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One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two 
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark 
body[,] . . . this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge 
his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes 
neither of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize 
America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He 
would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for 
he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He simply 
wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an 
American. . . . This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker 
in the kingdom of culture, to escape both death and isolation.

—W. E. B. Du Bois, Souls of Black Folks

Debates over critical race theory and diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion (DEI) have, once again, shot the issue of race into a cen-

tral position among the topics that polarize and divide Americans. It 
might seem to some onlookers that the current moment of discord is 
mainly the consequence of divisive ideologies that have recently 
infiltrated schools at the primary, secondary, and postsecondary 
levels. Yet, such a perspective misses the uncomfortable reality that 
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current debates over race reflect long-term differences in worldview. 
Prior to any national conversation in the United States about critical 
race theory and twenty-first-century DEI initiatives, a stark racial 
divide in attitudes over race existed in the United States. In brief, 
black Americans have maintained a racialized identity since the end 
of the civil rights movement, while white Americans from the same 
point in time have often not considered race a particularly salient 
feature of American social life.1 Thus, it seems that what is most 
striking about the period between 1972 and 2024 is how little the 
racial divide has changed. To be sure, there have likely been shifts in 
public attitudes, but the fundamental racial divide in perceptions 
about American social life has continued to exist. 

Some of these differences in perspective have been fostered by 
the development of a distinct African American identity and 
ethnicity within the American republic. Ethnicity is tied to history, 
especially familial memory and collective narratives of origins and 
community development. Differences in family and communal 
experiences, memory, and traditional narratives are apt to yield 
differences in values and political orientation. The pressing ques-
tion, then, is how the political community should deal with differ-
ences in historical memory that are passed down across generations, 
reinterpreted, and presented as core features of a person’s identity. 
This paper has three primary goals: (1) to make African American 
identity more legible to the wider republic, (2) to put forward a 
solution for dealing with ethnic differences in modern political 
communities more broadly, and (3) to explore the implications for 
civic education in America specifically.

Focusing on African American identity is important because it 
is core to American history: The group to which the name refers 
has persisted over time, does not exist separately from the American 
experience, has been connected to a number of national identity–
defining conflicts within the country, and moreover sits apart from 
questions about the extent to which immigrants should assimilate; 
however questions about immigrant assimilation are answered, the 
African American minority will still be here and have a claim to 
occupying a somewhat unique position within the republic. Indeed, 
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the particular history of the United States and race has most promi-
nently been about relations between white and black Americans.

This paper weaves together into a narrative of African American 
identity philosopher Jorge Gracia’s work on race and ethnicity with 
W. E. B. Du Bois’s reflections on black America. It makes the argu-
ment that African Americans are a “racialized ethnos,” in Gracia’s 
terms, and provides a brief overview of some of the sources and the 
state of African American identity in the United States. Gracia’s 
understanding of ethnicity relies heavily on the idea of family and 
historical relations, a conception that gives us leverage for thinking 
about ethnicity vis-à-vis the political community, for if ethnic 
groups are like large extended families, then there are reasons to 
think that multiple such families can exist in a political community 
together. The essay then considers a way for modern political 
communities to deal with the existence of various ethnic groups 
within a nonethnic polity. Specifically, it builds on Thomas 
Aquinas’s concept of an order of love as theoretical grounding for 
how love for one’s ethnic group may be ordered in a multiethnic 
society such that it does not threaten the superior love for one’s 
political community. Two of Aquinas’s concerns in his order of love 
are the family and the political community, so it is possible to 
extrapolate an understanding of an ethnic group as an extended 
family existing within a larger political community, helping to 
resolve Du Bois’s struggle over the sense of “twoness” in the 
African American identity. The final section closes with the impli-
cations the preceding discussions have for civic education in the 
United States.

African American Identity
The aim of this section is to ground the concept of ethnicity in family 
and community memory and then ground African American identity 
in particular within this framework of ethnicity. I broach the topic 
aware that many intellectuals approach concepts like race, ethnicity, 
and culture with a fair amount of skepticism about their intelligibil-
ity, coherence, normative value, or reality beyond their existence as 
a social construct.2 Here I am not interested in putting up an 
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adequate defense of the concepts’ viability, though I will make 
frequent use of philosopher Jorge Gracia’s work on the subject as 
grounding for my contention that the concepts of race and ethnicity 
offer enough substance to be useful as frameworks of analysis.

