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1

1
O N  T H E  E N O R M I T Y 

O F  W H I T E N E S S  I N 
H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

Zak Foste and Tenisha L. Tevis

W  e began working on this project in February of 2020. As we 
embarked on a book dedicated to interrogating the historical and 
contemporary manifestations of whiteness in higher education, 

we knew our efforts would not exist in a vacuum. Although we did not know 
the specifics, at what moment or in what manner, we knew that we would 
be reminded of the enormity of whiteness in everyday life and its suffocat-
ing effects on Communities of Color. Amy Cooper calling the police on 
Christian Cooper as he bird-watched on Memorial Day weekend. The enor-
mity of whiteness. Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor taken 
from this world at the hands of white racial violence and terror, a reminder 
of how easily white supremacy discards the humanity and dignity of Black 
life. The enormity of whiteness. Anti-Asian rhetoric that fueled anti-Asian 
violence in the wake of COVID-19. A violence so normalized many felt 
comfortable enacting these deeds in broad daylight. The enormity of white-
ness. A white St. Louis couple becomes famous for brandishing firearms at 
Black Lives Matter activists. The enormity of whiteness. The disproportionate 
impact of  COVID-19 on Communities of Color. The enormity of white-
ness. Reckoning with racist mascots in Cleveland and Washington DC. The 
enormity of whiteness. And on January 6th, a brutal culmination of festering 
white rage that descended on the U.S. Capitol building to “stop the steal” of 
a supposedly illegitimate president elected, due in large part, to a Black vote 
some are so eager to suppress. The enormity of whiteness, indeed.

Although each of these instances occurred beyond the confines of higher 
education, our historically white colleges and universities (HWCUs) are 
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2  CRITICAL WHITENESS PRAXIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

often a microcosm of the United States. And they, too, reflect the enor-
mity of whiteness. A litany of higher education scholarship has long made 
clear that Students of Color experience the university environment qualita-
tively differently than their white peers (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; George 
Mwangi et al., 2018). As Caroline Turner (1994) once explained, Students of 
Color often feel like a guest in someone else’s home at HWCUs. If we were 
to extend her analogy, we might consider how the very foundation of the 
home is one built on a racial ideology of whiteness and that it is white people 
who are entitled to comfort, affirmation, and belonging in such spaces. It is 
white people who see pictures of themselves on the walls and interact with 
peers, faculty, and administrators who share common cultural references and 
experiences, and an institutional history that reflects their own. Although 
whiteness is not a static category, and contains a diversity of experiences with 
regard to gender, sexuality, ability, social class and so forth, it is unlikely white 
students will feel unwelcome at HWCUs because of their race. Conversely, 
whiteness positions People of Color as provisional, tenuous members of the 
campus community. One need look no further than the experience of Lolade 
Siyonbola, a Black woman graduate student at Yale who fell asleep in a resi-
dence hall lounge only to have the police called on her by a white student 
(Wootson, 2018). Whiteness positioned her as an outsider within her own 
campus. She was, in effect, a Black body in what Elijah Anderson (2015) 
has described as the white space. Further, when Students, Faculty, and Staff 
of Color are embraced by the institution, it is often in tokenizing and dehu-
manizing ways—as commodities or forms of racial capital (Leong, 2013) 
that serve the institution’s interest.

And although one might hope that at this particular historical moment, 
where anti-Blackness and other forms of racial oppression have been thrust 
into the national conversation, that our colleges and universities might be 
transformed in ways that rectify racial injustices rather than perpetuate them. 
Instead, many HWCUs continue to maintain racial dominance through 
policies, behaviors, and practices. Even more troubling, at this same histori-
cal moment, conservative state legislatures are attempting to take away the 
very tools necessary to make sense of deeply entrenched racial inequities. At 
the time of this writing numerous states have banned, or are in the  process 
of debating a ban, on the teaching of critical race theory (Dutton, 2021). 
Similar objections have been hurled toward the 1619 Project, an undertaking 
aimed at more accurately capturing the history of white racial violence, geno-
cide, wealth accumulation, and their lasting impacts. Such moves aimed at 
restricting this knowledge follow a predictable pattern: Obfuscate any part of 
the historical record that might expose the terror and violence inflicted in the 
name of whiteness (Glaude, 2020), thereby mystifying the consequences of  
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ON THE ENORMITY OF WHITENESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION  3

such actions and any understanding of today’s inequitable outcomes. It is, as 
Baldwin described, the big lie (Glaude, 2020). The cycle continues.

