
Learning Whiteness

‘Learning Whiteness is a defiant corrective to the attempts to deny the existence of 
systemic racism. Examining the ways in which whiteness is taught, learned and 

normalised in educational institutions, Sriprakash, Rudolph and Gerrard confront 
relationships between the field of education and the workings of modern settler 

colonial states that remain deeply invested in racial hierarchies and practices. 
Refusing the lure of easy “solutions”, they argue that education has an ongoing 

responsibility to open up spaces for grappling with racial injustice and imagining 
futures freed from racial domination.’

—Professor Paul Warmington, author of Black British Intellectuals and 
Education

‘Learning Whiteness is a much-needed analysis of education for teachers, policy 
makers and activists interested in racial justice. This book serves as an important 

reminder that all schools within the colony operate on the sovereign land of 
Indigenous People, whose rights to land and self-determination have never been 
ceded. Readers are challenged to confront the colonial foundations of schooling, 
and the violence this has brought along with the strength of those resisting such 

violence, so as to rethink equitable education futures.’
—Hayley McQuire, co-founder and CEO of the National Indigenous  

Youth Education Coalition, Australia

‘The field of race and whiteness studies in education receives a fresh and bold 
update in Learning Whiteness. Decisively structural in their analysis, resolutely 

critical in their orientation, and radical in their hopes, Sriprakash, Rudolph 
and Gerrard centre the white settler state in educators’ understanding of 

why schooling assumes its form in modern western societies. Unsettling this 
multidimensional and historical formation requires a sustained and careful 

examination, which this book delivers and commands our attention. In an already 
crowded field like race and whiteness studies in and out of education, the authors 
manage to stoke our anti-racist imagination about the possibilities of a world after 

whiteness. A welcome addition to any institutional or personal library on the 
topic of race and racism.’

—Professor Zeus Leonardo, University of California, Berkeley,  
author of Race, Whiteness and Education

‘Learning Whiteness offers a compelling, incisive and authoritative analysis of 
Australian settler colonialism and its impact on marginalised communities. This 

is a defiant and timely contribution to the field. It carefully exposes the oppressive 
contours of whiteness which is all the more essential in an era marked by the 

heightened surveillance and attempted eradication of racial justice pedagogies.’
—Professor Nicola Rollock, King’s College London



‘In this theoretically astute book, the authors provide the reader with the 
coordinates to make sense of whiteness’ ongoing creation, its reactions to 

perceived threat, and how education is a crucial extension of the state in settler 
colonial structures. Through rich examples and careful theorising, we are 

offered both a comprehensive and accessible guide to confronting the desires of 
whiteness. As James Baldwin wrote long ago, we cannot change our realities if 

we don’t understand them. This book offers that understanding; it is crucial for a 
long overdue unsettling of whiteness.’

—Professor Leigh Patel, University of Pittsburgh,  
author of No Study Without Struggle

‘This is a book of highly impressive scholarship, critically reflecting on an issue 
that has long troubled scholars but has now become politically urgent. The 
question of how racism associated with white privilege is learned is of vital 

importance in contemporary settler societies in which new abstruse forms of 
racism are emerging which are increasingly difficult to name, let alone tackle. 
This book provides a most perceptive and insightful analysis of this difficult 
question in ways that are not only theoretically astute and accessible but also 

pedagogically helpful.’
—Fazal Rizvi, Emeritus Professor, University of Melbourne, and University  

of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, author of Globalization and Education

‘Learning Whiteness opens important and troubling questions. Settler colonialism 
is an economic and political structure based on dispossession, that generates 

racism and continuing injustice. Is “education” the answer? Arathi Sriprakash, 
Sophie Rudolph and Jessica Gerrard, highlighting Indigenous scholarship, 

trace how the education systems created in settler-colonial history have actually 
sustained white privilege, and do that in multiple ways. To change this is no small 

task; it requires a deep re-thinking of institutions, ideas and practices.’
—Raewyn Connell, Professor Emerita, University of Sydney,  

author of Southern Theory

‘Learning Whiteness provides rich conceptual resources for critically compre-
hending how education is shaped by and extends racial social orders in colonised 

and colonising societies. The authors work importantly towards imagining an 
education that enables reparative rather than racially dominant futures.’
—Professor David Theo Goldberg, University of California, Irvine,  

author of The Racial State

‘While many works argue that whiteness is constructed, very few go into the 
actual process of construction. This book does. It takes us to the educational 

construction site where the white mind-body assemblage is fashioned. This makes 
for an important addition to the literature on whiteness.’

