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ABSTRACT
Utilizing discourse from college students who participated in a three-
day seminar on systemic racism, intersectionality, and white privilege, 
this study examines and critiques ideologies within college students’ 
discourse that are foundational to whiteness. Three ideological 
discourses emerged before, during, and after the seminar – Liberal 
Pluralism, Meritocracy, and “Reverse Racism.” The discourses were 
analysed using Critical Discourse Analysis and findings are presented 
from the study that include the implications of ideological discourses 
that perpetuate the pervasiveness of whiteness and white privilege. 
The paper concludes with implications for communication scholars 
and educators, most specifically those who teach intercultural 
communication.

Whiteness is a pervasive system of oppression and domination with a long stronghold in 
U.S. American culture; however, despite the pervasiveness of whiteness, it continues to be 
a relatively abstract phenomenon that is challenging to identify within everyday commu-
nicative practices (Crenshaw, 1997; Giroux, 1997; Warren, 2010). By exposing whiteness 
ideologies, and examining how they emerge within various contexts, scholars can better 
understand the ways that white domination and privilege continue. Often, within higher 
education, white privilege is reproduced through textbook and instructional content and 
authors’ perspectives to the content, featuring a preponderance of white European American 
norms for public speaking, conflict negotiation, communication in families, and managing 
organizations (Allen, 2007; Ashcraft & Allen, 2003; Martin & Nakayama, 2006). Whiteness 
and white privilege may be (re)produced in college classrooms through avoiding or gloss-
ing over issues such as systemic racism, how whiteness ideologies manifest in discourse 
and interactions, and the invisibility of white privilege to many whites. When these topics 
are specifically and thoroughly addressed in college classrooms, they are often met with 
resistance, denial, and/or scapegoating by white college students.

Scholars such as Giroux (1997), McIntosh (1988) and Warren (2010) have highlighted the 
pervasiveness of white college students’ resistance to discourses on whiteness, discourses that 
threaten white privilege, and discourses that attempt to dismantle white power and dom-
ination. Despite students’ discomfort and resistance, discussions about racism, whiteness, 
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2   A. L. PUTMAN

and white privilege must continue within college classrooms – especially in courses such 
as intercultural communication, where racial identity should be an integral component of 
the course. College students must understand and confront complex ideological issues like 
whiteness and recognize how white privilege produces inequities before they can have a 
holistic understanding of racism that moves beyond individual attitudes and behaviours.

Warren (2001b) asserts that scholars have begun to articulate the white experience by 
attempting to uncover the ways that whiteness contributes to the continuation of racism, 
so that it can no longer maintain its influence by going unquestioned, unchallenged, and 
uncritiqued. This unveiling of whiteness ideologies, specifically those that are reified through 
classroom discussions and interactions, is integral to the dismantling of hegemonic sys-
tems and structures in the United States. Frequently, when educators include readings, 
discourse, and activities about whiteness and white privilege in their classrooms, even with 
the expressed goals of interrupting and dismantling whiteness and white privilege as it 
manifests in everyday discourse and interactions, the ideological foundations of whiteness 
are reproduced and reified through students’ classroom discourse on these topics.

One potential reason for this reification of whiteness ideologies is the desire of whites, 
among others, to be seen as good people who are not racists. Johnson, Rich, and Cargile 
(2008) argue that whites, especially those who consider themselves liberals, are invested in 
their “inherent goodness and, often, moral superiority” (p. 121). The association of whiteness 
with benevolence and innocence is another reason why many whites are likely to become 
defensive and argumentative when the subject of whiteness and/or white privilege arises 
(Johnson et al., 2008). As a middle-class, heterosexual, highly-educated, able-bodied white 
woman in her forties who teaches about whiteness, I have responded to situations myself 
with defensiveness and/or injured feelings when my actions or intentions were called into 
question. Additionally, our defensiveness as white-identified individuals may come from a 
strong belief in individualism and meritocracy, whereby people are socialized to believe that 
we got to where we are and/or will get to where we want to be because of our own individual 
efforts (DiAngelo, 2010; McIntosh, 1988). Whites’ deeply-rooted beliefs in meritocracy and 
individualism are part of the foundation that supports and protects whiteness (DiAngelo, 
2010) and are frequently reinforced by educational institutions. As well, the pervasiveness 
of whiteness is enabled by ideologies of individual meritocracy and liberal pluralism in 
that persons who are positioned as marginalized also may define themselves as benefitting 
from individual hard work and having ample chance to succeed in the United States. Thus, 
whiteness ideologies may be reproduced through a general acceptance and unchallenging 
of norms, as well as through everyday discourse from a wide variety of racial positionalities.

One place where whiteness ideologies and white privilege are often not named/acknowl-
edged is the college classroom. McIntyre (1997) defines “white talk” as the talk that whites 
use to avoid or resist anti-racism and also as talk that serves to insulate white people from 
our individual and collective role(s) in perpetuating racism. In her feminist, poststructural 
critique of the politics of emotion involved in anti-racism trainings, Slocum (2009) adds 
that when some white people talk about race in a space where they are asked to think about 
white privilege and the history of racial oppression in the United States, “they feel anguished, 
torn, scared, confused, guilty” (p. 22). These reactions by whites to discussions about racism, 
whiteness, and white privilege are further reasons for communication scholars and educa-
tors to specifically and frequently address these issues within scholarship and instruction.
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Intersectionality is central to this discussion since all whites do not experience privilege 
in the same way, or at similar levels. Scholars who study race, ethnicity, and gender utilize 
the concept of intersectionality to acknowledge that one identity position does not work 
without the other (i.e. Collins, 1998; Thompson & Collier, 2006). For example, a person 
can identify as black, Jamaican, male, and gay, and each of these identity positions works 
together to privilege and oppress at the same time and at varying levels. Collins (1998) 
contends that race, class, gender, and nation should not be examined as separate systems 
of oppression, but rather should be thought of as mutually constructing one another. An 
analysis such as this one must acknowledge the complexity of privilege and be wary of the 
slippery slope that can occur when one essentializes all whites and fails to recognize the 
multiple identifications present for each individual. For example, poor whites who come 
from generations of family poverty, lack post-secondary education, and who do not have 
health care insurance do not share the same levels of privilege as upper-class whites who 
come from generations of wealth and higher education, hold college or graduate degrees, 
and who have free or low-cost health care insurance through their jobs. Additionally, bell 
hooks (1981) describes intersecting social positions and how they work together to pro-
duce multiple levels of oppression (and sometimes, privilege). In her case, she experiences 
“triple jeopardy” by being black, female, and lesbian. Also, these multiple positions become 
important in that they establish relations of difference; these relations between group posi-
tions then act to produce status hierarchies, which often correspond to levels of privilege 
(Collier, 2013).