So why this book? Why now? Critical whiteness studies (CWS), as a field 
of scholarship in higher education and student affairs, has grown in recent 
years (Cabrera, 2014; Cabrera et al., 2016; Gusa, 2010; Foste, 2019, Foste & 
Irwin, 2020; Irwin & Foste, 2021; Linley, 2017; Tapia-Fuselier & Irwin, 
2019; Tevis, 2020; Weaver et al., 2021; Whitehead, 2021). CWS seeks to 
dislodge whiteness from its normative, taken-for-granted status. Further, 
such an approach explicitly names how whiteness is a central, underlying 
element to the maintenance and reproduction of racial oppression (Matias 
et al., 2014; Owen, 2007). As Matias et al. (2014) explained, “According to 
CWS, whiteness is the underlying mechanism that maintains a racist system, 
and not acknowledging whiteness contributes to the permanence of race 
and racism” (p. 291). Similarly, Applebaum (2010) noted that the origins of 
CWS lie in desires to expose white people to the devastating consequences of 
whiteness, which, although invisible to whites, are all too familiar for People 
of Color:

Critical whiteness studies begin with the acknowledgement that white-
ness and its concomitant privileges tend to remain invisible to most white 
 people. . . . From this perspective, racism is essentially a white problem. 
Whiteness is mainly invisible to those who benefit from it. For those who 
don’t, whiteness is often blatantly and painfully ubiquitous. (p. 9)

Within higher education and student affairs scholars have examined white-
ness in a variety of ways. It is important to note that not all scholars explic-
itly ground this work in a critical whiteness approach. Although many do 
employ a CWS lens, others draw on approaches such as critical race theory 
(see Stewart, 2019) to name and challenge whiteness. Early work on the 
nature of whiteness examined the contexts and conditions that promote the 
development of white racial allies (Reason & Evans, 2007; Reason et al., 
2005). Others have examined the ways in which white students make mean-
ing of their racial identities and how the college environment might move 
students to more antiracist ways of knowing (Cabrera, 2012; Foste & Jones, 
2020; Linder, 2015; Robbins, 2016; Whitehead, 2021). A smaller subset of 
studies have examined white faculty and administrators’ racial attitudes and 
commitment to racial justice (Patton & Bondi, 2015; Tevis, 2020). Others 
have gone beyond the level of the individual to explore the ways in which 
whiteness infuses the campus climate broadly (Cabrera et al., 2016; Gusa, 
2010) and particular campus environments such as academic spaces (Bondi, 
2012; Linley, 2017; Matias & Mackey, 2016; Nishi, 2021), community 
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4  CRITICAL WHITENESS PRAXIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

service-learning (Irwin & Foste, 2021; Mitchell et al., 2012), leadership pro-
grams (Tapia-Fuselier & Irwin, 2019; Weaver et al., 2021), and university 
housing (Foste, 2021). Recent work has also offered insights into the process 
of doing critical whiteness research (Cabrera, 2016; Corces-Zimmerman & 
Guida, 2019; Foste, 2020).

In our own conversations, however, we continually reflected on the need 
to bridge the gap between important theoretical contributions offered by 
whiteness scholarship broadly and CWS work in particular, and the immedi-
ate need to implement such ideas in everyday practice. In short, we wanted a 
way to translate theoretical concepts into practice in ways that might advance 
racial justice on our campuses. In this book we argue for a critical whiteness 
praxis that disrupts the normative, taken-for-granted status of whiteness in 
postsecondary contexts. In the rest of this chapter, we outline what such 
work might look like.

