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During eighteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in the suburbs of
southwest Houston, Texas I examined the ways in which White upper class
students, teachers, administrators, and parents think about race. As a result
of exploring racial language, racial discourse, and racial texts in two US
history textbooks, classroom lectures and activities, students’ conversations
and interviews, and local parents’ political organizing, I explored the ways
in which White people often think about, construct, and employ race. More
specifically I learned the ways in which the White elite residents of this
particular suburb know race. I am calling their way of knowing race a
“White epistemology of race.” I demonstrate how this White epistemology
of race has informed, shaped, and guided this particular White community’s
attitudes toward their own education and residential resources as well as the
education and residential resources of their Black and Brown intra-district
peers. This dissertation aims to theorize the White epistemology of race and
show it to be the unyielding source of a White “redemptive” ideology that is
supported and created by the deployment of certain racialized discourses that
insist and depend upon representations of Black cultural pathology.
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Chapter 1
Introduction: Accessing and Analyzing Elite Whiteness
During eighteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in the suburbs of southwest
Houston, Texas, I examined the ways in which White, upper class students, teachers,
administrators, and parents think about race. As a result of exploring racial language,
racial discourse, and racial texts in two US history textbooks, classroom lectures and
activities, students’ conversations and interviews, and local parents’ political organizing,
I learned how the residents of High Land1 think about, construct, and employ race. More
specifically, I learned the ways in which the White elite students, teachers,
administrators, and parents of Carrington2 High School know race. I am calling their way
of knowing race a “White epistemology of race.” I demonstrate how this White
epistemology of race has informed, shaped, and guided this particular White
community’s attitudes toward their own education and residential resources as well as the
education and residential resources of their Black and Brown intra-district peers. This
dissertation aims to theorize the White epistemology of race and show it to be the
unyielding source of a White “redemptive” ideology that is supported and created by the
deployment of certain racialized discourses that insist and depend on notions of Black
cultural pathology (Roman 1995). George Yancy argues that White subjectivity is
constantly struggling to maintain an unmarked normative position of power by
employing a particular ideology that remakes history and “elevates” Whiteness and

1

Pseudonym for the city where my fieldwork took place in southwest Houston, Texas.
2 Pseudonym for the high school where my fieldwork took place.
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“demotes” Blackness (Yancy 2005:216). Similarly, I demonstrate how two US history
textbooks, classroom discourse, and the White community’s local political attitudes about
educational and residential space employ a White redemption ideology that redeems
White subjectivity from historical racisms and makes Black subjectivity liable for antiBlack racism. This ideology presents particularized White subjectivities of poor Whites,
ethnic European Whites, and White liberals as a means to rewrite certain historical
moments such as slavery and Civil Rights to be about White oppression rather than White
racism. In order to reconstruct White subjectivities in this way, Black subjectivities are
also manipulated and presented as universally and culturally degenerate, pathologic, and
therefore culpable for historical moments of anti-Black oppression. In this way, the White
epistemology of race allowed White students and teachers in this community to solidify
their claims to White privilege and entitlement, and to support these claims through a
distorted view of American history.
Multicultural curricula have long been the response to problematic historical
narratives in schools, the racialized education gap, the underrepresentation of minorities
in the textbooks, and the social and political injustices that the school as an institution of
the State perpetuates. Yet, these curricula have also been criticized by countless scholars
to be “power-evasive,” seemingly “neutral,” “White-centric,” ineffective, and generally
not emancipatory (Apple 1988; Britzman 1993). Like these scholars, I demonstrate that
the curricula that are available to students today merely reify White normativity and
Black pathology, so that White students are left with a reaffirmation of their own
privileged and entitled subject position, one that is divorced from racialized oppressed
2

subjectivities. Although these authors do a good job of critiquing these curricula, little
work has been done on how these materials impact White students’ racial consciousness,
beliefs, and knowledge. Instead, studies of race in education typically focus on the effects
of multicultural curriculum on Black and Brown students and their White teachers’
abilities to disseminate culturally inclusive information. Often these studies focus on the
supposed cultural particularities of the Black and Brown students and their communities,
and the White teachers’ abilities or lack of abilities to understand their students’
worldviews, value systems, and behaviors. Even though studies that focus on Black and
Brown students and their White teacher’s racial ideologies have great emancipatory
potential, they do not provide an adequate image of the racial complexity of US schools.
In fact, these studies have sometimes contributed to the stereotypical and monolithic
images of Black and Brown students that are used to fuel deficit thinking and the culture
of poverty discourse. Images of students’ laziness, devaluing education, or coming from
culturally marginal communities can often work to mask issues of structural racism and
White privilege. The trend in education research has been to focus on the ways in which
multicultural education deals with these cultural issues that stem from Black and Brown
schools and White teachers’ beliefs about the students in these schools (Fordham and
Ogbu 1986; Ogbu 1982). This dissertation upsets that trend in education research and
calls into question the effectiveness of multicultural education and traditional
ethnographies of Black and Brown schools by exposing the White epistemology of race
that develops as White students learn race through multicultural US history textbooks. So
often Whiteness and White perspectives are taken to be normative, objective, and
3

universal, but here I show the particular limitations and racist tendencies of White
subjects by revealing the White epistemology of race (or White racial epistemology) that
dominated students’ minds, teachers’ pedagogy, and residents’ political expressions
while I was in the field.
Through my arrival story, a brief history, and a methods section, this chapter
introduces the inner workings of this ethnographic project as well as the community and
the high school where my project took place. Upon laying out my arrival story in
Carrington, I describe the difficult process I had to endure in order to gain access to elite
White students. I then introduce the main characters that appear in the dissertation, as
these individuals and my relationships with them shaped my access to students and
students’ reception of my presence in their classrooms. Following this, I provide
historical background for the city and school district where Carrington High School
resides. This brief historical narrative demonstrates how the current racial demographics
of High Land and Carrington have historical roots and are the results of a concerted effort
to create a White and Asian suburb. I conclude the introduction with a description of my
methodology and an outline of the chapters that are to follow. This outline explains the
role these particular sections play in demonstrating the concept of the White
epistemology of race.

Accessing Carrington High School and High Land via Moore Hill

4

I grew up in the neighboring community to the city High Land (Carrington is a
subdivision within High Land), Moore Hill3. It is common knowledge among people that
know Houston that Moore Hill is a predominantly Black city and that High Land is a
predominantly White city. Even further, there is a major road that divides the city of
Moore Hill, where the Black communities lie on one side and the White communities on
the other. I grew up on the Black side of this road or the farm road4 as everyone calls it. I
attended schools on both sides of this major road throughout my primary and secondary
education and ultimately graduated from a high school on the White side of the farm
road. I never really ventured over into Carrington, unless I was going shopping or visiting
my one friend who lived there. Living in High Land, and especially Carrington, was
definitely a status symbol and an indication of wealth. If someone lives in Carrington,
they are at the very least middle class. In Moore Hill people range from below the
poverty line to middle class. When I lived in Moore Hill, during the 80’s and 90’s, this
was the time that “White flight” was at its height and my community within five years
went from racially and economically mixed to all Black and predominantly lower middle
class (Farley et al. 1980). As Black families from the city settled into this community,
White and Asian families retreated to either the other side of the farm road or moved all
the way into the middle class areas of High Land. The closer people lived to the Moore
Hill/High Land dividing line, the more cultural capital they held amongst their peers. In

3

Pseudonym for the neighboring city to High Land, where I grew up.
The colloquial name for the major highway that divided up the areas of High Land and Moore Hill and the
road that much of the residential and educational zoning followed.
4
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the high school that I attended, Elwood,5 there was a pretty good mix of students who
were either transfer students, like myself, from the Black side of Moore Hill, students
from the central areas of Moore Hill, and those wealthier students whose homes were vey
close to High Land. These divisions definitely stratified students within the secondary
school social scene and I definitely felt the lack of cultural capital I had being from the
part of town I was from.
The cities of High Land and Moore Hill are in the same school district, Frost
Point Independent School District6. Thus, if you lived in Moore Hill and participated in
sports or academic teams you were competing with High Land schools at the district
level. Of course, if you were participating in a sport or activity that is traditionally
thought of as a “Black” activity then you may not have felt the cultural capital of a High
Land area code in your extracurricular life, but I was on the Latin team and the tennis
team so I definitely felt the wealth gap and the expectations from High Land people that I
would run track or play basketball and definitely not be on an academic team. I was a
state-ranked junior tennis player and most of the girls I competed against were not.
Carrington High School was my biggest competition, but I trained with their best players
outside of school. Regardless of my talent and experience level, whenever I played a
match against a girl from a High Land school, the expectation was that I would lose. This
was the same situation at the Latin academic competitions. Even though I did not live in
High Land, I was very familiar with the level of academic and athletic excellence that the
5

Pseudonym for the high school I attended and the school that many Carrington students and teachers were
transferred to during the year that I spent there.
6
The pseudonym for the school district.
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schools in that part of town were accustomed too, and I also knew the reputation that my
high school and neighborhood had among those schools. It suffices to say that I was a
little nervous when I had to meet with the Carrington High School principal in order to
sell my project to him.
I knew that my being from Moore Hill would class me in a way that he might be
concerned about the seriousness of this project. Interestingly enough, once he realized I
was a Ph.D. student his attitude drastically changed. Before meeting the principal I was
asked by the district director of research to present a thorough proposal that answered a
series of twenty questions regarding my methodology, theoretical framework, and overall
purpose for conducting the project. The district also requested that I offer tutoring or
teacher’s aid services while I conducted my research. They also requested a final write up
on my findings once my observations were completed. I returned their full proposal, and
my Internal Review Board (IRB) proposal. I figured that after offering the principal and
the district so much information about the project and my intentions that they would
surely approve the project; however, upon first meeting the principal, Mr. Lawford7, of
Carrington High School he immediately rejected my project. He said “well Carrington is
not really that racially diverse and I am concerned with your intentions and whether or
not you will make Carrington look bad.” He asked me which high school I went to, which
clearly located me in the neighboring, predominantly Black, middle class community of
Moore Hill. He again rejected my proposed plan of study and suggested that I study the
school that I attended. I explained to him that Carrington had the ideal demographic and
7 Pseudonym
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social capital for the research questions I was asking and that I was really invested in
curriculum reform. He asked me about my academic background and how I came to be
interested in these questions. After he allowed me to explain who I am he suddenly
became light-hearted and helpful. He seemed to be overly impressed with my academic
background, as I told him that I would tutor math for free since I have a masters degree in
applied math from Rice University and that I would be happy to talk to the students about
anthropology as I have a masters degree from the University of Chicago and I am a
doctoral candidate at the University of Texas. Most of our conversation from that point
forward was about my educational background, which suddenly made me an acceptable
presence in his school. I felt like suddenly I was part of the club.
He was very interested in Rice University and started asking me about sporting
events there. He then asked if I wanted to be paid for tutoring, if math was the only
subject I was interested in, and if I would be available to say a few words about graduate
school and anthropology to the students that I would observe before my project was
completed. I told him that I was very excited to work with him and whichever teachers
might want to participate. He became a strong ally of mine throughout my tenure at
Carrington, especially when dealing with a few uncooperative teachers. I appreciated his
allowing me to study Carrington High, but I definitely took note of the fact that my
identity had been significantly Whitened for him as I had transitioned from Moore Hill to
the Ivory Tower in his eyes. Through my own privileged existence I had passed one
barrier within this upper class community, but as Nader (1972) mentioned most people
that have access to these spaces are usually “of” these spaces and I was about to
8

recognize the limitations of my ability to appear to be “of” Carrington when trying to
recruit teacher and student participation in my project.

Teachers8
Mr. Hasek
Once the principal accepted my proposal I was free to invite teachers, via email,
to participate in my study. I only had one teacher agree to participate, Mr. Hasek, a
history teacher and basketball coach. I was eager to meet Mr. Hasek and I expected that
he would be either a very liberal man or a teacher who wanted a free teacher’s aid, as I
was volunteering to do menial tasks for anyone who would participate. Mr. Hasek was
neither. He explained to me that he didn’t mind my observing his class because as he
said, “you don’t threaten me or my job.” Mr. Hasek’s keen awareness of his privilege as a
well-respected White male teacher who had been employed at Carrington for a number of
years allowed his classroom to be the easiest space for me to access at Carrington, and I
believe that his openness in regards to my presence allowed him to think more critically
by the time the school year was over.

Mr. Logan
I met two other teachers through Mr. Hasek. Both were history teachers, one
male, Mr. Logan, who is also a baseball coach, and one female teacher, Mrs. Walker. Mr.
Logan was very welcoming and I later realized through observing his teaching style and
8 All teachers’ names are pseudonyms.
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interviewing him about his educational background that he would become, in part, an ally
in my search for uncovering certain racial dogma that circulates Carrington. There were a
number of occasions where Mr. Logan would pull me aside with a certain anecdote and
say things such as, “You will never believe the racist crap they did earlier this year…”
During one specific lecture Mr. Logan emphasized the social and political philosophy of
W.E.B. DuBois in contrast to Booker T. Washington. His choice to emphasize DuBois
over Washington struck me as a unique political choice that was not consistent with the
textbook or other US History teachers’ approaches to discussing Black political activity
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I asked Mr. Logan why he chose to
emphasize DuBois’s more radical approach to Black racial uplift with his kids. He said,
“Well, both sides are relevant, but kids don’t really get the whole picture from Booker T.
Washington and I went to an HBCU (Historically Black College and University) and
majored in history so I know a lot about DuBois.” Mr. Logan aided my arrival and
submersion into Carrington and spoke very openly about the racial undertones of certain
administrative moves, certain students’ political and social language, and his own
particular awareness of class, as he was from a rural working class White and Brown
community in south Texas. Much of the information that he wanted to make sure that I
received were stories about rich students throwing wild weekend parties while their
parents where out of the country or the special privileges some students received. He
mentioned that the previous year he had a certain diplomat’s daughter in his class and
every weekend she had to fly to Paris to see her parents. My observations of Mr. Logan
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were ultimately cut short as he resigned in the middle of the school year. He was
subsequently replaced by Mrs. Walker.

Mrs. Walker
Mrs. Walker was a more conservative, less cooperative teacher. She agreed to
have me continue my research in the class, as I had been studying her students for the six
months prior to her being hired. She did so quite begrudgingly and ultimately made my
time at Carrington much harder than I anticipated. My experiences with Mrs. Walker
illuminated not only the lengths that certain Carrington residents and teachers will go to
in order to protect their students from liberal ideology and critical perspectives of
privilege, but also the lengths certain White female teachers would go to protect their
own privilege and power. I began to feel that I was a direct threat to Mrs. Walker and she
did everything in her power to have me removed from her classroom. I think she might
have been successful if she had not been a new teacher and if I had not already been a
presence in her classroom before it was “her” classroom. Most of my problems with her
began after I observed a lesson where she lectured the kids on why it was important to
participate during the morning pledge of allegiance and that being “atheist” or “some
other religion” was not a valid excuse for disturbing the pledge as she said, “It means
something to me, and it reminds me of my nephew who went to Iraq, and my grandfather
who fought in WWII, and my brother who went to Vietnam. The flag means something
good to some of us and others should respect that.” This lecture was followed by an
Islamophobic comment by a student and a very uncritical presentation of the oppression
11

of Afghani women. Mrs. Walker made comments like, “ They really don’t know anything
else. They don’t know they are oppressed. This is why programs like the Peace Corps are
good.” Upon hearing all this I made a disapproving facial expression and raised my hand
to participate in the discussion. Mrs. Walker gave me a nervous look and ignored my
hand. The following day when I went to her classroom she said, “My mentor really
doesn’t think its best that you continue to watch my class. Hopefully you have enough
data at this point. Good luck with your work!” Ultimately, she agreed to let me stay but
Mrs. Walker caused my integration into Carrington to regress because her behavior
towards me caused the students to engage me less. The Advanced Placement students
were more receptive to me and I think it was due to the fact that Mr. Hasek was so
receptive.

Students9
Advanced Placement US History Students
Much like the array of responses I received from the teachers, the students
responded to me in a variety of ways. In Mr. Hasek’s second and third period Advanced
Placement classes most of his students welcomed my presence in their classrooms and
often inquired about my presence and my project. Once I divulged to them that I was
interested in studying race in their school and community, many of them lost interest,
some laughed as they viewed their school to be White and not very interesting, but some
students became even more interested. Many of the students who did ultimately
9 All students’ names are pseudonyms.
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participate were those occupying a subjectivity that was somewhat marginalized within
mainstream, upper class Whiteness. For example, one of my interviewees was Jewish,
another was half Mexican, another one identified as Queer, and another was Pakistani
and Muslim. In general, because Mr. Hasek treated me with the upmost respect and
explained to the students that I was a Ph.D. student doing my fieldwork, they
immediately engaged me with a certain level of academic interest. Most of the student
interviewees were females, as well. When I asked that they consider volunteering to be
interviewed one-on-one for my project, initially nearly two-thirds of them took home
their IRB forms and indicated to me that they intended to participate. Less than half of
those that said they would participate ultimately did. Some of them admitted to me that it
was due to lack of parental approval, but that they were still very interested in discussing
these topics with me in class.
There were a few conservative students in the Advanced Placement class and on
many occasions we would have conflicting opinions about certain topics that Mr. Hasek
would bring up. Overall, in this course, differing opinions merely created better
discussions and the students seemed excited to debate issues of race and class with me.
Students experienced productive moments of tension that a few of them would recall to
me later during interviews.

Regular US History Students
Mr. Logan’s/Mrs. Walker’s class was a completely different situation. Many of
these kids were very outspoken conservatives, pro-lifers, Tea-Party supporters, or just not
13

invested in exploring anything that was not part of their nine-weeks grade evaluation. In
part, this lack of interest to engage me was definitely due to the ways in which Mrs.
Walker treated me, but it was also due to the fact that perhaps they suspected that a Black
woman who was studying race was probably not going to be a Tea-Party sympathizer, for
example. Over the course of my stay in Mr. Logan’s/Mrs. Walker’s class my identity was
interrogated numerous times. Initially the students asked me if I was a student teacher.
When I told them no, but did not divulge any other information, many of them decided
that I was a new student. Once they recognized that I was not participating in their
discussions and that I was writing down my observations of them they became more
interested and I finally told them I was studying race at Carrington. I did not tell them
until much later that I was interested in their racial epistemologies. Consequently, I was
able to hear a slew of remarkably White supremacist epithets and racial remarks.
Towards the end of the school year, Mrs. Walker (and also Mr. Hasek) allowed
me to give a small lecture that fully divulged who I was, why I was there, and what I was
studying about them and their curriculum. It was not until this point in Mrs. Walker’s
class that her students recognized me as a researcher in their class. This knowledge of my
identity, however, did very little to change the way the more conservative students related
to me. In fact, it exacerbated it a bit, as now they saw me as a “communist,” as one
student voiced it.
Ultimately, my arrival and access into Carrington was sometimes contentious,
sometimes limited, and always a balancing act, as I felt the need to constantly reassure
administrators, teachers, and students that I was not there to demonize them. This was a
14

balancing act because whether engaging the history text, or the budget cuts, or the
rezoning, or the stratified racial demographics of FPISD, I always found myself
understanding their individual rationalizations for why these things were occurring, but I
ultimately viewed their participation in and approval/ apathy for these situations to be an
act of maintaining White privilege. I knew that if I ever divulged this assessment of them
to them they would perceive that as a threat. It is difficult to make individuals understand
that as a researcher you are using their individual subjectivities to discuss something
much larger. Clearly the students’ social and curricular relationships to Whiteness and
Blackness and the racial discourses that shape these relationships is the bulk of how I
develop a theory of the White epistemology of race; however, it is important to first
recognize the historical roots of this community and its predominate political and social
atmosphere. This information on Carrington further grounds my assertion that this town
and this school are a perfect place to help develop a theory of the White epistemology of
race.

The History10 of Carrington, Whiteness, and Space
Carrington is an upper class White and Asian suburb located in the city of High
Land, Texas. High Land currently and historically has been a predominantly White
section of southwestern Houston. As I aim to unearth the ways in which some White
High Land residents know race, it is important to understand how this portion of the city
10 In order to maintain the anonymity of the high school, students, teachers, and administrators, I have
chosen a pseudonym for the city that houses Carrington High School. Consequently, I am unable to cite the
website where I gathered most of the historical data on High Land and Carrington.
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developed this way and maintained this racial atmosphere. High Land did not always
have such a small demographic of Black and Brown people because during the early
nineteenth century, like much of the rest of the southwestern United States, Stephen F.
Austin was given this land by the Mexican government. He later sold the land to Samuel
M. Williams who, with his brother, created a cotton, corn, and sugarcane plantation.
Displaced Mexican citizens and Black slaves were the true origins of this city, but
industrialization and suburbanization eventually Whited-out these demographics creating
the racially stratified organization that we see today in the Frost Point Independent
School District. In 1853, Benjamin Terry bought the plantation and developed Terry’s
Texas Rangers and ran the plantation throughout the Civil War. After the Civil War,
slave labor became a legal impossibility and industrialization was evolving throughout
the South. Terry then sold the property to E.H. Cunningham who continued the
production of High Land by building a sugar refining plant. Much of the social and
cultural life of nineteenth-century High Land revolved around the sugarcane industry.
The first neighborhoods were developed near the plant and, consequently, the first
schools and local government organizations, as well. High Land remained an industrial
town through the mid twentieth century when in 1959 it was established officially as
“High Land” and the first mayor was elected.
Suburbanization was rapidly growing across the United States in response to the
success of the ethnic European enclave, Levittown, in the outskirts of New York City.
High Land residents and politicians saw the potential for a similar successful enclave and
they began work on expanding towards the southwestern outskirts of Houston. After two
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successful planned communities were created, the subdivision of Carrington was created
in 1977. This community would be the upper class White community that would one day
filter into Carrington High School. The basic layout of this master planned community
was to have homes built around country clubs, golf courses, and small bodies of water.
By the time Carrington was developed, White flight was already happening rigorously
across the country and across the city of Houston. The population of White residents
inside the city of Houston shifted and continues to shift from being a predominantly
White space to a current percentage of 49.3%. Residents were making their way to the
southwestern regions of the city and beyond, while Black residents remained in the
central areas and Brown residents began to populate the northeastern areas. The racial
demographics remained this way until the city entered a phase of gentrification and the
crash of the real estate market forced more and more people to lease rather than own.
Carrington was mostly untouched by these factors and remains predominantly White and
Asian today.
Carrington’s history has set a certain precedent for how the city imagines this
community should be culturally, racially, economically, and religiously. Today if you go
into any local coffee shop or bakery you will find the High Land Magazine, a free
publication that vividly illustrates how this community imagines itself and the racialized
image that it values and tries to maintain. When I first arrived in Carrington, I would
often do daily reading or work on my IRB application in the local Starbucks around the
corner from Carrington High School. The first day that I went to Starbucks I noticed the
High Land Magazine, with an image of a Carrington High School cheerleader on the
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cover. It was the Pink issue that focused on women in the community who were fighting
Breast Cancer as well as local charities and Walk-a-thons that were raising money for
cancer research. As I read through this issue, I realized that this week’s magazine was
very focused on Carrington High School students, teachers, and even the principal, as a
huge picture of Mr. Lawford sat at the center of the magazine. Most of the images in the
magazine were of young, blonde-haired, blue-eyed children and teenagers. Stories that
covered academics and certain sports were sprinkled with Asian and Black students, but
for the most part this was a publication about young White Carrington and High Land.
Every issue following this one had a blonde-haired, blue-eyed child or adult on the cover.
Most of the stories were about a suburban family struggle with medical issues, academic
achievement, real estate advice, and the local mothering groups, such as “High Land
Mammas.” There were “cutest kids contest,” advertisements for local businesses, and
information about local soldiers and their families. There were also endless
advertisements for nanny services, lawn maintenance, plastic surgeons, and other
suburban luxuries. These magazines were very telling in terms of the differences between
High Land and Moore Hill. Moore Hill also had a publication. This magazine had
information about deed restrictions, local crime, local elections, school news, and maybe
an engagement announcement here and there. The High Land Magazine represented a
White privileged life style that Carrington residents of all races seemed proud to
maintain.
Carrington High School is mostly White and Asian. The Asian demographic
increased throughout the early 1990’s, but until then Carrington was one of the premier
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predominantly White high schools to attend in High Land. By the inception of Carrington
High School, segregation had long been outlawed, but schools and zoning still greatly
reflected a racially stratified pattern. The racial demographic of Carrington and most
other schools in FPISD were mainly unchanged by a new educational policy because of
the link between school assignment and place of residence. Although residential
segregation masks the ongoing segregation in schools, it can never be argued that the
cultural and historical roots of Carrington were not greatly invested in an upper class
White Texas image. Carrington is named after a former Republican Texas Governor, who
was also a former United States Secretary of Defense, and a former oil driller who cofounded the company that would one day become Schlumberger. The namesake alone
should indicate the conservative, White, oil-fueled capitalist underpinnings that created
and maintained the Whiteness of this subdivision and the surrounding city it resides in.
Carrington has been a highly competitive educational institution since its inception in
1983, but over the last decade Carrington has received state and national acclaim for both
its academic excellence and extra-curricular success. In the magazine Texas Monthly,
Carrington was listed as one of the top ten schools in the state. In Newsweek magazine,
Carrington was rated as 366th best school in the nation. In the local publication, the
Houston Press, Carrington was listed as the 5th best school in the city of Houston. Most
recently, Carrington was rated as the 3rd best school in the Houston area tied with the
nationally renowned High School for the Performing and Visual Arts. Of course, HSPVA
is a highly diversified institution with a liberal agenda of keeping a demographic that
represents global diversity. Carrington has no such recognizable goal in terms of its
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student population. The academic courses that are offered there, however, are quite
diverse. Carrington houses the districts only Foreign Language magnet program, offering
languages such as Latin, Hindi, Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese, to name a few. The
Carrington Band as well as the tennis team have received national recognition. In 1992,
Elwood11 High School was built and many students who were originally zoned to
Carrington were filtered into Elwood, as the district was concerned about
“overcrowding.” Overcrowding is a term constantly pushed in the zoning and rezoning
discourses, even today, as it sounds like a mere logistical problem. However,
overcrowding usually indicates that there was an unexpected growth in the Black and
Brown populations in a particular school on the White side of the farm road. Once
Elwood was built, immediately the racial demographics of this new school were
predominantly Black and Brown. There were two former farming communities that at
one time filtered into Carrington, Archer and Fretwood12. These communities are right on
the border of High Land and are separate cities from Moore Hill. The residents from
these communities sent their children to Carrington because geographically they were
closer to High Land than Moore Hill. As Carrington became “overcrowded” with Black
and Brown residents of Fretwood and Archer, Elwood was built and Carrington
maintained its Asian and White majority. Consequently, to this day there are neighbors
whose children go to different schools, as zoning in FPISD can follow a pipeline if
necessary to split the community appropriately and maintain the racial division of

11 This is pseudonym for a neighboring high school in Moore Hill and the high school that I attended.
12 Both pseudonyms for neighboring cities.
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education. Currently, Carrington High School is 41.9% White, 42.5% Asian, 9.0%
Hispanic, and 6.6% Black.
Carrington is a school with a longstanding history of both intra-district
segregation and intra-school segregation. Intra-district segregation occurs, again, based
on the link between residential segregation and school zoning laws. Intra-school
segregation occurs in a manner similar to most other schools in FPISD in that the
majority of the Advanced Placement courses are occupied by Asian and White students
and the regular-paced courses are occupied by most of the Black, Brown, and White
students. Prior to 1965, these types of intra-district and sometimes intra-school divisions
(for example, a Black male student sitting behind a roped off area in an all White
classroom) were legal. After Brown v. Board, FPISD, like the rest of the state of Texas,
made school assignment dependent on the location of residences, thus not only
maintaining White supremacist divisions, but also giving new racial and racist meaning
to zoning and rezoning.
From my initial arrival at my research site, to my transformative identity in the
eyes of one of the most powerful principals in Frost Point Independent School District
(FPISD), through the rezoning political landscape, and through ultimately a didactic and
friendly relationship with some of Carrington High School’s sophomores and juniors, I
was catapulted into asking some very interesting questions about race and education
among the White upper class.

Methods and Goals
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Pre-field Preparation
When I decided that I wanted to study a White population, I knew that my
approach would have to accommodate the imminent restrictions and road blocks that
studying up projects often present (Nader 1972). As mentioned earlier in this chapter, I
ran into some of these obstacles while not only gaining access to the high school itself,
but also gaining continuous access to teachers’ classrooms and students. For this reason I
could not merely arrive at Carrington, live among the residents, and just begin talking to
them. I had to incorporate some pre-field steps. I drafted a thorough project proposal that
explained my ethical, academic, and charitable goals in conducting this project. I sent this
proposal to the FPISD director of research where he reviewed and accepted it. Once it
was accepted, I had to receive permission from a high school principal to access their
respective high school. Mr. Lawford, the principal at Carrington, was my first choice.
Even though he initially rejected me I insisted on a meeting the July before the 20102011 academic school year. After two rejections via email, my in-person meeting was
successful. This first meeting with Mr. Lawford began my participant observation.

Participant Observation
After I began meeting with Mr. Lawford, I was able to collect data on him, his
administrative staff, and one of the US history teachers who agreed to meet with me early
on, Mr. Hasek. Once I had access to classrooms, I was able to attempt to fully participate
in the daily lives of White elite high school students in High Land. Although I was
offering mathematics tutoring, I was not recognized by the students to be a teacher, or a
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teacher’s aid. I often wore blue jeans to school each day and this wardrobe choice clearly
distinguished me from the teachers and the other authority figures. I wanted to position
myself somewhere between student and adult because I did not want the students to
censor themselves in front of me. Ideally, I would have attended Carrington daily as a
regular high school student. However, due to my age, access to only three class periods of
the day, and my evolving and recognizable close relationships with Mr. Hasek and Mr.
Logan, I had a different experience than the average Carrington student. Nonetheless, I
believe students were more open and less censored around me than they were with their
teachers. As a participant observer in the classroom, I experienced a variety of typical
high school activities such as assemblies, lunch hours, sporting events, fire drills,
socializing in between class periods, hall monitors, and parent-teacher conferences.
Within the classroom, I was able to witness White and Asian student discourse, teacher
lectures, and classroom assignments. I often completed the daily assignments that both
the AP and regular-paced history students were given. Completing these assignments led
me to the two textbooks that I subsequently analyzed.

Literary Analysis
The Advanced Placement students were required to read the textbook, The
American Pageant, and the regular-paced students were required to read the textbook,
The Americans: Reconstruction to the 21st Century. Through a close reading and critical
analysis of specific passages within these textbooks, I demonstrate the ways in which
certain racial ideologies shape and are shaped by the ways in which White subjects know
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race. Specifically, I bring to the fore the textual form of the White redemption narrative
that I have observed to be a part of White racial epistemology. This analysis is also an
effort to link the racialized tropes of Whiteness and Blackness that arise in traditional and
contemporary anthropology research and theory to the public school textbooks. At the
end of the spring semester I gave short critical lectures to both the AP and regular
students in an attempt to provide feedback on their curriculum and to arouse their interest
in participating in a one-on-one interview.

Interviews
In addition to observing students, teachers, and administrators, I conducted
interviews. I had bi-monthly meetings with the principal and one-on-one interviews with
each of the teachers that I observed. I interviewed Mr. Hasek at the beginning and end of
the school year. I met with Mr. Logan and Mrs. Walker each once at the beginning of
each semester, the fall and spring respectively. I also conducted one-on-one interviews
with the students who volunteered to meet with me outside of school to talk about their
racial beliefs and the racial landscape of Carrington. Seven students volunteered. Six of
them were from the AP class and one of them was from the regular class. Of the seven,
three of them were South Asian, one was Jewish, one was biracial Mexican and White,
one self-identified as queer, and the seventh would have been a Black male13, but he

13 This student, who I call Dani in Chapter 4, did talk to me during class hours, but a formal interview
never occurred.
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canceled our meeting. All of these student meetings took place at either the local
Starbucks or the Barnes and Noble bookstore near the local mall.

