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How does social change happen in a political arrangement? My dissertation argues that 
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important for not only understanding the nature of a public sphere but also for predicting 
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content of the hidden scripts in a society. I call this set of norms and incentives the problem 
of white-mindedness.  
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Long abstract: Cultural Hegemony, Political Movements, and the Problem of 

Publicity  

My dissertation is about the relationship between public discourse, social groups, and 
political movements.  The primary questions that I address in my thesis are: (1) how does 
social change happen in a political arrangement colored by cultural differences? And (2) why 
do members of a society’s status quo fail to recognize certain non-institutional knowledge 
(i.e., “street knowledge”) as legitimate epistemic resources?  
 
A public sphere is a composite of various speaker communities who share different interests, 
values, and practices. Not surprisingly, this kind of diversity inevitably leads to the 
establishment of epistemic and linguistic hierarchies that dictate what kind of information 
and whose kind of experiences are “worthy” of being represented in mainstream discourse. 
No doubt, within a public sphere, things are always changing. The purpose of Chapter 1 is to 
diagnose the reason for change in a pubic sphere. On my view, the power dynamics of a 
particular public evolve because its mainstream discourse is constantly being contested by 
the hidden scripts that are derived from members of that public who have been marginalized 
by the status quo. Here, I depart from traditional accounts that conceive of publicity as 
primarily a relationship to the State (Habermas, 1989), mass communication (Lippman, 
1922), and literary texts (Warner, 2002).  
 
In Chapter 2, I deal with a conceptual tension that I believe obtains between linguistic 
hierarchies—what I call “semantic power structures”—and local linguistic authority, or the 
ability of a speaker community to encode a particular term, expression, or practice with 
meaning. My argument is that, for most non-scientific and non-moral terms, meanings are 
determined by the kind of usages that members of a speaker community see as important to 
their lived experiences. The main goal of this chapter is to challenge a prominent view in 
philosophy of language called “semantic deference” (Putnam, 1975) that claims that the 
meaning of a concept is determined by an individual or set of “expert” speakers that have 
linguistic authority within a speaker community.   



 
What prevents us from acknowledging the hidden scripts of a social arrangement? This is the 
question that is at the heart of Chapter 3 of my thesis. I argue that, due to chattel slavery and 
colonization, a practical orientation emerged in most Westernized societies that structure the 
way we value any information, practices, and appearances that are not in accord with the 
European status quo. Beginning roughly around the late 16th century, the problem of white-
mindedness, as I call it, becomes a way to label a set of issues surrounding the norms and 
incentives that contribute to anti-Black inclinations worldwide.  
 
The last chapter of my dissertation sheds light on how a particular node within the white-
minded problem-space played a role in subverting the goals of a real-world social justice 
movement. Florida’s 2018 Felon Voting Rights movement was structured to enact social 
change from the “bottom-up.”  Despite involving members of the felon community in the 
promotion of their activism, I argue that the political opposition was able to undermine the 
felon voting rights legislation through “loophole capture.” The organizations that 
spearheaded this movement developed a misleading account of the lived experience of 
felons in the state of Florida. I call this phenomenon “epistemic detachment.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