Communication educators and scholars must continue to focus more attention in our 
scholarship and in our classrooms on the complexities of whiteness ideologies, including 
how they dominate public spaces, their interwovenness within systems and structures, and 
the everyday ways that individuals and communities cement the realities of white struc-
tures and privilege through reproducing discourses and reifying ideologies that valorise 
whiteness (Avant-Mier & Hasian, 2002). Cooks (2003) argues that “pedagogies that speak 
to whiteness, that foreground the ways that structures of racial categorization always point 
away from White as a referent are much needed in communication education” (p. 246). 
With these issues in mind, this study attempts to contribute to the growing literature on 
whiteness in the context of college students’ ideological discourse during classroom discus-
sions about systemic racism, whiteness, and white privilege. The guiding question for the 
study was, what can be learned about the discursive forms and functions of whiteness and 
other ideologies offered by college students before, during, and after their participation in 
a three-day intensive seminar on racism and white privilege?

As a white scholar studying whiteness, it is essential to acknowledge my positionality 
and privilege as an educator and communication scholar who engages in the process of 
conducting research. I acknowledge that my privilege affects the way that I interact in the 
world, the way that I teach, and the way that I approach my research. I also acknowledge 
that my positionalities allow me to engage in research on whiteness without fear that my 
ability to speak on this topic will be questioned or silenced. Furthermore, as a critical white 
scholar, I should never feel that I have completely “figured out” whiteness and no longer 
need to explore, dig deeper, and push myself further to make sense of my own complicit 
role in the perpetuation of whiteness and systems of oppression.
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4   A. L. PUTMAN

Whiteness as Ideology

Ideologies are discursively produced and act to situate groups into relationships and hier-
archies and reify standards and norms (Fairclough, 2001). Additionally, ideologies are 
used to account for individuals’ success through discourses of individualism and meri-
tocracy. Althusser (1971, 1984) argues that ideology interpellates individuals as subjects. 
Interpellation is a form of hailing one into a subject location and status positioning. He states 
that individuals practice the rituals of ideological recognition, and this ensures that they are 
concrete, individual, distinguishable, and irreplaceable subjects. To take this a step further, 
Bonilla-Silva (2003) asserts that humans are interpellated as racial subjects and that racial 
ideology is the medium through which racial life is secured. This occurs through arguments 
that are utilized, often by whites, to account for racial inequality or the racial status quo.

Ideology represents the imagined relations between racial groups; group members are 
socialized and interpellated to positions through ideologies such as liberal pluralism and 
meritocracy. These ideologies reproduce status hierarchies, power relations, and norms, 
which all have material consequences. For example, discourses evidencing whiteness can 
include “I achieved this position because of my hard work,” “They (Latinos, blacks, immi-
grants, etc.) act like that because of their culture,” and “They would rather live on welfare 
than work” (Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Johnson, 2001). Althusser (1971) points out that individ-
uals often deny the ideological fields in which they live, and often say that they are “outside 
ideology” due to an orientation of individualism and individual agency.

Fairclough (2001) contends that ideologies are tied to action and can be evaluated in 
terms of their social effects. They are located in language or discourse, are discursively con-
stituted, and are found within structures and events. For instance, the ideological belief in 
liberal pluralism, that everyone has an equal opportunity in the United States and has the 
same chance to be successful, is one that supports whiteness. This ideology is reproduced 
through political and social discourse, through institutions like higher education policies 
and norms, and through organizations like local governments. Since Fairclough posits that 
discourse is ideological, he argues that a critical analysis of discourse is the best way to reveal 
ideological structures and how they are reproduced. Therefore, in this study I analysed the 
discourse of a group of college undergraduates in order to reveal how they construct and 
reproduce ideological structures connected to whiteness.

Hall (1996) contends that some ideologies, such as those related to whiteness, work 
effectively because people are unaware of them, are unaware of the fact that their statements 
are underpinned by them, and can justify their views and relations based on “individual 
values” such as hard work. They are reproduced widely when statements seem to reflect “just 
how things are,” which connects directly to this study through the vast amount of research 
that highlights the pervasive nature of whiteness as the un-interrogated norm by which 
people are judged and expected to live. My approach to ideology is in line with those of 
Fairclough and Hall in that I believe ideologies are located within language and discourse, 
are discursively constituted, are utilized by social groups to make sense of and define how 
society works, are found within larger structures and events, are widely circulated through 
statements about the way things are and, thus, often go unquestioned.

Whiteness is an integral construct in this study because of its taken-for-granted status 
as the un-interrogated norm for U.S. Americans. Whiteness is a racial ideology that is sup-
ported by a strong belief in individualism (DiAngelo, 2010) and meritocracy. Foundational 
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ideologies, institutional policies, and political discourses in the United States encourage 
citizens (especially whites) to think that the world starts and ends with individuals – that 
everything happens because of something individuals feel, think, do, and intend (Johnson, 
2001). Whiteness is a particular racial ideology that is privileged, normalized, deified, invis-
ible, and “raceless” (Johnson, 2001; Miller & Harris, 2005; Wildman, 2005). This means 
that whiteness sets the standard for what is considered normal or appropriate and that it is 
often rendered invisible due to the infrequency in which it is explicitly named, described 
and analysed. Furthermore, because whiteness is supported by ideals like individualism and 
meritocracy, it becomes less about race and more about working hard and everyone having 
an equal opportunity (regardless of historic oppressions and racial inequities).

Warren (2001a) suggests that when one sees whiteness as communicative interaction, as 
a process of making and remaking, that we would then be able to see how the production 
and maintenance of whiteness plays out in our everyday lives. His suggestion is directly con-
nected to the goals and aims of this study and to the way in which I approach whiteness as a 
racial ideology that places white superiority as the standard by which all people’s behaviours 
are judged and norms are derived and that is produced and reproduced through everyday 
discourse and interactions. Whiteness is also reified, according to Cooks (2003), through 
rhetorical strategies that many people employ in order to construct and maintain white 
dominance. Research that critically examines whiteness is important because whiteness 
continues to remain hidden, and those who benefit from it can avoid any recognition of the 
everyday social and cultural relations that continue to provide them systemic advantages 
based on their ability to identify, or be identified, as white (Shome, 2000). Wise (2008) 
argues that for those who are white, whiteness simply is; it becomes for whites the unspoken, 
un-interrogated norm that is often taken for granted. I define whiteness here as a racial 
ideology that places white superiority as the standard by which all people’s behaviours are 
judged and norms derived. Regardless of varying race, ethnic, class, and gendered locations, 
whiteness is an ideological field that is continually negotiated, but also perpetuated, and, 
therefore, pervasive.