Participant Observation Outside of the School
The interviews and my living situation extended my research beyond the school
grounds. I lived in a luxury apartment complex in High Land. Some of my neighbors
were Carrington High School students. I frequented the Starbucks near the high school
and I shopped at the local mall and grocery stores. I sometimes ran into students from the
US history classes that I observed while out and about in High Land. Living in the
community was beneficial as I was able to witness a community-led protest against
school district rezoning and FPISD financial redistribution. I also read the local High
Land Magazine weekly and perused the school district and community websites. These
websites provided a great amount of data on parents’ racial, social, and political beliefs
because they often voiced their grievances for rezoning on the websites’ chat rooms and
comments sections. Living in the community also gave me access to knowledge of deed
restrictions, waste management procedures, and familiarity with the general elite
suburban atmosphere that most of the Carrington students were accustomed to living in.

Goals
Through this project I aimed to unearth both the subtle and overt racial messages
within the assigned US history textbooks in order to explore a possible link between these
messages of White redemption and White students’ neoliberal understanding of racial
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inequality, privilege, and oppression. I also wanted to demonstrate a trickle down effect
of certain racialized tropes that originate in anthropology research and theory, appear in
public school education, and ultimately manifest in the day-to-day lives of White elite
subjects. I wanted to empirically explore how once students internalized certain curricula,
they socially employed racializing messages as a means to understand Black and White
subjectivities historically and currently. I then aimed to map a connection between the
curricular discourse of race in the classroom to the students’, teachers’, and parents’
attitudes about district rezoning and their Black and Brown school district peers. Lastly, I
wanted to offer some sort of curricular reform that will enable a usable history for White
teachers, students, and parents that demonstrates how to “occupy” their imminently
privileged subjectivity while also “critiquing” that position (Hale 2002; Wiegman 1999).
More specifically, I encourage teachers and students to take a critical look at their
curricula, their own subjectivities and the subjectivities of their less fortunate peers and
challenge the meritocratic narrative that has left their privileged and oppressive
understanding of the world intact.

Outline of Chapters
Chapter 1 maps out my arrival stories into High Land, Carrington High School,
and the two US history classrooms that I observed. This section also provides the
historical and political economic context of High Land and Carrington. The historical
development of Carrington and the current economic climate (that is impacted by the
White epistemology of race) informs students’, teachers’, and parents’ attitudes towards
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their own privilege, Black and Brown schools in the district, and their entitlement to
suburban space and a high quality of education.
Chapter 2 begins with an exploration of the role of anthropology’s historical
relationship with colonialism and racist science as the source for the overflow of Black
bodies in the ethnographic canon. Through a critical historical discussion of individuals
such as Franz Boas, I make a claim for the need for more White bodies to be gazed upon
by the ethnographic eye. I also demonstrate how my project is a different response to this
age-old construction of anthropology than the responses that most African Diaspora
scholars have presented. By no means do I exhaust the entire record of African Diasporic
responses to traditional anthropology. Still, through a look at vindicationist work from
people like W.E.B. DuBois and St. Claire Drake, I explain how even though these works
are necessary for me to even have the language to articulate a critique of traditional
anthropology, they also do similar work in the ethnographic canon because Black bodies
continue to be gazed upon, objectified, and studied.
I put my project in conversation with many approaches to Whiteness studies.
There are a number of different political projects within Whiteness studies. I position my
project as a critical Whiteness study that does very different work than the historical
materialists, the White Trash school of thought, and the White abolitionists. There are, of
course, other ways to name these areas, but these are the major ways in which White
bodies, White subjectivities, and White epistemologies are being studied.
Finally, in this chapter I propose a theoretical framework that I am calling White
epistemology formation that is a theoretical intersection of racial formation theory,
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critical race theory, and critical Whiteness studies. Here I also explain that although, my
dissertation focuses on White subjects it is still an African Diaspora project for numerous
reasons. I am not only unveiling common racist tropes of Blackness in textbooks and
anthropology research, but I am also calling into question the academic tradition of
focusing the manifestations of White supremacy on Black populations. I want to reveal
the other side of the story of oppression. I want to reveal the inner workings of privilege.
Consequently, I employ White epistemology formation in order to unearth the unyielding
ways in which White subjects think about race.
In Chapter 3, I present a literary analysis of the two US history books that the
students were using in the AP and regular US history classes. I focus on sections of the
text that explicitly engage race and Black historical figures. In these sections I show how
the images of Black people are monolithic and stereotypical tropes of historical Black
pathology and failure. For example, stories of Nat Turner are emphasized over the
Haitian Revolution, and individuals such as Malcolm X are painted as violent foils to
purported pacifists like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. These sections also highlight how
these tropes of Black people are used to redeem White subjectivity from racism and
structural privilege. There are textbook passages that literally attempt to discursively
parallel Black and White oppression. I call these “White redemptive narratives,”
borrowing the term from Leslie Roman (Roman 1995). Poor White subjectivity is always
contextualized in unison with historical Black oppression in the text, in a way that
suggests oppression is universal and in the past. I connect this type of ideological
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approach to race and racism to the students’ and teachers’ inability to use this historical
curriculum to make critical sense of the social stratification that they live with today.
Chapter 4 is an extension of this literary analysis, as I explicate what I saw and
heard in the actual classrooms and school grounds. Of course, curriculum is more than
just the textbook so that observing teachers and students during lectures, school activities,
and regular conversation also provided me with more insight into how these students,
teachers, and parents were constructing and utilizing their racial knowledge. The way in
which the textbook material is received (or not received) by the students is also
illuminated in this section because certain parts of the text that may have provided a more
critical perspective on Blackness and race in history were elided by the teacher, or
unabsorbed by the students.
In Chapter Five, I describe two local protests that students, teachers, and parents
of Carrington organized in response to the district rezoning plan and a plan to give iPads
to under-resourced elementary and middle schools. This section attempts to link the
neoliberal conceptualizations of Blackness and Whiteness that the textbook offers, to the
community’s racialized feelings towards residential and educational space. I show the
iPad Project protest to be an overt example of how White redemptive discourse is used to
protect White privilege, as the students articulated this project as unfair and an injustice
to them. I also consider how a White epistemology of race imagines White spaces and
works to maintain these spaces and keep them “gated” off from the rest of society.
In Chapter 6 I ask how can we resist a White epistemology of race? Is
epistemology negotiated in the ways in which we understand ideology to be? How can
29

White subjects navigate this unyielding way of knowing race and become effective antiracist beings? As I explore these questions in this final section, I advocate for White
students to be brought to a place of epistemological tension in order to productively
critique the subject positions that they occupy.
In keeping with this exploration of moments of productive tension, I discuss the
methodological differences that studying up poses for scholars of color through a
discussion about my unconventional struggles in the field. As my experience with
ethnography was grossly different from most of what I learned in methods courses, I feel
that this section provides necessary and further analytical consideration about the process
of studying Whiteness from a Black subject position and through an empirical focus on
White subjects and bodies.

30

Chapter 2
Inserting “Whiteness” into
Ethnography, Whiteness Studies, and Education
“My project is an effort to avert the critical gaze from the racial object to the racial subject; from
the described and imagined to the describers and imaginers.”
-Toni Morrison

Traditionally, most ethnographic projects have focused on bodies and
communities of color, especially those projects that seek to understand the social and
cultural dynamics of race and the practical day-to-day manifestations of structural racism
(Bourgois 2002; Marx 2006; Wills 1996). In part, I have chosen to focus my
ethnographic “gaze” on a predominantly White upper class school and town because the
social construction of “Whiteness” is a crucial component of how race operates both
structurally and culturally (Hesse 2007; Morrison 1992). In addition certain areas of race
theory do not focus on Whiteness ethnographically or as a center point from which all
other racial ideas stem. There has been an absence of a critical consideration of
Whiteness within three particular academic fields; anthropology, Whiteness studies, and
education. For this reason, my project attempts to fill these voids and bring to the fore the
social and political consequences of leaving Whiteness unquestioned and understudied.
Traditionally anthropology has greatly contributed to the overrepresentation of
Black bodies in the ethnographic canon. In part, in this chapter I explore some of the
traditional ethnographies that employ culture in order to research and represent Black and
Brown populations. Some of those ethnographies are Boas’s The Mind of Primitive Man,
Evans-Pritchard’s The Forest People, and Shostak’s Nisa. In these seminal works, I
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consider how Boas intended culture to be used to debunk evolutionist ethnology, and the
ways in which Evans-Pritchard and Shostak demonstrate a cultural analysis of a Black
population, the Nuer and the !Kung respectively. These works, in part, can be used to
illustrate the ways in which Whiteness and racism are masked behind a conversation of
culture. Boas’s intentions were to question biological racism and White supremacy, as he
discusses a need for greater racial and cultural tolerance in the US in The Mind of
Primitive Man. Even though these were his intentions, cultural analyses often work to
complicate understandings of racism and White supremacy because the Whiteness and
the inherent cultural elitism of the White ethnographers went unquestioned. Here I bring
these absences to the fore and demonstrate the ways in which they reify White
supremacy.
African Diaspora racial uplift ethnographies, contribute to this overflow of Black
stories in the canon as well. In addition to the traditional ethnographies previously
mentioned, I also consider some of the seminal African Diaspora works that also intend
to counteract White supremacy and racism. I consider W.E.B. DuBois’s The Philadelphia
Negro and St. Claire Drake’s Black Folk Here and There and Black Metropolis. I
recognize that many of the critical arguments about White supremacy that work to
counter old discourses of biological and cultural racisms stem from this body of
literature. For this reason I am not claiming that these ethnographies do the same work as
the traditional anthropology ethnographies in terms of masking racism and Whiteness,
but they do refocus the objectifying gaze of anthropology on to Black bodies. Also the
ways in which these works engage Whiteness, as structure or hegemony, I argue is not a
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sufficient illustration of the ways in which Whiteness on the ground reifies those
structures and hegemonic conditions of race in the US. I hope to branch off of these
works and extend their representations of Whiteness to include a more ethnographic look
at the ways in which White privilege and entitlement culturally contribute to global
White supremacy. Refocusing the gaze towards White bodies is one way to explore a
particular manifestation of White supremacy. White racial epistemology extends beyond
the corporeal; however, it is an activist oriented methodological choice to focus on White
bodies, not to reify White privilege but to emancipate Blackness from the gaze. Focusing
on actual White people also provides an empirical link between structural White
supremacy and the routinized manner in which White people protect their privilege.
In Whiteness studies texts there have been few ethnographic narratives that
employ critical race theory or even illuminate structural racism (Marx 2006; Wiegman
1999). In fact some of these works use historical and cultural context to deconstruct the
notion that Whiteness is inherently privileged. These studies often focus on poor White
people or ethnic Europeans such as the Irish or Jews. I am invested in providing cultural
context to my research topic as well, however, I do so in order to represent the
multifaceted ways in which White privilege operates when White students in Houston,
Texas interact with their US history curricula. I use cultural and ethnographic detail to
demonstrate how messages of White supremacy permeate the textbooks and teachers’
beliefs, aiding the students in developing an epistemology of race that reaffirms their own
privilege. Like certain other critical Whiteness education scholars, I am showing how
secondary education allows White students to believe that their good fortunes are the
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result of their own merit and not related to historical oppressions of others (Marx 2007;
Wills 1996). I utilize the culture concept as well, but I do not use it to deconstruct and
invalidate structural racial subjectivities. In this chapter I layout some of the major
theoretical and methodological approaches to studying White bodies in Whiteness
studies. I will explore the historical materialists, the White Trash school, the
Abolitionists, and critical Whiteness studies. The “White Trash” school of thought (as
Robyn Wiegman calls it), as well as the historical materialists, fail to accurately capture
the social and cultural construction of Whiteness that reproduces the structural and moral
advantages enjoyed by White subjectivities. Critical Whiteness scholarship however,
connects ideological patterns of the White upper class to their structural wealth and the
mass multidimensional oppression of non-White groups, specifically Black subjectivities
(Lipsitz 1998). My project makes an intervention in Whiteness studies in that I consider
White redemptive narratives through critical analysis of the US history textbook and
curricula.
Many urban ethnographies (or “ghetto ethnographies”) that attempt to address
race in US schools and cities give little critical attention to the privileges both structural
and cultural that students who occupy predominantly White schools and communities
experience. This absence sometimes allows neoliberal arguments of cultural pathology to
employ narratives of Black and Brown marginality and cultural exceptionalism as the
reasons for racial inequality in schools (Bourgois 2002; Ferguson 2000; Fordham 1996).
These ethnographies have contributed to a discourse that potentially further cements
White normativity, entitlement, and privilege because Whiteness in these narratives is
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usually structural, illusive, “ghostly,” and uncontextualized. The structures that serve as
the backdrop for many of these urban ethnographies are not presented as symptomatic of
White cultural behavior. Ethnographic research that highlights the daily lives, educational
struggles, and cultural particularities of Black and Brown students in urban schools do
offer insight into these communities and sometimes offer recommendations for better
education and curriculum reform; however, these narratives also sometimes serve to
pathologize these communities and hold them in stark opposition to their White peers
(Bourgois 2002; Ferguson 2000; Fordham 1996). Redirecting ethnographic attention
towards the daily lives, educational struggles, and cultural particularities of White
students and schools serves to racially balance the representations of education and
decentralize Whiteness as the universal student condition. Further there is a need to shift
the traditional ethnographic gaze from Black bodies towards White bodies, as there is a
dense foot-bed of the ethnographic canon consisting of narratives of Black communities
(Hesse 2007; Pierre 2006; Morrison 1992; ). For all of these reasons, I have decided to
look towards White students and build on the educational anthropology research that
critically investigates the White racial beliefs of White teachers (Marx 2006; Marx 2004;
McIntosh 1997; Wills 1996; Sleeter 1993). In the sections to follow I more thoroughly
discuss the previously mentioned bodies of literature and position my project among
these works.

Culture, Ethnography, and the Absence of Whiteness
Boas and Culture
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Although the culture concept originated as a response to racist science, it has
become an analytical tool that can work to mask structure (Visweswaran 1998). The
culture concept in education research and Whiteness studies is often used to nuance
White student subjectivity in a way that redeems them from structural racism or privilege.
Culture is often used in these types of studies to deconstruct racial identities in order to
provide more insight into a particular population, undoing common stereotypes and
monolithic tropes. Even though it is important to culturally contextualize White
subjectivity locally and account for variations in class, ethnicity, sexuality, or other areas
of identity, it is equally important to consider global structural positioning. Race is one
unit of analysis that enables a more structural lens of social reality. For this reason I use
race rather than culture to construct White subjectivity as it is portrayed and lived in
textbooks and classrooms respectively. Further this is why in this section I historicize and
explain the tension between culture and race.
In anthropology specifically, culture has been a tool intended to mitigate the
pseudo-scientific damage that anthropological studies of race have historically produced
(Bonnell and Hunt 1999). Although many cultural anthropologists employ a theory of
culture that allows for a discussion of race and Whiteness, very few of them make
ontological room for a discussion of racism and privilege (Ignatiev 1996; Hartigan 1997;
Arnesen 2001). Scholars such us Ignatiev and Arnesen who historicize the process of
certain communities “becoming” White, employ culture in the attempt to deconstruct
social assumptions about race, but ultimately fall victim to the “culturalist” trap that
enables certain racially vacant narratives (Visweswaran 1998). The “culturalist” trap, in
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an attempt to breakdown claims of objectivity and positivist notions of race, causes
anthropologists to ignore very real structural manifestations of racism and provide a
discursive method in which to counter structural analysis. Therefore, the “culturalist” trap
becomes the theoretical use of culture to mask race (Pierre 2004). This “trap” is not
necessarily entered into knowingly and is a direct result of Franz Boas’s making a
distinction between race and culture (Visweswaran 1998; 72).
In the initial stages of Boasian Anthropology, Franz Boas, in a progressive antiracist move, encourages abandoning the study of human diversity and inequality via race,
and opts for the adoption of the culture concept. As Boas shaped the architecture of
American anthropology in the twentieth century, his theoretical moves became axiomatic
(Stocking 1992b). Boas never truly negated race. He just set it aside. He developed
cultural theory and other scholars began to position race against culture in order to
determine which unit of analysis would be more relevant for the study of man
(Visweswaran 1998). In so doing, race was often taken to be epiphenomenal to culture,
and consequently less socially determining than culture. Much of Boas’s impetus to
understand human behavior via something deemed less biological and definitively
hierarchical and structural like race, was the social scientific push towards cultural
relativism. The intention of cultural relativism was to move away from racist hierarchies
that deemed certain groups to be inferior and allow for a horizontal arrangement that
purportedly represented all groups as different but culturally equal. Although cultural
relativism upset ideological notions of old racial hierarchies and allowed for the
acceptance of cultural variation, it masked global economic inequality and historical
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racism. More specifically it ignores the power relations that remain in spite of a
discursive and theoretical move to see the global South as culturally equal to the West.
As Boas was a Jewish man living in the World War II era he clearly questioned
the vertical arrangement of races and sought to establish a theoretical framework that
would make sense of human difference in a more productive and more equitable manner
(Geyla 1997; Visweswaran 1998). He (among other thinkers of this time) develops a
theory of culture that denounces modernity’s racist evaluation of non-White populations,
and enables a supposed anti-racist way of explicating other human populations. Boas in
the late nineteenth century was known for attacking other social science theories of the
inferiority of primitive mankind. In his text The Mind of Primitive Man he claims that
ancient Western societies, just like non-Western societies, were clearly different but not
necessarily of a lesser level of civility (Stocking 1992b). Boas used these comparisons
with ancient western societies as a means to counter attack racist social science discourse
on the mentality of “primitive” mankind. He claims that their status of civilization is
equally high, just culturally different. He makes these claims as a means to denounce
biological racism (Stocking 1996). Although Boas rejected racial determinism and used
cultural relativism as a means to make sense of human difference outside of race, he
never stated entirely that race was irrelevant as he continued to do studies on biological
race. However, Boas later implicitly reveals his lack of faith in the authenticity of cultural
analysis when dealing with the human condition politically and structurally. It is noted by
Frank Geyla who states that “When writing specifically about Jews, Boas limited his
focus exclusively to fighting racist stereotypes, to the extent of virtually ruling out a
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cultural approach…Boas did not seem to recognize that being Jewish might itself operate
as a formative element in a social environment” (Geyla 1997: 734). Clearly, the structural
manifestations of racism and anti-Semitism that a WWII era Boas was feeling overrode
any relevance of potential cultural theories of Jewishness that he might have otherwise
produced, thus indicating that Boas himself knew the limitations and dangers of culture
and the need for a racial structural analysis.

Whiteness and Traditional Anthropology
Traditional anthropology has typically consisted of a White male ethnographer
observing subjects of color from the global south. Many scholars have written on this
pattern and called for a critical reevaluation of the power dynamic and the racialized
discourse that emerges from this arrangement (Goldberg 1993; Hesse 2007; Stocking
1992a; Trouillot 2003a). There are countless examples of White ethnographers reifying
certain tropes about Black people inadvertently through commentary on themselves and
how “different” they are from the population that they are studying. These tropes
typically include animalizing the Black body, pointing out a lack of modernity in a
particular Black population, notions of primitive ritual and eating habits, or over
articulation of the mundane activities that take place in these populations.
Anthropologists such as E.E. Evans-Pritchard and Marjorie Shostak discussed the
Nuer and the !Kung respectively in a manner that Whitened and clearly disassociated
themselves from their subjects, nearly creating a human/sub-human binary (Pierre 2006).
Through critical evaluation of their works The Forest People and Nisa, Pierre shows how
39

a particular racial epistemology permeated the language of the ethnographers studying
the Nuer and the !Kung people. She highlights the following passages to show that the
ethnographers, through exoticizing the most mundane actions, often socially and racially
distance themselves from their Black subjects. Comments regarding the “gulf” of
“difference” between the researcher and the subject indicate this epistemology (Pierre
2006). Marjorie Shostak describes a scene where Nisa tortures an insect, focusing on her
body movements as if they are mirroring the insect, thus relating her to nature and
perceiving her to have an animalistic quality. Shostak’s awe of this incident not only
animalizes Nisa, but it also communicates that Shostak herself does not contain this
primordial quality. Similarly Evans-Pritchard in The Forest People describes his feelings
when he observes a young child spearing an animal. He says, “It was times like these that
I found myself furthest removed from the Pygmies” (Pierre 2006).
Mwenda Ntarangwi in his text “Reversed Gaze: An African Ethnography of
American Anthropology” asks the question “If Anthropology truly starts at home as
Malinowski states, how come, as I thus far observed, anthropology tended to focus on the
exotic?” He claims that “the cultural and racial biases that shape anthropological study in
general” are grossly understudied and left unquestioned. Ntarangwi, much like myself, is
reversing the gaze back towards American anthropology and calling into question the
continuing tradition of exoticizing the non-West. This practice of exoticizing has become
commonplace in anthropology so that to study up has little precedent. This skewed
balance of study has left Black bodies and communities overly studied and overly
articulated, and the studiers and the White population in general are left practically
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invisible. This pattern that certain bodies need to be studied while others are left alone
does not just merely affect the discipline of anthropology, rather this attitude also
becomes the common sense notion of race. This research arrangement reifies White
normativity and further marginalizes non-Whiteness. More specifically this type of
knowledge production allows educators to create curricula with White-centric master
narratives and marginal stories of non-White historical figures, offering this as a
normative and universal approach to US history curriculum. As Whiteness continues to
go unmarked in Anthropology, it also continues to go unmarked in society and education,
and curriculum. The White racial epistemology that originates in traditional anthropology
trickles down into the tropes that we see in our textbooks and other curricula, tropes that
reify Black pathology.

African Diaspora, Culture, and Whiteness
Black cultural studies and African Diaspora scholars have historically focused on
“taking back” the images and representations of Blackness that early traditional
anthropologists and scientists created (Drake 1993; Du Bois 1970; Gregory 1999). Black
racial uplift narratives or “Black vindicationist” research can often work to delegitimate
the deficit narratives that come out of traditional western ethnographic stories of Black
communities and Black culture. Many of these scholars are writing against the “culture of
poverty discourse” (Moynihan 1965). In the Philadelphia Negro, DuBois conducts a
sociological study of African American families as a means, in part, to contextualize
Black life. He presented personal histories and life details of his research subjects. This
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contextualized representation of Black subjects was in contrast to the monolithic,
pathologic tropes of most anthropological and sociology studies done on Black people in
the late nineteenth century. The tradition of vindicationism continued into the
development of Diaspora studies in the twentieth century with scholars such as St. Claire
Drake. St. Claire Drake studied Black culture through an examination of the harsh
conditions most Black people were living under as well as their political response to these
conditions, in works such as Black Folk Here and There and Black Metropolis. These
works respond aggressively to the culture of poverty propaganda that was becoming the
standard way to make sense of racial injustice in the US. Drake not only rearticulates the
ways in which Black culture and Black people are perceived, but he also articulates the
oppression, violence, and genocidal conditions that Black people were living under. His
approach to urban studies was innovative and politically emancipatory for Blackness
because he redirected the focus of Black poverty onto racist structural oppression.
Most traditional ethnographies of urban Black communities, conducted by older
White anthropologists, were much more focused on the ways in which Black people self
perpetuated poverty as culture. As Drake vindicated Black subjectivity and demonstrated
political and social agency of the Black community and illuminated White supremacy, he
created theory and language that anthropologists such as myself can now use to critically
study modern day anti-Black racism and racial inequality. These tools are important
because the ability to critically study White privilege requires that I am able to recognize,
structural oppression and the fallacies of the academic thinking that created the culture of
poverty discourse in the first place.
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Although, this type of scholarship made strides towards redeeming Black
subjectivity from the racist pseudoscience of anthropology’s past, it still, in part,
contributed and continues to contribute to the overflow of Black bodies in the canon.
Whiteness, in some African Diaspora and Black studies research, remains a vague
category that exists at the level of ideology and structure. DuBois claimed that Whiteness
is the problem, not Black people and Black culture, calling into question the culture of
racism and structural supremacy that creates the inequality, poverty, and oppression that
shapes Black subjectivity. This move definitively made central to Diaspora and Black
cultural studies, the role of Whiteness in structural and social oppression; however, White
bodies have been left mostly unobserved. The very real everyday actions of White people
help to maintain and reify these structures and ideologies that continue to dominate
(Durington 2006; Lipsitz 1998). Consideration of the cultural and social reification of
White supremacy in White communities may help further articulate the ways in which
racial inequality operates, thus providing another avenue through which to position
resistance. In addition to an absence of White bodies, vindicationist works leave the
empirical details of Black culture and life vulnerable to exploitation by other scholars.
The immense amount of ethnographic data collected by certain scholars like Gunnar
Myrdal14, in An American Dilemma, on Black communities was sometimes used for other
political and ideological means. More specifically much of the empirical data in Myrdal’s
work was exploited and used in the 1965 Moynihan Report, The Negro Family: The Case

14 I understand that Myrdal is not typically thought of as a Black vindicationist writer, but I am using him
as an example to make the point that researchers cannot always control how their data is used or perceived.
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for National Action, not to show the structural oppression that Myrdal was documenting,
but instead to fuel the culture of poverty thesis that Moynihan uses to blame Black and
poor populations for their oppressed positionalities (Moynihan 1965).
Even when African Diaspora scholarship is received and utilized in line with its
critical intent, the specific ways in which Whiteness is examined and explained is
empirically lacking. Often White supremacy and structural privilege are discussed in
terms of some ideological or vague presence that drives a racist hegemonic project
surrounding the community being studied. Whiteness is often discussed as a “ghost” or as
“hegemony”, or the “State,” but it is rarely empirically grounded in White bodies, and it
rarely speaks to how these White bodies culturally, politically, and structurally reproduce
this “ghost” (Ordover 2003; Vargas 2006; Williams 1991). Shifting the focus to
Whiteness and White bodies gives empirical evidence of structural racism and, in part,
emancipates Blackness from the harsh pathologizing grip of the ethnographic canon.
For this reason, I empirically studied and continue to study the ways in which
White young bodies reify their own structural and ideological privilege, even as they are
claiming to be critical of race and Whiteness. I hope that through this data collection I
will be able to better understand how education as an institution of the State creates
spaces where Whiteness can be preserved (Althusser 1971). I would also like to challenge
the notion that acts of resistance can only occur within the oppressed population, as I
believe change from above can be effective, especially if the problem is articulated as a
problem from above. I feel that through refocusing attention away from the culture of
poverty and towards the culture of privilege; away from structural notions of inverted
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racism towards an idea of the potential impossibility of the anti-racist White subjectivity;
away from free-market neoliberal notions of socioeconomic organization and towards the
racist capitalist White supremacist economic environment that privileges Whiteness; and
away from monolithic extremist versions of racism that people can disassociate
themselves from and towards contemporary neoliberal White racism, we can hope for
effective change from above, but more importantly we will know from below what we
are up against. In order to position my approach to studying Whiteness, I must first
discuss how my interest in White subjectivities relates to other schools of thought in
Whiteness studies. I understand there to be four main approaches to studying Whiteness,
the historical materialists, the “White Trash” school, the White abolitionists, and critical
Whiteness studies (Wiegman 1999).

Whiteness Studies
Historical Materialists
The historical materialists provide historical context to both the historical
formation of and continual maintenance of the White race and to the multiple ethnic
European subjectivities that eventually become White. Theodore W. Allen is one of the
first scholars to provide a historical narrative and explanation of White skin privilege in
his text, The Invention of the White Race (Allen 1997). He explains that the White race
was invented in the colonial period to create a ruling class that would have strong social
control. He believed that the nation’s investment in White skin privilege was holding
back the working class and he advocated for a “fight” against White skin privilege. His
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use of historical narrative is a paradigm that David Roediger employs in The Wages of
Whiteness, where he lays out the historical events that lead to the American working
class’s investment in a White identity. In part, he contextualizes the absorption of
multiple ethnic Europeans, such as the Irish and the Italians, into the White race
(Roediger 1999).

One major goal of the historical materialists is to criticize the

traditional Marxist approach to understanding the American working class and move
towards a theory that does not make race epiphenomenal to class, rather they show race
to be what enables and fuels class stratification. Another major goal is to question the
“unmarkedness” of the White race and demonstrate how Whiteness is an evolving social
construct (Roediger 1999). Much of this type of work debunks biological and cultural
notions of White racial superiority because the pre-White lived realities of many groups
such as the Jews and the Irish are shown to mirror oppressed minorities of today, thus
destabilizing the White supremacist racial hierarchy that was once dominant. Like most
counter-hegemonic moves this liberal constructionist discourse has been co-opted and
reused by color-blind promoting, neoconservatives whose discourse often fall into a
White redemptive narrative that releases White subjectivities from privilege and
highlights purported White oppression. More specifically, after the historical materialists
in Whiteness studies there was an academic and political move towards focusing on poor
White communities and ethnic Europeans as culturally distinct groups. Although this
work at the local level is important, it often deemphasizes the structural role that these
White subjectivities occupy and makes it difficult to see these subjectivities as privileged.
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Whiteness studies then becomes a study of White cultural exceptionalism via class status
or pre-White ethnicity.

The White Trash School
The White Trash school of thought is the leading area of scholarship in Whiteness
studies that reproduces what Leslie Roman would call “White redemptive” cultural
contexts (Roman 1993). Typically these authors have located a particular hub of
exceptional White subjectivity that they at some point in their narratives compare to
traditionally studied oppressed communities or at the very least compare to conceptual
ideas that are typically linked to Blackness, Brownness or some other form of
“otherness.” These works are redemptive in that they redeem particular White
subjectivity from the White skin privilege that the historical materialists had previously
established. More specifically, John Hartigan in his text, Odd Tribes: Toward a Cultural
Analysis of White People, illuminates the cultural particularities of the working class
White community in Detroit. He explains that this group of White people have often been
aware of their race as they are occupying a predominantly Black space and have not felt
like traditional members of the White race. He also demonstrates that there is little
solidarity amongst White people across class lines and attempts to debunk the notion that
all Whiteness should be associated with privilege. In part, the cultural and linguistic
context that he provides as proof of this is a listing of racial epithets that are often
derogatorily used against poor White people, such as “redneck” or “hillbilly” (Hartigan
2005).
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Matt Wray and Annalee Newitz’s text, White Trash: Race and Class in America,
is another example of a text moving away from Whiteness as privilege and towards
Whiteness as cultural exception. In this text Wray and Newitz present a collection of
essays that narrate a variety of White working class realities across the US. The authors
provide cultural context that calls into question some of the stereotypes of the White
American underclass as they attempt to disaggregate the White privileged monolith that
is often times referred to in more critical racial schools of thought. From monster truck
rallies to Elvis country, they demonstrate the cultural diversity that exists amongst White
America. Much like Hartigan they are arguing against the assumption that all Whites are
the same and that all Whites are accepted into the world of Whiteness that privileges
most. Although the White Trash school of thought provides important information about
the cultural particularities of a number of working class White communities, these works
ignore more global racial trends that show Whiteness to be a privilege. Politically these
types of arguments disable structural racial claims of oppression and attempt to position
class over race when trying to understand social stratification. Alongside the development
of the White Trash school, there are the White Abolitionists and the Critical Whiteness
scholars that hearken back to the original arguments of Theodore Allen and W.E.B. Du
Bois. These scholars go beyond historical narrative and critically delve into areas of law,
literature, and academic scholarship as epistemological realms through which White
supremacy is maintained. These groups also typically have an anti-White supremacist
political agenda behind their research.
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White Abolitionists
The White abolitionists are scholars and activists who promote the abolition of the
concept of Whiteness. They believe that eliminating the term White will facilitate a move
towards a more critical racial identification system that will enable White people to divest
from Whiteness and consequently relinquish (extinguish?) their privileges. They believe
that anyone who holds on to a White identity is exhibiting loyalty to an oppressive racial
order. They base much of their political philosophy around teachings from James
Baldwin and W.E.B. DuBois as well as certain “race traitors” that they identify from the
slave era. One particular story they identify with is the failed raid lead by John Brown to
free slaves at Harpers Ferry in West Virginia. The White Abolitionist school of thought is
predominantly led by the Race Traitor online publication that serves as more of a
political activist Whiteness community rather than an academic one. There often is some
critical convergence between critical Whiteness scholars and White abolitionists as both
position their roots in the political developments of DuBois and Baldwin. The bulk of the
White abolitionist narrative is written from the theoretical perspective of critical
Whiteness.