The Concepts of Race and Ethnicity
Race and ethnicity might be slippery concepts, lines between them 
may be blurry at moments, and the terms might sometimes be 
hopelessly conflated both historically and in popular speech, but 
that does not mean that the terms are not reflective of some reality 
that can and should be investigated intellectually. Gracia’s notion of 
ethnic groups as an extension of the family gives us great leverage, 
as we shall see, for thinking about how an ethnos relates to the 
larger political community, for we already have tools for thinking 
about the family in relation to the political community, even if such 
tools are contested.

Gracia claims to produce the first “extended and systematic 
philosophical discussion of race, ethnicity, and nationality by any 
one author in any one place,” and he helpfully defends their coher-
ence as concepts.3 His view of ethnicity is the primary focus here, 
though at least a brief note on race is also necessary. Gracia 
advances a genetic common-bundle view of race, the principle of 
unity of which is one of “a descent link and a set of perspicuous and 
genetically transmittable physical features.”4 Key to this under-
standing is that relevant features are physical and genetically trans-
mitted. Although members of a race might share in a pool of 
features, there need not be a single feature common to all. Thus, 
the set of features serves as a clear marker of a race, but not every 
member will display every feature.

Ethnicity, however, is not about physical features so much as 
history. Gracia, whose own conception of ethnicity is inspired by 
Du Bois’s work, proposes that ethnic groups “belong to the larger 
kind of group we know as families,” which include not only the 
nuclear and extended family but what he calls the “ethnic family.” 
A family does not possess a single feature that every member 
shares in common with all others and that serves as its principle of 
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unity.5 To see why this is so, think of children adopted into a family: 
We say they are members of the family, even if they are not related 
to the rest by blood. Or consider those who marry into a family: 
One’s aunt or uncle is often not a blood relation with oneself, nor 
are spouses blood relations with each other, and yet they are still 
part of the family. The principle of unity for a family is thus not 
genetic ties, and even a nuclear family does not possess this single 
feature in common. Rather, Gracia argues, the principle of unity 
for a family is the particular set of historical relations that tie them 
together, relations that produce a set of features, no one of which 
is necessarily shared by every member.6

Much like nuclear and extended families, ethnic families feature 
a set of historical relations that manifest as common features among 
some members of the group.7 In fact, Gracia calls his understanding 
of ethnicity the “familial-historical” understanding. In other words, 
what unites an ethnos is not any particular feature that every 
member shares but the “series of changing relations that tie the 
members throughout history and generate features common to at 
least some members of the group in particular contexts.”8 Under this 
conception, culture may be a factor in ethnic unity, but it is not 
ethnicity per se. Ethnicity itself is “the relational property of belong-
ing that characterizes the members of an [ethnic group],” and 
belonging is owed to a set of changing relationships that tie people 
together over time, while culture is, in a sense, a potential outcome 
of the process.9 The emphasis here is on shared historical ties that 
generate distinguishing features understood in context, features that 
are not necessarily physical but might include language, political 
organization, religion, culture, and much more.

In the American context, ethnic differences have often mapped 
onto a color line, but ethnicity is not fundamentally about race. 
Gracia claims that Du Bois had the right instinct when he discussed 
history and family; it is just that Du Bois mistakenly tied his intui-
tions to race rather than ethnicity.10 The shared relations and 
history that help generate some distinguishing properties that are 
understood in context is what allows us to call an ethnic group an 
ethnic group. For instance, African Americans may be part of a 
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black race that has certain recurring phenotypical and physical 
features, but they are also representatives of an ethnic group indig-
enous to the United States. While the ethnic group does intersect 
with the race and, indeed, it is impossible to discuss African 
Americans as an ethnic group without also discussing race, it is the 
ethnic component and the related issue of culture that provide 
additional layers of complexity to the situation of African Americans 
relative to the wider political community. 