Method

Seminar Design and Procedures

I created a set of learning outcomes and designed a curriculum that focuses on the develop-
ment of a stronger understanding of systemic racism, intersectionality, and white privilege, 
as well as on skill acquisition for confronting and disrupting instances of systemic racism 
and white privilege in a variety of contexts. Achievement of the learning outcomes was 
accomplished through an intensive three-day seminar attended by a group of undergrad-
uates over an entire weekend. I chose to create this seminar for multiple reasons; first, I 
often find that when topics such as racism and whiteness are discussed or addressed in the 
classroom, the discussions and/or activity de-briefs merely scratch the surface, typically 
due to time constraints or long lapses in time between class meetings. Second, in a typical 
undergraduate intercultural communication class, I rarely have the time or opportunity to 
thoroughly teach students about affinity/caucus groups, nor am I able to have them breakout 
into discussion groups by race, due to spatial constraints and an inability to provide the 
students of colour with appropriate support.
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6   A. L. PUTMAN

I co-facilitated the seminar with my partner and colleague who is a highly-educated 
black man and has taught history and computer science at independent schools for fifteen 
years, in addition to his experiences facilitating affinity groups. I chose him to co-facilitate 
because I believe that a seminar that deals specifically with racism and whiteness should be 
led by a white person and a person of colour so that the facilitators can model interracial 
conversations about whiteness and privilege and share their own first-hand experiences 
about being positioned differently within structures and systems that privilege some and 
oppress others. I acknowledge here that the students’ discourse may have been impacted 
by the racial identities of the facilitators (participants may have censored or altered their 
comments in response to the facilitators’ identities and/or interracial dialogue) as well as by 
the previous relationship I had as professor to many of the participants. As Harris (2003) 
points out in her work on teaching interracial communication courses, creating a safe space 
for students to feel empowered to disclose freely, especially when discussing abstract topics 
like race and racism, is a daunting task; thus, in order to address the aforementioned chal-
lenges, we worked as a group on the first night to set group norms for the seminar, and I 
also ensured that much of the data collection would be done via recordings of small group 
discussions without the presence of the facilitators.

When designing the seminar, I used a scaffolding approach in that the students would 
first spend time defining, contextualizing, and understanding systemic racism, white privi-
lege, and intersectionality before moving into critiquing and confronting racism and white 
privilege in a variety of contexts, and then finally co-constructing plans to confront and 
interrupt racism and white privilege in their local communities. Participants were given 
opportunities to engage all three learning styles (visual, auditory, kinesthetic) throughout 
the seminar. The first segment of the seminar was focused on a greater understanding of 
the creation and perpetuation of white domination throughout the history of the United 
States. It included a brief overview of the historical events that led to white becoming a 
racial category in the United States, as well as its establishment as a position of superiority. 
The second segment of the seminar focused on defining systemic racism and identifying 
institutions that perpetuate systemic racism within the United States (i.e. the legal system, 
education, media, etc.). The third segment involved defining and understanding intersec-
tionality and white privilege and the fourth segment asked students to be able to recognize 
the pervasiveness of white privilege in a variety of contexts, including local news coverage 
and conversational dialogue. The fifth segment focused on identifying consequences of white 
privilege for whites and people of colour in a variety of settings. The sixth segment moved 
toward behavioural changes and involved role-play scenarios where students engaged in 
challenging one-on-one situations that called upon them to use previously learned knowl-
edge and skills to confront perpetrators of racism and white privilege. The final segment 
of the seminar focused on the development of action plans for individuals and groups 
once the seminar was over. Throughout each segment of the seminar, a variety of teaching 
methods were employed: readings, documentaries, hands-on activities, assorted video clips, 
small and large group discussions, role-playing, and case study analysis. One week before 
the seminar, students read McIntosh’s (1988) Packing the Invisible Knapsack paper for an 
overview of privilege, specifically white privilege. They also read an article by Patricia Hill 
Collins (1998) on intersections of gender, race, and nation and a reading from Audrey 
Lorde (1980), Age, Race, Class, and Sex, offered students another in-depth explanation of 
intersectionality and its’ multiple functions.
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Upon completion of the seminar, I assembled the participants’ discourse from a pre-sem-
inar survey (taken one month before the seminar with 100% completion), mini-surveys 
taken throughout the seminar, audio and videotaped discussions and activities from the 
seminar, and a post-seminar survey (taken one month after the seminar with 100% com-
pletion). I utilized the pre- and post-seminar survey data to supplement my analysis of the 
discourse throughout the seminar and as a means of tracking students’ discourse as they 
engaged in the entire process. The data analysed within this study includes all written and 
spoken discourse before, during, and after the seminar that was deemed to be ideological in 
nature. The ultimate goal of this research is to offer stronger understanding and critique of 
how ideological discourses that are foundational to whiteness are constructed, perpetuated, 
and/or reified through college student talk.

Participants

After receiving Institutional Review Board approval, I recruited 12 undergraduate students 
to participate in the seminar from a large U.S. public university that is located within an 
urban area where the largest racial group is Hispanic, with the second-largest being white. 
I identified the participants based upon my course rosters for the three years that I taught 
undergraduate courses at the university. I chose to use former students for this research 
project for several reasons. First, participation in the project was voluntary and required a 
significant time commitment on behalf of the students. I realized I was much more likely 
to garner interest and willingness from students with whom I had developed a previous 
relationship. Second, since the seminar has a communication focus, and students’ feedback 
about the communication concepts could be helpful, having participants who have taken 
at least one undergraduate communication course before participating in the seminar was 
appropriate. Third, many of the former students who took my upper-division Intercultural 
Communication course expressed a considerable interest in learning more about white 
privilege when we covered it during the course.

The total number of undergraduate students I taught over the three years is 396. I com-
piled the students’ names and email addresses into a list and sent the entire group an email 
that described my research project, explained the tentative timeline, and informed stu-
dents that participation would require a commitment to participate in all three days of the 
seminar during late summer. I requested that students email me if they were interested in 
participating, and from that email I received 24 responses. When provided with additional 
details, 17 expressed both an interest and willingness to participate. Of those 17, eight made 
the commitment to attend the seminar and four of the participants invited a friend of theirs 
to join as participants, making the total number of participants in the pilot seminar 12. 
They were offered no incentive to participate beyond learning and engagement outside of 
a traditional classroom, and the seminar took place during the summer when the students 
were not enrolled in other courses.

Of the 12 seminar participants, seven identified as men and five as women. When asked 
to identify their race(s) on the pre-seminar survey, I received the following responses: 
five said “White,” one said “Caucasian,” one said “Human,” two said “Hispanic,” one said 
“Spanish,” one said “Black,” and one said “White, black.” Participants were also asked how 
they would describe their socio-economic status while growing up, and their responses 
included poor, working poor, working class, lower class, lower-middle class, low-income 
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8   A. L. PUTMAN

farmers, and middle class. The ages of the students were widely varied, with an age range 
of 21–61; three students were in the 20–25 age group, two in the 26–30 group, two in the 
31–35 group, two in the 36–50 group, and three in the 51-and-up group. A full breakdown 
of participants’ identities and chosen affinity groups is found within Table 1.