Critical Whiteness Studies
Critical Whiteness scholars politically agree in many ways with the White
abolitionists because both schools of thought recognize Whiteness as pathology, but
critical Whiteness scholars are not invested in linguistically policing Whiteness or
eliminating the term. They are focused on exposing it and creating counter-hegemonic
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tools to respond to it. Most Critical Whiteness scholars would claim that the suggestion
that “Whiteness” be abolished by White people, is another example of White privilege
and could potentially come full circle, pushing us into a colorblind or post-racial state of
delusion (Daniels 1997). This situation could create an impasse where oppressed
communities of color cannot name their oppression(s) via racism and Whiteness. As this
is a common problem in other nation-states that promote neoliberal multicultural postrace ideology, such as Brazil or France, many critical Whiteness scholars avoid these
types of conversations (Hanchard 1999; Warren and Twine 2002).
Critical Whiteness scholars such as W.E.B. DuBois, Toni Morrison, Robyn
Wiegman, Peggy McIntosh, Ruth Frankenburg, and George Lipsitz, to name a few, take
most of the theoretical and analytical tools of the other Whiteness schools of thought and
use them to promote an analysis that is congruent with critical race theory. More
specifically, most critical Whiteness scholars are invested in the historical materialists’
scholarship that historically contextualizes the modern day White subjectivity, but in
addition to this they also employ social constructionism and political economic analysis.
Most critical Whiteness work (with the exception of some education and American
studies scholars such as Sherry Marx, John Wills, and George Lipsitz) is rooted in the
critical deconstruction of law and literature and does not typically consider actual White
bodies. The scholars that do engage actual White bodies are the ones that I mostly draw
from and use as a template when dealing with White students. W.E.B. DuBois and Toni
Morrison are exceptions to this, as their work does not engage actual White bodies, but
provides critical theoretical support for my arguments. Critical Whiteness scholars span a
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variety of topics when discussing structural White supremacy. Many of these topics
include historical structural racisms, such as the Jim Crow era, racist immigration
legislation, FHA racial bias, and red lining in the housing market (Lipsitz 1998). They
bring these issues to the fore as a means to show the flow of material, cultural, and
structural wealth into White communities and families and out of Black ones. Most
critical Whiteness scholars do not focus on the cultural context of the White working
class so that empirically their projects diverge from the White Trash school of thought.
Some critical Whiteness scholars do employ a social constructionist approach; however,
rarely do these studies employ actual ethnographic data collected on White people
themselves. In this way critical Whiteness scholars are contextualizing the ways in which
White subjectivities globally enjoy privileges rather than focusing on a local and
particular example of White subjectivity. Critical Whiteness scholars in education are the
exception to this claim in that commonly they ethnographically study White teachers;
however, when asking questions about race and privilege it is rare to see ethnographic
data on White students.
As I have shown there are a variety of approaches to studying Whiteness and
White people. In part, the theoretical and political goals of this project are to shift the
ethnographic gaze away from Black people and balance the anthropologic canon by
providing ethnographic information about White bodies. In addition I am inverting the
racial division of labor in social science research and bringing to the fore critical racial
information about Whiteness, White people, and privilege, and I am doing so from a
Black standpoint. For these reasons I consider my work to be a critical Whiteness study.
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critical Whiteness studies, racial formation theory, and critical race theory are all areas of
study that offer approaches to studying race that highlight power relations, historical
patterns of oppression, structural inequality, ideological and hegemonic racial thought, as
well as subject making and racial identity formation. My theoretical contribution
originates at the social theoretical juncture created by these three areas of thought.

White Epistemology Formation
As I explored the ways in which other race scholars theorize global White
supremacy, I found that the majority of approaches focused on concepts such as ideology
and structure, racialized legal histories, or culture. Ideology, structure (legal and social),
and culture all inform the ways in which race subsists, but there seemed to be a need for a
more unyielding concept when trying to describe racial thinking. Ideologies can change,
structure can reorganize, and culture can adapt. If we know all of these concepts are
forever evolving, how then do we reconcile the consistencies that we see in society’s past
and present racial hierarchy. Most race scholars agree that even though the cultural
manifestations of race change, the racial logic or the way we know race seems to stay the
same, thus cementing the structural dilemmas of racism that we see today. For this reason
I sought to posit a theory of global White supremacy through the concept of
epistemology. I wanted to perhaps unearth the part of White racial thinking—the
knowing part—that seems to go unchanged over time. Asking people to shift their
thinking to be critical of privilege is similar to asking people to challenge selfpreservation, and typically this is something very difficult to do. Through an
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amalgamation of theoretical tenants from racial formation theory, critical race theory, and
critical Whiteness studies, I hope to create a theoretical space that I am calling White
epistemology formation, through which to study White bodies and White racial thinking.
White epistemology formation is a way to understand the dominant cultural
behavior of upper class White people. This approach borrows theoretical concepts and
axioms from other major theoretical areas that focus on race. Racial formation requires
that I consider race at both the ideological and structural levels; critical race theory
requires that White supremacy be central and fundamental to any discussion of race; and
critical Whiteness studies limits the concept of Whiteness to a conversation of privilege,
structural inequality, and White entitlement (specifically focusing on eliminating and
critiquing White particularity). In addition to these premises, I hope to explore how
White epistemology shapes ideology and structure, and impacts the philosophical tools
we have at our deposal. Barnor Hesse states that our “conceptions of modernity e.g.
rationality, liberalism, capitalism, secularism, rule of law, have been retold in precisely
… racial terms without those terms becoming part of a critique of race in contemporary
thought,” so that I am compelled to attempt to articulate my analysis of the White upper
class through different and newer language (Hesse 2007, 644). Through rearticulating the
study of race as a study of Whiteness, I am attempting to tackle race differently “in
contemporary thought.”
More specifically, with this combination of theoretical thought, White
epistemology formation will require that I critique the ways in which these philosophical
limitations will reproduce those unjust systems that enable White supremacy. In
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assuming that my way of knowing race is itself somewhat imbued with Whiteness I will
be able to “occupy” the available philosophical terms and “critique” them (Hale 2002).
Charles Mills states that the ability to question the human condition is a privilege
available to those who have not had to prove their humanity to the oppressor. For this
reason I view a questioning of the White human condition to be an anti-White
supremacist effort.
White epistemology formation maintains the concept that the governing State
is a racial State that inflicts its racial philosophy on its subjects through racial projects.
Unlike racial formation White epistemology formation treats race as a pathology of
difference that is a symptom of White supremacy. More specifically White epistemology
formation does not make race central to the analysis, rather it takes Whiteness to be the
central and formative unit of analysis. In this way race is dependant on White supremacy.
Focusing on White supremacy and the material advantages of White people as well as the
relationship between these advantages and government institutions is theoretically
congruent to a critical race theory approach; however, unlike critical race theory White
epistemology formation does not make race and racism entirely dependent on the State,
the law, and/or macro level institutions. White epistemology formation considers
ideology, culture, and White bodies themselves and focuses on the entanglement of these
concepts, as this is where knowing race seems to occur.

White Epistemology Formation and Redemption
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Within critical Whiteness studies, there are some scholars that are invested in
revealing certain redemptive discourses that they recognize in popular culture, literature
and social theory. Robyn Wiegman reveals this through a critical analysis of the film
Forrest Gump, Toni Morrison demonstrates this through America literature, George
Lipsitz shows this, in part, through a critical look at political economic strategy and
White political memory, and Leslie Roman demonstrates this through a look at
Whiteness studies discourse, where she explicitly calls it “White redemption.” I similarly
analyze the textbooks, the students’ articulation of race and their conceptualizations of
their racially marked peers, as well as the racial beliefs of the teachers and parents of the
community. More specifically, I recognized a common trend in the ways in which the
text and people of Carrington talked about racial inequality. They always resorted to a
post-racial idea that allowed them to parallel all forms of oppression among all people so
that for them privilege was not an apparent concept. When talking about slavery,
servitude, and historical oppression, students always made comparisons between Black
people and working class Whites, Irish Americans in the early twentieth century, Jews in
World War II, and the Japanese genocide. There was never room for oppression of Black
people and the privileging of White people to be a stand-alone conversation. These
comparisons could be seen as critical and beneficial tools for aiding students in
personalizing social and cultural phenomena. For this reason often this comparative
approach to difference and inequality is what multicultural curricula promote; however,
as multicultural curricula is often power-evasive and historically inaccurate, students
often used these comparisons to weaken claims of oppression by Black and Brown
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people, thus redeeming White subjectivity (Apple 1979; McCarthy 1993). As I
demonstrate in Chapter 3 the textbook does a good job of giving vivid context to this
same type of rationalizing away of privilege. For example, in the chapter on slavery there
is a section entitled, Slaves of the Slave System. This section is referring to White men.
Slaves of the Slave System attempts to make the case that not only did White Americans
suffer oppression during slavery, but also that White Americans cannot be held
accountable for the continuation of slavery. This section follows the only description of
slavery that is offered in the textbook. The specific placement of this section lends itself
to be a redemptive effort by the authors. How can White students be expected to make
sense of their privilege today if they are not even holding accountable White subjectivity
during slavery because redemptive discourses saturate their curricula?
Unexpectedly, in the process of exploring the ways in which White students know
race, I was presented with a large Asian student population. Carrington over the years has
come to be slightly more populated with upper class Asian students, than upper class
White students. For this reason I also aimed to understand the ways in which Asians and
Latinos know race. Often the ideological narratives that they employ are entangled with
White racial epistemology. Scholars such as George Yancy (2003) and Eduardo BonillaSilva (2004) suggest that Asians and light skinned Latinos are assimilating towards
Whiteness at an unprecedented rate. Bonilla-Silva argues that racial organization in the
US is evolving into a tri-racial system that holds Whites at the top, “honorary Whites” in
the middle, and a “collective black” population at the bottom. Many of the Carrington
south and east Asian students occupied this honorary White position and employed an
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immigrant narrative that often positioned Blackness similarly to the White redemption
narrative.

Ethnographies of Urban Space and Schools
Students at Carrington do not know many people outside of their community and
they view schools on the other side of the farm road to be lesser institutions and lesser
communities. This isolation shapes the assumptions that they make about the other
people in their school district and the people in other communities in the city. These
assumptions and fears about others also cause them to work hard to maintain an exclusive
White space or the “White spatial imaginary,” something they literally demonstrated
during my time at Carrington through a protest of rezoning (Lipsitz 2011). As there have
been many attempts to document racial issues in American classrooms and urban spaces,
it is important to survey some of the ethnographies that do this work. I am positioning my
dissertation among this literature as it is an ethnography of an American classroom, and it
is attempting to tackle a new theorization of race in the American classroom. Even
though my project does not take place in an urban space, I am still in conversation with
works that do take place in an urban space because these are often the ethnographies that
deal explicitly with race relations in education as well as in residentially segregated
communities.
Ethnographies of race in American residential and educational spaces have
overwhelmingly focused on Black communities in major urban centers or White teachers
and their students of color respectively. Theorizing race and space through consideration
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of Black urban spaces is clearly beneficial and necessary as urban centers are where most
people of color live, but race and space can also be theorized through a look at White
suburban space. I argue that ethnographies that deal mainly with Black spaces fail to
contextualize the daily activities of White people that also contribute to the economic and
social oppression that plagues Black and Brown communities.
With respect to educational ethnographies that engage race it is clear that
understanding the racial dialogue between White teachers and students of color is
essential to any conversation about race in the classroom. This is true especially since
most urban classrooms of color are run by young White middle class women (Marx 2006;
Marx 2004; Sleeter 1993). On one hand these are the most readily available groups to
study because the majority of American classrooms fit this demographic, and the security
measures that are in place to protect these types of classrooms are limited (Marx 2006;
Sleeter 1993). Further, a classroom with a White teacher and predominately White
students is not typically treated as racially relevant within most educational and
anthropological research (Perry 2002). When White people are discussed as part of the
cultural atmosphere surrounding an urban space or school, very little is contextualized
about White people themselves. Although structural and institutionalized forms of racism
are important and necessary to understand the ways in which race works in residential
and educational space, it is equally important to understand how these structural and
institutional patterns are maintained via everyday life.
Some of the literature that presents Whiteness in more of a structural or elusive
manner are ethnographies such as, Elijah Anderson’s Streetwise: Race, Class, and
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Change in an Urban Community, Philippe Bourgois’s, In Search of Respect: Selling
Crack in El Barrio, Joao Vargas’s Catching Hell in the City of Angels: Life and
Meanings of Blackness in South central L.A., and Robert Bullard’s text Dumping in
Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality. These texts and many others like these
say very little about the White populations that they mention as ethnographic
background. Usually Whiteness is usually represented as the “yuppie population,” or the
boss/authority figure for a working informant, or a business owner exploiting the urban
community, but little present day attention is given to the local on the ground reality of
these positions of privilege (Bourgois 2002). We are given great detail about how
communities of color are self-destructive and degenerative, but little detail into the selfpromotion and structural privileging that goes in the White counterparts to these
communities. In Streetwise, Elijah Anderson describes the inter-discriminatory behaviors
of Black people in Philadelphia, as Black masculinity is feared by women and Whites in
the community and revered among men in the community. He describes how family is
undervalued, “getting over” on people is seen as successful, and older or “old head”
generation values are no longer taken seriously. The backdrop to this narrative is the
gentrification of urban Philadelphia, where yuppies and Starbucks are taking over the
prime real estate. This narrative only mentions Whiteness or White people in relation to
the everyday lives of Black people, so that around the corner where gentrification is
complete and Black masculinity has been successfully warded off; race is silenced
(Anderson 1992).
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In the introduction of In Search of Respect, Philippe Bourgois thoroughly explains
that his intention is not to reproduce the culture of poverty thesis and that he feels his
empirical data, whether or not it helps fill the “ghetto ethnography” canon with more
defamatory images of Black and Puerto Rican people, gives insight into the very local
and complicated everyday cultural lives of his informants. He goes on to say that as he
embodied the “traditional” participant observer role within the underclass of Spanish
Harlem, he sometimes lost his critical eye and was unable to avoid “blaming the victim”
(Bourgois 2002, 16). He makes no apologies for not sympathizing with the “pregnant
crack addict,” and not referencing “the history of her people’s colonial oppression and
humiliation, or to contextualize her position in New York’s changing economy”
(Bourgois 2002, 17). His point seems to be to bring to the fore the struggle involved
when trying to balance the global and the local; however, with a few nonchalant
dismissive words he seems to assert that his empirical data may reproduce these negative
images, but in the very critical present these images are what people on the street have to
deal with. This type of commentary again does nothing for the body of knowledge
concerning the local activities of the privileged that structurally shape the local realities
of the oppressed. Bourgois does mention being frustrated with the “victimizers” as well,
but provides superficial, at best, data with respect to White and/or upper/middle class
people in and around Spanish Harlem. Clearly a discussion of the activities of the elites in
one of the richest cities in the country would be productive.
Many urban North American ethnographies seem to fall into this trap, but it is
more productive to move on to ethnographies that do less harm to the image of bodies of
60

color, but still do not quite explicate the local fabric of privilege in their studies. Some
examples of other texts that do not quite echo the culture of poverty thesis, but equally
neglect empirical data around White privilege and entitlement are Catching Hell in the
City of Angels: Life and Meanings of Blackness in South Central Los Angeles, by Joao
Costa Vargas, and Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality, by Robert
D. Bullard. These latter texts do not so much add to the deficit images of communities of
color in that they are vindicationist in nature, but like Bourgois and Anderson, these
authors do not adequately explicate the White privileged counterpart to the oppressed
object of study. Briefly, each of these texts thoroughly describes the oppressive living
conditions and the local political reactions to these oppressions. Because these texts can
be labeled/read as vindicationist and/or critical political ethnographies they do not evoke
the ideological damage to representations of Blackness and communities of color that the
“ghetto ethnography” does. These texts do not reify the culture of poverty thesis and then
offer this detrimental conclusion as the solution/findings of their fieldwork. Nor do these
texts “ambivalently” suggest that these communities be ignored (Bourgois 2002;
Ferguson 2000; Vargas 2006).
In Catching Hell in the City of Angels, Vargas details White police brutality,
exploitative landlords, rhetorical mentionings of oppression inflicted by Jews from the
Nation of Islam, supposed White driven racial violence—when he describes a modern
day lynching—and residential segregation (Vargas 2006). These are all social moments
that were more than likely driven by White actors, and to see these actions would have
been a beneficial supplement to the vivid description and detail of Black life that he
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offers. Connecting contextualized ethnographically detailed Black oppression to only an
illusive and structural White supremacy is ignoring the everyday actions and
epistemological

standpoints

of

White

people

that

aid

and

maintain

this

oppression/privilege social balance between Black and White communities.
In Dumping in Dixie Bullard describes a number of examples of environmental
racism in the American South. He describes landfills, recycling facilities, unpaved roads,
factory pollution, and numerous other environmental and health hazards that plague many
of the American South’s communities of color. Bullard goes on to claim that, in Houston,
he could not find one example of a White neighborhood that had been “systematically
denied municipal resources” like the Black communities he had observed (Bullard 2000,
5). He says that this holds across classes and demonstrates that race is still a prevalent
factor in environmental quality and quality of residential space. Although Bullard clearly
illuminates the absence of these hazards in White communities, there are other contextual
elements that could be highlighted about everyday details of privileged White space. In
Carrington, there was certainly more privileging going on than just the absence of
environmental hazards. There were very strict deed restrictions, new and thriving
businesses being built often, renovations of public schools, repaved tennis courts, nicely
groomed playgrounds, recycling bins that are carried out of the communities weekly, well
resourced public libraries, often more than one community pool per subdivision are just a
few of these luxuries. The health and environmental atrocities that Bullard describes
necessarily need to be brought to the fore, but putting them in conjunction with the near
fantastical world of the White communities that typically sit across the freeway or the
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farm road better illustrates the very real connection between White privilege and Black
oppression. As mentioned before vindicationist works have provided me with the critical
picture of the complexity of anti-Black racism in the country, but I would like to take this
illustration further and look at the very real way that everyday White behavior contributes
to this anti-Black racism.
In addition to residential space, educational spaces, such as public schools also
serve as beneficial places to consider when contextualizing everyday White privilege.
One of the issues I noticed, while at Carrington High School, was the lack of critical
thinking around issues of race and identity in the US history classroom. This lack of
critical thinking was seen at both the regular and advanced placement levels. The
advocacy and policy pages of the College Board (the organization that hosts the AP tests)
website clearly states that the College Board is in invested in preparing all students for
college by employing a “rigorous” and “inclusive” education model15 Many educators,
who study curriculum reform and issues of representation and race in education believe
that if one of the core goals in education is to improve critical thinking in general, then
asking students to think critically about race is not so farfetched (Britzman 1993; LadsonBillings 1994; Pinar 1993; Wills 1996). Ladson- Billings explains how critical thinking is
already a major part of the expectations of honors courses in one school that she
observed. She notes that these classrooms were predominantly White and students were
asked, for example, to not only know the solar system, but to create their own version of

15 http://advocacy.collegeboard.org/college-preparation-access/national-office-school-counselor-advocacynosca
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a galaxy (Ladson-Billings 1994). Clearly thinking creatively and critically reflecting on
ones own positionality is valued, so why then can we not take the expectations that we
have for student learning in math and science and apply that to the humanities? Delpit
explains how students of color from lower income communities should be taught more
thoroughly and rigorously in terms of reading and arithmetic, as they have no domestic
counterpart to these lessons (Delpit 1995). Similarly one could argue that the racial
philosophy of a White upper class home is grossly limited, therefore critical racial
thinking is absolutely necessary for White upper class students. Not only do the silences
of certain oppressed narratives harm students of color, but also these silences enable
White students to naturalize their privilege and normalize their racist perspectives of their
peers of color (Delpit 1995; Woodson 1933). Although I argue for the need for more
research on White students, there a few educational ethnographies that focus on White
populations; however, these works typically do not call for curriculum reform that
requires students to critically engage race in their classrooms.
The text Daughter’s of Suburbia: Growing Up White, Middle Class, and Female by
Lorraine D. Kenny is a good example of this. Kenny describes how discussions of race
and racism in the classroom revolved around interracial current events such as Nelson
Mandela winning the South African presidency and the daily interactions between local
indigenous students and their White peers. She explains that sometimes when students
would meet up with the neighboring African American school, they would return to their
classroom for a superficial debriefing on their interactions with the other school. Mostly
these conversations revolved around political utopia and acceptance of “other” types of
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students’ behaviors. Students at Carrington High School mentioned a similar activity that
they participated in, called Diversity Days. They mentioned that most of the time students
from Black and Brown schools would visit their campus and eat lunch with them or
participate in a particular class period with them. Similar to the Carrington activity,
Kenny explains that these activities rarely focused on deconstructing or altering White
students’ behavior. Instead this activity was seen as an uplifting or culturally
transforming opportunity for the Black and Brown students. Kenny says that in trying to
express a need for critical discussion of young White female student life and identity
development, she was met with remarks that challenged the notion that Whiteness or race
are social constructs, such as “weren’t they born White?” (Kenny 2000, 186). Kenny does
a good job of explaining the deficit within classroom discussions of Whiteness. She also
claims that education should adopt a fuller presentation of race, a presentation that
includes Whiteness and does not maintain the “racial void” that the silencing of
Whiteness enables (Kenny 2000). In her theoretical commentary of the girls from
Shoreham-Wading River Middle School she clearly lays out the moments of entitlement,
the discourses of privilege, the normativity of Whiteness that the girls believed in and
their consequential xenophobic attitudes towards the girls of color in the school. She
reveals the ways in which different types of culturally specific Whiteness (White
supremacists, Christian fanatics, Wiggers) are merely other manifestations of privilege;
however, she does not clearly articulate how to translate these critical assessments in her
ethnography to middle school curriculum. She is advocating for a fuller presentation of
race, by including Whiteness, but it seems that she is merely placing Whiteness on the
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multicultural scale and asking that we critically analyze it in a manner similar to other
cultural groups.
This is far less critically sufficient than Sherry Marx’s “therapeutic” sessions with
the White teachers in the text Revealing the Invisible: Confronting Passive Racism in
Teacher Education. Marx demonstrates the ongoing therapeutic relationship that is
required to destabilize the racialized assumptions that White teachers often have towards
their students of color. She claims that challenging the normativity of Whiteness requires
long-term personalized interaction with each individual. Marx breaks down each of six
teachers’ past experiences with race and demonstrates to them the racism inherent in their
perspectives. Teachers in her study struggled with the notion that their liberal assessment
of the cultural differences between themselves and their students was a deficit discourse
that merely masked their very racist feelings about Black and Brown urban culture.
Through this one-on-one interaction she brought many of the six teachers into a new
racial consciousness. This type of critical resituating of racial epistemology is something
that needs to be done with White students as well. It is well known that individual oneon-one interaction between students and teachers is a standard lacking in traditional
classroom pedagogy for both White students and students of color (Kumashiro 2000). A
critical Whiteness approach to bringing White students to productive moments of racial
consciousness like Marx did with the teachers, would require that students not only look
at the culture of privilege as a means to understand their own behavior, but they would
also use these evaluations of their own privilege and entitled way of thinking to make
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sense of the stereotypes and racist imagery that they reproduce with respect to students of
color (Kumashiro 2000; Wills 1996).
Instead of critically questioning privilege, often times education studies offer
power-evasive culturally relative explanations of racialized student behavior. The concept
of the “Wigger,” in Kenny’s text, is an excellent example. She explains that there is a
White female student who perceives of her own behavior as a moment of forgoing her
White privilege in exchange for the embodiment of stereotypical Black behavior. It
would have been far more critically relevant for Kenny to probe this story further, asking
Emily if she can ever really relinquish her privilege and why she read her behaviors as
necessarily Black. She could also ask her to question how authentic her performativity is
with respect to Blackness. Just because she “plays” Blackness in this way does it truly
define Blackness and Black people, and isn’t the ability to move in and out of particular
racial subjectivities a White privilege that stems from the normalizing and assumed
universal nature of Whiteness (Deloria 1998; Wiegman 1999)? Wiegman would argue
that the mere choice to “act” Black, to particularize ones behavior and move in and out of
different forms of Whiteness, is the essence of privilege (Wiegman 1999).
Textbook reform alone would be a major step in revealing the silences around
student Whiteness if critical race theory and critical Whiteness studies could be used to
reorganize the history and literature curricula (Apple 1988; McCarthy 1998; Pinar 1993).
Textual curricula often manipulates the social and cultural fabric of education so that
when students are asked to question what they are reading, they will walk away with
more than just dates and stories, master narratives, and ethnocentric American patriotism
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(Wills 1996, 367). Students will be able to historically locate the racial and cultural
philosophies that create a student like Emily, who is a former White supremacist, former
Wigger, and now a teenage mother who claims that she is just “normal” now because she
has given up these other culturally specific forms of White identity (Kenny 2000, 161164). John Wills demonstrates this when he observes White students discussing issues of
affirmative action, reparations, welfare reform, and the Rodney King incident. Many of
the students, who ascribe to rugged individualist beliefs, felt that affirmative action,
welfare, and reparations were unfair and un-American. Many of them were from
immigrant backgrounds and believed in the American dream concept of meritocracy.
Unlike Kenny, Wills steps in and challenges them to question how possible the successes
of their parents and grandparents would have been if they had been Black. He also asks
them to rethink the Rodney King incident and imagine that he were a White man. He tries
to translate the impact on their generation due to the unequal distribution of wealth. He
claims that the students were argumentative with him and very resistant, demonstrating
that White students need critical racial thinking and critical multiculturalism just as much
(perhaps more so?) as students of color (Carby 1993; Ladson-Billings 1995; McCarthy
1993; Morrison 1992). More researchers need to critically engage White students in the
manner that John Wills and Sherry Marx’s did with White students and White teachers
respectively.

White Racial Epistemology in Neoliberal Multicultural Curriculum
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Finally, much of the limitation around curricular reform lies on the pervasiveness of
neoliberal ideology. Neoliberalism has infiltrated the discourse(s) of multiculturalism that
fuel much of education policy and curricular works. For this reason multiculturalism
continues to fail to raise student or teacher racial consciousness. On neoliberal
multiculturalism, Charles Hale claims that in contrast to an individualist (liberal) notion,
neoliberal multiculturalism’s central precept is that “collective rights are granted as
compensatory measures to disadvantaged cultural groups” who achieve representation
(Hale 2005). Clearly these collective ideals and this alleged horizontal organization of
difference agree with the principles of multiculturalism. So that neoliberal
multiculturalism becomes a political, cultural, and racial philosophy where histories of
oppression, class, gender, sexuality, etc. are disregarded as factors that would create
inequity or hindrances in participation in competition. Neoliberal multiculturalism
enables crimes of the past to be “narratively swept away” in curricular texts and for the
socioeconomic playing field to appear level (Pinar 1993; Povinelli 2002; Wiegman 1999,
6). Neoliberal and power-evasive representations of historical and economical moments
in time merely reproduce images consistent with traditional American individualism and
make impossible the concept of a “usable” history for students and their understanding of
racial positionality in a contemporary sense (Perry 2002; Roman 1993; Wills 1996). If
students were exposed to these socioeconomic concepts and asked to critically evaluate
their presence in their texts and their teachers’ discourses, they would be able to critically
understand inequality as something based in a population’s historical and structural
positioning. They would be able to critically locate privilege in White subjectivity both
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historically and in their own lives. They would be able to connect impoverished
communities of color to their own middle class comfort. White students would perhaps
not only be able to recognize that their dual occupation of a particularized White identity
(jock, cheerleader, Wigger, etc.) coupled with their structural privilege, but also be able
to recognize that oppressive monolithic images of students of color are produced through
and in relation to this privilege. Whiteness, as it is granted ideological amiability that
maintains structural stability, defines the changing images of groups of color while
cementing structural oppression for these same groups (Perry 2002; Wiegman 1999).
Some scholars believe that a critical look at neoliberal discourse will reveal both
the structural and the ideological material of multiculturalism, so that students will be
able to critically question the power-evasive representations of many cultural-historical
events in their texts (Apple 1993, Morrison 1992). Many of students’ current assumptions
about cultural differences between Whiteness, Blackness, and Brownness are reified by
traditional multicultural curriculum, and many post-modern, critical race theory and
emancipatory education scholars accuse multicultural curriculum of being too static,
monolithic, and essentialist (Pinar 1993). With this being the current state of the average
multicultural text, stereotypes and very “unparticularized” images of racial others have
come to be the norm in secondary school social studies and literature discourse (Ellison
1995; Entman 2001; Wiegman 1999; Wills 1996). The silencing of privilege and the
ambivalent attitude towards stereotypes of bodies of color, in part, stems from two areas,
capitalist meritocratic notions of competition and the normalizing of redeemed White
subjectivities.
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Chapter3
A White Epistemology of Race in US History Texts
“Curriculum is one highly significant form of representation, and arguments over the
curriculum are also arguments over who we are.”
-William Pinar
During my time at Carrington High School I often participated in classroom
assignments and discussions in both the Advanced Placement and regular-level classes.
In order to fully participate I had to complete readings from the assigned textbook
sections. Through engaging the textbooks I realized a number of things about the
importance of the written curricula and the impact of the content in these texts on White
students’ racial epistemology. With respect to many historical topics, the textbook was
sometimes the only place from which students received information. One of the
textbooks, The American Pageant, I had seen before. I came across this text during my
time as a second-year graduate student in the course Neoliberalism and Its Discontents,
taught by Charles Hale, where I decided to do a literary analysis of my sixteen-year-old
cousin’s16 textbook. For this course I wrote a critique of the textbook that demonstrated
how the many different curricular representations of race were multicultural neoliberal
subjectivities. I found that multicultural neoliberal representations of race typically
reified the monolithic, stereotypical images of Black people that I was all too familiar
with. More specifically, narratives of Black aggression and Black cultural degeneracy
were common, while stories of Black resistance or relevant Black contributions to society

16 Although my cousin is an African American male, he was enrolled in an Advanced Placement US
history class in a predominantly White high school in Austin, Texas.
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were few. In addition to this limited view of Blackness there was also a particular
narrative around Whiteness that emerged, especially during interracial historical
moments. Often, historical White racism was rationalized, diminished, and practically
denied. Instead of a focus on the active role that all Whites played in structural White
supremacy, the focus was more so on those subjectivities that offered some sort of
rhetorical redemptive refuge. The authors focused on the emotional turmoil that plagued
plantation owners, as they supposedly had to negotiate the tension between a moral
tendency towards democracy, while owning human beings. Whiteness was also
particularized through a rhetorical focus on ethnic Europeans and poor non-landowning
Whites. Having this text reappear in the field further cemented my speculation that
textbooks are very effective in shaping the education of many American students, and for
this reason I needed to further study this text (and perhaps others) to truly understand the
racial epistemology of the average upper-class White student.
In this chapter I will critically analyze two different textbooks and three different
teacher approaches to US history material. Here, I attempt to connect the ways in which
White students expressed their understanding of race and racism to the messages they
received daily from the textbook, the teacher, and discussions with fellow students that
engaged the textbook. I claim that the ways in which they learned race from the texts
informed the ways in which they racialized themselves and racial others. William Pinar
states that “to understand curriculum as a racial text suggests understanding ourselves as
racial texts” (Pinar 1993: 63). Texas textbook companies dominate the textbook choices
made nationally so that the standardized material being taught in a Texas high school is
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indicative of what other high school students are probably learning nationwide. Texas
textbooks have been in the media since spring of 2010 as the Texas Textbook
Controversy grew. Conservative politicians and educators are encouraging certain
changes to be made in the history curriculum. Frequently there have been articles titled,
The GOP discourages Critical Thinking or Texas textbook war ‘Slavery’ or ‘Atlantic
Triangular trade,’ explaining the curriculum debate in Texas17. Conservatives have been
advocating for the removal of any material that can be deemed “unpatriotic” or would
demonize the Founding Fathers, and words such as “slavery” and “slave” are being
considered for removal. I demonstrate here how the Texas textbooks are already diluted
in terms of material that does justice to the historical oppression of Black people in the
US. It is important to show this now because there is not only a need to fight the changes
and curricular removals that conservatives are requesting, but there is also a need to add
more critical and historically accurate information that enables a “usable” and wellrounded history for students. John Wills wrote that White students struggle with the
ability to connect current social stratification with historical structures of oppression, and
a lack of a “usable” history curriculum is one of the reasons for this struggle (Wills
1996). In addition to The American Pageant I am also doing a literary analysis of the
regular-level US history textbook, The Americans: Reconstruction to the 21st Century.