It Is Not About Critical Race Theory
Building on Jorge Gracia’s conception of ethnicity, the main thrust 
of my argument is that African American identity is a culture built 
onto an ethnicity built onto a race, and this has implications for 
how African Americans relate to the larger political community.11 
In other words, a group of people who happened to be members of 
a particular race and representatives of somewhat similar, though 
still distinct, cultures underwent a historical process whereby they 
experienced similar phenomena and began to see themselves as 
one people. At the same time, their preexisting cultures merged 
and transformed into a new culture, one that also included the 
influences of the larger (nonblack) political community. This 
combination of a “racial ethnos” with a shared culture that is 
partially a product of and partially distinct from the wider culture 
of the United States introduces extraordinary complications into 
conversations about how African Americans relate to the larger 
American public, because at various points the relevant elements 
under discussion might technically be racial, ethnic, or cultural, 
and yet none of these elements can be fully disentangled from the 
larger bundle that is the African American community and its 
historical experience.12 It is the existence of African Americans as 
an ethnic group, an existence that is neither wholly independent of 
race nor wholly reducible to culture, that gives substantial moral 
weight to its efforts to protect its ethnic identity within the 
American republic. The African American community did not start 
as an immigrant group, and it was not allowed to integrate fully into 
mainstream society for most of the history of the United States. 
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Thus, its particular history renders it somewhat detached from 
discussions of immigration or race more broadly. The problem of 
the African American community vis-à-vis American society is not 
only the problem of interracial relations, or even the problem of 
culture per se. To a significant extent, it is also the problem of a 
community that was told (and forced to be) separate for hundreds 
of years, thus nearly guaranteeing the development of an emotion-
ally salient distinct identity and ultimately facilitating a strong 
moral claim to not being forced to assimilate into the wider culture 
to be respected as Americans.

The salience of African American identity is in part a result of its 
status, in a country of settlers and immigrants, of not originating as 
an immigrant group. The importance of the slave origins of the 
ethnic identity are relevant not simply for some kind of cause-and-
effect explanation of contemporary economic disparities but as a 
narrative that explains the development of the ethnic group. Du Bois 
beautifully articulates this process of ethnic formation through the 
development of Negro spirituals, a form of music that is neither 
African nor European, but one that contains elements of both tradi-
tions brought together in a centuries-long process until it was fully 
Negro and fully American: “The first is African music, the second 
Afro-American, while the third is a blending of Negro music with the 
music heard in the foster land. The result is still distinctively Negro 
and the method of blending original, but the elements are both 
Negro and Caucasian.”13 The development of Negro spirituals and 
African American gospel music can be used as a metaphor for the 
historical process that created the ethnic group. African American 
identity is intrinsically tied to American slavery, not because African 
Americans want to feel sorry for themselves, but because the cruci-
ble of slavery is one of the key links in the development of a distinct 
African American identity—thus emerges one of the most moving 
lines of Maya Angelou’s famous poem “Still I Rise”: 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,
I am the dream and the hope of the slave.
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Focusing on the African American community as a distinct ethnic 
group, rather than purely focusing on the issue of race, helps clarify 
why a “black” Latino person might identify as Latino but not as 
black, why Somali immigrants might choose to move from Atlanta 
to Maine in part to distinguish themselves from the African 
Americans met in urban housing projects, and why an African 
American man might accuse a Tanzanian immigrant’s ancestors of 
slavery.14 It also helps clarify why even those African Americans 
who are less attached to certain elements of African American 
culture may still be attached to the history, tradition, and heritage 
itself—that is, they may identify, with much passion, as African 
American. Indeed, African Americans often call other black people 
brother and sister: “She is a ‘sista’” is code for “She is black,” for 
much like Gracia’s understanding of ethnicity, African Americans 
talk about themselves in historical and familial terms, even separate 
from the issue of culture that is so often closely associated with 
ethnicity.15 

Nonetheless, culture is important in reinforcing ethnic identity. 
If the reader would permit a brief autobiographical digression, 
perhaps the cultural meaning of being a black American can be 
made more clear. It can be helpful to cite personal experience and 
anecdotes in discussing ethnicity and culture because they illus-
trate what is often difficult to specify in abstract terms. The African 
American community has an obvious tradition of autobiography, 
but as Nolan Bennett argues in The Claims of Experience: 
Autobiography and American Democracy (2019), autobiography 
has been core to the American tradition of political writing.16 In a 
paper that is part of a special edition on American Civics at 250, it 
seems especially fitting to leverage personal experience to advance 
the conversation on civic education in our multiethnic republic.