Before proceeding, however, we wish to make two points that we believe 
offer important context for what is to follow. First, we want to clarify what 
this book is and what it is not. Although this book endeavors to name 
and challenge whiteness in higher education, it is not a book primarily 
concerned with white people or white people’s racial identity development. 
Numerous resources exist on this topic (see Brookfield & Hess, 2021). 
Rather, this book is focused largely on the effects, or the consequences, of  
whiteness in the lives of Students, Faculty, and Staff of Color and how 
those who work in higher education and student affairs might disrupt such 
patterns. Such an approach is grounded in the belief that “whiteness in the 
United States can be understood largely through the social consequences it 
provides for those who are considered to be non-white” (McLaren, 1998, 
p. 66). In turn, many of the accounts in this book powerfully illuminate 
the material consequences of whiteness in the lives of Faculty, Staff, and 
Students of Color.

To the extent that white readers come to this book seeking strategies 
for development, we hope our white readers sit with the accounts offered 
by our authors with humility and uncertainty in what one does not know. 
Indeed, a defining effect of whiteness in the lives of white people is a dis-
torted sense of history, of the racial world, and the confidence to all too 
easily ignore, delegitimize, or outright dismiss the experiences and knowl-
edge of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC). As Thompson and 
Watson (2016) noted, “Rather than stay present to feel the pain of brutalized 
bodies and psyches, and then act from that knowledge, most white people 
deny, justify, and then reproduce the very violence that was the source of 
their own dis-ease” (p. 236). In this spirit, we ask our white readers to avoid 
temptations to flee and instead stay present in the accounts shared in this 
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ON THE ENORMITY OF WHITENESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION  5

text. Chapter authors in this book have labored to reveal the numerous ways 
in which whiteness is deeply embedded in HWCUs.

Second, we want to acknowledge the potential dangers of critical 
whiteness work in colonizing race-based scholarship, theorizing, and prac-
tice among People of Color (Leonardo, 2013). We have noticed an uptick 
in this work, particularly at conferences in the field of higher education and 
student affairs. The possibilities of this body of work excite us, but we also 
recognize and understand the trepidation and concern among Scholars and 
Practitioners of Color who fear this work may simply take up too much 
space or that it might recenter white experiences. As Leonardo (2013) noted, 
“The fear is that race scholarship will become another White-dominated 
field of knowledge. A chorus of ‘They’ve done it to us again!’ from people 
of color may be a reasonable response” (p. 98). In this vein, we believe it 
is absolutely necessary to make clear that a commitment to critical white-
ness work must always be grounded in a commitment to addressing and 
dismantling white supremacy, anti-Blackness, anti-Indigeneity, and other 
forms of racial oppression. It is not difficult to imagine how this line of 
work could quickly devolve into narcissistic recentering of white people. 
Thus, it is our hope that the ideas, concepts, and suggestions made in this 
book enter into a conversation with a long list of scholarship, largely driven 
by Scholars of Color, to challenge white supremacy and promote racial 
equity in higher education.

The Effects of Whiteness

It has been our experience in higher education and student affairs that 
too often discussions of whiteness are often reduced to individual white 
people and white racial identity. These are important conversations, to be 
sure. Those who work in higher education and student affairs contexts 
have often relied on the works of racial identity theorists to explore the 
ways in which white people come to name and understand themselves 
as racial beings. This body of scholarship (Hardiman & Keehn, 2012; 
Helms, 2008) has been useful in arming practitioners with frameworks 
for promoting more antiracist ways of knowing and being among white 
students. Yet an exclusive focus on white identity development can lead to 
an overly individualistic approach where the central focus is on becoming, 
or worse yet merely appearing, less racist. But our institutions will not be 
transformed by incremental increases in white people’s racial awareness or 
one-off diversity training (Patton & Haynes, 2020). As such, we concur with 
education scholar Zeus Leonardo (2009), who reminded us that we should 
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6  CRITICAL WHITENESS PRAXIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