Textbooks

17 http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Education/2010/0519/Texas-textbook-war-Slavery-or-Atlantictriangular-trade
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The American Pageant
The textbooks are the first place that I looked to unveil any possible racial subtext
of US curricula in Carrington. The textbook for the Advanced Placement class, The
American Pageant, is a text that is used statewide in Texas so the majority of high school
students that are preparing for the US history Advanced Placement test will read this text
at some point. Upon critically analyzing this text, I unearthed a dense, neoliberal White
working-class narrative that strongly silences race, and consequently, racism through a
multicultural meritocratic discourse of class and patriotism. In this text, past wrongs on
communities of color are treated as natural and White subjectivities are vigorously
redeemed from privilege through a historical narrative of particularized White identities
that stem from poor, non-slave-owning White farmers to ethnic minorities of the north.
The overall message is that, yes, indeed, there were oppressive events that occurred
historically to certain groups, but we cannot name this oppression White supremacy
because all White individuals cannot be implicated in the privileges and wrong doings
that are documented. Whiteness, and consequently, White privilege is reduced to class
and pre-White ethnicity. In addition to this observation it is also argued by education
scholars that racism is often articulated as extreme behavior committed by certain
irrational individuals and not as a structural system of oppression that benefits all White
bodies and oppresses all “other” bodies (Brown and Brown 2010). Students absorb these
neoliberal curricula and rearticulate them when expressing their views on race. The racial
subtext of this textbook is very important because students in the Advanced Placement
classes intensely engaged the material provided to them by the teacher. I mention this
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because later I will discuss the more progressive textbook that is supposedly used in the
regular US history classes. Two scholars of color coauthored this other text, so that the
stories of Black and Brown historical figures and events are much more nuanced,
frequent, and unhinged by the White working-class narrative that dominates the
Advanced Placement text. In the regular classes the students rarely engaged the textbook
so that this more progressive discourse was perhaps lost.
As I trace discursive Whiteness or discourses that express what I am calling a
“White redemptive narrative,” I will highlight the sections of the text that deal both
overtly and subtly with Blackness, as these are the moments where a neoliberal discourse
of race and multiculturalism might utilize representations of Black people to serve as
counterpoints for normative White subjectivity. Robyn Wiegman discusses the
pervasiveness of this type of racial thinking and narrative choice through a critical
discussion of the film Forrest Gump. Here I briefly explain Wiegman’s analysis of the
racial subtext of Forrest Gump as the racial epistemology of the film mirrors what I
believe to be the dominant epistemology of race present in the Advanced Placement
textbook. Wiegman explains that Forrest is presented in the beginning of the film to be a
young White male who is a descendant of a Klansman, growing up in the Jim Crow
South. As the story unfolds the viewer is presented with all of Forrest’s various identities
of oppression, as he is mentally disabled, grew up in a single-parent home, and in a poor
rural setting. This is the beginning of the “narrative sweeping away” of his racist past
(Wiegman 1999). To even further redeem universal White male subjectivity, Forrest is
portrayed as having good luck due to a natural a disaster, a hurricane, which provides him
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with an abundance of shrimp, ultimately enabling him to give a large sum of money to
Bubba’s18 impoverished rural Black family. Obviously, Forrest Gump is one of many
White-centric stories that the American public, and especially White American youth,
consume through media and education. These White-centric redemptive narratives were
very evident in the students’ curricular materials at Carrington High School.
My literary analysis begins with one of the textbook’s first representations of
White people during slavery. The text says:
Many of the poorer Whites were hardly better off economically than the
slaves; some indeed, were not so well off…some of the least prosperous
non-slaveholding Whites were scorned even by slaves as “poor White
trash.” Known also as “hillbillies,” “crackers,” or “clay eaters,” they were
often described as listless, shiftless, and misshapen. Later investigations
have revealed that many of them were not simply lazy but sick, suffering
from malnutrition and parasites…” (Kennedy et. al. 2002: 356).
As this paragraph shows, the textbook contextualizes certain oppressive details of White
existence during slavery, while vaguely brushing over the violent and fatal life conditions
that were the norm for slaves themselves. In this chapter of The American Pageant we get
a thorough list of racial slurs and epithets for poorer, non-land owning Whites and
ultimately a subtle message of the poor health conditions and life quality of the more
“unfortunate” White people who could not capitalize on slave labor. Later in this section
the text provides a comparison between the quality of life of slaves and the quality of life

18 Bubba or Benjamin Buford enlists in the United States Army during the same time that Forrest enlists
and they become friends and make plans to open a shrimp boat company. Bubba comes from a poor
Southern Black background.
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the purported majority of the White population that subtly implies that life conditions
were better for slaves. The text says:
The American slave population was the only enslaved population in
history that grew by means of its own biological reproduction—a fact that
suggested to many historians that conditions under slavery in the United
States were somehow less punitive [my emphasis] than those in other
slave societies…But however benignly it might be painted, slavery still
remained a cancer in the heart of American democracy, a moral outrage
that mocked the nation’s claim to be a model of social and political
enlightenment (Kennedy et. al. 2002: 384).
Thus, not only did non-slave owning White Americans suffer, but slaves actually
benefited from these “less punitive” conditions of American slavery, and even further,
slavery was a “cancer” or a burden on the slave-owning White population, as this form of
capital was inhibiting their true participation in a democratic society. The overall
message is a White-centric one that focuses on various forms of purported White
oppression. The text goes further in its attempt to redeem White humanity, by claiming
that White slave holders treated their slaves so well that they were in affect “subverting”
the racism they were taught to enact. The text says:
Within this paternalistic system, Black slaves were able to make reciprocal
demands on their White owners and to protect a “cultural space” of their
own in which family and religion particularly could flourish. The
crowning paradox of the slaveholder paternalism was that in treating their
property more humanely, slave-owners implicitly recognized the humanity
of their slaves and thereby subverted the racist underpinnings upon which
their slaves society existed” (Kennedy et. al. 2002: 369).
This paragraph attempts to further convince the reader that slave conditions were not too
harsh, as slaves could make “reciprocal demands,” and that White racial consciousness
was counter-hegemonic in some way because they were treating their property as humans
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when the racial epistemology of the time would encourage them to do otherwise. Again
the reader is given a multifaceted hyper-contextualized perspective of purported liberal
White racial thinking that is supposed to compensate for two hundred years of servitude
and an on-going White supremacist American atmosphere.
The text presents Black cultural behavior as a reason for modern day anti-Black
stereotypes and attempts to redeem and remove White participation from a form of
discursive racism. White racial epistemology and racist knowledge production on the
inferiority of Black people is then no longer to blame for these stereotypes, rather,
according to the text, these images of Black cultural degeneracy exist because of
supposed historical degenerate slave behavior. The text says:
Not surprisingly, victims of the “peculiar institution” devised countless
ways to throw sand in the gears. When workers are not voluntarily hired
and adequately compensated, they can hardly be expected to work with
alacrity. Accordingly, slaves often slowed the pace of their labor to the
barest minimum that would spare them the lash, thus fostering the myth of
Black “laziness” in the minds of Whites [my emphasis] (Kennedy et. al.
2002: 362).
The text not only does not provide any empirical data to support the claim that slave labor
was slower and less lucrative than the expectation of White slave owners, but it also
pathologically contextualizes Black cultural behavior in order to focus the birth of racist
stereotypes on Blackness. The White epistemology of race that obviously shapes, created,
and maintains anti-Black racist stereotypes, such as “laziness,” is silenced and students
are left with images of Black slaves actually avoiding work. The text also does not
represent this as an adequate form of Black resistance; rather, it is presented as a
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historical example of why White people are forced to think of Black degeneracy when
conceptualizing Blackness.
Blackness is further positioned as a burden on White slave owners when the text
says:
Another cancer in the bosom of the South was the financial instability of
the plantation system…When the Civil War erupted, a large percentage of
southern farms had passed from the hands of the families that originally
cleared them…The Cotton Kingdom also repelled large-scale European
immigration, which added so richly to the manpower and wealth of the
North…German and Irish immigration to the South was discouraged by
the competition of slave labor…[causing] the White south to become the
most Anglo-Saxon section of the nation (Kennedy et. al. 2002: 353).
Again the reader is presented with the word “cancer” to describe the emotional weight of
slavery on purported democratic, White subjectivity. Black slave subjectivity is
completely absent from this description of the depressed American ethos that racism was
creating at the time. Blackness as free labor is also positioned as the reason for the lack of
multiethnic growth in the South as “slave labor” made the Southern states unappealing
for Northern workers. As a result, the South became completely Anglo-Saxon (or WASP)
not because of the White epistemology of race that encouraged White racial purity, but
rather because Black people further burdened Northern Whites and the skills that they
had to offer to Southern industrial growth. This then suggests that the South became
Whiter not because all Whites, including ethnic European Whites, invested in their
Whiteness, but because of a supposed lack of migration by ethnic northerners to the
Southern states because jobs were limited to slave labor. Perhaps there is some truth to
the economic competition that slavery presented for industrial workers of the North, but
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to completely ignore the ideological investment in Whiteness that guided several White
populations like the Irish and Italians to become White is historically inaccurate
(Roediger 2006).
Slave rebellions are rarely discussed in this text, with the exception of failed
attempts and Harriet Tubman. Nat Turner’s rebellion was not contextualized as a story of
a courageous Black man or a social movement of politically conscious workers (such as
Bacon’s Rebellion). Instead Nat Turner is articulated as the impetus for White Southern
angst and another contextualized moment of a shift in White subjectivity. This story
could have been about political struggle and Blackness, but merely strengthens the overarching White-centric redemptive narrative. The text says:
The state’s response to abolition was to strengthen the slave codes and
moments like “Nat Turner’s rebellion in 1831 sent a wave of hysteria
sweeping over the snowy cotton fields and planters in growing numbers
slept with pistols by their pillows” (Kennedy et. al. 2002: 366).
According to this passage, White angst is the result of violent Black slave behavior rather
than the White epistemology of race that created the stereotype of hyper-violent Black
men. The impacts of Nat Turner’s actions are never contextualized with respect to Black
subjectivity, and the importance of this event is not situated around the Black experience
of stronger slave codes and more violent punishments. Instead this story is presented as
the impetus for White hysteria and the continuity of White racist ideology. The text does
present a few moments of Black subjectivity, but only to provide the reader with
historical narratives of Black privilege that further serve to redeem White subjectivity
from a position of privilege both historically and currently. The text says:
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Precarious in the extreme was the standing of the South’s free Blacks, who
numbered about 250,000 by 1860. Many free Blacks owned property,
especially in New Orleans, where a sizable mulatto community prospered.
[They] …even owned slaves…”(Kennedy et. al. 2002: 354).
Many history scholars have shown that recently freed Black people who owned slaves
were using their lucrative status to “buy back” their family members or friends. This
“precarious” situation has been articulated elsewhere as a moment of resistance, rather
than a racist participation in White supremacist privilege (Fogel and Engerman 1995).
The textbook, however, encourages the reader to perceive Black subjectivity as one of
privilege because a purported “prosperous mulatto community” owned slaves. Other
moments of Black slave resistance are grossly silenced in this text. The Advanced
Placement textbook completely elides the role of the Haitian Revolution in Black
subjectivity formation historically and currently. When addressing the Haitian
Revolution, The American Pageant fails to provide a section devoted to this civil conflict
or any of the major Haitian actors in this conflict, such as Toussaint L’Ouverture. There
are a few sentences about L’Ouverture within a section that describes the political turmoil
that created the historical landscape for Napoleon’s story. There is a brief description of
L’Ouverture in the margins with an illustration of him beside it.
I focus on this elision because the text does describe numerous examples of failed
Black slave resistance. In contrast, the Haitian Revolution is an excellent example of
successful resistance. More detail about this particular historical event would also have
highlighted the very structurally oppressive way that Haiti was treated after becoming the
first free Black republic. The text offers no mention of the economic embargo by France
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and the US that ultimately forced the Haitian government to borrow money from US and
French banks to pay back millions in reparations for lost slave labor (Coupeau 2008). The
US also takes many years to even recognize Haiti as a free nation because the US was
still employing a slave economy (Coupeau 2008). If the authors of this text truly wanted
to present a multicultural perspective of slavery then there would be a variety of
narratives that focused on a multitude of subjectivities. Instead, historical events that
clearly implicate Black people are represented by the narratives of a multitude of White
experiences of the time.
I asked the students at Carrington if they were aware of the Haitian revolution or
France’s lawsuit and the US’s general lack of support for the new free Black nation. They
explained that they were not aware, but that they had discussed Haiti and its
“overwhelming poverty” in their World History classes the year before. I asked them why
they thought that Haiti was so “underdeveloped and impoverished,” and they said it’s “all
about education and opportunity.” I then explained the historical oppression of Haiti due,
in part, to France and the US, and asked them if this made their perspectives of current
day US and European aid to Haiti look different. A few of them, upon hearing this,
responded critically. They felt that the US and France owe Haiti even more than what
they had done so far in response to the earthquake. The students recognized an absence of
perspective in their text and articulated a moral concern for this biased viewpoint. If in
fact they had this information on Haiti’s history prior to learning about the earthquake
they would have had a more critical perspective on how the US is involved with Haiti
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historically and currently. They would have had a more “usable” and truly multicultural
historical education.
It is clear at this point that Blackness, in this textbook, is used as a pathologic
monolith throughout time, and as the text moves from slavery through Reconstruction
and the Civil Rights Movement the reader receives a variety of static Black images. The
Civil Rights Movement is the second most saturated section of the text that deals
explicitly with Blackness and Black people in history. Through discussions of Black
political responses to Jim Crow and Civil Rights leaders the text begins to present certain
images of Black resistance. Representations of Black resistance are still few and only
certain ones are articulated as acceptable. The text divides Black political action into two
types. On the one hand there are types of resistance that are consistent with the State’s
national agenda, notions of citizenship, and political participation, and then there are
other types of resistance that are purportedly morally and ethically wrong. This
dichotomy is clear when considering representations of Booker T. Washington, W.E.B.
DuBois, Martin Luther King Jr., and Malcolm X. The text briefly represents the
ideological conflict between Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois in the following
passage:
The South lagged far behind other regions in public education, and
African-Americans suffered the most. The leading champion of Black
education was ex-slave Booker T. Washington. He taught in 1881 at the
Black normal and industrial school at Tuskegee, Alabama. His self-help
approach to solving the nation's racial problems was labeled
"accommodationist" because it stopped short of directly challenging White
supremacy. Washington avoided the issue of social equality. George
Washington Carver taught and researched at Tuskegee Institute in 1896.
He became an internationally famous agricultural chemist. Black leaders,
83

including Dr. W.E.B. DuBois, attacked Booker T. Washington because
Washington condemned the Black race to manual labor and perpetual
inferiority. DuBois helped to form the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1910 (Kennedy et. al.
2002).

In this passage the authors clearly uplift the image of Booker T. Washington as they
relate his education advocacy to the nationwide problem of poor education in the South.
To further cement his relevance and the image of acceptable activism, they highlight
George Washington Carver as a well-known example of success. When describing
W.E.B. DuBois, the only description of his actions that they offer is that he formed the
NAACP and that he disagreed with Booker T. Washington. They do mention that
Washington is seen as an assimilationist and that he did not critically engage social
equality or challenge White supremacy, but they seem to neutrally offer this information
and perhaps revere Washington’s uncritical approach through presenting an example of
supposed success through George Washington Carver. In contrast, very little information
is offered about DuBois and the reader does not see DuBois anywhere else in the text.
There are a number of contributions, made by DuBois, to the American Black political
struggle, particularly on the ideological level, that the authors could have discussed. They
suggest that Washington is an assimilationist, but they give no alternative ideological
perspective to this. This biased comparison of Washington and DuBois communicates to
the reader that Washington’s approach is more successful and perhaps more relevant than
DuBois’s push for full Civil Rights, more political representation of Black people, and
his anti-colonialist, Pan-African approach to anti-Black racism. It seems that the authors
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are supporting a political agenda that does not disrupt White supremacy or White
privilege and are vey dismissive of Black political leaders in history who did this type of
ideological and political work. In this way this passage is another example of the text
protecting White privilege.
When describing the purported moral and ethical differences between Martin
Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, the text says:
The Pious Christian moderation of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., came under
heavy fire from this second wave of younger Black leaders who privately
mocked the dignified Dr. King … Malcolm X trumpeted Black separatism
and inveighed against the “blue-eyed White devils” … With frightening
frequency, violence or the threat of violence raised its head in the Black
community. The Black Panther Party openly brandished weapons in the
streets… (Kennedy et. al. 2002: 932).
Using words such as “pious” and “dignified” to describe Martin Luther King Jr. and
descriptions such as “the threat of violence” and “brandishing weapons” to describe the
activities of Malcolm X and the Black Panthers is an overly simplified and manipulative
perspective of Black resistance during the Civil Rights Movement. Again, one form of
resistance is communicated as acceptable, while the other form is presented as not only
less relevant, but also wrong in this situation. Very little is discussed about Malcolm X
outside of descriptions of violence. Similarly to the acceptable approach to attaining
Black citizenship of Booker T. Washington, Martin Luther King’s messages of peace and
integration are articulated as morally superior to DuBois’s and Malcolm X’s anti-White
supremacist approaches that directly focus on illuminating the ongoing culture of White
privilege to be the major road block for Black liberation and success. W.E.B. DuBois is
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known for saying that the US does not have a Negro problem, but a White problem and
of course Malcolm X’s perspective on racism was similar. The authors seem to subtly
reject this perspective of American racism and silence the ideological benefits that
explicating this perspective might have on all students. All of these pathologic images of
Blackness, elisions of historical White supremacy, and White-centric narratives work to
redeem White subjectivity from historical racisms and current privileges. In the next
section I will discuss the racial subtext and White epistemology of race that is evident in
the regular US history classes’ text The Americans: Reconstruction to the 21st Century.

The Americans: Reconstruction to the 21st Century
It is important to note, before discussing the regular US history classes’ textbook
that, in my observations, the students in these classes did not engage the textbook as
frequently or as rigorously as the AP students did their own history textbook. I mention
this because the discourse of race in this text is more inclusive of leaders and political
figures of color and includes many excerpts and passages in the margins of the chapters
that appear to be articulated through a less White-centric perspective. When initially
reviewing this text, I thought that this could be an indication of students in the regular
classes receiving a more usable history curricula, but upon visiting the classrooms, I
recognized a significant absence of the textbook in students’ assignments as well as an
overwhelming neoconservative and patriotic message from the teacher that silenced any
potential libratory strides that the textbook might have made. When I first started
attending the regular class, the teacher, Mr. Logan, was lecturing on Reconstruction. I
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thought that it was a little soon in the semester for him to have already completed his
lectures on slavery. He informed me that the regular-level classes skip most of Western
expansion and colonialism and begin with the end of slavery, the Civil War, and
Reconstruction. For this reason, my review of the text begins with the Civil War. In the
regular classes’ textbook there is a similar narrative move to demonstrate the ways in
which poor White people and slaves had a shared socioeconomic circumstance during
and after slavery as well as illustrating slave owning to be a burden rather than a privilege
for the White population. With respect to White people who owned land, the text says,
The Fifth Amendment (and the Dred Scott decision) protected property,
including slaves. For territories to exclude slavery would be to deprive
slave owners of their property (Danzer et. al. 1985: 162).
This text contextualizes the pressures of a slave economy on White subjectivity and
focuses the impact of the loss of “property” rather than discussing the impact of the Dred
Scott decision on Black subjectivity. Sharecropping is described in a similar way.
Sharecropping historically was a practice that overwhelmingly exploited Black labor and
maintained the racial division of labor in post-slavery rural communities. The text,
however, describes sharecropping as an aspect of lower-income, post-Civil War life,
regardless of race. The text says:
Without their own land, freed African Americans, as well as poor White
farmers, could not grow crops to sell or to use to feed their families.
Therefore, economic necessity forced many former slaves and
impoverished Whites to become sharecroppers. In the system of
sharecropping, landowners divided their land and assigned each head of
household a few acres, along with seed and tools. Sharecroppers kept a
small share of their crops and gave the rest to the landowners. In theory
croppers who saved a little might even rent land for cash and keep all of
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their harvest in a system known as tenant farming (Danzer et al 1985:
188).
The authors of this textbook compare the subjectivities of former slaves to poor White
farmers. This suggests that race and racism were not the major factors determining
quality of life at this time, rather economic status was a more relevant factor. I am not
arguing that poor Whites did not also have to navigate the oppressive relationship
between land-owner and sharecropper, but many times White farm workers could
leverage the possibility of employment elsewhere, while newly freed Blacks could not. A
newly freed Black person’s opportunity for employment was far more limited and,
therefore, their relationship to sharecropping was different (Ransom and Sutch 1973).
They also do not contextualize the situation where former slaves of landowners stayed on
the plantations that once enslaved them and worked as sharecroppers. I mention this
because in many of these situations when slaves remained on the same plantation they
had been enslaved on before, physical, mental, and sexual abuse often continued and
Blacks at this time had little legal recourse (Ransom and Sutch 1973). The authors do not
contextualize the differences in the ways in which Blacks and Whites experienced
oppression during Reconstruction, and I claim that they do this to further redeem White
subjectivity from historical racism.
Although the regular level US history classes’ textbook definitely has elements of
a White redemptive narrative, there are numerous descriptive examples of White
supremacy and its impact on Black subjectivity. The text says:
The most notorious and widespread of the Southern vigilante groups was
the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). The Klan’s goals were to destroy the
88

Republican Party, to throw out the Reconstruction governments, to aid the
planter class, and to prevent African Americans from exercising their
political rights. To achieve these goals, the Klan and other groups killed
perhaps 20,000 men, women, and children. In addition to violence, some
White Southerners refused to hire or do business with African Americans
who voted Republican (Danzer et al 1985: 188).
This passage is explicitly presenting the reader with an image of anti-Black, racist, White
violence19. Although it is progressive, especially in comparison to The American
Pageant, to vividly describe White racial violence, it is not sufficient to present this as
the only manifestation of racism in history. Focusing mainly on examples of extreme
White supremacist violence works to silence structural, ideological, and institutional
forms of anti-Black oppression (Brown and Brown 2012). Although there are more
examples of overt White violence in the text, there is little mention of economic
oppression of Black people. The structural economic oppression of Black people is
presented through a discussion of General Sherman’s broken promise of 40 acres and a
mule20. The text states:
Most republicans considered private property a basic American right, and
thus refused to help redistribute it. As a result, many plantation owners in
the South retained their land (Danzer et al 1985: 188).

19 The AP US history text does not describe the Ku Klux Klan or other forms of White-driven violence as
vividly. The students, however, in the AP class that I observed did receive a message that the Ku Klux Klan
was a terrorist group because the AP US history teacher lectured about this organization in that manner.
The regular-level class, although they have access to a more critical narrative, rarely engaged in critical
class discussions. They never explicitly discussed the Ku Klux Klan in terms of terrorism or extreme
violence.
20 This story was completely elided from the AP class and text.
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This subtle suggestion that the reason Black people did not receive any form of
reparations was due to White Southern greed is still not an acceptable representation of
structural racism. The narrative then shifts to a thorough conversation about ethnic White
European immigration, Ellis Island, anti-Semitism, East Asian immigration, and West
Indian migrants. Ellis Island and the influx of ethnic White Americans is the dominant
focus of the conversation around immigration and the growing US population in the early
eighteenth century through the early 1950’s. Most of the conversation focuses on the
industrial boom and the Gold Rush. The major impetus for much of the European
immigration is said to be due to European anti-Semitism. These conversations are
jarringly race-less. Anti-Semitism is the only historical discourse of White supremacy
offered to students and the Immigrant and Nationality Act of 1952, which refused
citizenship to non-White immigrants, is not discussed. Instead, in a narrative shift
towards a power-evasive, multicultural representation of immigration, the text says:
Between 1880 and 1920 about 260,000 immigrants arrived in the eastern
and southeastern United States from the West Indies. They came from
Jamaica, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and other islands. Many West Indians left
their homelands because jobs were scarce and the industrial boom in the
United States seemed to promise work for everyone (Danzer et al 1985:
256).
This text reifies the dominant immigrant narrative that students and Americans in general
resort to when projecting a meritocratic metric onto economic and social chances in
American capitalism. The text also does not critically contextualize why job opportunities
would be “scarce” in some of those nations by eliding the history of exploitation, military
occupation, and racist colonial practices that the US participated in historically. The
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omission of this information became alarmingly relevant when students began to discuss
immigration in the classroom. In the regular US history class many conservative students
articulated frustrations with the presence of Muslim and Mexican immigrants in their
schools and communities. Racist epithets referencing women wearing hijabs or yard
workers not speaking English were often spewed. These moments went uncorrected when
Mrs. Walker was instructing the class, but Mr. Logan often retaliated with an uncritical
epithet such as “redneck” or “hick.” In the AP class there was more of a critical
pedagogical approach to the topic of immigration as many of these students were from
immigrant—Asian and Eastern European descent—homes; however, students were still
not critically discussing the history of oppressive relations between the US and many of
the nations that they were from. Observing the lack of critical pedagogical manipulation
of the textbook’s shortcomings just further supports my argument that there is an ongoing
and relevant crisis in the evolution of representations of Blackness and Whiteness in US
history textbooks.
The next section of the textbook that presents images of Black people and Black
culture is the section on the Jim Crow era and the Brown v. Board of Education case. The
text says:
The prominent African American educator, Booker T. Washington
believed that racism would end once Blacks acquired useful labor skills
and proved their economic value to society. Washington, who was born
enslaved, graduated from Virginia’s Hampton Institute. By 1881, he
headed the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, now called Tuskegee
University, in Alabama. Tuskegee aimed to equip African Americans with
teaching diplomas and useful skills in agricultural, domestic, or
mechanical work. “No race,” Washington said, “can prosper till it learns
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that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem (Danzer
et al 1985: 285).
This text dedicates a very generous section on Black political resistance to Booker T.
Washington and his sociopolitical ideology regarding Black liberation. As discussed
earlier, Booker T. Washington’s approach to Black liberation is known to be more of an
assimilationist perspective which contrasts with W.E.B. DuBois’s focus on structural and
ideological White supremacy. The Washington quote, “No race can prosper till it learns
there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem,” was discussed among
students in Mr. Logan’s class and most of the students agreed with the moral philosophy
of it. They did not consider the anti-Black underpinnings of someone suggesting this for
Black people during Jim Crow and the teacher, Mr. Logan, did not probe this oversight.
Unlike The American Pageant, this text does mention W.E.B. DuBois’s more resistive
and anti-White Supremacist discourse, but he is relegated to a small section in the
margins of the chapter. On W.E.B. DuBois the textbook (in the margins) says:
By contrast, W.E.B. DuBois, the first African American to receive a
doctorate from Harvard in 1895, strongly disagreed with Washington’s
gradual approach. In 1905 DuBois founded the Niagara Movement, which
insisted that Blacks should seek a liberal arts education so that the African
American community would have well-educated leaders (Danzer et al
1985: 285).
The students mainly discussed DuBois when Mr. Logan was instructing. Even though the
text marginalized DuBois, Mr. Logan lectured on him and provided supplemental
materials to the text. Mr. Logan’s presentation definitely challenged the students (for at
least one afternoon) to evaluate more critically their perspectives on Black people, as
many of them, for example, were shocked that a Black man had received a doctorate
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degree from Harvard or that there existed a political ideology within Black culture that
advocated for high cultural edification. Mr. Logan had been thoroughly educated on
DuBois’s personal history and writings because he received his bachelor’s degree from a
historically Black college in Austin, Texas. Although Mr. Logan was thorough in regards
to giving equal attention to the philosophies of Booker T. Washington and W.E.B.
DuBois, the textbook was not.
The text goes on to discuss other influential trials during the Jim Crow era. For
example, the authors state:
Eventually a legal case reached the US Supreme Court to test the
constitutionality of segregation. In 1896, in Plessy v. Ferguson, the
Supreme Court ruled that the separation of races in public
accommodations was legal and did not violate the Fourteenth Amendment.
The decision established the doctrine of “separate but equal,” which
allowed states to maintain segregated facilities for Blacks and Whites as
long as they provided equal service. The decision permitted legalized
racial segregation for almost 60 years (Danzer et al 1985: 287).
Racism during the Jim Crow era is thoroughly contextualized in this textbook. The
primary event that caused a certain court case and the consequent social results of these
cases are always mapped out. There is a clear disapproving tone in the text with regards
to “separate but equal,” and the authors go to great lengths to make the students
understand that this type of racism no longer exists in the US. Two messages, then, are
transferred to students. One, that racism is defined by an overt moment of discrimination
that can be translated to a proper legal discourse, and two, that this type of overt racism is
a thing of the past. Students and teachers, in this sense, wasted valuable teachable
moments where other manifestations of racism could have been articulated and critically
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analyzed. For example, when the students discussed “separate but equal,” and how every
educational and recreational facility should be accessible to everyone regardless of race,
they immediately looked towards minority scholarships and minority Greek organizations
as modern-day examples of how this type of racism survives. If they had a more critical
conversation about the social, cultural, and structural remnants (things such as
Grandfather clauses in Universities and organizations, red-lining of homes, tracking in
schools etc.) of the Jim Crow period then they would have had a more critical
understanding of why minority funding and minority organizations are necessary and
cannot structurally or socially play the same discriminatory role as Jim Crow laws.
The text does discuss racism in terms of cultural behaviors between Black and
White people when it says:
African Americans faced not only formal discrimination but also informal
rules and customs, called racial etiquette that regulated relationships
between Whites and Blacks. Usually, these customs belittled and
humiliated African Americans, enforcing their second-class status. For
example, Blacks and Whites never shook hands, since shaking hands
would have implied equality. Blacks also had to yield the sidewalk to
White pedestrians, and Black men always had to remove their hats for
Whites…African Americans and others who did not follow the racial
etiquette could face severe punishment or death. All too often, Blacks that
were accused of violating the etiquette were lynched. Between 1882 and
1892, more than 1400 African-American men and women were shot,
burned, or hanged without trial in the South. Lynching peaked in the
1880’s and 1890’s but continued well into the 20th century” (Danzer et al
1985: 288).
When racial discrimination was overt the text goes to great lengths to describe it. This
demonstrates for the reader that these instances are the “real” moments of racism that are
historical and not occurring in modern society. This previous section that broaches the
94