—Professor Ghassan Hage, University of Melbourne, author of White Nation
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1
Educating the Settler Colony

In school, they told me Captain Cook was a hero and discovered 
Australia. It made me confused. It’s not true because before cars, 
buildings and houses there were just Aboriginal people. I want Aus-
tralia to tell the truth that Aboriginal people were the first people 
who had the land.

Dujuan Hoosan, twelve years old, Arrernte and  
Garrwa Country, Speech to the United Nations, 20191

… education is the first defence of the nation. It is critical to our 
prosperity, harmony and advancement as a country. 

Josh Frydenberg, Treasurer, Australian government, 20192 

We begin this book with two quotes which, when read together, reveal 
the tensions at the heart of education in the Australian settler colony. 
Josh Frydenberg, the Federal Treasurer, conjures a militaristic image 
of education: fending off threats and keeping a nation strong; being a 
line of defence. But he also invokes education as critical to the prosper-
ity, harmony and advancement of the country. How such prosperity, 
harmony and advancement is achieved through education is, however, 
deeply disputed. Dujuan Hoosan, a young Indigenous person from 
Arrernte and Garrwa Country, made this clear in his recent speech to 
the United Nations.3 He asks that schools in Australia teach the truths 
about the nation that have been actively kept from students for cen-
turies. These two comments show how education has been used to 
defend and fortify the settler colonial state against the fact that First 
Nations people have never ceded sovereignty. Dujuan’s statement 
ruptures the force of the dominant white settler colony that Fryden-
berg’s comments attempt to uphold. To reinforce its authority, settler 
colonialism requires the active and continual defence of white domina-
tion. This is what we explore as learning whiteness. Whiteness, in this 
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sense, is an ongoing educative project and its lessons are constitutive of 
the settler colonial state. 

We have called this book Learning Whiteness to shine a light on the 
fact that systems of white domination are not predetermined or natural, 
rather they are forged and sustained through specific and ongoing prac-
tices of colonial violence and racial injustice. This is to say, whiteness 
is not innate, it is made and it is learned. By whiteness, we refer to the 
structural formations of racial domination tied to European colonialism 
which continue to be reinscribed across all aspects of social life, medi-
ating understandings of self, relations with others, work within institu-
tions, and ideas of the nation. While this book focuses specifically on 
learning whiteness within Australia, it offers a grounded account of the 
workings of British settler colonialism as a globally enduring project. 
Lessons in whiteness make and sustain global colonial and capitalist 
orders, seeking to normalise and relay racialised hierarchies within and 
across states. 

Key to our thinking here has been the important work of Goenpul 
scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson, especially her book The White Pos-
sessive: Property, Power and Indigenous Sovereignty.4 As Moreton-Rob-
inson argues, the unbroken sovereignty of First Nations people in 
settler colonies challenges the legitimacy of settler states and their ‘pos-
session’ of Indigenous land.5 This is the challenge contained in Dujuan 
Hoosan’s words above. Because of its illegitimacy, the settler colonial 
state continually strives to maintain its dispossession of Indigenous 
people and its occupation, expropriation and ownership of Indigenous 
land.6 Moreton-Robinson calls this the logic of the ‘white possessive ’. 
To maintain Australia as a white possession, the settler state must con-
stantly work to preserve the structural formations of racial dominance. 
In this book, we examine how this work is facilitated through educa-
tion, through learning whiteness. 

Indeed, education is a key social institution; it brings together people 
as much as ideas – whether in the formal places we go to, for example 
schools or universities, or in the processes of learning that occur in 
other spaces, for example through media, rituals or civic participation. 
Across its forms, but perhaps most recognisably within its institutional-
ised sites, education is highly contested, generating debates over knowl-
edge, access, equity, purpose and delivery. Education is, therefore, an 
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enactment of ongoing politics; policy and governance regulate and cir-
cumscribe its work in the face of constant resistance, refusal, remaking 
and the reinvention of its practices. Across its operations, sites and pro-
cesses, education is informed and mediated by social, cultural and polit-
ical values and aspirations. In Learning Whiteness we focus our attention 
on the specific ways in which the political normativity of the settler 
colonial state – that is, the values and aspirations of white domination – 
has both shaped education and been produced through it. 