not reduce whiteness to individual white people alone, because in doing so 
we fail to recognize how whiteness functions as a racial ideology grounded 
in histories of anti-Blackness, anti-Indigeneity, and settler colonialism. Or, 
as Peter McLaren (1998) explained, whiteness represents a “sociohistorical 
form of consciousness, given birth at the nexus of capitalism, colonial rule, 
and the emergent relationships among dominant and subordinate groups” 
(p. 66). In short, we fail to recognize the enormity of whiteness when we 
reduce the concept to individual white people and matters of increased 
racial consciousness.

Instead, we encourage readers to think about how whiteness functions 
ideologically, structurally, institutionally, and epistemically to produce 
inequitable outcomes across the educational landscape. Today whiteness 
permeates every corner, every fiber of higher education. To think about 
whiteness exclusively in terms of white people fails to acknowledge the deeply 
relational nature of whiteness (Morrison, 1992; Rodriguez, 1998; Yancy, 
2018). Historically whiteness has functioned to produce a center/margin, 
universal/particular dynamic (Perry, 2001; Rodriguez, 1998), wherein 
whiteness represents the unnamed, unmarked location, the “yardstick with 
which others are compared” (Rodriguez, 1998, p. 44). Much of this is missed 
when we reduce whiteness to identity alone.

One of the many ways in which whiteness operates in higher education, 
and a central concern of this book, is by drawing boundaries that demarcate 
insiders and outsiders, those who belong and those who do not. Those who 
are assumed natural occupants of our classrooms, laboratories, student organ-
izations, and student centers, and those who are, as Puwar (2004) explained, 
bodies out of place in the white imagination. When Nikole Hannah Jones 
was initially denied tenure at the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill, 
she, along with the knowledge that emanates from her standpoint as a Black 
woman in a white supremacist society (Collins, 2002), were rendered outsid-
ers. When a white student decided to call the police on Siyonbola for sleep-
ing in the common lounge while studying, Siynobla and other Black students 
on campus were reminded of their provisional, outsider status. When the 
SAE chapter at the University of Oklahoma was caught on tape singing a 
song riddled with racial slurs and anti-Black sentiments, joyfully proclaiming 
they would never let a Black man join SAE, Black students across OU were 
again made aware of their troubled and tenuous relationship to the institu-
tion in Norman, Oklahoma. And when a white parent called the police on 
two Native American teenage brothers, Lloyd and Thomas Gray, during a 
campus tour at Colorado State University, the young men who had driven 
7 hours to preview the institution were sent a clear message about what they 
might expect should they decide to enroll.
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ON THE ENORMITY OF WHITENESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION  7

Our Journeys to This Book

Our own journey collaborating on this project reminded us daily of the ways 
in which we are differentially situated in relationship to whiteness, both in 
higher education and beyond. We often dialogued about these divergent rela-
tionships throughout this process. Zak, as a white man from a predominantly 
white, racially insulated community in central Illinois, came to this work 
because of his own developmental journey attempting to unlearn the insidi-
ous conditioning of whiteness. Through high school and college, he operated 
from the assumption that unlearning the conditioning of a white supremacist 
world required consuming as much content as possible. In this regard, Zak 
reduced the unlearning of deeply entrenched ways of knowing to content 
knowledge alone. He enrolled in African American studies courses and, mid-
way through his time at Western Illinois University, declared a  second major 
in sociology. These experiences, coupled with his time as a resident assistant 
in campus housing, were critical in pushing him to rethink so much of what 
he had learned in his racially insulated town of approximately 6,000 people. 
Zak was pushed to think how whiteness was understood to be raceless and 
normative and challenged to rethink supposed historical truths about the 
morally virtuous arc of U.S. history.