topic of lynching does not adequately represent the gross injustices that Black people
faced, as it articulates lynching to be in response to Black people breaking certain rules,
both formal and informal. The notion that lynching happened irrespective of Black
people’s actions and behaviors, is not discussed. Many historians have shown that
lynching was a major part of racist, White recreational activities in the South and it
occurred regardless of any crime or wrongdoing by a Black person. Many scholars have
documented this with images and postcards that show White people smiling in front of a
hanging Black body (Apel 2004). I asked Mr. Hasek and Mr. Logan why they thought the
text did not provide the students with a more accurate representation of lynching and they
responded that it was “too controversial and too graphic.” This was interesting to me
because the students in the AP class watched the film The Pianist when they were
discussing the Holocaust and World War II. This is a very graphic film that at one point
shows an old man in a wheelchair being thrown out of a window. In the regular class,
students watched a video of a monk light himself on fire in one film documenting the
Vietnam War. The only conclusion I could draw from these seemingly contradictory
curriculum choices was that when gross violence is enacted by White Americans it is
“too controversial” to discuss. The textbook goes on to discuss the role and political
ideologies of Black soldiers during World War I. In the margins of the chapter on World
War I, the text says:
That which the German power represents today spells death to the
aspirations of Negroes and all darker races for equality, freedom and
democracy…Let us, while this war lasts, forget our special grievances and
close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our own White fellow citizens
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and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy (Danzer et al 1985:
392).
There is no mention of Black people not wanting to fight for a country that did not treat
them like full citizens. There is also no mention of the previously discussed Black
leaders’ opinions of Black participation in the war or the stances of major Black political
organizations and publications. The text does mention the NAACP and the Chicago
Defender (which are mentioned earlier in the text when discussing Black northern
migration), but these groups and their alternative perspectives on Black participation in
the war are elided. Instead, the reader is left with a patriotic narrative that represents the
ideological stance with respect to the war to be one that is aligned with the overarching
patriotic American discourse. Black soldiers are represented as individuals who chose to
fight and did so because they were choosing to defend global democracy with their White
American brothers.
The next section of the textbook that directly engages Black subjectivity is the
Civil Rights Movement and the Harlem Renaissance. The textbook focuses on certain
literary and musical figures such as Langston Hughes, Duke Ellington, and W.E.B.
DuBois. When discussing music of this time the text explicitly explains that rock and roll
emerged out of White musicians’ remaking rhythm and blues songs and presenting them
as new rock and roll hits. One example they give is the song “Hound Dog” (Danzer et al
1985: 656). In a small section in the margin they explain that Elvis Presley took Willie
Mae “Big Mama” Thorton’s song “Hound Dog” and remade it into a rock and roll hit and
only granted her a mere $500 for royalties. The textbook presents other notable Black
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writers, artists, and musicians such as James Baldwin. Finally, it sums up the 50’s with a
few sentences in the margins that discuss White flight, and urban poverty. It is important
to note here that although the textbook provides a generous section on the Harlem
Renaissance, urban racial strife, and White flight, Mrs. Walker was instructing the course
at this point, and she completely skipped over all of this material. Instead she discussed
the 30’s, 40’s, and 50’s via White flapper culture, World War I and the Great Depression,
and 1950’s sitcoms such as I Love Lucy and Father Knows Best. She showed them the
film The Grapes of Wrath, and discussed the Great Depression and its impact on the
majority of Americans in both rural and urban industrial settings. The students engaged in
numerous discussions about poverty and class and government assistance, outsourcing
and the state of the economy in 2010. Many of these conversations shifted into another
anti-immigration discussion. One student, Terry, who is a self-proclaimed Tea Party
member, said, “I don’t understand why people have to come over here and take away
American jobs, and on top of that they want to change everything. I wouldn’t go to their
country and try to change things! They should just learn English and do things the way
we do it or go back to Islam or wherever!” Terry and a few other students had many
outbursts like this one and Mrs. Walker either ignored them or affirmed their comments.
She never tried to critically engage the Islamophobia or the anti-immigrant language that
the students often used, and she typically reified their racial ideologies, as she would
make comments about oppressed Afghani women and the backwardness of the “Middle
East.” She also never discussed the historical context of Black subjectivity during the
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30’s, 40’s, and 50’s. Rather, these time periods served as decade-long phases in the
growth of White American subjectivity.
By the time Mrs. Walker’s lectures reached the 50’s her focus was completely on
the White, middle-class, American family unit. As mentioned before, she demonstrated
this unit through 1950’s sitcoms. She would often ask the students questions such as,
“How are your own family dynamics different from the ones on Father Knows Best?” or
“Do boys and girls relate to each other today the ways in which they did on Leave it to
Beaver?” It was very apparent that only the White students and a few of the Asians
students were responding to her. The Black and one Brown student seemed visibly either
bored or annoyed. It was not clear if their frustration was the same as mine. I was
frustrated with the lack of racial context. These three decades were times of intense antiBlack oppression, Black cultural production, and Black political resistance. The family
unit that Mrs. Walker presented to the students was never contextualized through a
discussion of the development of suburbia and White American identity. When Mrs.
Walker showed them I Love Lucy, she did mention that for this time period it was quite
rare to see a White woman married to a Cuban man on television. Although Mrs. Walker
spoke very little about race and Blackness in the 50’s and 60’s she did dedicate a class
day to the Freedom Riders. She showed the class an Oprah Winfrey special. The text
emphasizes Martin Luther King’s bus boycott and the crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas,
with the famous image of the White woman yelling hateful racial slurs at the Black
female student going into the high school, but these passages were never read by the
students. In contrast, Mrs. Walker focused on the diversity among the Freedom Riders
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and emphasized to them how Oprah mentioned that there were White freedom riders as
well as Black ones. So even in a situation where the textbook was actually void of a
White redemptive narrative, the curricular message that the students received was still a
White redemptive one via the teacher.
When discussing the 1960’s Mrs. Walker did teach them about Martin Luther
King and she used the textbook. She focused primarily on King and never mentioned
Malcolm X or the Black Panthers. The textbook introduces the reader to Malcolm X after
a brief discussion of “urban violence” and civil unrest. On urban violence the text says:
The anger that sent rioters into the streets stemmed in part from AfricanAmerican leaders who urged their followers to take complete control of
their communities, livelihoods, and culture. One such leader, Malcolm X,
declared to a Harlem audience, “If you think we are here to tell you to love
the White man, you have come to the wrong place. African American
Solidarity: Malcolm X, born Malcolm Little, went to jail at age 20 for
burglary. While in prison, he studied the teachings of Elijah Muhammad,
the head of the Nation Islam, or the Black Muslims… (Danzer et al 1985:
719).
Malcolm X, the Black Panthers, and the Nation of Islam are all positioned as actors of
violence. There is little mention of the later shift in Malcolm X’s perspective, nor is there
any mention of the ten principles that Black Panthers preached for the betterment of the
Black community. These elisions are very similar to The American Pageant.
Images of Blackness from World War II and beyond are consistent with the
monolithic tropes presented in the sections on slavery and Reconstruction. White
redemption in these sections works differently in that there is less focus on White
oppression and an illumination of supposed historical moments of Black liberation. I am
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not saying that Black liberation to some extent did not occur, but the text overly
contextualizes the ways in which the Black community achieved certain freedoms in
comparison to the ways in which racial hostility is presented. More specifically, the text
says:
African Americans made some progress on the home front. During the
war, thousands of African Americans left the South. The majority moved
to the Midwest, where better jobs could be found. Between 1940 and
1944, the percentage of African Americans working in skilled or
semiskilled jobs rose from 16 to 30 percent (Danzer et al 1985: 592).
The text does follow passages like this one with acknowledgement of racial violence, but
it is typically articulated as a universal, multicultural problem, not a social problem that
disproportionately affected Black people. Not only is Black oppression minimized and
put into some slot among the multicultural ladder of oppression, but also Black liberation
is focused on in isolation, as if other communities were not enjoying these same freedoms
and gains, if not more freedoms and gains. The text says the following:
The violence of 1943 revealed to many Americans Black and White alike
just how serious racial tensions had become in the United States. By 1945,
more than 400 committees had been established by American
communities to improve race relations. Progress was slow, but African
Americans were determined not to give up the gains they had made
(Danzer et al 1985: 593).
This passage is followed by a discussion of the Zoot Suit Riots and Japanese internment.
The Civil Rights era was clearly a time of political struggle for a number of racialized
populations, but positioning these stories right after mentioning the gains made by
African Americans suggests that Black Americans did not really have it that bad. The
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textbook does mention that Japanese Americans in the 1990’s received reparations from
the US government for internment. It would have been an even more critical discussion if
perhaps the textbook or the teachers compared the lack of reparations granted to Blacks
to this success for Japanese Americans. It is apparent that this text and others like it
attempt to employ multiculturalism when talking about oppression so as to disprove the
notion that racism in the US disproportionately affected Black people, while at the same
time focusing on social strides of Black people more so than other oppressed groups.
Highlighting the Civil Rights progress that the Black community made over the social
and political progress of other communities also enables the immigrant discourse, as the
state-sanctioned privileges that certain immigrant communities experienced are silenced.
Consequently, students compare the social and economic gains made among immigrants
and Blacks in the US and they recognize that immigrant families, typically south and east
Asian, are succeeding at a rate far superior to native-born Black Americans. They
rationalize this as a symptom of superior immigrant work ethic and Black cultural
degeneracy. Here I have demonstrated the White supremacist underpinnings of the
current multicultural US history curriculum, but critical deconstruction of White
redemptive US history narratives cannot stop here because conservative lobbyists in
Texas are trying to make curricular reforms in the opposite epistemological direction.
These lobbyists want to dilute images and representations of Black oppression in
textbooks and schools in general, thus further solidifying the White redemptive narrative
and the immigrant discourse that enables the reproduction of the White epistemology of
race.
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Conservative Lobbyists, Multicultural Curricula, and the Diluting of Anti-Black Racism
in History
I focused so heavily on curriculum because multicultural curriculum is currently
under attack by conservative lobbyists who are attempting to streamline the textbooks
and remove overt language that points to a past of White supremacist behavior such as
“slavery” or the “Ku Klux Klan.” Multicultural curriculum as it stands today is already a
diluted collection of stories of oppression of people of color in this country. These new
changes would only dilute it further. For this reason, studying the effects of multicultural
curriculum on White students is very pertinent and exposes the consequences of teaching
(or not teaching) White students to critically look at their country’s racial past and its
effects on the racial landscape they live in today.
Specifically, the conservative faction of the Texas Board of Education advocated
for a variety of curricular changes that the board as a whole negotiated before actually
voting on the amendments. Here I discuss some of the most controversial and racially
relevant amendments. The first conservative amendment was to eliminate the term “slave
trade” and replace it with “Atlantic triangular trade.” This was rejected and the term
“trans-Atlantic slave trade” was put up for a vote (theGrio 2010). The second amendment
was to eliminate the 1949 court ruling that declared schools could not legally segregate
Mexican American students. The end result was that this court ruling should be left in the
textbooks. The third conservative amendment was to continue to keep out the story of
Dolores Huerta, a labor leader, supporter of Cesar Chavez, and activist for farm workers’
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rights. The end result was that the board decided to keep it out of the textbooks. The
fourth amendment was to “tone down” the criticisms of the Red Scare and McCarthy’s
anti-communist hearings of the 1950’s (theGrio 2010). The end result was that this was
excluded from the vote. After much deliberation the Texas Board of Education voted on
these amendments and the conservatives won ten votes to five.
Newspaper articles and blog entries began to surface with titles like “Texas is
Whitewashing History.” Other changes that were made included an emphasis on the
superiority of American capitalism, giving more attention to White Civil Rights activists,
and decreasing the narratives on Black and Brown ones. Liberals, activists, and educators
all over the country were very upset with these changes because Texas standards tend to
make their way across the nation and impact schools and students in other states. From
the standpoint of the Democrats on the Texas Board of Education these changes were
inaccurate and an effort to politicize US history and indoctrinate students with
conservative Christian21 patriotism.
Interestingly, the ways in which White conservative board members articulated
their “victory” of getting these changes made was through the language of social justice.
Dr. Don McLeroy, the leader of the conservative faction on the board, said education and
academia have always been too skewed to the Left and that curriculum is now “more
down the middle” (McKinley 2010). He thought that educational standards have been too
liberal for too long and he was standing up for a “fair” balance in Texas curriculum
standards (McKinley 2010). Conservative lobbyists felt that any information that paints a
21 Other changes that were negotiated were issues around teaching evolution and creationism.
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negative picture of White Americans is unpatriotic and unjust. They felt that critical
conversations of America’s White-supremacist-capitalist-patriarchy, as bell hooks would
call it, are attacks on White male subjectivity. Through this understanding, people like
Dr. Don McLeroy can visualize themselves as oppressed and silenced and see these
White epistemological curricular amendments as acts of social justice.
The Democrats on the board claimed that the amendments made were
intellectually damaging for students and were not rooted in historical fact. One board
member, Mavis Knight, said, “I don't think any teacher would accept work like this. They
would have thrown this paper in the trash. We've done an injustice to the children of this
state” (Stutz 2010). Another board member said, "The board has made these standards
political and had little academic discussion about what students need to learn. I am
ashamed of what we have done to the students and teachers of this state” (Stutz 2010). It
was reported that, “Many Republicans left the meeting when Democratic members of the
board voiced their objections to the changes, but returned to the meeting to vote against
delaying the changes” (Stutz 2010). As conservative curriculum reform is underway in
Texas, critical education scholars must now backtrack and produce critiques of this new
diluted curriculum as there will be another vote in the future for reform once two of the
current conservatives on the board retire. Democratic members claimed that they will just
wait for this change in board members and present new amendments at that time.
Situations like this make it quite difficult to move curriculum reform forward, as even the
critique I have offered here would not be strong enough in the face of these new
conservative reforms. Critiques will require more deconstruction of conservative political
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thought because more conservative political thought will make up future textbooks. For
this reason my next project will include an evaluation of the election process of Texas
Board of Education members, a critical look at board members’ epistemology of race,
and the ways in which board members’ opinions impact textbook content and publishing.
It seems that to just critique the literature once it is in the hands of the students and
teachers is perhaps too late.
Further, these conservative changes will make it even more difficult for students
to attain a usable history curriculum where they can relate the real racialized injustices of
America’s past to modern-day racial and class stratification in society and in their own
school districts. William Pinar states that he thinks curriculum reform should be led by
Black studies departments and Women’s studies departments (Pinar 1993). When
addressing multicultural pedagogy, Leslie Roman suggests that we need to get students to
recognize that racism exists at levels deeper than individual protest, “as multiculturalism
would have us believe” (Roman 1993: 84). Roman feels that this kind of recognition will
move students, specifically White students, away from White defensiveness and towards
disinvesting in racial privilege (Roman 1993: 84). As mentioned previously, John Wills,
a former educator of White students, feels that we need a “usable” history curriculum,
one that will allow students to make connections between past oppression and current
social stratification.
After critically analyzing the text The American Pageant, I decided that my
analysis could be used to supplement the textbook in US history classrooms. Although I
have not had a chance to present my work to a US history class yet, I have shown the
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supplement to a tenth grader who was using The American Pageant in his school and he
was receptive to it. I would like the opportunity to explore how students might respond to
this supplement by introducing it to a class in the future.22 In the next chapter I take a
closer look at the ways in which the teachers at Carrington also relayed White redemptive
narratives to students when teaching American history.

22 Please see the Appendix for a full sample of the textbook supplement.
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Chapter 4
White Teachers, Students, and Race in the Classroom
“Children have never been very good at listening to their elders, but they have never
failed to imitate them.”
-James Baldwin
Although textbooks, standardized tests, and district regulations largely shape the
types of information that students receive in public schools, there is no other medium
through which children learn greater than their teachers. Education scholars have shown
that teachers’ racial beliefs can strongly influence how students learn and the types of
information that gets disseminated to them (Apple 1988; Sleeter 1993). In this section I
critically consider my classroom observation data that revealed to me the ways in which
Carrington teachers disseminated a particular White epistemology of race to their
students through US history curricula. There were a number of racially relevant activities
that teachers prepared for students, while teaching about slavery and Civil Rights, and the
lack of sensitivity that characterized some of these activities further solidified my feelings
that issues of race and racism in the White upper-class classroom are not about
Blackness, but are more so about White subjectivity. In concluding this chapter I will
include the short lecture that I gave to students at the end of my observations that
critiqued some of the material teachers used to teach about slavery and the Civil Rights
movement. This lecture and students’ responses to it also revealed a great deal about the
ways in which students at Carrington knew race. Of course, classroom discourse often
engaged the textbook material, but teachers allowing students to discuss racially relevant
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topics beyond the scope of the prepared curriculum revealed much about students’ racial
ideologies.

The AP US History Class
The bell rang and seven White males poured into the classroom. Mr. Hasek closed
the door behind them and began to take roll. He announced that the rest of the class was
out taking the Advanced Placement English test that day so the seven students that were
in class would have a quiet study period and finish watching the film Glory Road. Sam, a
White male sophomore who was referred to as “the social Darwinist” sometimes by the
teacher, turned to the other six White male students and said, “Well, lets play a basketball
game. We have enough people and all of the Black students [referring to the two Black
males in this class] are gone so it will be fair! No reverse discrimination, you know!” The
other students laughed. One of the other guys turned to Sam and said, “Why aren’t you
taking the English AP test? I’m surprised!” Sam said, “What, just because I’m White I
should be taking all of the AP tests?” Sam laughed and Mr. Hasek frowned and told them
to open their books.
Moments like this one were common during my time at Carrington. Students were
always making racial references that indicated an acceptance on their part for certain
racial stereotypes and generalizations. In the Advanced Placement classes they were
always secretly making these comments to each other and looking around to see if
anyone else heard them. “Anyone else” would usually be one of the Black or Asian
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students in the classroom. On this particular day I was the only non-White and non-male
person in the room. They had grown so accustomed to ignoring my presence that they
were loudly making these comments. At one point one of them looked in my direction
and then lowered his voice. Sam and his friends were obviously reifying the notion that
Black people, more specifically, Black males, were hyper-athletic and that White students
at Carrington were studious and intellectually focused. The teacher, Mr. Hasek, was
presented with a “teachable moment” that he skirted around, indicating to the students
that he thought this type of uncritical racial discussion was acceptable. Not only did Mr.
Hasek allow uncritical racial discourse to go unquestioned, but also sometimes his
pedagogical efforts contributed to these types of stereotypical conversations. When he
lectured about the Middle Passage, he had the students act out a slave ship scenario. He
had two Black males in one of the class periods and one Black male in the other class
period. I thought surely he would reverse the power relations at least and have the Black
students play the role of overseer and have the White students play the role of slaves.
This type of role reversal has been done before in education research with the Blue
eye/Brown eye exercise (Stewart et. al. 2003). Instead what ensued was a very
uncomfortable and potentially racist skit.

The Middle Passage: A Skit and A Film
When Mr. Hasek was teaching about slavery in the US and the Middle Passage,
he decided to have the students partake in a theatrical activity that he thought would
enable them to better understand the harsh conditions that Black people suffered while on
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slave ships and auction blocks. At the end of class one day Mr. Hasek said, “Come to
class tomorrow prepared to be treated like a slave.” The students laughed and Mr. Hasek,
jokingly said, “I am going to go home and look for my whip in the attic.” My eyes were
huge at this point and he looked at me and said, “I am really excited about this activity.
The kids learn a lot from it. You’ll see.” I told him OK. The next day we all walked
towards the room and he shut the door and yelled at us to stand outside until we were told
to come in. Then he opened the door and picked two students at random and myself to
come inside the room with him. “Stay out here!” he snapped to the rest of the class. Once
inside the classroom he explained to me that we were all participating in a “mock slave
trade,” and that the two students he had pulled inside were his overseers. They were
supposed to be imitating Black African overseers and he, Mr. Hasek, was a White
European slave trader. The two students that he chose were actually White and Asian. I
stood there stunned and quickly turned to him and said, “I’ll just watch today.” I sat at the
back of the room and watched as the AP US history class was transformed into a slave
ship.
The kids came into the room in a single-file line. Mr. Hasek yelled, “Get on the
ground! Lay head to foot with your neighbor!” Some kids chuckled, one girl decided not
to participate because she had on a skirt, and everyone else just did as they were told. The
two Black male students in the class were also participating and neither one of them was
an overseer. They were slaves. I sat there thinking to myself, I am so glad I have a choice
to not participate because this would be so upsetting. Then it occurred to me, what must
the two Black male students be thinking right now? I tried to see their facial expressions,
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but the students were pretty cramped together on the floor and I was at the back of the
room. One of the Black male students, Tommy, had his phone out, and Mr. Hasek yelled,
“What is this?! A slave with a phone?! No way!” The kids all laughed. I recognized the
humor in what he said, but the image of the two Black male students lying on the floor
head to foot with their White peers was too upsetting and grossly diluted the humor in
Mr. Hasek’s performance for me. He was teaching this lesson to a room full of White,
Asian, and Black students in a manner that ignored their differences. He was ignoring the
violence that this experience might potentially be inflicting on the Black students.
Instead, they were all the same neoliberal, multicultural receptacles, receiving a history
lesson about the slave trade through theater. His oversight of the symbolic violence this
type of activity could do to students of color demonstrated his epistemology of race that
made the White student learning experience normative (Bourdieu and Passerson 1970). In
some ways this activity also made light of the slave ship conditions so that White
students also lost a usable history reference about slavery, one that they could have
perhaps attached to their knowledge of modern-day racial inequality. Mr. Hasek was
definitely aware of the controversial nature of this lesson as he later told me, “I would
never do a lesson like that with the Holocaust.” He apparently respected the gravity of a
moment of White historical oppression more than slavery and historical anti-Black
racism.
As the students laid there cramped up together and pushed between a row of
desks, Mr. Hasek began to lecture. He lectured for forty-five minutes about the conditions
of the slave boats, quoting the slave narrative of Equiano. When he quoted Equiano, he
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only quoted him as saying something about his conditions in the US. Equiano would
have been an excellent example of demonstrating the differences between slavery in West
Africa and slavery in the Western world. This distinction would have been very effective
and would have offered a counter-view to what Mr. Hasek would say next. He said,
“Some of their own African people would sell their own people for a profit.” He followed
this statement with, “Conditions on the ship were harsh, but African slaves were cargo
and worth a lot of money so the traders and slave-hands would feed them well and take
care of them because they wanted them healthy.” The choices that he made with regard to
what details to share about slavery and the order in which he delivered this information
was disappointingly congruent with the textbook’s ideology of racial oppression. Mr.
Hasek was diluting anti-Black oppression and redeeming White oppressors. He made
sure to mention that Black people, “Black African people,” could be implicated in
inflicting oppression and White Western people were not the only participants in this type
of oppression. To further solidify this redemption, he emphasized that when White people
were implicated in oppressing Black people they were “feeding them well” and not being
“too harsh.” Through an argument about economy and cargo he encouraged the students
to question the stories of brutality and violence that typically accompany narratives of
slavery. Even though Mr. Hasek was narrating atrocities that Black people faced he still
felt the need to position blame on Black people, indirectly redeeming White subjectivity.
He talked about the diseases and the stench of human waste and blood, the sounds
of rape from the cabins below, the stories of slave suicide and one narrative of a failed
revolt on a ship. Finally after thirty minutes, one student asked him if he could get a pen
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and paper and take notes because he was missing the whole lecture on the floor. The
other students nodded or grunted in agreement that they needed pen and paper. Mr.
Hasek, knowing the diligent nature of the typical AP kid, yelled, “No! And you will be
tested over this material!” He later told me that he did this because he wanted to simulate
the loss of rights and freedom for the students. He said that taking notes or being
prepared for a test were the most pertinent rights he could think of to take from them in
order to create a real sense of loss during this activity. This was an innovative idea, but it
seemed to trivialize the realities of the slave trade, and also assumed that none of the kids
had experienced oppression beyond the middle-class inconvenience of “not being able to
take notes.” There were two Black students in this class, female students, one openly
Queer student, and one student who, I would later learn, was from a refugee family. Mr.
Hasek’s assumptions about students’ backgrounds were clearly privileging the White
upper-class student subjectivity at Carrington.
There was a lot of laughter and giggling throughout the exercise, an emotional
response that was noticeably missing when the students watched films on the Holocaust.
Mr. Hasek went on to say that these conditions were so awful that to survive them meant
that the individual must have been very strong and healthy. Even when he did
acknowledge the harshness of the situation on the slave ship he uncritically used this
information to reify stereotypes about Black bodies and strength and athleticism. He
talked about how the surviving slaves that ultimately made up the workforce in the new
colonies were the strongest of the people on the ship. Of course, this idea is debated
amongst scholars who study the Middle Passage, but the critical debate that occurs there
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did not happen in Mr. Hasek’s class. As a result, weeks later when the Social Darwinist
made his comment about a “fair” basketball game because all of the Black students were
absent, I was left wondering how much of Mr. Hasek’s lesson as well as his silences
contributed to this type of thinking.
After the slave ship activity, Mr. Hasek showed the students a British
documentary about slavery. Most of the historians, voices, and perspectives presented in
the film were British and White. The film mostly contextualized the conditions of the
slave ships and the abuse that slaves faced during the Middle Passage. There was a major
focus on the role of the British and how they were responsible for the removal of 2.5
million African people across the Atlantic. The story was a typical White-centric
perspective that contextualized the economic moment and the racial ideology of the time.
Then, a new voice, a voice that I assumed was supposed to be African, started narrating.
He said, “Often times if we had a good owner, we would just take it.” The “African”
voice in this film discussed the possibility of a “good owner,” indicating that there was a
variety of slave owners, a multiplicity of White subjectivities, some that were perhaps not
as oppressive as one might think. The majority of the narrative in this film was told in the
voice of a British speaker. Details of economic hardship suffered by plantation owners,
the instability of the cotton economy, and the moral conflict that White men of that time
supposedly suffered as slavery was incongruent with democracy were all topics that the
film thoroughly described. When the “African” voice over began, I anticipated an equally
thorough description of oppressed Black subjectivity, but there was no mention of
violence, rape, oppression, or death, only a supplementary comment on White
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subjectivity that indicated that Whites were not all bad. The students had not yet learned
about the Holocaust, but I thought to myself, will there be a Jewish voice contextualizing
German subjectivity to the point where the viewer might think that Jews “just took it,”
when it was supposedly manageable. In hindsight, I can say that after Mr. Hasek showed
the students the film the Pianist, that Blackness and Whiteness were contextualized very
differently in this class. The multiple storylines of resistance, struggle and survival that
was allotted to White historical figures were grossly eliminated from the curricular
representation of Black slaves, and Blackness again seemed to serve as a backdrop or
voice over for a conversation about White subjectivity.
This film also provided a more global conversation of race than the US history
curriculum requires. For this reason I expected that perhaps there would be some mention
of the Haitian Revolution. Including the Haitian Revolution would have provided an
example of successful resistance in contrast to the few failed revolts on ships that the
British narrators discussed. The Haitian Revolution was not mentioned in this film and
consequently, when I asked the students later on in the semester if they knew about it,
most of them said no. Although Mr. Hasek was initially excited about the pedagogical
capabilities of his Middle Passage activity, the outcome was ideologically not much
different than the textbook. This activity offered many facts about slavery and the slave
trade, but beyond that his lectures and films seemed to reify the redemption of White
historical characters and the pathologizing of Black people at that time. Similarly, when
he taught the students about the Civil Rights movement, White subjectivity was front and
center.
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Glory Road and Civil Rights
As the students moved from the Middle Passage to the Jim Crow Era to Civil
Rights, Mr. Hasek continued to offer an uncritical White-centric narrative. This was very
evident when he showed the students the film Glory Road. This film provides a graphic
representation of anti-Black racism leading up to the American Civil Rights Movement,
but the central narrative of this film is about a White male coach and his emotional
struggles while attempting to racially integrate the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA). Images of muscular young Black males aggressively fighting over
a ball and older White men in suits frowning at them and sporadically yelling purported
complex game strategies, make up most of this film. In addition to scenes like this, there
are numerous emotional breakdowns and fights between the White male coach and his
wife. He yells at her to support him and she yells at him to stop trying to save everyone.
Much of their conflict serves to show the viewer that despite his duties to his family, he is
tortured by this inherent need to help these young Black males. The film does not
contextualize any of the Black characters in the way that the coach’s life is detailed.
Scenes of overt racism, such as someone writing the N-word in red on a wall, are shown
to shake up the coach. We see the coach verbally combating other White coaches in the
NCAA, advocating for the validity of his integrated team. Much like Robyn Wiegman’s
analysis of Forrest Gump, I saw Glory Road as a White redemptive narrative (Wiegman
1999). The White male coach’s privileged existence in the Jim Crow South is redeemed
and he is born again a savior of the Civil Rights movement. A trope I had come to know
all too well at this point in the course. The story asks that the viewer feel sympathy for
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the White male coach while the graphic anti-Black racism that is affecting the young
Black males in the film merely serves as the backdrop. Their monologues about injustice
and violence along with scenes of Black college kids dancing to popular music are just
the soundtrack to the struggle of the White coach. The focus on the White male coach is
not surprising as this film was adapted from an autobiography written by Don Haskins,
the real life coach who aided in integrating the NCAA. The problem is not necessarily the
existence of this film. The problem is that this film served as the main teaching tool at
Carrington to depict African Americans during the Civil Rights era.
The following week the students were asked to organize themselves into nine
groups and create posters that represent a particular civil rights movement. Mr. Hasek
assigned numbers and social movements to the groups. He said, “OK, group one will be
the Women’s movement, group two is the Black Panthers, group three is the Chicano
movement, group four is the Native American or Red movement, group five is the Asian
American or Yellow movement, group six is the Gay Rights Movement, group seven is
the United Farm Workers, group eight is the Disabled Rights Movement, and group nine
White civil rights activists. Each group was required to write down the goals and
principles of their assigned group and then present it to the class. As this activity
unfolded students expressed a variety of troublesome opinions. One of these opinions
came from Sam, the White male student mentioned earlier. He turned to another White
male student and said, “You know, it’s not fair there is no White movement. I thought the
White Civil Rights Activist group was for Whites, but it’s not.” The other student nodded
in agreement. This comment was said while all of the other students were conversing in
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their groups so Mr. Hasek did not hear it and could not respond to it. Comments like this
revealed that the curriculum available to students was not enabling them to recognize
structural and institutional forms of oppression and racism. Mr. Hasek’s Civil Rights
activity was very multicultural and included a variety of groups and political ideologies.
He demonstrated that all people, including White people, participated in the Civil Rights
Movement, which is, of course, a very necessary lesson; however, to position all of these
groups and subjectivities to be participating in the same manner, with the same
consequences and investment was misleading. Students, like Sam, were viewing Civil
Rights participation in a cultural and political vacuum because they did not see the
difference between Black people fighting for Black civil rights as any different than
White people fighting for White civil rights during a time of obvious and overt anti-Black
racism. Moments like these further demonstrate how the current multicultural curriculum
at Carrington, and other public institutions in this country, disseminates a White
redemptive narrative because not only are White people not represented as fighting for
their own rights, but also they are fighting for the rights of other groups. Diversity lessons
without critical conversations about structural inequality are just absorbed back into the
hegemonic narrative that students already received from the textbook (Apple 1988;
McCarthy 1993; McCarthy 1998; Pinar 1993). Mr. Hasek expressed to me that he prided
himself on his ability to teach away from the textbook and to do activities that engaged
students’ critical thinking skills and forced them to go further than typical curricula. Yet
what I observed was that the result of his activities left student ideas in line with the
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hegemonic White redemptive messages of the textbook, rather than challenging them.
There were definitely many teachable moments that Mr. Hasek missed.