Critical Discourse Analysis

The term discourse is frequently used in a variety of ways, including meaning-making as a 
part of the social process, the language that is associated with a particular field or practice, 
and as a way of viewing the world from a particular social perspective (Fairclough, 2009). 
Fairclough (1992, 2001, 2009) theorizes discourse in three different ways; he considers dis-
course to be language as social practice, he theorizes discourse as a specific way of speaking 
which gives meaning to experiences from a particular perspective, and he theorizes dis-
course as a specific type of language within a particular field. In relation to this particular 
study, I approach discourse as the ways in which people use language to signify meaning and 
interact with one another from their own social and historical perspectives, in combination 
with what their talk produces in the way of sociocultural practices (such as ideologies).

To address my research question, “what can be learned about the discursive forms and 
functions of whiteness and other ideologies offered by college students before, during, and 
after their participation in a three-day intensive seminar on racism and white privilege?” I 
conducted a close textual analysis of students’ discourse throughout their entire participa-
tion in the seminar process. Discourse can take many forms and serve a variety of functions; 
it can be understood as “a complex bundle of simultaneous and sequential interrelated lin-
guistic acts” (Wodak, 2005a, p. 66) wherein the form and style of discourse can be controlled 
through linguistic acts like re-wording, back-tracking, and grammatical changes (Ajiboye, 
2013). I employed several of the tenets of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to guide an 
analysis of the students’ discourse from before, during, and after the seminar. The main goal 

Table 1. Participant demographics.

*Indicates self-identified identity positions.

Pseudonym Race* Ethnicity* Age range
Socio-economic 

status*
Chosen affinity 

group
Benjamin human american, asian, rus-

sian, swedish, Irish, 
German, Israeli, 
Jewish, Portuguese, 
mexican, hispanic, 
spanish, american

26–30 middle class White

Danielle caucasian european 26–30 lower class (below 
working class)

White

Deborah hispanic latino 51 & up lower middle class People of colour
elizabeth White left blank 20–25 middle class White
frank spanish White 36–50 Poor People of colour
Justin hispanic hispanic 20–25 lower middle class People of colour
Kate White, black White american 20–25 middle class White
luis White hispanic 31–35 middle income People of colour
nancy White hispanic 51 & up Working class White
Paul White american 31–35 middle class White
samuel Black Italian, native ameri-

can (Blackfoot), and 
african

36–50 Working poor People of colour

steven White sailor 51 & up low-income farmers White
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of Fairclough’s (1992) method of CDA is to analyse power relations that are discursively 
produced and offer critique to inform social change. Wodak (2005b) argues that for CDA, 
ideology is “seen as an important aspect of establishing and maintaining unequal power 
relations” (p. 10). The aim and focus of the method is explanatory critique – to explain and 
critique a social problem as a means of rectifying injustice and inequity.

Fairclough’s approach involves a series of steps. First, I focused on the ideational level of 
discourse and looked for negotiated constructions of racism, intersectionality and white 
privilege. Next, to analyse discursive practice, I looked at the subject positioning of partic-
ipants and who was speaking about whom and what, including describing contextual and 
structural factors such as histories or current events that were mentioned or implicated. 
Looking at subject positions and status hierarchies that were being constructed gave me the 
opportunity to point to what was being accomplished by the discourses. I then turned my 
attention to what Fairclough (1992) calls social practice. I looked for ideologies that were 
explicit and consistent with past research, such as meritocracy. I also looked for implicated 
ideologies in that I reviewed who was speaking, what status hierarchies had been constituted, 
and what claims or relations were being advanced, to point to complex ideologies such as 
whiteness. Finally, I looked across the discourses to identify interdiscursivity, to under-
stand how histories, changing laws, media events, and the participants’ discourses worked 
together and in contradiction to reify or contest the ideologies I identified. Understanding 
how interdiscursivity reproduced and questioned the current social order (i.e. whiteness 
as pervasive and white privilege producing inequities and unjust treatment for particular 
groups) was a final goal.

When utilizing a critical qualitative method, in this case CDA, the classical quantitative 
concepts of validity and reliability must be modified (Meyer, 2005). Wodak recommends 
using triangulation procedures to ensure validity; her approach is theoretical in nature and 
focuses on context, accounting for immediate language or text, intertextual or interdiscur-
sive relationships, the social/institutional frames of a context of situation, and the broader 
socio-political and historical contexts (Wodak, 2005a). In an effort to ensure validity of the 
results, I employed triangulation procedures by utilizing a variety of methods for collecting 
data (discourse), participant checking my initial findings with seminar participants as well 
as my co-facilitator, and also by constantly moving between the multiple layers and levels 
of text as outlined above by Fairclough and Wodak.

Results

Discourses of Meritocracy and Liberal Pluralism

The origin of the United States as a nation was built on a strong foundation that is centred 
on individualism and meritocracy (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; DiAngelo, 2010). From a young 
age, U.S. Americans are socialized to believe strongly in these ideologies through the grand 
narrative of the American Dream (Johnson et al., 2008). Discourses such as, “If one works 
hard, s/he can achieve success” (also known as the Horatio Alger myth) and “Everyone 
has an equal opportunity to succeed in this country” (liberal pluralism) are foundational 
premises across a multitude of contexts throughout the United States. It is this foundation 
that many whites are socialized to value and protect through the perpetuation of discourses 
found in institutional systems like education, law, politics, and media, as well as in the home.
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10   A. L. PUTMAN

McIntosh (1988) claims that the notion of meritocracy is a myth and Warren (2010) 
argues that

the myth of meritocracy, an illusion that assumes that what we get in life we get because we 
earn it, is like magic, spinning a tale that works to reproduce the status of power, rather than 
remark on how we actually get to where we are in life. (p. 453)

The myth is influential because this description of the way things work is the way people 
would like the world to be – that what people have or do not have, their success or lack 
thereof, is a result of their work ethic, not because of some system that advantages some and 
disadvantages others (Warren, 2010). In the United States, the myth of meritocracy is some-
thing we are socialized to believe in and it is reproduced through multiple discourses such 
that we can become convinced that it is just how things work for everyone throughout the 
country. I link meritocracy and liberal pluralism together because they both contain a focus 
on rewarding individuals and an emphasis on the values of independence and self-reliance 
that can lead to success in the United States. Both of these ideologies are frequently utilized 
to explain the successes and failures of individuals and social groups and are foundational 
to whiteness and white privilege.