Education and the settler colonial state

As Gamilaroi scholar Michelle Bishop points out, despite policy dis-
courses seeking to ‘reform’ education, Australian schools are not 
‘“broken”, but, rather, operating perfectly, as they were intended: as 
part of an imperial agenda’.7 Education has played a central role in cul-
tivating and maintaining the power of whiteness in Australia and other 
British settler colonies, and it is through this agenda of white domi-
nation that some people benefit and others are harmed. This is to say, 
whiteness works differently upon different racialised groups: Indige-
nous; white settler or immigrant; Black or Brown immigrant, refugee 
or settler. It is also mediated through ableism, hetero-patriarchy and 
classism as simultaneous forces of domination under settler coloni-
alism.8 Despite its different inscriptions, whiteness works upon us all 
because the settler state asks – expects – all to participate in its lessons. 
Sometimes whiteness is learned so well, its lessons are so ubiquitous, 
that it is taken for granted; it can remain unseen by some or felt as inev-
itable and incontrovertible by others. To some, whiteness is seen as 
rightful, its lessons absorbed. For others, the wrongfulness of white-
ness is recognised, even contested. Across all these relations to white-
ness, its injustices, harms and violence continue to be levied upon – and 
also challenged by – individuals and communities. 

In this book, we inspect the educative project of whiteness – how 
it is relayed within formal institutions such as schools and universi-
ties, as well as its lessons in public and media discourses – precisely to 
make visible and interrogate the ‘grammars’ of racism that are bound 
up in educating the Australian settler colony.9 Three analytic frames 
are developed to explore the complex operations of learning whiteness. 
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These are what we call the material, epistemic and affective dimensions 
of education in the settler colonial state. Identifying these three dimen-
sions allows us to look at: the racialised extractions of resources and 
divisions of labour that build and sustain education systems; how knowl-
edges which challenge the legitimacy of the settler state are denied and 
distorted within education institutions; and the ways in which complex 
attachments and investments of feelings can protect and bolster the 
white possessive. By bringing these three dimensions together we trace 
how whiteness is made, known and felt through education systems and 
practices. Across each, we work with conceptual resources – namely, 
racial capitalism, epistemologies of white ignorance and feeling-states 
– which illuminate how whiteness is taught and learned, not only within 
the Australian settler colony, but also across other sites of colonialism, 
including within its persisting centres in Britain and Europe. 

We therefore intend that this book is read as an ‘entangled’ or ‘con-
nected’ study of whiteness and education, demonstrating the specific 
forms of learning whiteness in Australia but also capable of illuminat-
ing such lessons at other sites of British settler colonialism.10 While 
racial injustices operate differently in different contexts, we only have 
to look at transnational solidarity movements to see the through-lines 
of domination wrought by colonialism and capitalism.11 Indeed, the 
racial injustices that shape life within British settler colonies cannot 
be separated from the abiding power of whiteness that endures within 
Britain itself. We hope, then, that our interrogations of whiteness as a 
far-reaching structural formation can connect individual, institutional, 
national and global reckonings with racism in education. 

In focusing on the educative forces of whiteness, we do not set out 
to story the pain of racism experienced by individual people or groups, 
real as it is. Turning experiences of racial injustice into ‘objects’ of 
academic inspection or intrigue can sometimes shift the analytic gaze 
away from the sources of oppression. Instead, we prioritise examining 
those very sources – the material conditions, knowledges and feelings 
– that create and sustain systems of white domination in and through 
education. Our method has been to think with a range of writing on 
racism, education and settler colonialism: drawing together research 
and arguments; re-reading work through the lens of how whiteness is 
learned; analysing particular historical and cultural events; and reflect-
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ing on our own experiences as settlers educated on stolen land and our 
differing relationships to whiteness. In this sense, the book’s project 
of understanding how whiteness is learned has been one of reading, 
thinking, remembering and listening. For, as Palyku poet and academic 
Ambelin Kwaymullina writes, 