To begin, although I grew up in a majority-white suburb, being 
a black American formed a core part of my identity. Overwhelmingly, 
black churches provided the fertile ground of my own spiritual 
development as a child. It was not merely the church building: 
black gospel radio stations, black gospel award shows, black gospel 
TV shows, black preachers—these and more exposed me to a world 
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of Christianity that included precious few white people, not out of 
animosity, but just as a fact of practical experience. We sang the 
“Negro National Anthem” (a song I still love) periodically at 
church. But my experience goes beyond Christianity. I watched 
television shows with black stars and listened to music made by 
black people. I was aware of black magazines like Ebony, though I 
rarely, if ever, read them. Alongside fiction like The Giver and 
Hatchet, standard for Americans of my generation, I read books 
like Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry and Roots, sat in black barber 
shops while waiting for my father to get his hair done, and went 
only to black and Dominican shops to get my own hair done. That 
the black world was different from the white world was clear as day 
to me because I attended a majority-white school whose students 
often watched different TV shows, listened to different music, 
attended different churches, and frequently ate different food. As 
I aged, moved away from home, and spent increasing portions of 
my life away from black people, I experienced new features of 
American life: movies like It’s a Wonderful Life and The Sound of 
Music, songs like “Country Road,” and food like casseroles. I 
attended majority-white churches and heard music from groups 
like Hillsong. And through all these experiences, though they 
enriched my life and broadened my understanding of the world, 
they never convinced me that my being African American was 
somehow irrelevant to my identity. In fact, in some ways my black 
identity was reinforced by my encounters with white Americans 
precisely because I could so frequently see differences in experi-
ence, perspective, and intuition.

Differences in music, food, and outward expressions of spiritu-
ality may seem superficial, and on some level they are, but on 
another level they are not. They form a set of common experiences 
that shape a person’s likes and dislikes and affect how much one 
may enjoy another person’s company. These differences are by no 
means bad. In fact, such differences make the rich tapestry of 
American life into something interesting and exciting—that is, if 
you allow them to. But the differences are nonetheless real, real 
enough that spending time with black Americans conveys for me a 
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certain sense of returning home, and real enough that any form of 
complete assimilation into a mainstream white American culture 
feels like a loss. This is the feeling that Du Bois so viscerally 
captures in Souls of Black Folk: “Am I an American or am I a 
Negro? Can I be both? Or is it my duty to cease to be a Negro as 
soon as possible and be an American? . . . Is self-obliteration the 
highest end to which Negro blood dare aspire?”17

In sum, the cultural element of African American identity 
serves to reinforce historical ties, but the culture is not the essence 
of the identity. The relational process advanced by Gracia, which 
builds on Du Bois’s intuitions, does not produce unanimity in 
thought, experience, or affinity; and though it does produce recur-
ring cultural features, still, the ethnic identity is anchored by more 
than affinity with the culture. The culture of African Americans 
could probably change substantially without this essential familial-
historical bond disappearing, and individual African Americans 
might depart from their culture in substantial ways without want-
ing to let go of the ethnic identity itself. If there be any reverence 
for tradition in the African American community, and there is, then 
that reverence for tradition points just as much in the direction of 
identifying with African Americans as a distinct ethnic group as it 
does identifying with America as the political community of alle-
giance. This point bears repeating: African American identity is 
primarily a product of tradition and not new political ideologies. As 
with any tradition, it can become politicized, but the political 
movements of the past few years have not created the fundamen-
tals of black American identity, though many black Americans have 
come to filter their identity through the lenses of these political 
ideologies.

Moreover, the fact that African Americans are a racial ethnos 
also helps reinforce continued identification with the ethnic group 
in cases where the individual is not overtly culturally African 
American. The racial component means that black people will, 
practically speaking, still commonly have some of the same experi-
ences regardless of other personal and cultural differences.18 The 
upshot is that there are actually many varied threads that hold 
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together and strengthen the salience of African American identity. 
This suggests that for the foreseeable future, Americans will not be 
able to escape conversations and debates about race, both in and of 
itself and as a proxy for ethnicity, and that race and ethnicity are 
likely to continue appearing as political issues under various guises.

Unity in Diversity 
Du Bois’s book The Gift of Black Folk (1924) helps clarify the 
particular and unique relationship between the American repub-
lic and the African American minority.19 He argues that American 
identity is essentially a conglomeration of different peoples, and 
that the “Negro” has had a particular influence on the develop-
ment of America—indeed the “Negro” has been a “distinct asset” 
for the country, from labor and military defense to folklore and 
music and finally to its “peculiar spiritual role in America as a sort 
of living, breathing test of our ideals and an example of the faith, 
hope and tolerance of our religion.”20 The black American thus 
represents the faith of America: American prejudice has been 
constantly challenged by its faith, and faith itself proves the 
bedrock restraint on anger and retaliatory violence by the 
oppressed. 