There were minimal instances in participants’ discourse during the seminar where the 
ideologies of meritocracy and liberal pluralism were explicitly utilized to make an argument 
or to defend a participant’s position. This might be expected, given that these ideologies are 
naturalized and taken-for-granted; thus, the perpetuation of these ideologies was masked in 
students’ assertions about “how things are.” In the few occurrences where these ideologies 
were clearly endorsed through discourse, some participants challenged the comments and 
contested the ideologies. One example occurred during a large group discussion when two 
participants made broad generalizations about people on welfare – utilizing the ideology of 
meritocracy – as evidence that some people do not want to work hard, would rather live off 
the government, and were “taking advantage” of this system. Danielle,1 a participant who 
grew up on welfare, challenged the claims made by Deborah and Nancy:

Deborah (Hispanic, 51 & up):  Yea, there’s the people on welfare that just say, “why should I 
work, why should I improve myself when I get free money?”

Danielle (Caucasian, 26–30):  Can I just say that people who say that people on welfare just 
go and get on welfare because they don’t want to work – they’ve 
probably never been on welfare, because that is not how it 
works. You don’t have enough to cover yourself for a month, 
you’re trying to sell food stamps to make enough money for 
rent, you have to go beg for utilities. It’s not a great program, 
it’s not like “oh I’m just gonna sit on my couch and watch TV.”

Nancy (white, 51 & up):  But to be honest, but, maybe it’s just where I live, I came from the 
east coast. I know a lot of Hispanic families, that they have 3, 4, 5 
kids because the more kids they have, the more services they get.

[Facilitator B]:  But what’s the structure for Hispanic families?

Nancy:  No, but a lot of them have boyfriends that live with them but they are not claiming 
them. Because people learn how to …[People jump in, start talking over each other, 
and challenge Nancy’s assertions]

Nancy:  But it is one of the consequences [of whiteness] because it creates a multigenerational 
problem sometimes, not in every situation, because we do need to have these social 
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networks to help people, but … if you find an open back door, you’re going to go 
through that door, you’re not going to go through the front door.

Several other participants challenged Nancy’s claims about welfare and those who utilize 
welfare. She would not acquiesce and kept repeating her claims regardless of the counter 
examples others provided. She was the only participant who explicitly defended her strong 
belief in individual meritocracy multiple times throughout the seminar, and when asked 
why she was so certain that meritocracy exists, she stated, “Because it happens. It happens 
all the time for immigrants who came to this country with nothing and are achieving and 
successful.” When Nancy offered an example to support the ideology of meritocracy, it was 
of “someone she knows” – in this case, a family member who came to this country as an 
immigrant and, in her opinion, achieved success completely on her/his own merits (employ-
ing both discourses of meritocracy and liberal pluralism). Since ideologies are chains of 
meanings and are reinforced through histories and multiple forms of discourse, Nancy’s 
comments reproduce what she has been taught and socialized to defend.

Nancy’s identities are also connected to her reproduction of whiteness ideologies. Identity 
negotiation is a complex process that is ideologically driven, especially when race and 
ethnicity are concerned. Throughout the seminar, I noticed times when Nancy positioned 
herself as white in discussions, as well as times when she positioned herself as a woman of 
colour who faces multiple forms of discrimination as a Cuban American. Nancy’s parents 
immigrated to the United States from Cuba and she is a first-generation Cuban American. 
She chose to participate in the affinity group for people who identify as white, but several 
times during the weekend she made comments in which she positioned herself as a person 
of colour. For example, during her group’s discussion about the film Color of Fear, while 
speaking about the problems that David (one of the white men in the video) had in recog-
nizing systemic racism and oppression, she made the following comment:

I also noticed where it was David, right? I felt kind of uncomfortable that he was the whipping 
boy. I saw that with him, that since I guess in the middle of the privilege, and the institutional 
racism, and how it is set up, you kind of have an amnesia toward that, so it makes it easy for 
white people to say “hey why can’t these people just lift themselves up by their bootstraps? 
What’s wrong with them? This country is made so that the self-made man can make something 
of themselves,” so they [white people] get this amnesia.

In this example, Nancy first recognizes that “you kind of have an amnesia,” but it is 
unclear who she is referring to as “you” in her comments. She then distances herself from 
whites, by saying it’s “easy for white people” to talk about pulling themselves up by the 
bootstraps, “so they get this amnesia.” On her pre-seminar survey, when asked to identify 
two consequences of white privilege for those who can be identified as white, she answered: 
“Whites not being admitted into a college due to Affirmative Action. A white contractor 
not receiving a federal contract due to not being a minority.” These examples illustrate a 
level of ambivalence that Billig et al. (1988) discuss as prevalent when one is referencing 
contradictory viewpoints that are ideological in nature. At one point, Nancy aligns herself 
with whites and recognizes the tendency for historical amnesia regarding institutional rac-
ism and privilege. Then, in the next sentence, she uses “they” to distance herself from both 
the group and the amnesia. In her survey responses and seminar discourse, she describes 
Affirmative Action as impacting whites’ opportunities negatively on the one hand, then 
later offers a critique of whites who utilize the bootstrap analogy to advance their own ideas 
of individual meritocracy, and then finally moves to distance herself from all whites who 
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12   A. L. PUTMAN

mistakenly argue that the U.S. offers opportunities for “self-made men” to advance while 
forgetting about systemic racism. Through her own comments, Nancy offers both support 
and critique of individual meritocracy, which is an example of ambivalence; this further 
illustrates that ideological endorsements are often contradictory and are related to complex 
subject positions and relations between groups.

At another point in the seminar, during a small group discussion, meritocracy was explic-
itly named:

Danielle (Caucasian, 26–30):  I wanted to bring up something that we talked about yesterday, 
that word meritocracy. That’s like the belief in the American 
dream and we talked yesterday about how it’s kind of an illu-
sion, especially for minorities …

Paul (white, 31–35):  Meritocracy?

Danielle:  Mmm hmmm … especially for minorities because it’s not acknowledging the power 
that the system holds over minority groups by whites.

Paul:  So the white privilege there is … what?

Deborah (Hispanic, 51 & up):  The belief in meritocracy, pretty much. That anybody can be 
anything …

Paul:  Or that meritocracy actually works for whites …?

Danielle:  That whites believe that meritocracy works for everyone equally. That’s a white 
privilege.