Exceptionalized Blackness in the Classroom
Although this is an ethnography of White students, there were students of color in
the classroom, and the ways that White students and teachers interacted with these
students revealed a great deal about students’ and teachers’ racial epistemology. When I
first entered Mr. Hasek’s classroom, I immediately took note that there were only three
Black males, one in second period and two in third period. Most of my observations were
conducted in Mr. Hasek’s third period class. This class was predominantly White and
Asian, with two Black males and one Latino male. The students were very attentive and
very serious about their work and the material Mr. Hasek presented. They were always on
time, always did their homework, and deathly afraid of bad grades or any disapproval
from Mr. Hasek in general. When I first began observing their classroom, Mr. Hasek
asked that I tell them a little bit about myself, my research, and what I was hoping to find
out about Carrington High School students. I introduced myself and told them that I was
going to observe them for the year and that I was hoping to get a better understanding of
how students at Carrington think about race. The class was silent for a few seconds and
then they all laughed. Sam, the student mentioned earlier, said, “What’s there to study?
We are all Asian and White, well, except for Dani and Derrick, but you know.”
Dani and Derrick were the two Black males in this class and they both just
laughed when Sam said this. I recognized that all of the other students in the class were
119

exceptionalizing Dani and Derrick, as these two individuals did not fit their stereotypical
understanding of Blackness. Dani is a first generation American and his parents are both
from Nigeria. He has two other siblings who both went to Carrington and were now in
college. Derrick was seen and treated as a prodigy, as his ability to retain large and
random amounts of information exceeded the capabilities of most of the other students in
the class. He was very respected by his peers for his intelligence. As I spent more time in
Mr. Hasek’s third period class, I recognized that Dani’s friends were largely other
students who were the children of immigrants. The group of boys he sat with in class
were Asian and eastern European. I also noticed that many of the White and Asian girls
in the classroom regularly flirted with Dani. At one point, during a review exercise, one
White female student said, “Of course he got the most votes, he’s soooo hot!” She said
this in response to the class voting to break a tie between Dani and another classmate
after they earned the same amount of points during one of Mr. Hasek’s academic trivia
games. Nearly all of the other girls in the class nodded their heads in agreement. Dani’s
Nigerian heritage was regularly referenced and positioned him more so among the other
immigrant students rather than the Black students in the school.
With regards to Derrick, some students would make comments such as, “Derrick,
did you already AP out of everything?” or “I bet Derrick will get a perfect score on the
PSAT.” Mr. Hasek has also expressed his awe and surprise with Derrick’s intelligence.
During one of the AP class periods, Mr. Hasek asked the students to take out a piece of
paper and clear everything else from their desks. He then told them to write down the
names of the first ten presidents. Within thirty seconds Derrick scribbled quickly on his
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paper and turned it over and put his pencil down. Mr. Hasek said, “Well, Derrick are you
having a little trouble with the presidents?” Derrick said, “No, not at all. I’m done.” Mr.
Hasek, in a joking manner, said, “Oh, well what’s the eleventh president?” Derrick turned
over his paper and wrote it down and turned it back over. Mr. Hasek said, “What’s the
fourteenth?” Derrick turned over the paper and wrote it down. Mr. Hasek said, “OK
Derrick what’s the capital of Kenya?” Derrick looked up at him and said, “Nairobi.”
Derrick smiled and Mr. Hasek said, “Alright, alright.” Everyone laughed as Derrick sat in
his seat smiling with satisfaction. He was clearly seen as a genius, an exception.
Both Derrick and Dani were embodying certain exceptionalizing tropes, the
hardworking immigrant and the boy genius, of Blackness that enabled them to fit into
Carrington students’ epistemology of race. Their presence did not necessarily alter Sam’s
ideas about Blackness and athleticism, or young teenage girls’ ideas about Black
masculinity and sex, rather Dani and Derrick were merely exceptionalized. Perhaps being
exceptionalized was a necessary tactic for a Black student to survive or succeed in an
environment like Carrington’s.

Conclusions about the AP Classroom
Mr. Hasek’s engagement with race in the classroom could be reduced to a Whitecentric film and a multicultural Civil Rights activity. When I asked him if he was going
to further discuss Booker T. Washington or W.E.B. DuBois because it was Black history
month, he said he “set aside one day for that” and then he was moving on. There was
really not much else done for Black history month. Students in the AP class were very
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diligent about knowing the information required of them for the AP test. If a critical
racial analysis of their own privilege had been part of that then I believe they would
engage it. Teachers and curricular standards should require this kind of thinking in order
for White students to have a usable history that makes sense of the world around them in
a way that does not give into post-racial, multicultural propaganda. Their natural instincts
are already to spout things such as “We have a Black president so racism is over” or
“Affirmative Action is unfair because it lowers standards.” They need to be guided in
order for them to recognize their own privilege both inside and outside of the classroom.

The Regular US History Class
After two weeks of attending Mr. Hasek’s class and observing other students in
the school from afar during lunch and certain extra-curricular activities such as drill team
and band practice, I made a connection with one of the teachers of the regular US history
class, Mr. Logan. The first racially relevant exercise that I observed in Mr. Logan’s class
was a school-wide assembly about September 11th.

The September 11th Assembly
I met Mr. Logan for the first time during the school’s annual September 11th
ceremony, where the students watch a documentary in the school’s auditorium and
sometimes speakers are invited to talk about their experiences. It was September 11th, 2nd
period, and we were all filing into the auditorium. The hallway was covered in red
construction paper with words such as “Black,” “Jew,” and “Muslim,” pasted on them
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with large blue lettering. There were black-and-white photos of firemen, blonde-haired,
blue-eyed little children, and people crying in the street. At the end of the hall and at the
entrance of the auditorium was a sign that read, “It’s been 9 years.” Mr. Hasek was
standing along the wall with four other teachers, three men and one woman. I decided to
stand with them so as to not take up a seat. Before the documentary started the vice
principal and one of the counselors were giving announcements. The teachers were all
socializing and I walked up to Mr. Hasek and joined in the conversation. Mr. Logan was
standing with him and he introduced himself to me as the “varsity boys baseball coach
and a history teacher.” Mr. Hasek turned to Mr. Logan and said, “You know, Logan,
she’s sitting in on my classes and studying race here at Carrington.” Mr. Logan looked at
me and slyly smiled. He said, “Well, what are you finding out?” I told him I had only
been here a little while and I was actually looking for another class to observe to compare
to Mr. Hasek’s. He asked me who I had asked so far and I named a few teachers. I told
him about the female US history teacher who was standing along the wall with them. I
had spoken to her recently about needing another class to observe, especially a regularlevel US history class. Her response was, “Well, good luck with everything,” and then
she turned and walked away. Mr. Logan laughed when I told him this and he said, “well
she’s a little nuts, you don’t want to be in that room.” Then the teacher who was leading
the ceremony. Mr. Morgan, began to talk. I grabbed a seat on the edge of the auditorium
near the back and the four teachers and Mr. Hasek remained standing.
Mr. Morgan began to talk about the songs that he chose as the soundtrack for the
images in the documentary. He said the lyrics and the order in which he organized the
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songs were relevant for the message he was trying to convey. He asked that everyone be
respectful regardless of political or religious feelings. He then said that he has been at
Carrington for over sixteen years and he has “always known this school to be an anti-hate
space.” He said that he took great pride in this school’s “tolerance for difference,” and he
knew that these students would carry on this tradition. He said he wanted to find songs
that could capture a “moment that changed our lives forever.” After this speech he
projected a Power Point slide on the auditorium screen listing the songs and the lessons
that he hoped the kids would learn from each song. The first slide had the word
“imagine” in the center of the screen. The next slide read “appreciate each other,”
“nations should come together and embrace each other.” He then explained that the first
song he chose was John Lennon’s “Imagine” because he wanted to start the program
asking the audience to think about the possibilities for unity and world peace through
anti-hate thinking. The next slide had the truncated quote “not judged by the color of
skin, but content of character.” Mr. Morgan said that he felt the seeds of this dream were
being planted right here at Carrington because he saw students getting along in the
cafeteria and on the sports fields. He thought Carrington was a very diverse place and
while diversity was tearing the rest of the world apart “[students at Carrington] get along
in the face of diversity.” As I sat there listening to this particular perspective of
Carrington, I couldn’t help but be skeptical. I had only been there for two weeks at this
point, but the things I would witness later on definitely brought this perspective into
question. I looked at Mr. Hasek and Mr. Logan standing along the wall and I noticed a
few snickers. I guess they were skeptical as well.
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Mr. Morgan continued. He said, “CHS is a snapshot of what the world will look
like.” I thought to myself, “so the world is only 1% Black?” He said, “we all get grouped
with fanatics and extremists time and again, but that is not how we at CHS
operate…tolerance is the way to deal with difference…hatred just breeds more hatred.”
Before he concluded his Power Point presentation he said, “if you embrace peace then
you will live in peace.” Again, my skepticism made me think, how are all of the students
living in peace if there is internal segregation and stratification here? How are they living
in peace when they live in a segregated city that leaves their school practically void of
Black and Brown students? He then pulled up his last slide that had bullet points of all of
the songs that would be included in the film. The songs were Hero, by Mariah Carey,
Imagine by John Lennon, and Power of the Dream by Celine Dion. Then the film started
and images faded in and out on the screen. I watched as the photographic representation
of pain and sadness during the events of September 11th were represented through dirt
and tear stained faces of White men, women, and children. Not only did all of the images
only capture White people in pain, but also the images moved into diplomats and soldiers
from other countries showing support for the US and the words “the world supports us”
scrolled across the center of the screen. The next slide showed a more diverse picture of
Black, Brown, and racially ambiguous people working in business suits, buying homes,
shaking hands with each other, and the words “our nation has enabled many to live the
American dream” scrolled across the center of the screen. At this point I was thinking
that the message was that basically White people suffer so that a diverse group of
individuals can prosper in the US. I looked around for the students in Mr. Hasek’s and
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Mr. Logan’s classes. They were all sitting wide-eyed, paying attention. One girl looked a
little misty-eyed. Then the song Hero by Mariah Carey began to play and images of fire
fighters and policemen covered in ash and dirt faded in and out of the screen. All of these
men were White except for one fireman who could have been Latino, and most of the
people they were helping were of color. I was not sure if this was a coincidence, but the
imagery struck me as keeping with the first slides, where White people were suffering
while diverse American citizens were prospering. The White working-class narrative of
the textbook seemed to be written into this presentation, which was a troubling thought
for me, but as Mariah Carey went into the final long note of the song Hero, the audience
erupted in applause. I could hear students whispering to each other that the film was so
touching.

Mr. Logan and W.E.B. DuBois: Critical Pedagogy Irrespective of the Textbook
The next morning after attending Mr. Hasek’s lecture on prohibition, I walked
down the outside hallway towards the temporary buildings near the soccer field, where
the regular classes were currently being held. Mr. Logan said that they had moved him
and the other regular teachers outside because of overcrowding in the school. I went in
and immediately noticed the difference in the racial dynamics of this class. The students
in the regular class were predominantly White, with a few Black and Brown students, and
only two Asian students. This was drastically different from Mr. Hasek’s class where
nearly all five class periods were split evenly between White and Asian students. Mr.
Logan walked in and in a very commanding voice, said, “We have a visitor today and
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possibly for the rest of the school year. This is Naomi and she is here to observe you
guys.” He turned to me and asked that I say a few words to them. I definitely felt put on
the spot as we did not previously discuss this introduction, but I stood up and said, “Hi, I
am Naomi and I am going to be observing you and your US history curriculum this year.
I hope that towards the end of the year, some of you will be willing to participate in a
one-on-one interview.” I tell them that I will divulge more about my research and my
interest in their class later on. They all seemed curious, but also a bit bored. One student
asked, “Are you a student teacher?” Mr. Logan told him no and turned to me and said
that they were very used to people observing them. “These regular classes are often used
for student teaching.” He told them to face the front and he began his lecture. It became
clear to me that intra-school segregation at Carrington had placed most of the learning
disabled, Black, Brown, Vietnamese, and Cambodian students in the regular classes. As
these classes were housed in temporary buildings and were used for teacher training
grounds, they were clearly less valued than the Advanced Placement classes.
I was surprised to see that his lecture was on Reconstruction. I asked him why his
class was so much further ahead than the AP class. He said that the regular schedule
began with the end of the Civil War, so that there was little to no discussion of slavery. I
look shocked and he said, “I know,” but that was the schedule they were given. He told
me that he was a history major in college and slavery was one of his major interests, but
he really did not get to use that when he teaches this class. He began to talk about Booker
T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois. He told the students that they had different
approaches to African American upward mobility. He said Booker T. Washington’s goals
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and ideas were much more in line with the majority of White Americans, in that he felt
that Black people should learn a vocational trade or skill before looking to higher
education. He quoted Washington as saying, “No race can prosper till it learns that there
is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem.” The students began to discuss
this quote and unanimously agreed with Washington. Mr. Logan then introduced them to
W.E.B. DuBois, where he said, “W.E.B. DuBois was one of the first African Americans
to receive a Ph.D. at Harvard. DuBois was an accomplished writer and teacher whose
racial philosophy was very different from Washington’s. DuBois was invested in creating
an elite class of African Americans, called the Talented Tenth.”
As he continued, I thought to myself how different it was for a US history teacher
to focus so heavily on DuBois. His choice to privilege such a critical Black perspective
on race and society seemed to me to be a very “Black”23 political choice. More
specifically, I was shocked that in an environment that was proving itself to be very
uncritical of the racial status quo and somewhat delusional about equality and the
privileges that White students were enjoying there, I thought for sure the US history
curriculum would favor Washington. Washington’s ideas were very consistent with the
meritocratic “bootstraps” philosophy that remains popular in current secondary
education. DuBois almost seemed taboo for this type of conservative environment. After
he finished his lecture and the students were working on a worksheet, I asked him about
23 I am using the term “Black political choice” because W.E.B. DuBois is one of the foundational thinkers
in African Diaspora scholarship. Most works that are congruent with his teachings employ a particular
political agenda that is explicitly dedicated to the global liberation of Black people from White Supremacy.
Even though Mr. Logan did not articulate his reasons for teaching Du Bois to be these, the fact that he was
educated in an institution that could potentially have this political agenda allows me to align his pedagogy
with Black politics.
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it. I said, “You know, I have never seen a high school history teacher focus so much on
W.E.B. DuBois. Is there a particular reason why you are doing that?” He sat down next to
me and turned his back to the class. He started to talk in a low whisper and said, “Well, I
was educated at an HBCU.” I am sure a look of “ah ha” spread across my face because
then he said, “I can tell you some very interesting things about race on this campus.” In
this moment it became clear to me that Mr. Logan was an ally and a very different ally
than Mr. Hasek or the principal.
As the class worked, Mr. Logan continued on about his past. He told me that he
was educated at a small all-Black school in Texas, where he played college baseball. He
was from a small town in Texas and he said his baseball scholarship at this school was
his only way out of his town. At this school, that I am calling Hudson24, he majored in
history and minored in education. He said being in an all-Black environment made him
see things differently socially and politically, but especially in terms of how he learned
history. He said that the teachings of W.E.B. DuBois were held in high regard on his
campus and he came to understand why DuBois’s thoughts on Black people and race in
general are so important. He felt that this material was not only important for Black
students, but for all students of history, especially, as he put it, “students like these who
are not exposed to much else other than their own neighborhoods, country clubs, and
wealth.” I then asked him what kind of things he might be able to tell me about race.

24 Hudson is a pseudonym for the historically Black college where Mr. Logan obtained his Bachelor’s
degree.
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He started the conversation with a story about the video that Barack Obama
requested that all public schools show to their students at the beginning of the year. Mr.
Logan had friends that taught at other schools in the district and he told me that the way
that Carrington handled showing this video was very different than the ways the other
schools did, especially the Black and Brown schools. He recalled the following story. It
was the first week of September and there had been an announcement made to all of the
public schools. President Obama wanted them to take a few minutes out of the school day
to listen to him speak on the importance of education. The principal of Carrington told all
of the teachers in a faculty meeting that he was going to give the teachers forms to
distribute to their students to take home to their parents. The forms gave information
about the scheduled break in second period the following day that would commence in
order to show the President’s speech. The form explained to the parents that their child’s
viewing of the speech was completely voluntary and if they chose to have their student
miss that class period that day they would not be counted absent. Mr. Logan said when he
heard that they were sending home forms to the parents to opt out of the President’s
speech, he thought, “I bet they aren’t passing out flyers in Moore Hill.” I asked him why
he thought they decided to send home flyers. He said, “It’s racism and you know a lot of
these parents are Republicans and really conservative and this school is run by the
parents. The administration doesn’t want to deal with a bunch of parents complaining
about it.” I asked him if he distributed the forms and he told me yes, but he doubted most
of the kids even took them home. He said he only had one student actually miss the
speech, “but that [was] not the point.” He explained to me that the form itself was
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ridiculous and only happened because the President is African American. I gave him a
knowing smile and told him a story about how when I was in the tenth grade I had to
meet and shake hands with Tom Delay. I told him how horrified my parents were about
this, and there was no letter sent home about that and Tom Delay came into the classroom
physically, it was not just a video. He nodded and said that that was just how things
operated around Carrington. During this conversation I asked Mr. Logan what he thought
of the kids at Carrington, and he said he could tell me some crazy stories of really
expensive parties that these kids threw on weekends. He said that most of them had
parents that worked a lot so there was an abundance of money and a lack of supervision. I
knew from this first visit to the regular US history classroom and the conversation with
Mr. Logan that this was going to be a very different experience than what I was
observing in the AP classroom.

Challenging Blackness in the Classroom
Mr. Logan’s critical approach to US history was short lived at Carrington because
towards the end of the first semester he was asked to resign25. After Mr. Logan left there
was a period of time when a string of substitutes came through the classroom. Due to this
constant change in substitutes, much of the activity and conversation in the regular US
history classroom was not about curriculum. For this reason, much of my data on these
25 It was rumored around the school that Mr. Logan was asked to resign because he was involved with a
sexual scandal with a woman who was complaining to the school board. It was also rumored that he moved
to another predominantly White high school in a neighboring school district. This information was
encouraging to me because he would hopefully be giving a different White population of students a Black
political perspective on history.
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students came from their interactions with certain people of color and their conversations
during lectures. I felt lucky to be present when a middle-aged Black female substitute
was there. All of the teachers that had volunteered to work with me were men and even
though there were a few Black female teachers working at Carrington when I was there,
none of them offered to let me observe their classrooms. I assumed they felt enough
pressure from the principal and parents and my bringing attention to them or perhaps
their “Blackness” was probably not preferable. When presented with the opportunity to
observe the regular US history students interact with a Black female authority, I thought
this could be very telling of their racial epistemology. I later realized this was very telling
of how Black women in secondary education careers feel in general, as I later
interviewed Ms. Lopes, the new substitute.
As the students and I all filed into the classroom, Ms. Lopes said, “Please take a
seat. I am Ms. Lopes. That is L-O-P-E-S, not L-O-P-E-Z.” All of the students watched as
she wrote her name on the board. A Colombian male student who was also a baseball
player asked, “Are you Hispanic?” and two of his White male athlete peers laughed.
Another student, said to his friend, sarcastically, “Ha, are you Hispanic?” They all
laughed. I frowned at them. The students continued to talk about her and started
whispering to each other things like, “who cares.” She then began to introduce her
credentials and “mixed-race” heritage. She said that she had a Bachelor’s degree in
history and that she was getting her Ph.D. in educational administration. She told them
that her last name had Native American roots because her family was “really mixed.”
One White male said to his neighbor, “Yeah. SHE’S Native American. I wonder what
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tribe?” He and his group of friends started laughing. She turned to them and said, “OK
let’s quiet down and look like we are doing work.” She continued to address them trying
to be “cool” and easygoing. I thought she might be doing this to gain their approval. They
ignored her. She finally told them that she might end up being their permanent teacher
and she would remember how they were behaving that day. They quieted down and
worked on a worksheet while she sat at the teacher’s desk and drank coffee. I decided to
use this time to interview her. I asked her why she told them all of her academic history.
She said that she did that because whenever there is a substitute the kids think that
“somebody mama had nothin’ better to do today so she came up to the school.” I asked
her if she thought that her race had something to do with her feeling the need to give
them her credentials? She looked at me and said that her parents taught her to not be a
victim and not to “blame everything on racism.” I chose not to argue with Ms. Lopes, as
she already had enough to deal with in trying to control the classroom; however, I felt
bad for her because she took on the unfair burden of proving herself to be a valid
authority to these White students instead of seeing their disrespect as a manifestation of
the pathology of Whiteness that caused them to see her in this manner.
The students had very limited perspectives on Blackness as they disregarded the
possibility that someone could be phenotypically Black and also indigenous. The ways in
which they challenged her academic credentials, or dismissed them, demonstrated to me
that they had racialized beliefs about intellectualism and authority. They, much like the
Advanced Placement students, held stereotypical beliefs about White and Asian
individuals being scholastically engaged and Black and Brown individuals being athletic
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or, at the very least, less interested in education. The students in the regular-level classes
were often from wealthy families and were either deemed underachievers or had some
sort of learning disability, but despite this intra-school stratification (which many of them
mentioned to me bothered them as this school was recognized for academic excellence)
they still felt superior to their Black and Brown peers and authority figures. Watching the
students engage her in such a disrespectful way revealed a lot about their ideas of
authority, Black women, and race, in general. This was a lesson I would learn for myself
later when I presented them with a short lecture. I will discuss their responses later in this
chapter where I explain the lecture that I provided for them.

Mrs. Walker26
After a string of other substitutes, Mrs. Walker was finally assigned to Mr.
Logan’s class as the permanent teacher. From the very beginning she treated me with
suspicion that later turned into resentment. She acted as though she would be agreeable
and allow me to study her classroom, but she expressed to me numerous times that she
would prefer it if I studied a different classroom. The principal finally helped me lower
her defenses, and after two weeks of negotiating with her, she finally agreed to let me
come to her class three days a week. She eventually signed an IRB form for me to include
my observations of her as “part of the curricular environment” in my dissertation. She, of

26 Much of the classroom data that I collected on Mrs. Walker was discussed in Chapter 3 because she so
often deviated away from the textbook and her lectures and movie choices served as more of the curricular
or textual environment that guided students’ learning experiences with US history.
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course, refused to be interviewed. Everything seemed to be okay until the first full lecture
I observed.
As the students filed into the classroom, I sat against the back wall with my
notebook, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. They all sat down and she asked
them what they thought about the Pledge of Allegiance. Some students said that they
were “OK” with it, others said that it was “annoying,” some students were silent, and
some said that it was very important to them. She responded to them saying, “Well, the
pledge is very important to me. When I look at the flag, I think about my father fighting
in WWII. I think about my brother fighting in Vietnam, and I think about my nephew
fighting in Afghanistan. I get really offended when people talk during the pledge. It is
one thing if you don’t want to do it, but you shouldn’t talk while other people are
observing it.” She then asked the students what they thought about people not saying the
pledge. Most of the White students agreed with her, but a few Muslim, South Asian
students mentioned that the “under God” part made them uncomfortable. In response to
them, Mrs. Walker sighed loudly and continued asking the students about other traditions
that some students at Carrington have been known to contest. This was the moment
where much of the Islamophobic conversation mentioned in Chapter 3 took place. Here I
want to focus on Mrs. Walker’s response to the comments made by students that I
mentioned in Chapter 3. Recall the comment of the White, male, regular US history
student, Terry. He said that he was frustrated with “people coming over here” and not
adopting “our” traditions. Many other White students in the class expressed that they
agreed with him through nodding their heads or verbally throwing out other forms of
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immigrant frustrations that they had. One student said they disagreed with having English
as a Second Language (ESL) programs in schools, another student said that he didn’t like
having Muslim people in the US military. When this other student brought up the
military, Terry said he didn’t think women or homosexuals should fight in the military. A
White female student asked him why, and he said, “Well, it’s not like you’re some big
Black chick that could really take me down or anything.” None of these comments were
critically addressed by Mrs. Walker. She instead often nodded in agreement and
continued to lecture them on not disrespecting people’s patriotic practices. All of the
South Asian students were visibly upset and the one Black female in the class just looked
at her textbook. Clearly the ways in which White students in the regular class expressed
their racial thinking was far more unfiltered and aggressive. They felt entitled to White
normativity and overt racist beliefs about people of color, women, and non-heterosexual
identifying individuals. Their textbook and some of their lecture materials were White
redemptive narratives, but some student beliefs in this class were outright White
supremacist.
Moments like these made it clear to me that if I wanted to challenge the students’
notions of privilege and get them engaged in a conversation about themselves and their
Black and Brown peers in the school district, I would have to induce this conversation
myself. I consequently gave a short lecture where I presented critical ideas to them
concerning their textbooks and the films they watched.

My Lecture
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Advanced Placement US History Response
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As shown above, I tried to challenge the White epistemology of race that teachers
and students at Carrington had expressed all year. In addition to this I wanted to expand
my critique of their curricula beyond a conversation about race, so I included issues of
achievement, residential segregation, patriarchy, and global economic oppression. In the
Advanced Placement course this lecture spawned a critical conversation between myself,
Mr. Hasek, and the students. After offering my critique of the film Glory Road, Mr.
Hasek told me that he appreciated my perspective and that he would look for films that
better represented Black experiences in the future. In response to my discussion of
patriarchy and the predominance of master narratives in their textbooks, he said, “Well,
most teachers are women you know?” I said to him, “Yes, but they are all telling YOUR
story.” He laughed and said “touché.”
Mr. Hasek’s welcoming response to my comments made the students excited to
participate and we began a critical class conversation about the comparison between life
changes for immigrants in the US and Blacks. Many of these students, as mentioned
earlier, were from immigrant families from Nigeria, Russia, India, Pakistan, and China.
They were all wondering how their parents could come here and “make it,” but Black
people were purportedly still not achieving the same things educationally or
economically. I told them that they were expressing a particular discourse that often used
immigrant subjectivity to oppress Blackness. I told them that in the historical moment in
which their parents perhaps came to this country there were opportunities to start
businesses and integrate themselves into educational programs that had been denied to
Black people through de facto segregation and racism. I also mentioned to them that this
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comparison often silences the very particular oppression that immigrants face because
this discourse concludes that immigrants “are making it.”
We also discussed the statistics that I showed them on slide number five that
showed the demographics, according to race, of students taking AP classes and tests.
They laughed at the overrepresentation of Asians, but had a very critical discussion about
the underrepresentation of Black and Brown students and what this meant about their
peers in other schools in the district. I came away from the final lecture in Mr. Hasek’s
class surprisingly satisfied and ultimately seven students from this class volunteered to be
interviewed because they related to the critique I was making. The responses and the
atmosphere during my lecture in the regular class were much different.