Inherited Memory and American Identity
The Gift of Black Folk traces black contributions to the Americas, 
beginning with the Age of Exploration, in its attempt to defend the 
thesis that the United States of America would not exist as such 
without its “Negro” population. But if this is so, merely teaching 
American history—and, for that matter, the history of the New 
World as a whole—always contains within itself the subtle seeds of 
a reinforcement of a black identity more broadly and an African 
American identity more particularly. So long as students in a class-
room intuits some personal (though remote) connection to the 
black slaves brought to the New World, those students will form 
some sense of who their ancestors might have been and what that 
means for them today. And of course, further lessons about who 
they are come from their families and communities. 



12 The Political Science Reviewer

Familial and communal narratives of history shape one’s 
understanding of America and one’s place in it. American history is 
not just what is taught in a textbook—it is family memory and 
family experience. Thus, the stories told at home about the lives of 
one’s parents and grandparents have a big impact on how one views 
the nature of one’s country. Given that the generation that lived 
through segregation and the civil rights movement is still alive, a 
substantial portion of the African American community has likely 
grown up hearing negative stories about how their parents, grand-
parents, aunts, and uncles were treated by virtue of their skin color. 
They may also have formed the intuition, or maybe even the 
conviction, that their own and their parents’ equality was recog-
nized only as a result of the coercion of protest and civil disobedi-
ence, rather than by virtue of their humanity. African Americans as 
a whole negotiate their relationship to the broader American 
community from a different context than other Americans, for 
every statement about the meaning of the American experience is 
measured against the experience of their parents and ancestors, 
and many black Americans, at least implicitly, decide that their 
experience is sufficiently distinct that it is worth identifying with.  

For many black Americans, the experience of blatant cultural 
differences combined with differences in history and a respect for 
ancestors makes it easy to then accept the idea that an American 
identity ought not erase or replace an African American identity. 
Thus, one finds provocative statements like that of Du Bois:

If . . . there is substantial agreement in laws, language and 
religion; if there is a satisfactory adjustment of economic 
life, then there is no reason why, in the same country and 
on the same street, two or three great national ideals might 
not thrive and develop, that men of different races might 
not strive together for their race ideals as well, perhaps 
even better, than in isolation. . . . We are Americans, not 
only by birth and by citizenship, but by our political ideals, 
our language, our religion. Farther than that, our 
Americanism does not go. At that point, we are Negroes.21 
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I suspect that Du Bois here might sound dangerously destabilizing to 
some Americans, while sounding eminently reasonable to many black 
Americans. What he is arguing, though, is the idea that maintaining 
distinct ethnic identities within the political community should not 
challenge allegiance to the modern state. Political allegiance and 
ethnic identity are, in a sense, operating on different planes.

While these attachments operate on different theoretical 
planes, practically speaking they are difficult to navigate. Whatever 
their race, chances are that individuals have accumulated enough 
personal experiences to reinforce their inherited narratives, making 
it difficult for them to interpret the world otherwise. This sort of 
natural difference in intuition among different groups in America 
can impede communication across racial, ethnic, and cultural lines 
and is partially the source of controversy over textbooks and how 
American history is taught in schools. History is always more than 
a set of facts; it is a story as well, so there is little way to teach 
American history without privileging one narrative or another. 
Nonetheless, these differences in historical memory and inherited 
narrative need not devolve into conflict that rips apart the fabric of 
the political community. These differences must, however, be navi-
gated with care.

Order of Love
Debate over how best to deal with our diverse society has often 
taken place within the framework of two opposing poles, assimilation 
versus multiculturalism.22 Much of this debate surrounds issues like 
state neutrality versus state recognition. This paper is not concerned 
with the legal ramifications of multiethnic identity and more with the 
implications for national identity and the building of a healthy politi-
cal community. For while a stable political community requires some 
level of shared values and culture, there is ample space for ethnic 
and cultural differences so long as one’s loves are properly ordered. 
The approach here thus bears some resonance with both assimila-
tionist and multicultural perspectives, but it is also more than a mere 
mean between these two perspectives. The emphasis is not so much 
on how alike or unlike one cultural group within the state is from 



14 The Political Science Reviewer

another, or on whether groups should have formal recognition from 
the state; it is, rather, on what distinguishes love for an ethnic group 
from love for a state, to what extent and in what contexts the loves 
compete, and how these loves should be prioritized in a person’s 
life—in other words, the focus here is on the nature of the loves 
themselves and how their natures suggest an individual should navi-
gate potential conflicts.