Yet this exclusive focus on his personal transformation was problematic 
for multiple reasons. First, it assumed that he could consume enough mate-
rial about race, whiteness, and white privilege in such a way that would even-
tually produce some sense of personal transformation or an expanded racial 
consciousness. Early on this led to a detached, depersonalized understand-
ing of racism and white supremacy and, as such, he rarely if ever considered 
his complicity in such systems. Second, by focusing on content knowledge 
and coursework, he tended to intellectualize (Watt, 2007) matters of racism 
and white supremacy that are, in fact, anything but academic or abstract 
in the lives of BIPOC communities. This initial entry point into the work 
often influenced his early writings and teaching on the matter. Notably his 
own undergraduate experience, focused on personal transformation and an 
enlarged white consciousness, meant that he entered conversations from 
a white vantage point. That is, he operated from what Whitehead et al. 
(2021) described as the flawed “whiteness-as-invisible analytic” (p. 2) that 
presumes whiteness is invisible and unnamed to everyone. In doing so, he 
centered the learning of white students at the expense of People of Color by 
focusing more on the development of increased white racial consciousness 
at the expense of racial liberation. As such, much of his own thinking about 
this project has been grounded in reflections on how, as a white person, he 
has come to this work. Throughout this process he is continually reminded 
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8  CRITICAL WHITENESS PRAXIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

of George Yancy’s (2018) words that, “as a white person, you never clearly 
come to a place of ‘arrival’—where such a place suggests a static noun—as a 
‘nonracist white’” (p. 80).

Tenisha, as a Black cisgender woman, has always been reminded of her 
social position and lack of proximity to power with racist statements like 
“go back to Africa!” and/or the ever-harmless jokes by “friends” about slavery. 
To mitigate the discomfort of those in her social sphere, both directly and 
indirectly, rather than her own, and attempt to garner some semblance of 
safety, she consciously adorns herself in whiteness. How does one do that? 
Specifically, how does a Black woman put on whiteness? Answers to these 
questions begin, briefly, with the understanding that most elements of social 
life were once constructed for and the property of white people (Harris, 
1993), evidenced by “whites only” policies and signs that once governed 
most public spaces, from schools and colleges to restaurants. Hence, whether 
traveling or going for a run, which are just a couple of activities often viewed 
as being owned by white people, she puts on what some would deem expen-
sive leggings (worn by an elite female clientele), college/university gear, and 
of course brand name running shoes. When spoken to in mixed company she 
makes sure to speak with clear pronunciation. And more often than not, she 
refrains from calling out racist or insensitive commentary that is often passed 
as friendly banter. These very visible gestures and intentional actions on her 
part are, for some, invisible and yet instinctively interpreted as belonging in 
the space, which she then perceives will keep her safe. This behavior of put-
ting on whiteness was carried into the workplace as well. To mitigate the dis-
comfort of others, at the expense of her own, as well as the assumptions made 
by her colleagues, she once again engaged in what seemed to be a natural 
exercise, but to no avail. Although it would have been fitting to come to the 
study of whiteness solely through her personal experiences, it was her profes-
sional experiences in higher education as a practitioner and faculty member 
that truly piqued her interest in this area of study.

As a scholar-practitioner, Tenisha would describe herself as having been 
“dry-clean only”—pressed shirts and slacks, business attire pencil skirts, and 
brand name loafers, heels, and accessories. Once again, she made sure to 
speak with clear pronunciation, attended meetings on time, touted where she 
earned her degree (at the advice of her dean at the time), and took on a high 
service load. Quite often, she worked long hours to demonstrate a strong 
work ethic and an unwavering commitment to the institution. Yet these 
efforts could not prevent the barrage of gendered-racism (Essed, 1991) aimed 
at her and her leadership. Tenisha had been described, by her mostly white 
colleagues, who happen to also be men, as “viscerally angry,” “hostile,” and 
“hard to work with.” She was often circumvented in her role regardless of her  
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ON THE ENORMITY OF WHITENESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION  9