Regular US History Class Response
When I asked Mrs. Walker if she could put aside ten minutes during her class
period for me to talk to the students about my research and to encourage some of them to
participate in an interview, she said, “I will see if there is time at the end of class.” She
waited until the last seven minutes of the class and let me talk. During my presentation
she went to her desk and began opening drawers loudly and started grading papers, never
looking up once to listen to me or to acknowledge my presentation. When I was finished
speaking there was very little time for discussion, but just enough time for a student to
call me a Communist (as mentioned in the introduction). I asked her what she thought
about it and she laughed and said, “honestly, I doubt they were even listening to you.” I
couldn’t help but think that she was right, but the fact that she seemed so pleased by it
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bothered me. Students really do seem to follow the teachers’ example and once Mrs.
Walker invalidated my presentation by making noise and ignoring me, students divested.
Consequently, only two students from this class volunteered to be interviewed.
Ultimately, my experiences in the classroom at Carrington solidified my
speculation that even when teachers went beyond the textbooks, they still managed to
disseminate a White redemptive perspective of history that relied on monolithic and
pathologic images of Blackness. Clearly, students in the AP classes, once presented with
a more critical discourse, responded productively and students in the regular classes were
less interested in destabilizing their White supremacist ideas about race and history. I am
still left wondering how responsive the regular students might have been if they had a
better example. Given this insight into the ways in which teachers and students at
Carrington think about and know race, I was better able to understand and recognize the
racial underpinnings of the Rezoning protest that took place while I was at Carrington. In
the next chapter, through a look at this protest, I illuminate the very real social structural
implications of teaching students in this way and reifying the pathology of privilege that
rejects critical thinking and encourages racism.
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Chapter 5
The White Spatial Imaginary and Educational and Residential Segregation
During my time at Carrington a number of structural changes were beginning to
occur. These changes and the responses to these changes from parents, students, and
teachers further revealed the White racial epistemology of Carrington. The manifestations
of their racial thinking this time were not recognizable through textbooks, class lectures,
students’ comments, or school politics. Instead, Carrington residents’ way of knowing
race was revealed through their attitudes about educational and residential space. The
school district was suffering major budget cuts because they were in the third year of a
deficit budget. The school board and people running for the school board all agreed that
budget cuts needed to happen. Most of these cuts were anticipated to come in the form of
teachers’ salaries being cut, teachers losing their jobs, teachers being placed in different
schools, the elimination of certain fine arts programs, schools closing and, consequently,
the rezoning of students to avoid “overcrowding.”
Teachers who were transferred from Carrington to other schools were typically
new teachers or teachers with low ratings or poor evaluations from their principal. These
teachers that were deemed less qualified were being transferred from Carrington to
schools such as Ridgehill, Elwood, and Highwater, all schools that are predominantly of
color. The transferring of these teachers was articulated as an injustice to them because
they were being forced to work in institutions that were deemed inferior. Other students
and teachers often expressed sympathy for these teachers. The students at Carrington had
the most eruptive response to the rezoning of students from Carrington High School to
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Elwood High School. Most of the students who were affected by this were students
whose parents had bought homes in a community that sat on the border between High
Land and Moore Hill. These families were predominantly middle class and South and
East Asian. These students and their peers marched from their school to the High Land
City Hall building in the High Land Town Square. Their march was on television and
students were lauded for their political participation.
Although students were very outspoken about their rejection of the rezoning plan,
they never articulated any racial relevance to this event until I asked them about it. I
asked them because I wanted to know why they were against it. In my observations and
reading information about it online, I, too, was against the rezoning, but my reasons were
quite different than the reasons they were expressing. They felt that transferring students
and teachers to schools that were deemed inferior was an injustice to those teachers and
students. They argued that friendships and relationships would be torn apart and that their
peers deserved to graduate with their friends. I was against the rezoning plan because I
felt that the district was trying to manipulate the demographics of certain schools, such as
Elwood, to avoid having too many Black or Brown students there. Elwood and
Highwater were experiencing a shift in demographics, due to the closing of other schools,
and it seemed the school district was using White and Asian Carrington bodies to rectify
this “problem.” I also found it oppressive and structurally racist that teachers with little to
no experience or bad ratings were deemed not worth the money at Carrington, but
suitable to teach at Black and Brown schools. When I interviewed certain students oneon-one they acknowledged the inherent racism in the school district’s response to the
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budget cuts, but they never articulated this publicly. As I describe my experiences with
the student protest, the district website’s chat rooms, the school board meetings, and the
classroom discourse that occurred with respect to these zoning changes, I hope to further
not only illuminate the White racial epistemology of Carrington, but to also show how
knowing and learning race effects educational and residential space.
The Protests
As I drove down the major highway that runs through Moore Hill and High Land,
making my way to my apartment, I noticed a sea of blue T-shirts and large white banners.
The t-shirts read “NO REZONING!” and the banners read, “HONK IF YOU SAY NO
TO REZONING!” I pulled into the local department store parking lot and walked over to
the protesters. I noticed that the majority of them were White and Asian parents and a
few high school and elementary school-aged children. They all looked angry, and they
were chanting. They waved signs and banners aggressively as the cars passed. I had to
stop and find out more information about what they were protesting because this scene
was drastically different from what typically takes place on this highway. On an average
trip between my apartment and Carrington High School, there would be minivans with
“Baby on Board” stickers,” people walking their dogs, young girls jogging, and high
school kids hanging out around the local Starbucks. The most commotion I have ever
witnessed on this stretch of the highway was the average fender-bender or someone being
pulled over for speeding. People rarely demonstrated or participated in mob activities, but
today was different.
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The suburban residents who lived on the border of Moore Hill and High Land
were angry about something. I walked up to a middle-aged Asian man holding one end of
the largest banner, and I said, “What’s going on here? What are you protesting?” I
actually was a little familiar with the rezoning “scandal” because the students at
Carrington had been talking and gossiping about it all week. I knew that they were upset
that some of their friends and favorite teachers were going to be transferred to other
schools. I also knew that the other schools that these students were so angry about being
placed in were two of the predominantly Black and Brown high schools in Moore Hill. I
just wanted to hear what one of the parents had to say about it.
The man with the sign looked at me and squinted a little, and said, “Look, we are
not happy that we bought our homes in this neighborhood, being promised that our kids
would go to Carrington and now we have to go to Elwood. It’s not fair. It’s not about
diversity or something, Carrington is just better.” I asked him why he was so against
going to Elwood and he said, “We all know Carrington is a better school than Elwood.
The quality of the students are better. The test scores are better. It’s just not fair to punish
our kids like this.” As I was the only Black person standing in this sea of White and
Asian students and parents, I knew that he looked at me assuming that I would argue with
him or that I would defend Elwood. I actually did attend Elwood when I was younger, but
I did not tell him that. I did not argue with him either. I just continued to ask questions. I
asked him why he thought the rezoning was happening. He said, “Because I guess
Carrington is overcrowded and they need to redistribute the kids, but they can’t use our
kids to fix that problem.”
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“Overcrowding” had become a code word among the community blogosphere as
teachers and parents chatted about the state of rezoning. Some of the comments that I
noticed when perusing the many FPISD topic-related chat rooms27 were things like,
“Overcrowding is just a euphemism for too many Black and Brown kids in one school.”
These kinds of comments appeared along with Carrington parents saying things like,
“race is not the issue, it’s just about the quality of education.” It was clear that the parents
of the students from the Black and Brown schools felt that “overcrowding” really meant
overcrowding of students of color. The way the district was apparently diluting the
numbers of minority students in other schools was to move around some of the students
from schools like Carrington. Elwood, the school that the man holding the banner had
mentioned, was once a predominantly White school, and the district, it seemed, was
trying to recreate the old racial demographics through rezoning. In response to the
district’s potentially closing two public high schools in FPISD, moving students out of
Carrington was also a way to ensure that classroom size would not go up there. The
district has always been overwhelmingly invested in maintaining Carrington as its top
institution. The same consideration is not given to Elwood, Highwater, and Ridgehill, as
these schools already had class sizes larger than those at Carrington’s and the district was
preparing to make those classes even larger.
I walked down the side of the highway to talk to another parent. This time I chose
to talk to a White woman. She basically told me the same thing—she did not like that her
27 As I found most of these comments on well known websites that are affiliated or implicate the actual
school district that Carrington is in, I have eliminated any citations of these websites so as to maintain the
anonymity of Carrington and its home school district.
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daughter was being shifted around in her final years of schooling. She said that her
daughter was upset that she wouldn’t graduate with the people she had been in school
with since she was in elementary school. I actually began to feel uncomfortable, as I felt
that the racial undertones of the comments that these parents were making indicated their
marking me as someone they thought would not agree with them. I am still not sure if this
discomfort was in my head or if they were really communicating something to me to
make me leave. In any event I turned and walked back to my car. On my way to my car I
passed an Indian American girl who I recognized from the AP US history class that I was
observing. I said hi to her and she waved. Then I heard her talking to her mother, saying,
“This is really sad. I don’t want to go to Elwood. I like Carrington.” I realized that
rezoning had many implications for the future of these students and not all of their
concerns were with the racial demographics of the school, but definitely the deciding
powers and the administrative forces that were fueling this campaign to move students
around seemed to be motivated by a racial logic, a White epistemological racial logic that
deemed White and Asian bodies as improvements for Black and Brown schools. Most of
the people that were being transferred were actually Asian because the communities that
the new zoning lines impacted were predominantly East and South Asian communities.
The very wealthy White demographic that was zoned to Carrington was mostly
untouched. For this reason, the AP students were very invested in stopping rezoning
because many of them and their peers were affected. While the regular US history
students expressed more frustration with the transferring of teachers that was also
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occurring, and they did not organize any sort of demonstration, they just as often spoke
poorly of the schools that students and teachers from Carrington were being moved to.
The ideas, expressed to me from the parents, around “good” schooling, or “better”
scores, were all ideas associated with a certain image of a successful school. The students
and parents not only did not challenge the validity of this image, but they felt entitled to
be a part of this image. They very uncritically would cast aside any concern or critical
consideration for the Black and Brown schools that were serving as the underbelly to this
Carrington scandal. The fact that the institutions that they so adamantly wanted to avoid
housed a large portion of the FPISD student body did not matter to them. They clearly
believed that their students were entitled to an education that was separate and far
superior to what was being established at Elwood High School. The entitlement that these
students, parents, and teachers felt is articulated by George Lipsitz as an investment in the
White spatial imaginary. He says, “The White spatial imaginary has cultural as well as
social consequences. It structures feelings as well as social institutions. The White spatial
imaginary idealizes ‘pure’ and homogenous spaces, controlled environments, and
predictable patterns of design and behavior” (Lipsitz 2011: 29). Lipsitz also explains how
this investment creates an “engine of self interest” that relies on historical illusions
(Lipsitz 2011: 29). The historical narrative of entitlement that the students were learning
in their US history classes, therefore, fueled this engine and gave them supposedly factual
information and evidence to validate their lack of concern for places like Elwood. The
sentiments voiced by the protesters and the Carrington chat room participants were not
that unfamiliar to me because the students in the history classes that I was observing also
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felt a sense of superiority with respect to these other schools. The comments of the chat
room mirrored what I would soon hear among the students.

AP History Students on Rezoning
In Mr. Hasek’s class the students were organizing a march to the High Land city
hall. The principal allowed them to miss a few of their classes later in the day and they
could come to second period late in order to attend an assembly where they gathered all
of the interested students and told them where to meet for the march. The president of the
junior class came into Mr. Hasek’s second period and Mr. Hasek asked him, “How’d it
go?” The student, who I am calling Sanjay, said, “Well, we are really wanting to stand up
for our teachers. It is not fair that they are moving some of our best teachers to other
schools. They don’t deserve to have to go to those schools.” Mr. Hasek said, “OK, lets
settle down and start class.” He did mention to me later that it truly is difficult for some
of these teachers because a job at Carrington is very coveted. He said that his job was
secure, but he knew quite a few other teachers who were getting cut, especially the
younger, newer teachers. Sanjay and his peers explained they rallied everyone together in
the auditorium and made signs and organized meeting locations for the march. Some of
the students in Mr. Hasek’s second period class were potential transfers and were
participating in the march in the hopes of staying at Carrington. The AP students also
argued that the other schools, Elwood and Highwater, were not preferable alternatives to
Carrington because those schools did not offer the same language programs, fine arts
groups, or competitive sports teams in some of their preferred sports such as tennis and
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golf. The inequality and intra-district segregation that caused the discrepancy in the extracurricular programs that were offered at Carrington versus Elwood or Highwater was not
their concern. The lack of these programs was only seen as an injustice when they did not
have access to them.
One AP US history student, who agreed to be interviewed, offered a more critical
perspective than most of her peers. Lindy was a self-proclaimed Democrat who wanted
“to get out of Texas” as soon as she graduated high school. When I asked her what she
felt about the transfers and the protest, she said that she knew it was about race. Her
understanding was that the district wanted to “make those other schools better” by
integrating some of the Carrington kids with Elwood and Highwater students. She said
that it was ridiculous because her grandparents lived near Elwood and all of their
neighbors were Black and “they are perfectly nice people.” When I asked her if she
supported the protest, she said “yes” because, for her, the protest was not about not
wanting to go to “lesser” schools it was about the school district’s moving some of her
favorite fine arts teachers to other schools. As mentioned before, many teachers were cut
from Carrington and some were rehired in Elwood and Highwater. Lindy, a White Jewish
drama student, felt that the district did not value some of the school programs that meant
so much to her, and that is what she was protesting for. Even though Lindy recognized
that the district was employing a racial logic in moving students around, she was not
protesting residential and educational segregation, or the unequal distribution of wealth in
FPISD, or even the racist language used to talk about the other schools. She was also not
protesting in the manner similar to the parents on the side of the highway, as she was not
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arguing that the other schools were “lesser.” Rather, her concern was about the impact
this district choice would have on her extra-curricular education. Lindy was not one of
the students who was actually being transferred and given her focus on self-preservation,
perhaps she would have more invested in the same conversation and political moves of
the parents who were protesting. Lindy did have a slightly different perspective, but yet
again her perspective still positioned herself and her beloved teachers as oppressed, and
really had little to do with the Black and Brown schools and students whose oppression
was at the heart of this situation.
Another student, Zahara, a Pakistani AP US history sophomore, recognized the
racial underpinnings of the district’s choice, but also supported the protest. Zahara told
me that she agreed with me. She said that most of the parents and students that were
protesting the move to Elwood and Highwater did not want to go to a school that was
predominantly Black and Brown. She said that many of these parents were Pakistani or
Indian and they often did not feel comfortable as the minorities among Black and Brown
students and parents. Zahara has an older sister, who she said went to a school in “Old
High Land,” or another area on the other side of High Land that is also predominantly
Black and Brown. According to Zahara her sister was relentlessly bullied in her high
school for being Pakistani and not fitting in with the other students there. She felt that
many of the immigrant families were trying to avoid that scenario for their children.
Initially it seemed that Zahara was not invested in a preservation of White educational
and residential space, as her concern of being a minority was valid, but years ago before
the recent demographic shifts that show an Asian majority in High Land, if her sister had
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attended Carrington she would have been a minority among White students instead of
Black and Brown students. Zahara’s perspective reveals two important things about how
the White epistemology of race operates. First, she made a similar redemptive move to
her protesting peers in articulating the scenario as a moment of oppression for herself and
other South Asian students. She, like Lindy and others, was not too concerned about the
racist division of resources in FPISD. Secondly, Zahara demonstrated how Asian students
and families adopt a White racial epistemology to a point that they don’t even separate
their own subjectivities from their White peers. Zahara’s sister was afraid to be a
minority among Black and Brown students, but she did not view her presence in a sea of
White bodies as threatening. Rather, she fits in in these spaces. George Yancy says that
Asian Americans are regularly intermarrying with White people, moving into White
neighborhoods, and perhaps starting to think like White people (Yancy 2003). Zahara and
her family displayed how they “think” like their White peers. Later on in my interview
Zahara recalled students yelling at her “aren’t you sad your uncle died,” the day Osama
bin Laden was killed. So even though South and East Asian students experience
Islamophobia from White peers they still employ the immigrant discourse in response to
Black and Brown oppression and take on White racial thinking during situations like
rezoning in FPISD.
Later that day when I turned on the local news, I saw a large crowd of Carrington
High School students marching towards the High Land Town Square and City Hall. The
news reporter explained that the students were there protesting the district’s rezoning
plans as they felt that the plan was in violation of zoning regulations because the
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proposed move would cause overcrowding in certain schools as well as break up students
from feeder schools. She also noted that when rezoning takes place, consideration for the
well being of the student is crucial. Clearly this crowd felt that moving students out of
Carrington was not in the best interest of students’ well being. The attitudes towards the
students’ protest seemed to be one of approval and pride because the news, the
newspaper, the local free High Land magazine, and the teachers at Carrington all talked
about the students’ activities as admirable and organized. Mr. Hasek even said, “these
students are really serious and when they want something they know how to organize and
get it.” This moment of political activism among the students seemed to be read by the
community as a strength and a successful exercise in political engagement. It almost
seemed like more of a class project that articulated a very White supremacist agenda. No
one was concerned with the implications of the negative language and beliefs that were
being tossed around at school board meetings or in the media about Elwood or the other
Black and Brown schools in the district. White privilege had taken on a new guise. It was
no longer normative and invisible, rather it was something to march in the streets for,
something to advocate and fight for, something that if one feels threatened that it is being
taken away, he or she can articulate this loss as oppression. Of course, this is not the first
time hegemony has caused the absorption and cooptation of an identity of oppression by
White subjects, but it seemed like a new moment in that students, parents, and teachers
were so bold and so loud and so emphatic about their entitlement to not only belong to
Carrington, but to avoid Moore Hill. Although the regular US history students did not
organize a march, they, too, had very strong feelings about rezoning.
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Regular History Students on Rezoning
One afternoon in Mrs. Walker’s class she announced to the students that she was
being transferred to another high school, Highwater. Immediately, one student said, “I am
so sorry, but you know Miss, you can’t assign all these long assignments when you are at
Highwater because they really won’t do it. I mean you get mad at us for turning stuff in
late, but they won’t do the work at all.” A few other students nodded their heads in
agreement. Mrs. Walker merely said, “I know. I am sad to leave Carrington.” According
to Mr. Hasek, thirty-five teachers were fired from Carrington and re-hired in other
schools that are predominantly Black and Brown. Mrs. Walker was one of these teachers.
I never got the opportunity to ask her about this career shift, as our relationship at this
point was a bit contentious, as mentioned before, however, the fact that she never
addressed the students’ clearly racialized and pathologic reading of Highwater High
School leads me to believe that she employed the same racial logic when thinking about
her future career at Highwater. This conversation clearly indicated that even the regularlevel students at Carrington felt a sense of superiority and entitlement to a quality of
education that they felt was reserved for White upper-class people28.
Another White male student said, “Well, Mrs., at least you weren’t sent to
Ridgehill like some of the other teachers.” Comments like these were never critically
addressed by Mrs. Walker. The entitlement that these students and teachers felt for
28

I say “even” because these kids often exhibited a sense of low self-esteem academically because the AP
demographic more so represents a typical Carrington student. My point is that even with this esteem
disparity they still feel entitled.
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occupying Carrington and its superior facilities was never questioned. It was celebrated.
The principal told me on my first day that he was very proud to be the principal at a
school like Carrington. I asked him how he felt about the educational gulf between his
school and some of the other schools in FPISD. He looked at me and said, “like what?
Ridgehill?” I nodded. He said, “Well, we actually have quite a few students here at
Carrington who are transfers from Ridgehill. Certain advanced students that were
outperforming their peers over there were sent here.” I asked him how those students felt
being at Carrington and he said “we do everything in our power to welcome everyone
here.” The principal and teachers at Carrington viewed their school to be a refuge for
talented students that attended other schools in the district. Carrington was perceived as a
White elite space and the residents, teachers, and administrators of High Land all
cooperated in maintaining it as such.
When I interviewed female Pakistani regular US history student, Shireefa, she
told me a story about her White female friend who transferred from a predominantly
Black and Brown school in Moore Hill to Carrington. She said, “You know there is a girl
that came to Carrington in the middle of the year and she is in our US History class. She
came to Carrington because her mom wanted her to move away from the other school in
Moore Hill where her best friend who was poor and Black went to school with her.” She
said that apparently the girl who transferred got caught breaking into someone’s house
and was high when it happened. She was with her best friend when she was caught and
her friend was also charged with breaking into the house, even though the best friend was
not part of the break in. Then her mom went on Facebook and wrote as her status “I am
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so glad my daughter is moving to Carrington and getting away from those poor kids in
Moore Hill.” I asked her what she thought about that. She said that she knew that the
mom was wrong, but “what can you do? People also get bullied in those other schools for
being different, you know, for being White?” She said she wouldn’t want to go to one of
those schools, but she understood that it was unfair and that the transfer girl was still a
troublemaker at Carrington and her friend from Moore Hill shouldn’t be blamed for her
crime. She said this, but in the same conversation she said, “that’s just the way it is.” She
was aware of inequality, but was comfortable in her privileged position. Her friend’s
mom racialized, classed, and pathologized Moore Hill as an inferior space and she saw
Carrington as her White refuge. This attitude about residential space is not uncommon
because most Whites are known to prefer to live in predominantly White neighborhoods
(Mahoney 1995).
I asked Shireefa how she felt about the rezoning protest and the rezoning plan
itself. She told me that she understood why the students and teachers were protesting
because if she was going to be sent to Elwood or Highwater she would not be happy
about it, either. She also said that the students that were being transferred were the ones
who lived in the “cheaper” neighborhoods. She felt that the decision to move certain
students was biased based on class, as she had some friends who lived in the
neighborhoods that were being rezoned. I asked her what she felt should be done about it.
She said, “I don’t know. I don’t fully understand these things, but I am sure you’re right.
I am sure it has to do with race.” Shireefa was somewhat of an exception from her regular
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US history class peers, which is probably why she agreed to be interviewed and shared
her opinions about race and space at Carrington.

Separate and Unequal: Ridgehill as Black Space
As I entered my fieldwork with a strong political agenda to only collect data on
White bodies and not on Black ones, I was torn when I found out about the transfer
students from Ridgehill. I wanted to at least know about them, if not talk to them directly
because of my commitment to ending the anthropological objectification of Black
people29. For this reason, I decided to ask Mr. Logan about a few of these students, as he
had mentioned to me earlier that he had a pretty good relationship with a few of them. I
understand that representing Black subjectivity via a White male teacher’s perspective is
limiting and perhaps even a misrepresentation, but still the information that Mr. Logan
provided further contextualized this gulf between Ridgehill and Carrington that I was
trying to understand. This was a gulf that could even represent the differences between
Moore Hill and High Land, and between Black and White subjectivities in southwest
Houston schools.
After my talk with the principal, I asked Mr. Logan about these transfer students
because I learned that one of them was in one of his other class periods that I was not
observing. I also wanted to ask Mr. Logan because I felt in some subconscious way he
had a loyalty to his Black students. I only felt this because he positioned himself early on

29 I understand that I fell short of this commitment when I wrote about Dani and Derrick in Chapter 4, but
the White students response to them was really my focus there.
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as an ally in my project and told me about his experiences at the HBCU that he attended.
This could have been an overestimation on my part with regard to his politics, but in any
event he talked to me about it. He said, “Yeah, I know a couple of the transfer kids
because they are also athletes.30 The one in my class has really adjusted, but when he first
came here he was really quiet and didn’t really have any friends. He talks to me
sometimes just about life stuff.” I asked him if he thought it was good that the best
students from Ridgehill were being taken out of Ridgehill and placed in Carrington? I
said that this seemed like a cooptation of excellence and a way to guarantee that
Carrington stayed on top as the superior educational institution in FPISD. He said he
didn’t think it was about that necessarily, but that the district was just looking out for the
student. I thought that this explanation was insufficient and perhaps a cover-up for the
district’s allegiance to Carrington’s success. Not only were Black and Brown students
typically ignored by the district, but also the public school environment was grossly run
by test scores and administrative evaluations. Clearly housing all of the talented students
in Carrington is overarchingly the best thing for Carrington, and only Carrington. This is
especially alarming when you consider that Ridgehill was recently labeled with a “low”
accountability rating and would have possibly been closed in 2012 as a means to save
money after the budget cuts. According to this, Ridgehill needs all of its high performing
30

The fact that all of these students were athletes also struck me as a vital piece of information because the
principal represented the Ridgehill transfer situation as being primarily about academics. I was also an
intra-district transfer when I attended Elwood and I played varsity tennis as a freshman. Although I was
academically competitive, I always felt that the principal’s interest in me was at least in part about what I
brought to the athletic program at Elwood. This situation is an example of how the White epistemology of
race positions and values Black bodies. Black bodies that contribute to the Carrington athletic program are
preserved and protected, but Black bodies more globally merely serve as an oppositional subjectivity that
Carrington residents, teachers, and students were vehemently avoiding.
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students and athletes. Carrington High School, on the other hand, has multiple foreign
language programs, engineering curriculum, college-level courses, all of the AP sciences
such as physics II and chemistry II, and numerous extra-curriculars such as martial arts.
Elwood also had many of these same programs, but when Carrington students were faced
with moving to Elwood they still wanted more. It was never entirely clear whether the
Ridgehill transfer students preferred to be at Carrington, if they were just there to boost
the athletic teams, or if the school district was actually invested in them. I concluded that,
as a transfer student myself, perhaps it was better for these students to attend Carrington,
at least until the school district could demonstrate some interest in their home schools.31
The articulation of the Carrington transfers as oppressed individuals is even
further maddening because of the differences in financial and local governmental support
of Carrington versus a school like Elwood, High Water, or Ridgehill. The financial
discrepancy between Carrington, Elwood, and the most predominantly Black school in
FPISD, Ridgehill, is so stark. If the shifting around of a few hundred Carrington students
caused such a political commotion, then it seems that students at Elwood and Ridgehill
should be protesting every week. The racial demographics of the Ridgehill student body
is 36.7% Latino, 0.5% White, 0.1% Asian, and 62.7% Black. The racial demographics of
Elwood are 11% Latino, 37% White, 11% Asian, 1% unknown, and 40% Black. The
racial demographics of Carrington are 9% Latino, 41.9% White, 42.5% Asian, and 6.6%
Black. Clearly Elwood and Ridgehill house most of the Black students in this region of
31 This is a bit of a catch22 because the district is not going to show interest in Ridgehill if its scores don’t
improve and its scores will not improve if their best students are taken away from them and sent to
Carrington.
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the school district. Typically, school funding comes from property taxes. Historically this
has been the reason why residential segregation has served as the secret maintaining
factor of educational segregation and environmental racism (Lipsitz 1998; Massey and
Denton 1993). If you take a walk through Ridgehill you quickly recognize the differences
between the qualities of the facilities here and at a school like Carrington. While in the
field I did take a walk through Ridgehill just to compare.
The lay out of Ridgehill is very similar to Carrington. It is a design that was
common in FPISD in the late 70’s and the early 80’s. The similarities, however, stop
there. The street leading up to Ridgehill is full of potholes and loose gravel. The
neighborhoods surrounding Ridgehill have very little upkeep and they all sit adjacent to a
huge salt factory that grossly pollutes the air. The farms around the school are full of
cows and horses, but right next to these farms are large fields with oil rigs drawing oil
from the ground through pipes, pipes that run underneath the homes in these
neighborhoods. I know that oilrigs are pulling oil from underneath the homes because my
family used to live in one of these neighborhoods. When my parents bought their home
they were told that they only owned the yard portion of their house up to six feet beneath
the ground. This seemed like an odd stipulation, but they realized that this provision was
part of their contract because underneath the yard was a spider web of pipes full of oil.
The salt factory not only pollutes the air, but also presents an explosive threat to the
residents of this community. Once residents had to evacuate because the factory had an
explosion and the city was afraid that the fire would create a fatal disaster to the
neighborhood if the explosion made its way up the pipes under the homes. If that in fact
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happened, the whole neighborhood would have gone up in flames. I always wondered,
who owns those pipes? Probably an oil investor or two who might live in Carrington.
Educational space is not the only indicator of inequality and White privilege in High
Land and Moore Hill. Residential space also demonstrates this. For this reason in the next
section I discuss the environmental differences between communities like Carrington and
those that sit in Moore Hill through a discussion of environmental racism, another factor
that contributes to the creation and maintenance of privileged White spaces like
Carrington.

Ridgehill and Environmental Racism in Texas
Environmental racism is definitely one of the factors maintaining the separate and
unequal balance between Carrington and schools like Ridgehill. As George Lipsitz
explains, “where Blacks make up slightly more than one quarter of the local population—
more than 75 percent of municipal garbage incinerators and 100 percent of the cityowned garbage dumps are located in Black neighborhoods” (Lipsitz 1998: 8). As I
surveyed both the schools and the surrounding areas of Carrington and Ridgehill, I
quickly recognized that the garbage dumps and the recycling bins that sit outside the
track at Ridgehill were missing from the athletic parking lot of Carrington. Carrington is
a community where if you drive down any street you will see nicely cut yards with blue
recycling bins sitting on the street with recyclable waste waiting to be picked up. Of
course, recycling is an admirable and necessary act, but when the recyclable waste is
what decorates the neighboring Black schools’ athletic facilities, recycling becomes
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another reification of White privilege and Black oppression. Black Houston has had a
long history of housing the personal waste of White wealthy Houston residents. In the
late 70’s a community in northeast Houston filed a lawsuit against the city for turning a
potential shopping center into a landfill. This landfill sat only 1,400 feet from the local
high school, Smiley (Bullard 2000). This predominantly Black high school at the time did
not have air conditioning and the threat of the potential air pollution that the landfill
would create was life threatening for the Black residents in this area and the students who
attended this school. Houston has no zoning laws so that it is very hard to enforce any
restrictions around this type of abuse of communities of color (Bullard 2000).
Much like this north Houston community, residents of Moore Hill have always
been aware of the environmental dangers of living near a salt factory and housing all of
the garbage for southwest Houston, but they have had little political recourse, as the same
recycling bin sits outside of Ridgehill that was there over ten years ago when I attended
Elwood. Communities of color in southwest Houston have long been used as landfills and
composting stations. As recently as 2006, there was a town hall meeting held at Ridgehill
to discuss the recent decision to expand a landfill towards a Ridgehill feeder community
in Moore Hill. One of the local Latina politicians protested this expansion, but she was
unsuccessful. The residents of the community that sits closest to this newly expanded
landfill filled blogs and chat rooms discussing the hazards that this expansion has created
for them. Comments such as “how far do the smells reach?” and “It is a pretty chemically
stench that sits over my backyard” can be found on these blogs. In addition to the air
pollution, the fact that this area relatively houses more toxic waste now than people, there
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have been few renovations done to the local street, so that “it is so dangerous on that
street” that runs in front of the landfill, according to a local resident32. Not only is Elwood
in better physical condition than Ridgehill, but also Ridgehill has been deemed such a
low quality of education that if these students were being zoned there, there would
probably have been a race war or a riot of some sort. Ridgehill still remains the poorest
and lowest achieving school in FPISD. The recycling machines are still in the parking lot
and the roads are still dangerously torn up. Students in FPISD continue to talk about
Ridgehill as if it is the “ghetto school,” and no new district funds have been allocated for
better resources. Recently there was a project called the iPad project that was announced
to bring iPads to lower income schools in FPISD. Most of these schools were elementary
and middle schools because the district wanted to improve computer literacy of Moore
Hill students and they wanted to start at a young age. This sounded like a god idea and I
thought things might be looking up for at least some of the Black and Brown schools in
Moore Hill, but unfortunately the students at Carrington disagreed. Once again I opened
the newspaper and saw an organized protest being led by one of the students in Mr.
Hasek’s class.

The iPad Project
Recently, Carrington was in the city newspaper because the students at Carrington
felt they had suffered another injustice. This time they were protesting the transfer of
district funds to certain Black and Brown middle and elementary schools. The FPISD
32 www.houstonarchitecture.com
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iPad project was what provoked this protest. FPISD decided to allocate certain district
funds towards purchasing iPads for lower income students in certain Black and Brown
schools. Carrington students and parents were outraged by this choice. They claimed that
to spend money on such complex technology for such young and inexperienced students
was a waste of money. Parents and students were quoted in the local newspaper saying
things such as, “It is not smart to give these students equipment like that. Someone will
probably just steal it from them” and “Their parents will not even know how to help them
use an iPad anyway. The money should be used to improve our science labs and the
facilities in our school.” Given the wide variety of iPad applications available for pre-K
kids, citing young age was hardly a valid reason to challenge this iPad initiative. More
disturbing was when students used language such as “someone will steal them,” and
“their parents do not know how to help them,” as it became a clearly classed and raced
argument. White entitlement not only blinded them from recognizing the racial
underpinnings in the statements that they were making, but it also made them feel as if
they were being wronged in some manner. They felt, again, that they needed to politically
advocate for themselves because in their minds they deserved every resource offered to
any other school in FPISD, if not more. The schools where the iPads were going are in
very similar condition to Ridgehill, and the computer labs in some of these middle
schools do not even have enough computers for each student to have one. Meanwhile,
when I was at Carrington, I readily noticed students with iPads, MacBooks, iPhones,
Kindles, and many other very expensive pieces of equipment, and most of this equipment
was typically housed in some designer bag or cover. If, in fact, they felt that their school
165

facilities were not up to par it was because their standard was based on a very privileged,
wealthy perspective. Most of the students I observed had better computers than my own.
This protest demonstrated how the White epistemology of race positioned Black and
Brown communities within the culture of poverty discourse as a means to reify and
validate the culture of privilege that they blindly lived in.