More extreme forms of assimilationist arguments push minor-
ity groups toward alienation and radicalization; at the same time, 
multicultural approaches that do not provide sufficient grounding 
in an American identity risk obscuring the fact that identity with 
the political community is of greater priority than identity with a 
particular ethnic group.23 I agree with the Aristotelian tradition 
that political friendship is the appropriate grounding for thinking 
about citizenship and political identity.24 Conversations about 
justice cannot proceed productively without this basic foundation 
of political friendship, which is why Aristotle sees political friend-
ship as “more important than political justice.” And, importantly, 
political friendship requires disagreement accompanied by the 
retention of goodwill—citizens must be “different but concordant” 
in Trepanier’s reading of Aristotle.25

Inculcating political friendship requires many things, not least 
of which is a correct ordering of attachments. It would be ludi-
crous, for instance, for attachment to the baseball team I love to 
outstrip loyalty to my country. No matter how much I love my 
country, if the love for my preferred baseball team outstrips it, then 
there will always be problems in how I relate to fellow citizens. Part 
of seeking unity in diversity, then, is not just about possessing a 
shared national identity but about properly ordering our attach-
ments such that we love things in the right way, to the right extent, 
and at the right time. But, merely thinking about ordering our loves 
as a simple rank-ordering schema of priorities is not sufficiently 
helpful, as any perceived conflict between the first-order and 
second-order priority would of necessity seem always to be resolved 
in favor of the first-order priority. In other words, I could never 
make the case for relaxing at a baseball game rather than working 
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overtime, since my job is an objectively higher priority than mere 
recreation.

To think about the proper ordering of loves, I turn to Thomas 
Aquinas’s relatively extensive discussion of the topic in his Summa 
Theologiae.26 His discussion is particularly helpful because he does 
not propose an overly simplistic rank-ordering schema by which to 
prioritize our loves. Rather, he proposes two axes to help us deter-
mine the degree of love—namely, love measured relative to its 
object and love measured relative to the lover—and he introduces 
the idea that there is a difference between loving he introduces the 
idea that there is itself a difference between loving something more 
simply and loving something more relative to a particular matter. 
Love measured relative to its object is concerned with whether the 
thing loved is itself better or higher than a different thing that is 
loved. Aquinas particularly attaches the idea of greater reverence to 
higher loves; thus more reverence is owed to one’s parents than to 
one’s spouse. Yet, the spouse is loved with greater intensity. This is 
because love may also be measured relative to the agent of love, the 
lover. While the object of love is about its species, love measured 
according to the agent is a measurement of nearness and likeness: 
How close is the subject of love to the lover? The closer the 
subject, the more intense the affection. Moreover, the closer the 
subject, the greater the variety and multiplicity of ways to love the 
person. And someone may be appropriately loved more relative to 
a particular matter, even though, strictly speaking, one does not 
love that person more than another.

These nuances map onto the ordinary intuitions with which 
people navigate life. The willingness of some parents to serve as 
soldiers, police officers, or firefighters is at least partly legible as 
the actions of a father who loves his children with great intensity 
and yet sees serving his country or local community as a higher 
calling, but one that does not erase the intensity of his love for his 
children. As regards the love given to his political community, it 
is in some sense a higher (and thus more transcendent) love than 
that given to his child insofar as it encompasses many more 
people. But the love given to his child is characterized by a 
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greater intensity and affection, and moreover it displays itself in a 
wider range of matters and settings than that given to the political 
community. Or, by way of a more mundane example, a person 
might “love” her boss more than her parents relative to certain 
work-related matters, such that she obeys her boss rather than 
her parents in fulfilling her duties at work. But, strictly speaking, 
she has greater love for her parents simply.