accomplishments and her ability to work across divisions. As she continued 
to navigate deficit narratives and experienced blatant displacement, it was 
clear that gendered-racism was an influential force; however, the ascension 
of some at her demise and the allowance of others to refuse to work with her 
also made it clear that another force was simultaneously at play—whiteness. 
Specifically, the institution is organized and functions around the prepon-
derance of white leadership, and within that white privilege, but a particular 
brand of entitlement that dismisses any harm to the community brought 
on by racialized events. Hence, Tenisha found it fitting to explore the ways 
in which identity, and relatedly how systems such as racism and whiteness, 
influences leadership in an attempt to disrupt dominant ideologies and biased 
institutional practices. Having learned about racism and whiteness the hard 
way, it does beg the question the level of preparedness to lead, teach, and/or 
conduct research, had she been given the opportunity to learn of these sys-
tems more formally. Although higher education programs are more inclined 
to teach about whiteness, including a great willingness to adopt books like 
this one in student development and leadership courses, Tenisha wishes she 
had been afforded these opportunities within her own academic and profes-
sional training.

Toward a Critical Whiteness Praxis

Whiteness is most powerful when it remains universalized as the human 
experience, when white attitudes and beliefs are rendered raceless, and 
when the sources of racial inequities are presumed the result of personal 
failure rather than inequitable systems that serve white interests. We inten-
tionally use the language of praxis to highlight the need for both reflection 
and action (Freire, 2005). Most commonly, praxis is referred to as theory 
in action. Within the context of this edited book, it is a transformative 
approach that would allow for a disrupting of whiteness and enable a sub-
stantive pursuit of social justice within higher education. We liken this to 
the liberation Freire described in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. He explained 
that liberation—a freedom from, in this instance, suppressive and oppres-
sive behaviors and practices, is not by chance but gained through praxis; 
the very fight for it. He further expressed “the oppressed must confront 
reality critically, simultaneously objectifying and acting upon that reality” 
(p. 52). Because whiteness, again, has been deemed invisible to most white 
folks, yet it is quite visible to those who have been othered by it; for this rea-
son it is reality. Therefore, there is a need to acknowledge and address the 
presence of whiteness, and the consequences thereof, as a reality within the 

Foste and Tevis_9781642672695.indb   9 25-07-2022   16:01:01



10  CRITICAL WHITENESS PRAXIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

functions of higher education. As recommended by Freire, we as scholars 
and contributors to this text come together beyond merely an intellectual 
exercise (i.e., offer theory) and through “serious reflection” seek to inform 
practice by speaking to the various ways whiteness shows up on college 
campuses, to then incite transformational action (i.e., praxis).

Critical whiteness praxis requires a sort of racial literacy to recognize 
how whiteness functions to underwrite racist, hostile, and unwelcoming 
campuses and the ability to use these tools in everyday life to advance cam-
pus environments that promote equitable learning spaces. It should be noted 
that this type of work necessitates a shift from the all-too-common diversity 
discourses that dominate campus life and prize the celebration of difference 
without any accompanying structural critiques (Bell & Hartmann, 2007; 
Berrey, 2015; Warikoo & De Novais, 2015) without any accompanying 
structural critiques. A critical whiteness praxis then requires an attention to, 
and disruption of, the normative nature of whiteness on campus, the con-
texts and conditions that induce white racial ignorance, and individually and 
institutionally produced desires for white racial innocence. In short, then, a 
critical whiteness praxis considers the  following questions:

1. How is whiteness rendered normative and raceless on campus? And how 
does whiteness position Faculty, Staff, and Students of Color—their 
bodies, experiences, knowledge, and histories—in relation to the white 
 normative center?

2. How does whiteness induce a state of racial ignorance among both white 
individuals and white institutions? What are the consequences of such 
ignorance, both at the level of the individual and the institution?

3. How does whiteness encourage white individuals and institutions to 
maintain a sense of innocence, to remain so certain of their goodness, in 
effect detaching themselves from systems and structures? Why are desires 
for innocence so strong?

