

One of the great monuments found in Washington, DC, is the Lincoln
Memorial. Inscribed on the south wall of the monument is the text of
the Gettysburg Address, above which is a mural depicting the angel of
truth freeing a slave. Engraved on the north wall is the text of Lincoln’s
Second Inaugural speech. In the middle of the pavilion is the figure
of Abraham Lincoln himself, his grave countenance casting a palpable
aura over visitors.

The power of artifacts like the Lincoln Memorial to stir the emo-
tions is quite remarkable. But they are not alone in having this power:
Novels, plays, films, and even manipulative television advertisements
and greeting cards have the same ability to tap into the emotions of
spectators. What — if anything — distinguishes civic monuments from
artifacts like these? Are monuments of this kind merely public art of
a particular kind, or do they serve another function that distinguishes
them from other kinds of art?

One way to see what distinguishes civic monuments is to look at
their effects. As we might expect, one of the effects of civic memorials
is aesthetic. Just as an innovative artwork may please the eye or make
us look with new eyes by jarring our sensibilities with new forms and
unexpected lines, the Lincoln Memorial appeals to classical standards
of proportion and symmetry, while the Vietnam Memorial is startling
with its stark simplicity. For many works of art, this aesthetic effect is
all that is intended - this is art for art’s own sake.

Memorials like the Lincoln and the Vietham War memorials, how-
ever, also play a socializing role as well: They are devices that convey
particular social, political, and moral values. The Lincoln Memorial, for
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instance, is not just a piece of art in an imposing venue. From its stairs
rising from the reflecting pool before it to the names of the members
of the Union ringing it at the top, the Memorial is an amalgam of sym-
bols that tell a story about the ideals of the United States of America.
The statue of Lincoln, as it were, tirelessly delivers his civic lessons to
citizens, ceaselessly asking citizens to prove worthy of the fallen in this
society, and serving as a physical manifestation of Pericles’s statement
that “It is by honor, and not by gold, that the helpless end of life is
cheered.” Simply put, Lincoln is a paideia for the discipline of living
alongside one another in this community. The civic lessons he silently
delivers to the polity are more than any words that can flow from the
lips of a living civic tutor.

This effect is, in part, the result of design; the classical motif and scale
of the statue all strike predictable chords in Americans. But design is
only partly responsible for the meaning that has been invested in the
Memorial and the effect it has on many visitors. The other component is
its own history, for the Lincoln Memorial is a living symbol, acquiring
new significance as time passes. It is no accident that it was to the steps
of the Lincoln Memorial that Martin Luther King, Jr., and other civil
rights marchers were drawn during the March on Washington. In the
process, they drew upon its significance as a symbol of the promise of
America and the sacrifices made for their sake, and at the same time
transformed the Memorial, making it a symbol both of the will of the
disenfranchised and of entry into full citizenship.

The Lincoln Memorial is a particularly recognizable political symbol,
but there are many other less obvious devices that serve similar socializ-
ing functions - flags, uniforms, anthems, and pantheons of civic heroes.
Indeed, such symbols are present in every state. Where will one find
a state in the world without cultural, ethic, or political heroes, without
a flag, without a national anthem? These objects, like language, high-
ways, and cars, are found in all states. But unlike highways, languages,
and cars, whose functions are apparent, the various functions of things
like numismatic symbols, flags, and national anthems may easily be
overlooked or dismissed altogether as merely decorative.

Consider, for instance, a simple penny. Its function is most obviously
to serve as a medium of exchange or a store of value. But at the same
time it is adorned with symbols that are not obviously linked to that
role. Incused on the head side is Lincoln’s face, gaunt with the bur-
dens of office. Behind the collar of the regalia is carved “Liberty”; a
halo of “In God We Trust” adorns the head. On the tail side of the
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penny is a classic-style temple in which a sharp eye can make out
the form of Lincoln himself. Above the memorial is a nimbus, “United
States of America”; below, the motto of the United States, “E Pluribus
Unum.”

Why go to these lengths to adorn a penny? From a practical point of
view, there are obvious virtues to using the faces of well-known figures
on coins, currency, and stamps. Humans are very good at distinguishing
human faces; using a famous figure’s face on media of exchange is, then,
an effective way of foiling counterfeiting efforts. But if this is the ultimate
rationale for adding detail to money, what accounts for the particular
images and details used? Other, more notorious historical figures (such
as Napoleon Bonaparte or Adolph Hitler) are at least as familiar to
most Americans as Lincoln — and are certainly more easily recognized
than, say, Andrew Jackson, Alexander Hamilton, or Salmon P. Chase. If
familiarity were the fundamental concern, why not place images of these
persons on currency and coin? If the image of Elvis Presley is appropriate
for a first-class stamp, why isn’t it fitting for the dime or the ten dollar
bill?

The reason it isn’t is that the decisions we make about symbols of
this kind are not just utilitarian ones, ones that turn on how easily an
image can be forged or recognized. Rather, they also play an important
role in shaping our political and moral intuitions; they are, in fact, often
explicitly designed and selected with an eye toward valorizing particu-
lar images or individuals, all for the purpose of presenting, and thereby
subtly upholding, the values and ideals associated with those images.

In this way, the image of Lincoln finds its way into every pocket and
every child’s piggybank, and in so doing, various ideals and virtues
associated with the image of Lincoln find their way as well into the
daily lives of citizens. In a sense, this image becomes invisible, blending
as it does into the commonplace background of everyday life. But, like
language and the countless other tacit assumptions of everyday life,
these unobtrusive images play a role in shaping our values, judgments,
and intuitions. Blaise Pascal noted that the best way to develop faith is
to go live among the faithful. In a similar way, we might say that the
best way to develop the habits, intuitions, and character of a citizen is
to live amidst the symbols of a particular polity.

As an illustration of the power of these symbols, consider the way
Lincoln’s public image has been transformed since 1860. We live in a
world in which Lincoln ranks with the founding fathers in greatness —
perhaps surpassed only by Washington in importance. Today there is
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