We can map these ideas onto the discussion of African 
American identity if we think of ethnic groups as extensions of 
family, as in the view advanced in this paper, and can then apply 
Aquinas’s insights to ethnic communities.27 One should love the 
political community as a higher common good than one’s ethnic 
group, as the political community nourishes us in a more founda-
tional and diffuse way than an ethnic group does on its own. At the 
same time, ethnic communities do nourish us in particular ways, 
and they are often subjectively nearer to a person than other citi-
zens, as values, expressions, and traditions are given to us through 
ethnic groups, and these groups nourish our imaginations and 
sense of identity. As Susan Selner-Wright has noted, Aquinas main-
tains “that our ‘union’ with our kindred is more subjectively 
profound than our unity with others.”28 Union with other African 
Americans might be more “subjectively profound” for many 
African Americans than unity across ethnic groups, which might 
manifest in a particular intensity in intra-ethnic relationships. That 
said, the intensity or subjective profoundness of love that black 
Americans may experience toward their ethnic group is not a meas-
ure of the objective worth of that love—it is a measure of the 
subjective nearness of the beloved to the agent, not a measure of 
the object’s value. Intra-ethnic love is a lower kind of love than love 
for one’s political community, even if a co-ethnic may be loved with 
more intensity than other citizens qua citizen. While the ethnic 
group might provoke greater intensity in love, the political commu-
nity is worthier of a greater reverence in love as a more fundamen-
tal sustainer of both common and individual life, even if it does so 
at a distance further removed from the individual than the ethnic 
community. 
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The error many people commit is in thinking that because their 
subjective experience of intra-group affection is more intense, this 
then maps onto the value of the object of love in ways that it does 
not. Thus, one finds more radical pro-black perspectives that 
devalue or reject other ethnic groups. Others commit the error of 
thinking that because some people love their ethnic group with 
great affection, this inherently means that they must loosen those 
bonds of affection to love the political community properly. Thus, 
one finds more radical pro–color blindness perspectives that would 
erase nearly any discussion of race or ethnicity as a facet of contem-
porary America. In both cases, intensity has become the only meas-
ure with which to evaluate love. Aquinas’s order of love skirts the 
opposing extremes of obliterating lesser loves, on the one hand, 
and of not properly ordering various loves, on the other. It also 
helps mitigate the psychological distress that arises when people 
perceive choices between loves in strictly either/or terms. As 
Selner-Wright notes of Aquinas’s discussion of the love a man has 
for both his father and his son, by establishing the legitimate claims 
of both, Aquinas highlights why it is that choosing between them 
would produce a terrible conflict. The answer is not to eradicate a 
legitimate claim on one’s affection but to keep one’s affections in 
proper order. Doing so, though, requires appropriate moral and 
intellectual formation.

Civic Education
The things that reinforce African American identity are both so 
constitutive of America and so reflective of basic human longings 
for ancestry, meaning, and tradition that civics lessons are likely to 
run up against a host of passions and tensions in the course of 
teaching about American history and national identity. One way for 
American history and civics teachers to respond to this reality is to 
subtly infuse lessons with the logic of an order of love. Rather than 
public education either ignoring or intentionally reinforcing partic-
ular ethnic identities, even ones as constitutively related to America 
as African American identity, educators ought to attempt to harmo-
nize various perspectives on the American experience through 
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intentionally presenting different sorts of Americans who value 
different sides of their identity and yet nonetheless remain commit-
ted to the idea that America is a nation worthy of their respect and 
love. America should be presented as an entity that admits of diver-
sity and adaptability, on the one hand, and of unity and inheritance, 
on the other. 

Civic education can play a constructive role in fostering the 
kind of ordered love that breeds civic unity rather than division. 
Some secular and American version of the argument might, of 
course, be explicitly taught to students as they are being educated. 
But more than being explicitly taught the concept, children need 
to be assisted in developing an instinct for ordering their attach-
ments, relating their ethnic and particular cultural identities to the 
larger republic, and respecting the different backgrounds of others. 
One of the best methods for doing so is through the reading of 
literature and autobiography. In fact, good literature is probably 
more helpful for developing an instinct for an ordered love than a 
lesson on moral philosophy. If exposed to books in which charac-
ters must deal with tensions and agonizing decisions involving 
country, kinfolk, and identity, students learn nuanced decision-
making in a way that becomes a part of the basic fabric of how they 
think about life in a political community. Moreover, though nowa-
days people often like to talk about the value of fiction as providing 
a “mirror” for the child, the more pressing civic value of narrative 
works is that they open up a child’s imagination to thoughts and 
experiences different from their own—they provide intuitions for 
perspectives that cannot be easily accessed by the child without 
assistance.29 Given the diversity of our polity, this is an especially 
key need. Students will need to interact with people of various 
racial and ethnic groups throughout their lives, so it is entirely 
appropriate that schools be intentional about including contribu-
tions from writers representing different American subcultures in 
school curricula.30 The point is not so much representation but the 
possibility that it will become harder for students-turned-adults to 
identify with and to listen and talk to people of other racial and 
cultural groups if they have not been used to interfacing with 
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members of these groups as children, albeit through literature. 
Thus, literary and autobiographical works can foster both a proper 
order of love and empathy for the perspectives of others.31