Listening
means learning to hear
the noise of settler-colonialism
inside your head12 

The noise of setter colonialism 

We have been writing this book at a particular time in the history of 
the settler colony. In Australia, as around the world, we are witnessing 
a resurging white nationalism and white supremacist extremism that is 
becoming more and more mainstream.13 Public and political discourse 
has formed what some have called a vocal ‘ecosystem’ of racism.14 
Within parliament, Australian politicians have voted for the national 
school curriculum to reject discussions of the systemic nature of racism, 
following similar attacks against Critical Race Theory in the USA and 
UK.15 In the Australian media, the systemic nature of state violence 
against Indigenous people is repeatedly denied and distorted.16 But this 
is also a time in which interconnected movements for Indigenous sov-
ereignty, Black Lives Matter, refugee justice and anti-racism offer a dif-
ferent vision for the country with a clarity which has inspired a growing 
reckoning with the multiple forms of racial domination that structure 
life on stolen land. 

This is not, however, an ‘unprecedented’ moment in time. While 
this book is not a ‘history’ of education in Australia, it nevertheless 
demonstrates how state violence, assumptions of white superiority and 
racist backlashes have been consistent features of the settler colonial 
state. One of our aims in writing Learning Whiteness is to demonstrate 
how contemporary recalibrations of white domination are functions of 
an enduring system rather than something new or newly noisy. That 
settler colonialism is an abiding structure, its past and present con-
joined, is what allows continued state violence across the world: Abo-
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riginal and Torres Strait Islander deaths in custody in Australia,17 
missing and murdered Aboriginal women in Canada18 and the violent 
dispossession of Palestinians by Israel19 are each expressions of racial 
domination fuelled by settler colonialism. 

We come to the writing of this book as settlers, each of us formally 
educated in different parts of the vast country now known as Aus-
tralia. We have learned the lessons of whiteness on the sovereign lands 
of the Wurundjeri-Woiwurrung, Boonwurrung, Gadigal, Durug and 
Larrakia peoples, in settler institutions that failed at that time even to 
recognise Country and the diversity of Indigenous Australia. Arathi is 
racialised Brown. Sophie and Jessica are racialised white. This means 
we have had very different experiences of the racism produced by white 
settler dominance. While now living in England, Arathi remembers 
how the racist abuse felt growing up in Australia, back in the era of 
supposed ‘happy’ multiculturalism.20 It is deeply felt now too, in those 
everyday assertions of the white nation, mainstreamed and sanctioned 
by politicians and media, within places of work and in spaces of social 
life. 

And yet, despite our differences, each of us – like everyone in Aus-
tralia – has been invited to participate in the project of whiteness. For 
instance, we remember as school children being given a silver coin in 
‘celebration’ of settler arrival (or more precisely, invasion).21 Looking 
back now, we understand this glossy commemoration of settler colo-
nialism as an active lesson in whiteness. Across our school and uni-
versity education we received a purposefully selective curricula based 
on Eurocentric knowledge; into adulthood we are repeatedly asked to 
understand the carceral violence of the state as acceptable – from the 
off-shore detention of refugees to the systemic imprisonment of First 
Nations people. As former school teachers and now university lecturers 
and education researchers, we have each been implicated in educational 
projects which seek to diminish and destroy Indigenous sovereignty, 
knowledge, culture and history and which extend and translate such 
racial violence to people of colour more broadly. 

We write this book, then, with a responsibility to learn and teach dif-
ferently, to ‘listen to the noise of settler-colonialism’. We document the 
constructions and workings of whiteness in the hope that the field we 
ourselves are enmeshed in – education research, policy and practice – 
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can more squarely address its material, epistemic and affective invest-
ments in systems of racial domination. As students and teachers, we 
have been faced with the despairing inadequacies of educational efforts 
to ‘manage problems’ which don’t actually name the problem of white-
ness. For, in all the policies and initiatives of multiculturalism, diver-
sity and inclusion that spin around us, there has been a persistent failure 
to centre unceded and unbroken Indigenous sovereignty. This is why 
this book focuses unrelentingly on whiteness as a structural, but always 
contingent, force. Through the lens of learning whiteness we can better 
understand how the experiences and consequences of racial injustice 
are different for different people, yet interdependent and underpinned 
by the central problem: the logic of the white possessive.