Paul:  Oh, okay … for everyone? Hmmm …

In this example, Danielle recalled our earlier discussion about meritocracy and how it 
often works to support and perpetuate whiteness and white privilege. To provide context, 
Paul was questioning whether a belief in meritocracy could actually be an example of white 
privilege, as his other group members had previously claimed. He spent much of the small 
group discussion on the film Color of Fear negating or questioning what other participants 
were saying and also defending David, because Paul argued that David was unfairly attacked 
for something he did not understand (racism). At one point Paul stated, “But that’s why I say, 
go back to the white privilege … whites aren’t exposed to racism. So, when you hear a story 
like that, [David] really is like, ‘Really? That happens?’ Cuz he has no clue.” Paul’s reluctance 
to accept that individual meritocracy is linked to white privilege and his frequent defence 
of David (which in many ways was a defence of his own views and experiences) connects to 
the aforementioned research on white college students’ defensiveness and resistance when 
racism and whiteness are explicitly discussed.

Paul, a white-identified middle-class man, and Elizabeth, a white-identified middle-class 
woman, both articulated strong support of meritocracy before and during the seminar. 
They both asserted their belief that equality does exist at this point in United States’ his-
tory through their pre-seminar surveys and their comments throughout the beginning of 
the seminar. Analysis of their post-seminar surveys showed movement in their discourse 
and an acknowledgement of their own participation in the circulation and perpetuation 
of individualistic and meritocratic views. For example, when participants were asked what 
was the most important information they gained through the seminar, each offered the 
following responses:
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Paul:  I am now concerned with how much of my life that I know was helped by/resulted from 
white privilege. I felt like I earned my way and was not given any special advantage. 
After this seminar, however, I now question that, and I am disturbed by the possible 
answers. I almost feel cheated, which is ridiculous but true. So, I now find myself in a 
very weird place and I have not adjusted to my new awareness.

Elizabeth:  I feel as though I still need some personal time to think about everything that 
was discussed and move past obstacles of sensitivity. I learned to be self-aware. I 
learned that my sad story might not be equivalent to other people’s life histories, 
and even though every human being has dealt with struggles, it will be greatly 
beneficial for me to be humble toward those that start off in a different position 
than I do. I feel very comfortable discussing these topics. Before the seminar, if 
these topics were being discussed I was always very quiet because professors had 
made me feel that I had an unhelpful viewpoint as a well-off, white woman. So, I 
was always terrified that if I spoke up, someone would say that I was privileged. 
Now the word privileged is something I somewhat own and admit that there is 
most likely some truth in it, but as an individual white woman, I am willing to 
interrupt. I still question how I am supposed to feel at this point. A lot of the 
conversation made me feel guilty and unhappy about myself which I don’t believe 
is something any human being should feel regardless if they are privileged or not.

The above responses demonstrate the possibility that if college students are repetitively 
exposed to readings, films, discussions, and activities that contain evidence that meritoc-
racy and liberal pluralism work to perpetuate whiteness and the privileges that are afforded 
mostly to whites, they may begin to question the validity of these ideologies and examine 
their own complicit participation in the perpetuation of these ideologies.

Discourses of “Reverse Racism”

Another ideological discourse that emerged at various points throughout the seminar is that 
of “reverse racism.” I use quotation marks when referring to this ideology because it is both 
highly contested and fundamentally problematic. Norton and Sommers (2011) surveyed 
417 black and white U.S. Americans and asked them to rate their beliefs regarding whites 
and blacks as targets of racial discrimination from the 1950s through the 2000s. Within 
their findings, they discuss a growing belief among whites that whites have replaced blacks 
as the principal victims of discrimination. They refer to this belief in the prevalence of anti-
white bias as a “zero-sum game” where “less against you means more against me” (p. 215). 
McIntyre (1997) describes this zero-sum game as “If they gain, we lose;” in other words, 
many whites state that if things were to become more equitable for people of colour, then 
whites would have to “lose something” (p. 57). Analysis of participants’ discourse revealed 
similar concerns among some of the white participants that programs like Affirmative 
Action and an increasing emphasis on diversity by multiple organizations may also translate 
into discrimination against whites, or one group “having” and the other group “not having.” 
This creates an us-versus-them logic that positions the interests of groups in opposition to 
or competition with one another.

One of the first times this ideology came to light was on the pre-seminar survey when 
participants were asked to name two consequences of white privilege for those who are iden-
tified as white. Elizabeth (white, 20–25, middle class) gave the response: “The assumption 
that every single white person has taken advantage of white privilege. An overcompensation 
to avoid white privilege, even in settings that it does not exist, thus denying white people 
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14   A. L. PUTMAN

equal opportunity, as well.” While “reverse racism” was not explicitly named in this example, 
it is implied. There are several implications within discourse like Elizabeth’s. First, emphasis 
is placed upon “the assumption” that whites can “take advantage” of white privilege, and the 
implied assumption that many do not. As Johnson (2001) points out, privileges are afforded 
to whites whether they desire those privileges or not, so there is no choice involved; all who 
are read as white are advantaged by white privilege. This advantage can be compounded 
with additional unearned advantages when other forms of privilege are also present, such 
as those based on being read as male, heterosexual, European American, a U.S. citizen, 
Christian, and middle or upper class.

Second, Elizabeth describes “overcompensating to avoid white privilege – even in settings 
that it does not exist” – which functions to “deny whites equal opportunity.” Based on her 
discourse during the seminar, this comment likely refers to Affirmative Action and its use in 
situations where this participant stated that “white privilege does not exist.” She also asserts 
that this unwarranted overcompensation functions to deny equal opportunity for whites. 
Elizabeth shared during the seminar her frustrations regarding scholarships where she was 
eliminated from consideration due to being white as well as university applications where she 
believed her whiteness was an unfair advantage. This is the crux of “reverse racism.” When 
whites argue that their rights have somehow been trampled upon, or that someone else is 
being given a leg up over whites, for some, the reaction is to claim that this is an example 
of “reverse racism” and to point out how unfair the situation is (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). This 
emphasis on fairness is a foundational principle of liberal pluralism, as well, and works to 
reify whiteness by privileging the status position of whites.

Another time that “reverse racism” came up was during an activity to discuss the con-
sequences of white privilege. The participants had organized themselves into small groups 
and were working together to create lists of consequences of white privilege for whites and 
for people of colour. At one point during the activity, I looked over at one of the sheets of 
paper on the wall and saw “reverse racism” written as a consequence for whites, but then 
a line was drawn through the word racism and it was replaced with “discrimination.” This 
group was comprised of three men of colour and one white woman. I waited until the 
large group discussion to ask the group to explain their inclusion of “reverse racism.” The 
following is their response:

Frank (Spanish, 36–50):  We looked at our definition in this setting, in this seminar, our 
definition of racism, um, and it didn’t fit, so we had to flip it over to 
discrimination, so that’s why the line is through it, for the purpose of 
this, but everywhere else I’m pretty sure that you can say the reverse 
racism thing and it would be understood as to what we’re talking 
about with this being put here. I don’t want to bring up the case 
in Texas right now, but we all know where the white kid, because 
they had a quota of Hispanic students that they had to have in their 
program, was not accepted, even though they had all the criteria 
met, it had to go to an underrepresented student, rather than the 
white guy that had everything.