Instead of either fighting a losing battle against or ignoring 
subnational ethnic cultures and identities, civics education might 
focus on showing how cultural differences are compatible with a 
single political allegiance. To do so, educators should develop an 
understanding of the relevant groups in American society, particu-
larly their histories and values, in order to make the case for politi-
cal allegiance in terms that resonate with various subcultures.32 
Importantly, this does not mean that educators should teach cultur-
ally contextualized political allegiance in the form “X group should 
be patriotic for XYZ reasons”; rather, educators should be aware of 
a variety of ways that different groups and traditions within the 
United States have expressed their support for the American politi-
cal project, and they should be able to articulate those arguments 
whether or not they explicitly attach them to a specific group or 
tradition. The point is that allegiance to the American political 
project should be framed in terms that resonate with lessons about 
life, society, and morality that students learn from family and 
friends, and not only in terms that resonate with the teacher’s 
particular background.33 In fact, I would argue that attempts to 
communicate a common American political identity that do not 
resonate with or relate to the more immediate and visceral experi-
ences of students are doomed to make the American political 
project feel like a fiction or an imposition. Connecting the common 
political community to the variety of subjective experiences and 
traditions within American society, then, is crucial.

This is not to suggest that public schools need intentionally 
reinforce particular ethnic or cultural identities. What I am saying 
is that they should (1) not present themselves as obstacles to 
parents who do teach their children to have those identities, (2) be 
concerned with how best to channel those identities into a coher-
ent and unified national identity, and (3) be nudging students in the 
direction of figuring out how to responsibly order their various 
loves and identities while respecting the backgrounds of others.34 
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The point of any discussion of an ethnic or cultural group that 
arises in a class should be at the service of channeling that identity 
into a larger narrative of national identity and not for the sake of 
placing students of that group into a box separate from everyone 
else. Private schools (and to a certain extent charter schools) have 
more leeway here. Given that parents elect to send their children 
to those schools, as institutions they have more space to reinforce 
particular identities in ways that both solidify the parents’ teaching 
and explicitly connect those teachings to a common American 
narrative. 

Conclusion
Jorge Gracia’s account of ethnicity is lucid and helpful—helpful not 
only because of its lucidity, but because it is grounded in another 
concept for which we already have much sustained reflection—
namely, the family. Building on Gracia’s account, itself partially 
inspired by W. E. B. Du Bois’s reflections on being a black person 
in America, I argue that the underpinnings of African American 
identity are not merely cultural affinity or an aberration driven by 
our current political moment, but rather are long-standing patterns 
of relations that matter not only for the African American commu-
nity but for the republic as a whole. These relations have been 
knitted together through shared historical experiences that have 
been passed down through generations as narratives that constitute 
the African American identity; they constitute a particular under-
standing of who one’s ancestors are, what they experienced, and 
how that history adds meaning to and shapes one’s life. These 
historical ties have been reinforced through cultural markers that 
continually renew these bonds and a sense of a shared identity.

For such a strong sense of ethnic identity not to inhibit civic 
friendship, we need tools for determining how to order our loves and 
attachments properly. Aquinas’s “order of charity,” though somewhat 
secularized here, provides us with some leverage for this task, as the 
order detaches the intensity of a love (primarily a reflection of close-
ness) from the species and superiority of that love (primarily in rela-
tion to God, though I argue it can also be pegged to the common 
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good), allowing for richness and nuance in how people relate to their 
ethnic and political communities. The intensity of an ethnic identity 
does not intrinsically have to interfere with the greater reverence 
owed to the political community, and thus Du Bois’s sense that there 
is a twoness in the African American identity and his intuition that 
this twoness is actually a good thing seems, if we adopt the Thomistic 
framework, to be correct on both counts.

This interpretation offers implications for civic educators who 
want to make the case for American national identity in ways that 
are not unintentionally flat, or even alienating, for students. Beyond 
emphasizing fiction and autobiography as a way to build an instinct 
for ordered love, civic educators themselves should strive to assist 
students in weaving their family narratives into a wider tapestry of 
American identity that can also include the potentially different 
narratives of others they encounter. The better that teachers them-
selves have a grasp of different cultural traditions within America, 
the better and more naturally they can communicate such an 
ordered love and a unity in diversity to their students.
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