We believe these questions offer an important starting place to interrogate 
the ways in which whiteness draws boundaries, marks People of Color as out-
siders, and continually reproduces structural advantages that benefit white 
people in higher education. Further, it requires that faculty, staff, practition-
ers, and students alike name not only the ways in which whiteness operates 
but its devastating effects as well. These questions direct us to how whiteness 
is marked as the universal, raceless representation of humanity; the contexts 
and environments that produce and maintain a collective not knowing of 
the racial past and present; and the prioritization of white racial innocence 
over meaningful institutional transformation. To this end, each of these three 
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ON THE ENORMITY OF WHITENESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION  11

concepts are explored in the first half of the book and taken up by many of 
the authors in the second half of the text.

Overview of the Book

It is our hope that this book is of use to a variety of audiences. First and fore-
most, this text is intended to speak to those who work in HWCUs and desire 
to cultivate more inclusive, equitable, and affirming campus environments. 
Although whiteness permeates higher education broadly, it is particularly 
pervasive at historically white institutions. This is so given the founding 
of these institutions as white-only spaces (Arendale, 2011); the preponder-
ance of white faculty, staff, and students (National Center for Education 
Statistics [NCES], 2020, 2021); low representation of Students of Color 
(NCES, 2021), and lack of racial and ethnic diversity among faculty, staff, 
and leadership (Dedman, 2019; Espinosa et al., 2019). The very notion of 
praxis then calls for the bridging of theory and practice, of reflection and 
action (Freire, 2005). As such, we hope this book speaks to campus admin-
istrators, staff, and faculty who desire to both name and disrupt whiteness in 
campus life. We also believe this book may be useful for scholars who desire 
to critically interrogate whiteness in educational research. This book offers 
both theoretical grounding in the study of whiteness and numerous exam-
ples of how whiteness manifests in particular campus spaces. We hope the 
ideas offered by chapter contributors spark further dialogue and inspiration 
for research that aims to disrupt whiteness in higher education.

In order to advance a critical whiteness praxis, we have organized this 
book into two sections. Authors in the first section of the book introduce key 
theoretical ideas and concepts that readers may find useful in naming and dis-
rupting whiteness on campus. Authors in the second half of the book draw on 
many of these ideas to interrogate the ways in which whiteness functions in 
higher education and student affairs contexts. We are immensely thankful to 
the contributors who have shared their work with us on the pages that follow. 
These contributors wrote these chapters during the rise of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the racial uprising in the summer of 2020  following anti-Black 
violence across the United States. For our authors, particularly our Authors of 
Color, the effects of whiteness are anything but abstract or academic. Here we 
offer a brief overview of the chapters in each section.

In chapter 2 Moira L. Ozias and Penny A. Pasque provide an introduc-
tion to the field of critical whiteness studies and invite readers to think 
about the various ways in which whiteness has been defined and under-
stood in theorizing and scholarship. Their writing serves as a useful primer 
to the broader landscape of critical whiteness work. Chapter 3, written by 
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Lauren N. Irwin, explores white normativity and how the normalization of 
whiteness is central to the reproduction of racial inequities in higher edu-
cation. In chapter 4 Chris Corces-Zimmerman and Tonia Guida examine 
notions of white racial ignorance. Notably, they encourage deeper consid-
eration for how racial ignorance is a socially supported form of not know-
ing (Mills, 1997). Their writing challenges educators to think not only 
about what white students, faculty, and staff know about race but more 
importantly how it is they come to know. Finally, chapter 5, authored by 
Douglas H. Lee, Ellie Ash-Bala, Anton Ward-Zanotto, James Black, and 
OiYan A. Poon, provides an overview of white racial innocence and how 
desires for racial innocence interfere with meaningful progress toward racial 
justice in postsecondary education. Taken together, these chapters provide 
an important theoretical foundation for analyzing, naming, and disrupting 
whiteness in higher education and student affairs. Additionally, they repre-
sent the theoretical concepts that contributed to our own understanding of 
a critical whiteness praxis.