Elizabeth (White, 20–25):  Well I’m kind of the one that brought that up and I wasn’t neces-
sarily thinking of that case. In my life, I strive to have the mind-
set where you be happy for everyone, regardless of what they’re 
getting and what you’re not getting. But I think that what comes 
to my mind when I mention [reverse racism] is when I go on the 
university website and there’s a long, long page of scholarships that 
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you can apply to, but you have to be Hispanic, so I wish that like, 
when I think of that I think of like the application process, like 
whether you receive something or not isn’t the issue, it’s whether 
you can apply or not is the point. Like there’s just a long, long list 
of stuff that whites can’t apply to. When I bring this up, there’s no 
part of me that thinks this should necessarily change, it’s just a 
feeling I get. But like I’m the person who would sit there and write 
like a million essays just to apply to stuff, but it sucks that you can’t. 
But there’s no part of me that thinks it should necessarily change.

Comments like these represent the conflicting viewpoints that participants who spoke of 
“reverse racism” had about this ideology. It also references the way speakers control dis-
course with grammatical changes or back-tracking to serve particular functions (Ajiboye, 
2013). This is evidenced by the change in language from “reverse racism” to “reverse dis-
crimination” and by Elizabeth’s frustration with the long list of scholarships that whites 
cannot apply to, but then her statement that “there’s no part of me that thinks it should 
necessarily change.” The white participants who argued that “reverse racism” is indeed a 
form of discrimination against whites often did not view programs like Affirmative Action 
as an attempt to level the playing field, or as a means of getting everyone to start from the 
same starting line; instead, they argued that “two wrongs do not make a right,” so punish-
ing whites today for discrimination that happened in the past is not fair to white people. 
Fish (1993) argues that “reverse racism” is only a cogent description of Affirmative Action 
“if one considers the cancer of racism to be morally and medically indistinguishable from 
the therapy we apply to it” (p. 13). In other words, to refer to Affirmative Action programs 
as reverse racism is to view chemotherapy as equally destructive as is cancer. This is the 
nature of ideologies; they are perpetuated through situated discourse and actions and are 
often accepted as the standard or norm. When white participants used the term “reverse 
racism,” there was an implication of co-opting racism and reframing it as applicable to 
their own subject positions. Hence, the comparison between the system of racism that 
has been present in the United States for centuries that subjugated and oppressed people 
of colour, and the perceived mistreatment or exclusion of whites from jobs, schools, and/
or scholarships should be continuously and vocally problematized and contextualized in 
classroom discourse.

Interdiscursivity and Ideologies

As described earlier, ideologies emerge and are reinforced through intertextual chains and 
interdiscursivity as well as contexts that include material conditions, embodied perfor-
mances of race and other subject positions, and structures such as institutional policies and 
media representations (Fairclough, 2001, 2009). When looking across each of the ideolog-
ical discourses, other patterns emerged in relation to participants’ subject positions. The 
discourse showed that white participants who grew up poor or working class invoked indi-
vidualism and meritocracy more frequently than other participants, and white participants 
who grew up middle class invoked “reverse racism” more frequently than others. Finally, 
white participants were more likely to remain silent during discussions where participants 
of colour described the “invisibility” of white racial identity and whiteness ideologies.

One important focus here is the fine line that exists between examining responses from 
individual participants with multiple identity positions, and examining responses from 
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16   A. L. PUTMAN

individuals who align with particular groups, such as white participants and participants of 
colour. Sometimes, the 12 participants were asked to separate themselves into two identity 
groups – whites and people of colour – so that participants could experience racial dialogues 
in affinity groups with others who may share similar experiences and/or standpoints. This 
choice may not have been easy for every participant to make; for example, one participant 
identified as Cuban American and positioned herself during the retreat as a “woman of 
colour,” but chose to participate in the group that identifies as white. Additionally, when 
analysing the discourse of white participants and participants of colour, there are many 
different subject positionings within both of these groups. All of the white participants do 
not have the same levels of privilege and oppression, and the same applies to the participants 
of colour. Patterns like those identified above did emerge within the two groups, which 
further justifies the importance of having a mixed group of participants in a seminar like 
this one, especially when one considers that everyone plays a role in the production and 
perpetuation of ideological discourses.

Whiteness as an ideology and white positionality as a dominant status are reproduced 
widely in a range of discourses and structures. Multiple discourses, from varied institutions 
throughout history, act together to reify whiteness as a dominant ideology and to establish 
white subject positions as advantaged. During the small group activity where participants 
were asked to identify examples of white privilege within Color of Fear, the discussion turned 
to issues of identity and subject positioning. The following discussion occurred within one 
of the small groups:

Justin (Hispanic, 20–25):  Just going off what you were saying before, white people don’t 
necessarily have to acknowledge that they’re white and I think that 
was the biggest privilege I saw in there was that generally white 
people don’t have to struggle with identity, which is a huge thing 
for people who are in the minority because you know, I am this, in 
white society, white people don’t have to do that. That’s what they 
told [David], you know, you never have to worry about who you 
are in society because you already know. That is something that 
really stuck out to me. I’d say out of all the stuff I wrote down, that 
was the one with the most impact. Cuz identity does a whole lot 
to a man, well, to people.

There were several moments like this one throughout the seminar where participants of 
colour referred to the “invisibility” of whiteness. Upon further analysis of these types of 
comments, none were made by white participants – all references to identity, struggling 
with identity, or not having to think about how one fits in society, were made by participants 
of colour of varying race, ethnicity, age, and gender identities. This was true even in the 
examples that the participants of colour gravitated toward while discussing the videos that 
were shown throughout the weekend. For example:

Luis (White, 31–35):  One big one that we talked about that I kind of heard toward the end 
was that white people don’t have to struggle with identity. They don’t 
have to constantly reflect on how they fit in society. It’s not like I am a 
black man, where do I fit, what do I do? It’s just like, I am here, this is 
my society. And they don’t have to think about it, they are just there 
and it is just open for them to take the opportunities that they can.

Luis identified his race on the pre-seminar survey as white, his ethnicity as Hispanic, and 
he chose to participate in the people of colour affinity group. Every time he spoke throughout 
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the weekend, as he did above, he spoke of white people as “they” and distanced himself 
from whites – yet, he wrote his race as being white on the pre-seminar survey (perhaps a 
reflection of the socially constructed nature of U.S. Census forms and the boxes with which 
one is presented). This again speaks to the complex process of identity negotiation that is 
ideologically driven, especially when race and ethnicity are concerned, as well as to the ways 
in which subjects position themselves in order to accomplish certain functions of discourse.