We place emphasis on the contingency of whiteness here. The histo-
ries and lives of Indigenous people and people of colour are not reduci-
ble to, or defined only by, the intrusions of whiteness. There are spaces 
and stories that sit outside of white dominance or refuse to be captured 
by a settler framing of it. As Yawuru scholar Shino Konishi writes, the 
limitation of the settler colonial framing is that it can be conveyed as 
an immutable structure, teleological and deterministic in its violence, 
assuming totalising or fatalistic destruction, and denying the agency and 
‘supple and complex’ connections that Indigenous people have always 
brought to evading its forces.22 Konishi’s careful reading of Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson’s work, for example, shows how, even when the 
white possessive has attempted to ‘physically remove Aboriginal people 
from their country, [it has] not severed Indigenous ties to land’.23 Thus, 
in starting from the premise that whiteness is not innate but is learned, 
Learning Whiteness is alive to the fact that lessons in whiteness are not 
simply digested; they can be – and often are – resisted and refused. It is 
precisely the pedagogic possibility of collectively breaking the relay of 
whiteness that animates our analysis. 

Learning and refusing the pedagogies of the state 

By now we hope it is clear that this book does not take education for 
granted. Education – as an idea, as a practice and as an institution – is 
deeply implicated in the settler colonial project of racial dominance but 
also in its refusal and undoing. 
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In seeking to understand the role of various educative efforts of white 
dominance in the making and maintenance of the settler colonial state, 
we work with the idea that learning whiteness takes place through what 
we call the ‘pedagogies of the state ’. Jessica Pykett has explored the 
idea of the pedagogic state as entailing ‘pedagogic strategies employed 
by the state and “non-state” agencies – both within and outside of the 
formal educational sphere – to govern citizens’.24 Following Pykett, 
we also underline that ‘pedagogies of the state ’ refers to interventions 
or lessons not only by ‘state actors’ but also by all those working in 
the interest of the white possessive of the settler colonial state. Across 
educational institutions, private enterprise, public and media discourse 
and social relationships, there are educative practices that, while not 
always by the state, are of and for it. As we discuss across Part I of this 
book, identifying and examining these ‘teacherly’ occupations offers 
opportunities for understanding the settler colonial state as active and 
invested, as an entity that is not fixed or predestined, but one formed 
and reshaped through ongoing relations of people and ideas.25

Indeed, our interest in the pedagogies of the state does not imply that 
the state engages in a one-way didacticism. Within the teaching of settler 
white dominance, there is also challenge and rescripting; the settler 
colonial state must deal with constant dissent, refusal and survival in its 
effort to expand and contain and control. A lens on pedagogy enables 
awareness of the tensions between domination and dissent, relay and 
reshaping, in all educational relationships. For example, formal educa-
tion institutions of the state have been called upon by many Indigenous 
communities to better serve their students; First Nations truth telling is 
a key part of these calls as well as the teaching of a ‘both ways’ curric-
ulum.26 Moreover, while many of the discussions in this book deal with 
institutionalised forms of education, this is not to say that education 
and learning only occur in sites of ‘formal’ training. Drawing together 
histories of Black and Indigenous struggle in North America, Leigh 
Patel reminds us that learning in settler colonies has often taken place 
as a ‘fugitive practice ’ outside, against and despite formalised educa-
tion, and often through covert means. Referring to the lessons taught 
within Black and Indigenous homes and communities and the learning 
that takes place through social movements and collective action, Patel 
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argues that learning has ‘never yielded fully to [the] settler project of 
colonization of the mind’.27 

A lens on pedagogy, therefore, allows us to consider the means and 
methods through which racial domination has been sustained and 
reworked in the face of resistance and refusal. That the settler colonial 
state is made and reshaped through these pedagogies casts educa-
tion as one of the most powerful modes through which the relations 
of the state are formed; that is, the relations between people, knowl-
edges, capital, land and feelings that constitute political normativity in 
Australia. Despite education being central to these relations, it is often 
overlooked within literature in the political sciences on state making 
and remaking. Yet, we argue that the generational reach of education 
serves well the long view – or intended permanency – of settler colo-
nialism. Our aim, then, in drawing on the idea of the pedagogies of the 
state, is to document, if only partially, the active and ongoing invest-
ments of the state in whiteness as a temporal project. As we continue 
to discuss in the next chapter, coloniality – understood as the power 
of colonialism that endures across social and political life – seeks to 
accumulate and expand the past and present domination of whiteness in 
order to secure its future.