The second half of this book examines the tangible manifestations 
of whiteness across university life. In chapter 6, Wilson Kwamogi Okello 
introduces the notion of epistemic asphyxiation to illuminate how white-
ness limits what constitutes knowledge and who is understood to be a 
knower in academic spaces. Okello examines the tenure denials of Ashley 
Woodson at the University of Missouri and Paul Harris at the University of 
Virginia to document how whiteness inflicts a sense of epistemic asphyxi-
ation on Black scholars. In chapter 7 Kenyona N. Walker and Lori D. 
Patton write to white faculty and administrators to illuminate the lived 
experiences of Black women in academic and cocurricular spaces. Using 
the format of “Dear White People,” they present a series of letters that chal-
lenge white faculty and administrators to value the experiential knowledge 
of Black women students. Chapter 8, authored by Alex C. Lange, Antonio 
Duran, and Romeo Jackson, considers how whiteness permeates LGBTQ 
centers. Their writing calls attention to how programs and practices center 
the needs and experiences of white students, in turn pushing LGBTQ 
Students of Color to the margins. In chapter 9, Cameron C. Beatty and 
Crystal E. Garcia begin a generative conversation about the implicit and 
explicit ways in which whiteness functions in sorority and fraternity life. In 
particular, they explore how white normativity and white racial ignorance 
operate in such spaces.

In chapter 10 Brittany M. Williams, Bryan K. Hotchkins, and Meg 
E. Evans examine how whiteness is maintained and reproduced in student 
leadership organizations. Their writing examines how student leadership 
and whiteness are frequently synonymous, requiring critical attention 
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to who is naturally understood to be a leader on campus. Chapter 11, 
authored by Tenisha L. Tevis and Natasha Croom, offers readers a critical 
interrogation of the linkage between whiteness and anti-Blackness. Their 
writing invites readers to consider the historical relationship between 
whiteness and anti-Black ways of knowing and being. Although a majority 
of chapters in the text attend to the material consequences of whiteness in 
the lives of People of Color, Melvin A. Whitehead, Erin Weston, and Meg 
E. Evans offer readers ways to think about engaging white undergraduates 
in unlearning the oppressive conditioning of whiteness. In Chapter 12 they 
provide readers a conceptual model to guide programs and interventions 
designed to engage white students on matters of race and racism. Chapter 
13, authored by Jameson D. Lopez and Felisia J. Tagaban, considers how 
whiteness works to erase Indigenous perspectives in higher education. Their 
writing focuses on how institutions of higher education might support 
Indigenous data sovereignty and the funding of Indigenous initiatives. 
Finally, in chapter 14 Zak Foste and Melvin A. Whitehead offer practical 
suggestions to challenge whiteness on campus. Their chapter is grounded in 
hooks’s (1990, 1992) notion of starting from the margins and whiteness as 
a form of terror in the Black imagination, and as such, encourages readers 
to enter such work from the vantage point of the pain and terror inflicted 
in the name of whiteness.

Concluding Thoughts

The fingerprints of whiteness are visible across higher education. For a 
majority of white people, such patterns are largely invisible. For People of 
Color, they are often painfully obvious. The chapters that follow require us 
to confront the enormity of whiteness to, as Baldwin explained, bear wit-
ness (Glaude, 2020). Our goal is not to frame white people or historically 
white institutions as irredeemable and inherently destined to reproduce 
whiteness. As we mentioned at the outset of this chapter, we do not find it 
 productive to reduce whiteness to white people alone. As Leonardo (2009) 
noted, although white people are the beneficiaries of systemic racial power 
relations, “in this journey we give up hope in whiteness as an oppressive 
racial epistemology but retain hope in white people as concrete subjects in 
the struggle against racial oppression” (p. 109). And although white people 
and white institutions benefit from systemic power arrangements that privi-
lege whiteness, they can make decisions about how they will live and exist in 
relation to whiteness (Leonardo, 2009). To this end, we seek to tell a more 
truthful story about our institutions in hope for more equitable, inclusive, 
and affirming possibilities in higher education.
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