Each time this “invisibility” of whiteness and white privilege were brought to light in 
the conversation amongst the participants or as a large group with the facilitators, the only 
participants who responded to the comments were other participants of colour. The white 
participants did not agree or disagree with their statements – they mostly remained silent 
during these particular discussions. The implications of white participants’ silence during 
discussions about the invisibility of whiteness are noteworthy – especially considering the 
argument that whiteness and white privilege are largely invisible to whites throughout the 
United States, and that many whites continue to remain silent about issues of race, racism, 
privilege, and oppression (Crenshaw, 1997; Leonardo, 2009; Warren, 2001b). Through their 
silence, the white participants effectively endorsed their unwillingness to acknowledge their 
own privileges and complicit participation in systemic racism.

Conclusions and Implications

The ideologies that emerged through students’ discourse work in relation to one another 
to perpetuate the pervasiveness of whiteness. Liberal pluralism and meritocracy promote 
the belief that if I work hard, I can be successful, that everyone has an equal opportunity to 
achieve success, and that my successes and failures are a result of my own individual actions 
and effort. Therefore, if I have worked hard (defined by me), and I am not allowed to apply 
for a scholarship or do not have opportunities to be promoted or hired through Affirmative 
Action, simply because I am white, this is unfair treatment and evidence of “reverse racism.” 
Together, these ideologies ultimately reify the pervasiveness and perpetuation of whiteness 
and further support existing hierarchies, higher status positioning of whites, validations of 
resource inequities, and higher levels of individual agency. Nakayama and Krizek (1995) 
argue that discourses on whiteness are

relatively hidden in everyday interaction, but when whites are confronted, when they are asked 
directly about whiteness, a multiplicity of discourses become visible. It is this multiplicity that 
drives the dynamic nature of its power relations or forces, always resecuring the hegemonic 
position of whiteness. (p. 298)

Crenshaw (1997) argues that when implications of whiteness and white privilege go beyond 
social construction, race is then made to be a powerful ideology that has an impact on the 
meaning of everyday occurrences and practices and that ideological criticism should be 
used in research and in teaching as a means of revealing the dimensions of whiteness.

A social practice that is implicated in the perpetuation of whiteness is that when par-
ticipants call upon discourses of “reverse racism,” welfare, individualism, meritocracy, and 
colour-blindness, for example, they are participating in the reproduction of systemic racism 
and the pervasive nature of whiteness. Although whiteness itself is not named, it is impli-
cated through participants’ characterizations of what is positioned as dominant and what 
should be natural, or the “way things are.” Thus, the order of discourse shapes and is shaped 
by the social order. This seminar was meant to reveal these ideologies through readings, 
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activities, and discussions with the intent to enable participants to interrupt the pervasive-
ness of whiteness and to equip them with pertinent knowledge and skills that could help 
them to confront whiteness in their own lives, should they choose to do so. When ideologies 
are left unquestioned and unchallenged, they become more pervasive within discourse and 
actions, and thus become the accepted norm.

The broader implications of these ideologies are that they reinforce power relations 
among individuals and institutions as well as status hierarchies, they perpetuate processes 
like systemic racism, and they contribute to the pervasiveness of whiteness throughout 
multiple contexts in the United States, such as the legal system, academia, local and national 
politics, norms, and policies. The ideologies that were constructed and reified through 
students’ discourse were often simultaneously supported and contested by most of the 
student participants. It remains important, then, to shed light on these ideologies within 
undergraduate curriculum so that the pervasiveness of whiteness and how it works to 
include/exclude, reproduce different levels of agency, and determine in/equitable policies 
and practices, can ultimately be interrupted. For example, through a variety of readings, 
activities, and small and large group discussions, “reverse racism” was discussed, scruti-
nized, and contested throughout the seminar. One month later, “reverse racism” was not 
mentioned explicitly or implicitly by any of the participants on their post-seminar surveys. 
A general goal for the seminar participants was to increase their options for talking about, 
uncovering, and critiquing ideologies such as meritocracy and “reverse racism.” While the 
role-play activity was designed for that very purpose, the broader context and prevalence 
of dominant discourses that work to reproduce whiteness, such as individualism, meritoc-
racy, and “reverse racism,” make it challenging to engage those practices in the classroom. 
Looking at the larger picture, it is important to include clear examples during classroom 
discussions from political discourse, institutions, the local campus and community, and 
mediated and everyday talk. Furthermore, we must also plan learning activities that offer 
students the opportunity to apply concepts and processes multiple times through exercises 
in which they do more than talk with others, in order to interrupt such widely endorsed 
and naturalized patterns of social practice.

Consistent with previous research on teaching undergraduates about racism and white-
ness, this study revealed that some white participants voiced individualistic notions of 
racism, were resistant to acknowledge white privilege, and continued to implicate liberal 
pluralism and meritocracy in their discourse. Within my analysis and findings, I noticed 
many similarities to the earlier pedagogical research of Johnson et al. (2008), specifically 
examples within my own participants’ discourse that supported the authors’ themes: “I’m a 
victim, too,” “blame the victim,” “it’s not fair,” and “we are all equal.” Discourse also revealed 
that white participants’ responses were more likely to include examples of intentions, and 
whether one actually intended to cause oppression and subjugation. Focusing on intent 
enables people to concentrate on individuals rather than systemic processes and the impact 
of racism, for instance, on group members’ lives and material conditions. According to 
Garvey (1996), the responsibility for oppression is not dependent upon an intentionality 
to cause oppression. In other words, the focus should not be on whether or not someone 
intended to oppress another individual or group of individuals or specifically sought to 
cause oppression, rather, the focus should be on taking specific actions that promote social 
change and seeking to rectify injustices and inequities.

The implications here for educators are that when discussions and teaching are centred 
on racism and whiteness, first and foremost, it is important to ascertain how students 
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construct these terms and how they are using them in context. Time and consideration 
should be given not only to defining/contextualizing these terms, but also to providing 
specific evidence of how racism and whiteness function in various contexts, the powerful 
influence of systems and institutions, and the pervasiveness of whiteness ideologies within 
the United States. Additionally, the inclusion of role-play activities that encourage students 
to practice confronting and interrupting examples of racism and white privilege can prove 
useful in communication classrooms and offer students the opportunity to practice the 
knowledge they have gained through readings, discussions, films, and activities. Perhaps, 
once students have the opportunity to create stronger and more nuanced constructions 
of these important constructs, they can then better identify examples, consequences, and 
manifestations of racism and whiteness within U.S. institutions and systems, and, thus, 
resist perpetuating and reifying whiteness through their own discourse and interactions.

Note

1.  In the analysis, student names have been changed to protect their identities and the letters A 
and B are used to indicate the two facilitators. Participants’ self-reported racial identities and 
age group are included next to their names. See Table 1 for a full list of participants’ identity 
positions according to their self-reported data.
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