In Part II we look at the modes of learning whiteness more closely, 
examining its multiple operations across material, epistemic and affec-
tive dimensions. Starting with the materialities of learning whiteness, 
Chapter 3 considers the systems of racial capitalism underpinning insti-
tutions of education and educational priorities in the settler colony: 
relations of enclosure/dispossession, divided labour and extraction of 
value. Capitalism and racism are inextricably linked and, as we demon-
strate, have been constitutive of education systems in Australia. This, 
we suggest, has been a key means through which whiteness is learned 
as ‘productive ’ for the settler state. In Chapter 4 our discussions turn 
to the epistemic bases of learning whiteness, examining the knowl-
edge that circulates through formal education institutions as well as 
through public discourse to sustain whiteness as the norm for under-
standing the world and the nation. We argue that this knowledge is not 
neutral or objective; it is profoundly political and, as we demonstrate, it 
is produced through an ‘epistemology of white ignorance ’ that repro-
duces global systems of white supremacy. In Chapter 5 we take up the 
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complex ways in which learning whiteness occurs through the affec-
tive lessons of the state. We outline how these lessons involve what we 
call ‘feeling-states’ of whiteness which actively project pride, superior-
ity and benevolence alongside putting up defences that emerge from 
fear, anxiety and perceived woundedness. These are oscillating feel-
ing-states through which the interests of whiteness are protected.

Over the three chapters of Part II we show how whiteness is learned 
in the Australian settler colony across each dimension, but also how 
each is intricately intertwined. For instance, the epistemic dimension 
of education – such as the kind of knowledge valued within school 
curricula – is tied to the material conditions of how that knowledge 
is produced: the racialised and extractive economies of universities. 
Affective attachments to whiteness are rendered material as well as sus-
tained epistemically through, for instance, commemorative events and 
media discourses – allowing the ongoing violence of settler colonial-
ism to be felt by some as benign, right or inevitable. It is these linkages 
that we attempt to illustrate across the chapters and that, as we suggest 
in Part III of the book, compel a project of reparation that stays with 
complexity in order to divest from whiteness.

Staying with complexity 

The project of settler colonialism, which we ourselves as non-Indige-
nous settlers are enmeshed in, involves ongoing attempts to recuperate 
or recentre whiteness. Thus, across this book, we look to thoroughly 
reject the too-often presumed innocence of whiteness. Instead, we seek 
to more fully recognise and reckon with its injustice. As Torres Strait 
Islander scholar Martin Nakata has demonstrated through his study of 
the colonial constructions of Torres Strait Islanders, it is at the ‘cultural 
interface ’ that Islanders make sense of individual and collective expe-
rience.28 It is the complexity of this ‘interface ’ that brings together 
multiple histories and experiences, and that enables a greater aware-
ness of power and of how it operates in everyday lives. As Nakata and 
others have argued, education in the Australian context needs to attend 
to these complex politics of knowledge, requiring the ‘suspension’ of 
foregone conclusions, closures or resolutions that tend to push students 
into binary thinking, opposition or defensiveness.29 Across our analysis, 
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we look less to specific ‘solutions’ for education and instead explore 
how the epistemic, material and affective conditions of being educated 
in whiteness demand an active, systemic and collective response. In 
Chapter 6 we draw together these reflections to reckon with the impli-
cations of deeply knowing the work of the settler state on our lives. 
This requires the capacity to stay with complexities and complicities, 
rather than turn away from them.

The argument we advance in this book is that individuals and publics 
become enmeshed in, and attached to, racist colonial orders through 
repeated and normalised lessons in whiteness. And it is only through 
becoming critically and deeply aware of these multidimensional lessons 
that we might understand our collective and personal responsibilities to 
build futures free from systems of racial domination.