Conclusions: Race, Space, Resources, and Carrington
Carrington residents’ racialized attitudes towards space are not unique. Space,
especially suburban space, has long been racialized since the racist restrictions that
helped create the first suburb, Levittown, in the early 1950’s. As the documentary Race
the Power of An Illusion illustrates, the FHA redlined families of color from buying
homes in Levittown, birthing the longstanding tradition of residential segregation.
Similarly, in the early 70’s, homes built in Carrington, as mentioned in the introduction,
were sold to people working at the sugar factory and in the oil business. Although many
of these early settlers were White, many were also Asian and Latino. The demographic of
Asian and Latino residents has grown to the point that Carrington residents like to say
that High Land is “diverse,” “tolerant,” and “worldly.” The school district even has a
slogan that is written in cursive under the district acronym that reads, “A Global
Tomorrow.” Somehow the lack of Black residents and the low numbers of Black and
Brown students at Carrington does not seem to impact this perception. Even though there
are more Asian, Black, and Latino residents in High Land than in the typical White
suburb, these diverse individuals are still not necessarily occupying the same educational
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institutions or planned communities as their White neighbors. The use of Asian
representation as an argument for diversity and acceptance is part of the reason that
Carrington residents do not consider their lack of concern for their Black neighbors to be
racism. They are often heard saying, “how can we be racist, Carrington is one of the most
diverse communities in Highland.” The students’ attitudes towards educational and
residential space did not surprise me either, but the school’s response to their formal
organizing and planning for a protest did. The ability to enact entitlement seemed to be a
skill that was being honed at Carrington. It seemed that they were encouraged to speak up
for privilege. Matthew Durington claims White upper class suburbs, especially those that
include “fortified communities” are a symbol of achieving a certain lifestyle. People that
live in and around these areas imagine that those who inhabit these communities have
accomplished the “end result of a path of success” (Durington 2006: 72). The
“investment” that Carrington students and parents have in maintaining their position in
High Land and vehemently avoiding any connection to Moore Hill demonstrates the very
real efforts people make to maintain Whiteness and privilege (Lipsitz 1998).
Durington theorizes gated communities to be coveted spaces and markers of
success. Similarly, the marker of success for residents in High Land is the ability to send
one’s children to Carrington. When realtors sell homes in this area, Carrington High
School is a major portion of their sales pitch. Some neighborhoods are even marketed as
being the next potential community to be zoned to Carrington. Fortified or gated
communities allow residents to believe that they can fend off the possibility of crime.
This is not just a U.S. phenomenon. For example, fear of gang violence and mass crime
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in post-apartheid South Africa is much of what makes gated communities there desirable.
Moreover, Carrington students and parents fear the risk of a poor education and the
socialization of their children among the Black and Brown students of the schools like
Elwood and Ridgehill. It is not only Carrington students and parents that have this
feeling, as I was once a student who transferred to Elwood so that I would not have to
attend Ridgehill. I did not quite make it to Carrington, but I, too, was invested in getting
away from Ridgehill.
It is important to adequately analyze how these White spaces are constructed as
everyone, through cultural, political, racial, and social decisions, is implicated in reifying
the culture of poverty discourse that encourages people to avoid Ridgehill. As people
lined the streets and flooded board meetings to secure their location within these
constructed spaces it became imperative for me to break down and deconstruct the
mirage of the ideal White space. This was especially so in a community like Carrington
where they also imagine that they are living in a diverse, liberal space that is divorced
from their lower performing and sparsely funded neighboring Black and Brown schools.
As students protested rezoning they articulated not only a dissatisfaction with the
possibility of being moved to Moore Hill but also fear of these Black and Brown spaces.
Ultimately, not only does the culture of poverty discourse inform students’ sense
of entitlement towards White educational and residential space, but also their post-racial
ideas about the current state of the nation. Many students felt that because “we have a
Black president” that Black people have arrived to a level playing field, and if pushed on
an issue of diversity students in Carrington often claimed to be the most diverse school in
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the district as people of many different nationalities attended. These attitudes expand
White entitlement because now White students and residents believe they are fighting for
their own rights against an opponent who has been painted as equally privileged but less
deserving. This type of thinking is how the rezoning protest becomes articulated in the
language of social justice in their minds. Only a White epistemology of race positions
Whiteness in this manner, in a position to claim oppression while continuing to be
privileged.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion: White Epistemology and
Black Objectivity
This dissertation aimed to empirically and theoretically explore the ways in which
White subjects know race. I primarily focused my study on White students and teachers,
but I hoped to discover ways of knowing race that would extend to multiple White
subjectivities. One particular event that occurred while I was living in High Land,
revealed the consistency in the White redemption narrative as this discourse was spewed
towards me from another White subject, a White liberal academic. This moment not only
revealed the global presence of the White redemption narrative within White racial
thinking, but it also revealed the ways in which these types of ideological discourses
position Blackness. I have previously described some of the monolithic and stereotypical
tropes that appear in anthropology research, textbooks, and student and teacher racial
discourse, but this one experience in the field revealed the gross ways in which Black
researcher subjectivity gets interrogated. I explore this event and the subsequent
philosophical questions that came to me below.
Diane33 shook the Boggle cubes three times and placed the tray in the middle of
the coffee table. We all feverishly scribbled down words that suddenly appeared to us,
backwards, sideways, diagonal, all the ways that you could find a word we were
searching and finding and writing. BEEP! BEEP! “Ok everyone STOP!” Diane shouted.
She smugly laid out her notebook paper and declared, “I have eleven words.” Then she

33

Pseudonym for one of the White women that I met during my stay in High Land.
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looked in my direction and asked, “So how many do YOU have?” I shrugged and said
twelve. She frowned, gulped down her third glass of wine and turned to the other three
people in the room and requested that we go in order and read what words we each had.
By the end of this exercise I had five points, two of the other people had zero points, and
Diane had two points. She turned to one of the other players who made a score of zero
and said “ZERO?! Really? Seriously, you couldn’t find one word that no one else came
up with?” The other player became visibly embarrassed. I knew what was coming next.
Diane regularly liked to posture as if she was intellectually superior to everyone around
her. Ironically, at the time, she had failed out of two universities and was working in a
prestigious museum job that her father had gotten for her through an old friend. She
definitely did not have the cultural capital on paper to be perceived as an intellectual
authority so she often performed intellectualism as a means to make others feel inferior.
The other player, with a Master’s degree in architecture, just let Diane say demeaning
things to her. I couldn’t stand by and take it, not tonight for some reason. So I mentioned
to the other girl “Oh don’t worry about Diane. She often cheats at Boggle anyway.” Now
I know that was not the nicest thing to say and I expected some sort of retort from Diane,
but what she delivered in the following forty-five minutes was not only well beyond the
response that I expected, but it was also one of the most significant racial moments I had
ever experienced in my life.
“You know what!? You need to get a fucking job! You sit around here and
VOLUNTEER at a high school and you think you are so entitled to study White people!?
What makes you so qualified to do that? You need to get a fucking job!” My jaw dropped
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and I mumbled, “I have a fellowship to study that high school, I’m not volunteering…”
Diane cut me off and said, “Yeah, well, you only have that fellowship because you are
BLACK!” Now my hands began to shake and my heart started to race and every possible
response that I had learned, studied, read, even practiced in a mirror against some
imagined reverse discrimination discourse, flew out of my mind.
I froze. She continued.
“You only have a fellowship because you are BLACK! And you are not even
BLACK! You are like Obama! You think you are so entitled to study race and study
White people because you are BLACK!? I’ve been to Africa! You should go to Africa if
you are so BLACK. The people there wouldn’t even consider you one of them. You are a
joke to them.”
Over the course of the next forty-five minutes she continued to scream that I am
not Black and that I have no right to feel entitled to study White people just because I am
Black. I finally left and after sobbing uncontrollably I pulled myself together and began
to take my first field notes just as feverishly as I had written those winning twelve Boggle
words. I knew something very relevant had happened here and it was this experience with
my first roommate in the field that propelled me into my research questions.
After my initial shock, I thought to myself did Malinowski or Herskovits ever
deal with these kinds of volatile accusations about their positionality and their work? Do
White researchers deal with racist verbal attacks or as Charlie Hale calls them “racial
eruptions” that are unprovoked, maintained in the political imaginary and uncontested
(Hale, 2010)? How, ultimately, does the inversion of the power relation between
172

researcher and subject that occurs when Black ethnographers study up or study White
people change the practice of ethnography that is so traditionally a power inducing
experience for the researcher (Nader 1972)? Upon pondering these questions, I of course
knew that regardless of my resenting her verbal assault and interrogation of my
positionality that I would still position myself in my work. I would continue to critically
reflect on the role of my Black political motivation and perspective on my work and my
construction of White subjectivity in Carrington. But as this incident was not something I
anticipated from any methods courses I’ve taken or other ethnographies I’ve read, I
recognized a potential disconnect between the ways that Black ethnographers are forced
to position ourselves in our work versus the ways that White ethnographers position
themselves in their work. I am articulating the different types of researchers as “Black”
and “White” because these are the racial researcher identities that I have observed,
historically and currently, that represent a disconnect in respective experiences in the
field. People that are typically “interpellated” as Black by the state are those individuals
for which I am referring to as Black (Althusser 1970). I understand that there are
researchers whose identities may be too ambiguous to fit this usage of the term “Black,”
but for the purposes of this section this definition will suffice.
Most contemporary ethnographers are invested in self-reflexivity, whether it is
critical, autoethnographic, or confessional reflexivity. Douglas Foley discusses
autoethnography as a form of writing that enables writers to “evoke the richness and
complexity of everyday life through complex symbolic language and dramatic, personal
stories” (Foley 2002: 475). This is a storytelling form of reflexivity that points to the
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individuatedness of the author. Some feminist researchers discuss their positionality in
terms of “situated knowledges” or “standpoints” (Harraway 1985) as overwhelmingly
anthropologists have come to accept the fact that individuals employ their own particular
lens(es) when constructing their worldviews. However, sometimes the ways in which
Black scholars and White scholars understand this positionality manifests differently.
When addressing racial positionality it seems that White scholars resort to “individual”
reflexivity while Black scholars are qualifying their perspectives in “structural” terms. In
other words, Black scholars are expected to account for the perception of inherent Black
politics in their work and their racially marked particularity, especially when studying
race or racism. When a Black scholar is reflexive she often refers to the embodied
knowledge that she develops from being a Black person in a White supremacist world,
thus shaping the way she sees race, Whiteness, and White people, in particular. White
scholars sometimes resort to individuality as White embodied knowledges are not
structurally particularized in the way that Black embodied knowledges are (Yancy 2004).
Rather, White subjectivity is often taken for granted and perceived as universal, allowing
White people to move in and out of certain particularized individual positions without
threatening the perceived neutrality of their voice. They believe they can be “racial
chameleons” (Brown, forthcoming). George Yancy states that “Whites have a way of
speaking from a center that they often appear to forget forms the White ideological
fulcrum upon which what they say (do not say) or see (do not see) hinges (Yancy 2004:
1). A Black perspective is assumed to inhabit a particular ideology regardless of the
individual’s particularity. Black researchers are rarely offered individual particularity.
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Their identities are rarely discussed outside of race, so that cultural, geographic, class,
religious, sexuality, and other types of difference that would allow Black perspectives to
span the same infinite variety of perspectives that are afforded to White researchers’
perspectives are ignored. The variety of particularity that Whiteness is allowed to
maintain creates an illusion of universality and perhaps more scientific objectivity among
White researcher discourse. There are many reasons, historical, hegemonic, and current
as to why White perspectives are centralized and normalized and Black perspectives are
marginalized, monolithic, and particular. In this section I survey these assumptions about
racialized ethnographic perspectives and the impact of these assumptions on current
reflexivity methods in modern ethnography. As these assumptions have long gone
unquestioned, much of the ethnographic method and canon has not changed.
Consequently, the inherent politics that live inside White ethnographic
scholarship are silenced and the embodied knowledges that develop from living a White
privileged existence in a White supremacist world are not accounted for, thus allowing
the hidden condition of the “impossibility of the anti-racist White subjectivity,” as Robyn
Wiegman calls it, to shape much of the ethnographic research done on Black bodies
(1999). Critical Whiteness scholars are greatly committed to revealing the assumptions of
normativity, universality, and neutrality in White epistemological material. Wiegman,
like many other critical Whiteness scholars, points out what she calls “the paradox of
particularity” that reifies White privilege. In part, she claims that when researchers focus
so heavily on the particularized White identities, they ignore the structural position of
privilege and supremacy that White subjects occupy. More specifically, when researchers
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only discuss White bodies and subjectivities locally, focusing on impoverished Whites,
ethnic European Whites, special needs Whites, etc. and ignore the global position of
power that Whiteness affords White people, they reify the White supremacy that those
identities create. Wiegman argues that regardless of whether a White subject is an active
anti-racist liberal or a Klansman he will still occupy an inescapable position of racism.
She is rearticulating Franz Fanon’s claim that “you are rich if you are White and you are
White if you are rich” (Fanon 1963). According to critical Whiteness thought Whiteness
creates this dilemma for White subjects, so that perhaps the only way to truly avoid
reifying White supremacy as a White subject is to explicitly acknowledge the White
structural identity and how occupying this space creates a very particularized type of
knowledge that is not neutral, universal, or objective.
As a means to lay out the disconnect between Black and White reflexivity
methods in ethnography, I will discuss a few examples of White scholars employing the
assumed neutrality of their positionalities to invalidate Black ethnography and the Black
American scholarly responses to these critiques. Specifically, I consider Melville
Herskovits’s attitude towards early nineteenth-century Black anthropologists and
ethnographers and Pierre Bourdieu’s and Philippe Wacquant’s criticisms of modern
African American Diaspora scholars. I will also consider one example of a Black scholar
“studying up,” Kirby Moss’s The Color of Class, as well as my own ethnographic
approach and experiences as a Black woman studying a White, upper-class community in
the suburbs of Houston, Texas. Overall, this section not only attempts to critically
deconstruct the differences between the ethnographic experiences of Black and White
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researchers, but also calls for an overall shift in the ethnographic gaze towards Whiteness
that focuses on White bodies as well as White ethnographer’s epistemology of race and
reflexivity in ethnography.
I am also trying to construct a White epistemology of race as a theoretical concept
to be used to understand the ways in which White researchers have maintained a certain
White-centric perspective with respect to research, data, knowledge production, and the
world in general. Throughout the history of anthropology there have been many efforts
by more liberal thinkers to decentralize White perspectives and false racial and cultural
assumptions that have been made by White anthropologists. I aim to show here that these
efforts merely alter the manifestation of White privilege in ethnography rather than
demolishing it and aggressively transforming the field of ethnography. Loosely, my
discussion acts as a chronology of the “changing same” of the White epistemology of
race in ethnography.
Black American anthropologists employ different methods to negotiate the
tension that lives between their racial positionality and the perception that social science
and ethnography can be done objectively, devoid of politics or agendas. Anthropology
would have a different history if this was in fact true, but as many have shown,
anthropology goes hand and hand with colonialism, capitalism, Western expansion, etc.
(Drake 1978; Gordon 1991). Consequently, all anthropology research is racially relevant
and political (Gordon 1991). St. Claire Drake says that anthropology, for many Black
scholars, was perceived as having “a continuing role in the struggle against racism”
(Drake 1978; 89), so that many Black scholars come to anthropology, at least initially,
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with a political agenda in mind, which often times is articulated through the embodied
knowledges that these scholars account for when being structurally reflexive. The fact
that many Black ethnographers wanted to focus on institutional racisms within the
academy and without created a stigma around Black scholarship. This stigma has
remained and as Black researchers we are forced to qualify and validate our standpoints
through feverish reflexive efforts. These efforts are normative and expected for a Black
scholar and often optional for a White scholar, especially historically.
Historically, some White Diaspora scholars such as Melville Herskovits would
employ scholars of color for data collection, but ultimately based on this objectivity
myth, would discount their theoretical or analytical contributions to his studies (Drake
1978; Herskovits 1958). In the text The Myth of the Negro Past, Herskovits says:
“In such works as Carter G. Woodson’s The African Background Outlined
and W.E.B. DuBois’s Black Folk, Then and Now serious attempts have
been made to comprehend the entire picture of the Negro, African and
New World … these works are significant more as manifestations of the
psychology of interracial conflict than as contributions to serious thought.
They are in essence a part of the literature of polemics [my emphasis], and
as such need be given little attention” (Herskovits 1958: 2).
Herskovits has a controversial historical relationship with anthropology as much of what
was historically known about Black culture and Black thinkers was filtered through his
perspective. Herskovits writes of African survivals and the natural inferiority of
Blackness in comparison to Whiteness. He says:
Let the influences upon the Negro child, at least as far as the school is able
to effect this end, lead him toward the unquestioning acceptance of the
fact that his is a different race from the White…that it always has been and
always will be…It is of course undeniable that the precedent conditions
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out of which the Negro population of Boston is derived, have, from the
earliest period down to the present, been of peculiarly inferior [my
emphasis] kind (Herskovits 1958: 23).
Herskovits never considers that his preoccupation with inferiority stems from a particular
perspective, one that is not personally invested in the representation of Blackness. His
own subjectivity is not affected by his conclusions, and instead of seeing this as a
particularizing scenario, he instead views this as the necessary condition for objectivity.
Mwenda Ntarangwi, in his text “Reversed Gaze: An African Ethnography of
American Anthropology” asks the question, “If Anthropology truly starts at home as
Malinowski states, how come, as I thus far observed, anthropology tended to focus on the
exotic?” He claims that “the cultural and racial biases that shape anthropological study in
general” are grossly understudied and left unquestioned (Ntarangwi 2010). Ntarangwi,
much like myself, is reversing the gaze back towards American anthropology and calling
into question the continuing tradition of exoticizing the non-West. This practice of
exoticizing has become commonplace in anthropology so that to study up has no
precedent. This skewed balance of study has left Black bodies and communities overly
studied and overly articulated and the studiers are left invisible. It seems that at the very
least it is the researcher’s responsibility to account for their own presence in their work.
In the contemporary context Black American positionality continues to be
interrogated and some scholars have been forced to point out the limitations of White
embodied knowledges when defending their own work from attitudes like Herskovits’s.
Michael Hanchard’s well-known dialogue with Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant is a
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clear example of this. Bourdieu and Wacquant, in part, accuse Hanchard of imposing
American racial politics and African American identity formation on Afro-Brazilians.
They imply that he is exercising his “privileged” position in the American academy,
which they claim is a hegemonic force in academia and publishing, to distort the racial
situation in Brazil (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1999).
In response, Hanchard (2003) claims that Bourdieu’s and Wacquant’s
misrecognition of the obvious dynamism that is present in US politics, political
movements, scholarship, etc., is symptomatic of the fact that they are writing from a
particular French imperialist perspective that not only ignores and distorts the limitations
of the territorial distinctions that they are trying to make between the US Civil Rights
movement and Afro-Brazilian politics, but also ignores the particular positionality of
individual

scholars of color. He makes it clear that the connections he recognizes

between Brazil and the US with respect to racial subjugation are connections that
Bourdieu and Wacquant are blind towards because not only is their positionality not
neutral and universal, it is particular and limited. Hanchard debunks Bourdieu and
Wacquant’s claims that his work is hegemonic and he turns this critique towards them,
demonstrating how their positionality distorts their ability to truly understand global
Black politics.
Further, White scholars cannot be structurally reflexive about racial positionality
if they do not recognize their own identities to be racially structural ones. In the
introduction to his text, “In Search of Respect,” Philippe Bourgois says, “I was an
outsider from the larger society’s dominant class, ethnicity, and gender categories who
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was attempting to study the experience of inner-city poverty among Puerto Ricans.” Even
though he sets up potential acknowledgement of his structural identity he ultimately says
that, “scholarly self-reflection often degenerates into narcissistic celebrations of
privilege….” (Bourgois 2002). Bourgois’s disregard for his positionality not only does
not alleviate him from narcissistic writing, but it also disables his ability to “embrace his
personal indebtedness and responsibility towards other individuals” (Foley 2002: 475).
His commentary on his positionality and anthropology then shifts to a critique of
anthropology’s tradition of othering as he explains that because he is not studying at
home, he does consciously avoid exoticizing this community. After situating himself
apart from the anthropology tradition of “voyeuristic celebration” of the other, he goes on
to say that he does not avoid discussing the ugly truth about poverty and inner city
suffering because he is not afraid to make the community look bad. In essence he is
saying that he is not invested in a racial uplift narrative (which is commonly a Black
anthropological tradition), therefore, the degeneracy that he portrays is somehow more
accurate. He reifies the assumed neutrality of his Whiteness rather than considering that
perhaps his Whiteness is what enables him to fuel the culture of poverty discourse and
blinds him from recognizing that this perspective of the Puerto Rican community is a
choice not a truth.
There are a few examples of Black ethnographers studying White populations.
One particular example is Kirby Moss’s “The Color of Class.” In part, Moss’s goal is to
demonstrate that privilege is not always raced through empirically studying a poor White
population as a Black middle class man in the Midwest. He situates himself theoretically
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within a postmodern discourse on race and claims that he is concerned with “the
embedded subjective constructions of difference” rather than “boxes of essentialized
assumptions” (Moss 2003: 7). Although I theoretically diverge from Moss on his
conclusion that Whiteness is not always a privilege and that he can potentially class his
way out of racial oppression, I do see his ethnography as a clear example of how Black
subjectivity while “studying up” creates certain unavoidable obstacles or inevitabilities in
the field.
Moss claims that he is not dealing with “essentialized” subject positions and that
his goal is not to “intentionally broach the topic of race,” but ultimately, much of his
ethnography is about Blackness, his own Blackness. His role as researcher was not
received as the objective, normative scientist when engaging his subjects. Rather, he was
perceived to have a certain Black agenda. One informant tells him that her friend who
often says negative things about Black people would not be willing to talk to him. He
asks her if “he were a White researcher” would it be different? She hesitantly tells him
yes. He goes on to describe the other assumptions that are being made about his identity
as they wonder if he is a cop or a detective, but never a researcher or anthropologist. One
patron in a local bar says to him:
C’mon, man! Black people just don’t come in here. You walk in here and
on top of that want to talk to people…And most folks in here ain’t about
to believe that they are down so low that a Black person can just walk in
here and think he’s better than them…The only reason you’ve even been
able to come in here these few nights so far and not get your ass kicked
was because we were sort of curious about what you were doing. Maybe
you was a cop or something (51).
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Moss explains that as he engaged a range of Whiteness throughout, his Blackness took on
new forms and meanings, but nevertheless was always present and a major component of
the ethnographic landscape for him. Even a Black ethnographer who set out to make a
critical commentary on class oppression of White people, rather than seriously engage
race, was still forced to grapple with his structural identity, racially.
As I navigated through High Land and engaged a range of White subjects, I
realized that probably all people are invested in self-preservation, so that when White and
Asian students employ an ideological discourse that redeems them from the privileged
positions that they occupy, they are perhaps just being human. This dissertation does not
aim to demonize anyone, it merely requests that privileged individuals account for their
structural positioning and curb their day-to-day tendencies towards ideological
redemption, as this redemption comes at a cost, at least in this case, a cost to their Black
and Brown peers in FPISD.
Much like my roommate Diane, many White teachers, community members, and
students seemed to resent a Black woman researcher displaying intellectual authority
over White subjectivity. I cannot assume that entrance into communities of color for
White ethnographers is necessarily easier, but I can assert that accounting for one’s racial
structural identity is not a choice for Black scholars, as we are interrogated in the
academy and in the field. We are forced to explain away the particularity of our
Blackness that carries certain inherent political agendas and purported blind spots. There
is no choice of employing particularity in one context of our experience and universality
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in another. Ultimately, this lack of choice forces a more honest ethnographic narrative
and perhaps a more objective one.

Conclusion
Through ethnographic research in High Land, Texas, I aimed to demonstrate how White
upper class students know and learn race. I argue that these students absorbed and
developed a White epistemology of race, in part, through the curricular materials they
received in both the AP and regular US history classes. I recognized and deconstructed
this White epistemology of race by employing what I am calling a White epistemology
formation theoretical framework. Consequently, I position Whiteness and White
supremacy to be the fulcrum from which racializing practices, racial logics, and other
racisms are formed. White epistemology formation is rooted in understanding how White
people come to know race through structural and ideological means and it requires that I
explore this through consideration of the everyday activities and behaviors of actual
White bodies.

White Epistemology in the Classroom Revisited
Specifically, in my project I considered how US history textbooks, teachers’
racial beliefs and pedagogical approaches to race, and local residents’, teachers’, and
students’ attitudes towards educational and residential space solidified a White
supremacist understanding of race. I demonstrated how each of these mediums presented
a White redemptive narrative that historically and presently redeems White subjectivity
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from any culpability in racism, specifically, anti-Black racism. As I stated before, White
redemption requires a particular image of Whiteness and Blackness in order to make a
case for redistributing historical blame and claims of oppression. The images of
Whiteness that are thus created and reified are contextualized and particularized as a
means to remove a universal notion of oppressor. Whiteness becomes about class,
ethnicity, and individuality in order to universally redeem White subjectivity and offer
the identity of racist to any subjectivity, regardless of historical and structural privilege.
Blackness is constructed through a decontextualized, monolithic, and stereotypical lens
because White redemption requires the dilution of Black claims to oppression by
employing a culture of poverty discourse. Black people are articulated through age-old
tropes such as the athletic Black body and Black hypersexuality as a means to
demonstrate some level of survival that would not be consistent with a narrative of antiBlack racism, oppression, and genocide. White subjectivity is then universally
particularized and removed from structural or historical claims of privilege, and Black
subjectivity is particularly universalized as culturally degenerate and not actually that
oppressed.
This treatment of White and Black subjectivities was overwhelmingly present in
both the Advanced Placement and regular US history textbooks as stories about slavery
and the Civil Rights movement were distorted via multicultural neoliberal representations
of race and oppression. As a consequence, White students read these sections and learned
that all people were oppressed during these historical moments and, thus, were unable to
make connections between historical anti-Black racism and the racially unequal
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environment they live in today. Teachers’ lectures also reified White and Black
subjectivities in this manner with moments such as Mr. Hasek’s Middle Passage exercise
and Mrs. Walker’s staunch conservative ideas about patriotism and war and her sole
focus on the multicultural makeup of the Freedom Riders during the Civil Rights unit in
her class. I also observed the manifestation of White redemptive thinking when
Carrington students’ and teachers’ White privilege was challenged during the district
budget cuts. Teachers, students, and their parents articulated being transferred to other
Black and Brown schools as an injustice that they were suffering and politically
organized around this claim. They ignored the larger injustice of the existence of subpar
institutions within the district and focused on the oppression they were experiencing by
potentially being forced to attend those institutions. They employed a culture of poverty
argument to defend the existence and appropriateness of these institutions for Black and
Brown students, while solidifying the notion that students at Carrington were being
oppressed because they were culturally and morally different than these other
communities and did not deserve to be put in those schools. White subjectivity at
Carrington through this lens was wholly deserving of White privilege and entitlement and
was being oppressed when this privilege and entitlement were purportedly challenged.
Furthermore, I considered the immigrant discourse that many South and East
Asian students expressed in racially relevant moments. This discourse, although
somewhat different from the White redemptive narrative, was congruently entangled with
White racial epistemology. The immigrant discourse positions Whiteness and Blackness
similarly, but has an alternative conclusion in that it does not stop with the redemption of
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White subjectivity. White redemption sets up the ideological space for certain immigrant
minorities to eventually position themselves in a racialized subjectivity that operates
socially and politically more like Whiteness than Blackness. More specifically, students
from immigrant families bought into the meritocratic narrative of the American dream
that many White students invested in and articulated as a retort to issues such as welfare,
affirmative action, and even Black history month. White and Asian students alike then
employed White racial epistemological notions of Blackness. These notions redeemed
White subjectivity and positioned Asian subjectivity as the oppositional model
immigrant. White racial epistemology is employed by people of all races and goes
beyond the corporeal limitations of phenotype. Specifically, in Carrington I saw Asian
students, through the immigrant narrative, and Black students, through racialized
exceptionalism, achieve self-preservation through the employment of this type of racial
thinking.

Social Science Discourse as White Epistemology
As I attempted to construct White epistemology formation and demonstrate the
need for this framework when understanding White students and their racial beliefs, I
also wanted to show the connection between the tropes of Black and White subjectivity
that they employed in the classroom to the social science discourse that offers these
images as scientific. Social science research regularly trickles down into society’s
common sense notions of concepts like race, and education is definitely one medium
through which people absorb this information. I demonstrated this through consideration
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of anthropology’s legacy of treating White and Black subjectivities in the manner that
White redemptive narratives require. Historically, anthropology has focused on certain
Black populations and presented these populations in such a way that the Black body is
associated with athleticism, animals, nature, and primitivism in general. Tropes about
Black athleticism and hyper-sexuality clearly stem from these traditional ethnographic
works and I have shown that these tropes trickled down into the textbooks, teachers’
lectures, and students’ racial discourse.
At the time of the cultural turn in the social sciences, more studies were being
conducted on Black populations, both Western and non-Western, in order to construct a
cultural understanding of Black people. Most of these studies were done in response to
racist pseudoscience that reified notions of Black genetic inferiority. These works created
a very detailed account of impoverished Black cultural behavior divorced from the White
supremacist structural elements that put these populations in poverty in the first place.
Through research like this and the Moynihan report the culture of poverty discourse was
born. This discourse remains and I claim is utilized by students, teachers, and parents at
Carrington when constructing their White racial epistemology. White people are then
able to manipulate Black subjectivity in a manner that shifts blame from White
entitlement and privilege to Black cultural degeneracy.
Since the cultural turn some anthropologists and race scholars have encouraged a
more critical approach to studying race. The problem of race according to scholars such
as Toni Morrison, George Lipsitz, Robyn Wiegman, Barnor Hesse, Jemima Pierre, and
George Yancy, to name a few, is that race and inequality cannot be accurately portrayed
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or studied if the other side of what is occurring is left unmarked. They call for us to study
up away from Blackness and look at the authors, ethnographers, and political figures that
have contributed to an epistemological positioning on race that has always served White
redemption and Black oppression. Some of them are also promoting studying the
everyday activities of White elites who occupy wealth and privilege, while people of
color suffer structural and ideological oppressions. They are asking us to consider the
White epistemology of race. I feel that my project is contributing to this move away from
culturally deconstructing Blackness and towards a particular conversation about
Whiteness. This conversation is one that links White people’s everyday actions,
discourses, political organizing, and education to cultural tropes that they invest in and
use to construct their epistemology of race.

Can You Resist Epistemology?
One of the final questions I am left with after completing this project is can
epistemology be changed? As I explained earlier, certain ideologies and discourses are
created to reify the White epistemology of race. White people think of themselves as
central, normative, and universal. When a particular narrative or event, slavery for
example, presents itself to be about another subjectivity, Blackness, White
epistemological views of race reconfigure the narrative so that Black subjects are no
longer oppressed and White subjects are no longer culpable. Often times this
reconfiguration requires that White subjects be viewed as oppressed as to make the
narrative or event of oppression about White subjectivity instead of Black subjectivity. If
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White racial thinking will always create or utilize ideologies and discourses that enable
White subjectivity to reoccupy a position of centrality and normativity, how can progress
be made through introducing alternative curricular discourses to White students? I do not
feel that changing textbooks, teacher discourse, or Carrington residents’ ideas about
space will get rid of White racial epistemology.
I do think that education as it stands reifies certain ideologies that then solidify
White epistemological views of race for students. If students are offered alternative
discourses that work to critically deconstruct and challenge certain ideological
approaches to history, such as White Redemptive narratives, then students can, at the
very least, be aware of the epistemological tendencies that shape the way they see race. If
students are faced with critical discourse about race in history and this discourse does not
reify or solidify the epistemological view they already have, they will feel a very
productive tension. This tension will enable them to question the things they know and
the ways in which they come to know these things. Charles Hale discusses the strategy of
“occupying” and “critiquing” one’s structural positioning34 (Hale 2002). White subjects
can employ this method as well by being aware of the White supremacist ideologies,
discourses, cultural behaviors, and political organizing that naturally occurs when White
privilege is threatened or Whiteness is decentralized. Being aware of the confines of
White subjectivity and the pathologic view of race that White bodies often inherently
34 I understand Hales usage of “occupy” and “critique” to be in reference to indigenous groups in
Guatemala occupying the multicultural identity that the state gives to these groups to politically rally for
land rights and representation in the government. He of course if saying that these groups occupy these
identities that work with the State’s neoliberal multicultural view of race and they critique these identities
because the political gains articulated through these identities are often reabsorbed back into the dominant
ideology that oppresses these groups in the first place.
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acquire will at least create tension around White redemptive narratives and perhaps
ultimately eliminate them. Robyn Wiegman says that until every White person comes to
terms with “the impossibility of the anti-racist White subjectivity,” White people are
doomed to continue to reproduce White supremacy, regardless of intention (Wiegman
1999). Ultimately, it is not clear to me whether or not epistemology or the way we know
what we know about race can be changed, but the ideologies, the discourses, and the
structural and social repercussions of White racial epistemology can be interrogated and
perhaps eliminated, putting White subjects in a place of tension with their current racial
knowledge. I attempted to abandon the White racial epistemology that traditional
anthropology has employed by shifting the ethnographic gaze towards White students at
Carrington, and through questioning their curriculum and political activities. In part, with
textbook reform, emancipatory curricular supplements, and more critical teacher
education, hopefully more moments of tension can be produced in upper class White US
classrooms.
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Appendix
My Supplement to The American Pageant
This supplement is largely based on the critical analysis of the textbook materials
presented in Chapter 3. In this text I ask students to critically question the authors’ intent
when choosing to tell certain stories in a certain way. Students are encouraged and guided
towards an unearthing of a White redemptive discourse that is present throughout the
text. They are asked to critically question the ways in which Black and White subjectivity
are presented and to identify racial ideologies that create these images. Part of this
supplement introduces students to concepts such as epistemology, ideology, discourse,
race, and class,35 and asks students to connect a critical understanding of how these
concepts operate in history to how they operate in the racialized world around them
today. The supplement is shown below.

35 I recognize a critical look at gender is absent from my critique and as I work that out in my own
research I will consequently amend the textbook supplement.
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