
white supremacy culture in higher education
white supremacy culture in higher education remains a pervasive and complex issue that affects
institutions, students, faculty, and academic policies across the United States and beyond. This
culture manifests through systemic biases, institutional practices, and subtle norms that prioritize
white values, histories, and perspectives while marginalizing others. Understanding white
supremacy culture in higher education is essential for fostering truly inclusive and equitable
academic environments. This article explores the defining characteristics of white supremacy
culture in higher education, its impacts on marginalized groups, and the ongoing efforts to dismantle
these structures. Additionally, it examines how curriculum, campus climate, and institutional policies
contribute to maintaining or challenging this culture. The following sections provide an in-depth
analysis of these critical areas.
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Characteristics of White Supremacy Culture in Higher
Education
White supremacy culture in higher education is characterized by specific norms and behaviors that
uphold white dominance and Eurocentric perspectives as the default. These characteristics often go
unnoticed because they are deeply embedded in institutional structures and social interactions.
Identifying these traits is a crucial step toward recognizing and challenging systemic inequities
within academia.

Perfectionism and Sense of Urgency
One common trait is perfectionism, which can create excessive pressure on marginalized students
and faculty to meet unrealistic standards that often reflect white cultural norms. This is paired with
a sense of urgency that values quick results over thoughtful, inclusive processes, leading to the
exclusion of diverse voices and approaches.

Defensiveness and Power Hoarding
Defensiveness arises when institutions or individuals resist acknowledging systemic racism or white



supremacy, often dismissing concerns about equity as attacks. Power hoarding refers to the
concentration of decision-making authority within predominantly white leadership, which limits
opportunities for marginalized groups to influence institutional change.

Individualism and Objectivity
White supremacy culture in higher education emphasizes individual achievement over collective
well-being, often ignoring the systemic barriers faced by marginalized communities. The ideal of
objectivity is also framed in ways that dismiss lived experiences and cultural knowledge, privileging
supposedly neutral perspectives that align with dominant white viewpoints.

Impact on Students and Faculty
The presence of white supremacy culture in higher education significantly impacts the experiences,
retention, and success of students and faculty from marginalized backgrounds. These impacts
extend beyond individual interactions to shape overall campus climate and institutional culture.

Marginalization and Microaggressions
Students and faculty of color frequently encounter microaggressions—subtle, often unintentional
discriminatory comments or behaviors—that reflect underlying white supremacy culture. These
experiences contribute to feelings of isolation, stress, and decreased sense of belonging on campus.

Barriers to Advancement and Representation
Systemic barriers rooted in white supremacy culture limit access to leadership positions, tenure
opportunities, and academic recognition for marginalized faculty. Similarly, students from
underrepresented groups often face challenges in accessing resources, mentorship, and inclusive
curricula that affirm their identities and experiences.

Psychological and Academic Effects
The cumulative effects of exclusion and bias impact mental health and academic performance.
Marginalized students may experience higher rates of anxiety, depression, and imposter syndrome,
while faculty may face burnout and disengagement, which undermines institutional diversity and
excellence.

Manifestations in Curriculum and Research
White supremacy culture in higher education is also reflected in curriculum design and research
priorities, which often center Eurocentric knowledge systems while marginalizing or excluding
diverse perspectives and methodologies.



Eurocentric Curriculum Dominance
Many academic programs prioritize Western theories, histories, and authors, reinforcing a narrow
worldview that marginalizes contributions from non-white cultures. This limits students’ exposure to
diverse ideas and perpetuates cultural hegemony within scholarly discourse.

Research Funding and Focus
Research agendas frequently reflect dominant cultural values and interests, with limited funding and
support for studies addressing issues pertinent to marginalized communities. This imbalance
perpetuates knowledge gaps and hinders the development of inclusive scholarship.

Barriers to Inclusive Scholarship
Faculty and students who pursue research or pedagogical approaches that challenge dominant
paradigms may face institutional resistance, including skepticism, lack of mentorship, or limited
publication opportunities, reinforcing white supremacy culture within academia.

Institutional Policies and Practices
Institutional policies and administrative practices can either perpetuate or challenge white
supremacy culture in higher education. Understanding how policies influence equity and inclusion is
key to promoting systemic change.

Admissions and Recruitment Practices
Admissions criteria and recruitment strategies often prioritize traditional metrics such as
standardized test scores and legacy status, which disproportionately favor white applicants and
maintain racial and socioeconomic disparities within the student body.

Faculty Hiring and Retention
Hiring practices that rely heavily on established networks and conventional credentials limit
diversity among faculty. Retention efforts may also fall short if institutions do not address the unique
challenges faced by faculty of color, such as racial bias and lack of support.

Campus Climate and Support Services
Policies related to campus safety, bias reporting, and student support services play a critical role in
either sustaining or disrupting white supremacy culture. Institutions with robust frameworks for
diversity, equity, and inclusion tend to foster more supportive environments for marginalized
groups.



Strategies for Addressing White Supremacy Culture
Efforts to dismantle white supremacy culture in higher education require comprehensive strategies
that involve institutional commitment, policy reform, and cultural change. These strategies aim to
create more equitable and inclusive academic environments.

Implementing Anti-Racist Policies
Developing and enforcing policies that explicitly address racism and inequity is essential. This
includes revising admissions criteria, diversifying faculty hiring practices, and establishing clear
mechanisms for reporting and addressing bias incidents.

Curriculum Diversification and Inclusive Pedagogy
Incorporating diverse perspectives into curricula and adopting inclusive teaching methods help
challenge Eurocentric dominance and validate multiple ways of knowing. This fosters a richer, more
equitable educational experience for all students.

Community Engagement and Dialogue
Creating spaces for open dialogue about race, privilege, and systemic oppression encourages
awareness and allyship among students, faculty, and administrators. Community engagement
initiatives can also connect academic institutions with broader social justice movements.

Providing Support and Resources
Institutions must invest in support systems such as mentorship programs, mental health services,
and affinity groups that address the specific needs of marginalized students and faculty. These
resources are vital for retention and success.

Continuous Assessment and Accountability
Regular evaluation of institutional practices and outcomes related to diversity, equity, and inclusion
ensures progress and accountability. Data-driven approaches can identify areas for improvement
and guide effective interventions.

Recognize and challenge institutional norms rooted in white supremacy culture.

Promote diverse representation in leadership and decision-making roles.

Foster inclusive and equitable campus environments through education and policy.

Support marginalized communities with targeted resources and programs.



Engage in ongoing dialogue and assessment to sustain anti-racist efforts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is white supremacy culture in higher education?
White supremacy culture in higher education refers to the pervasive norms, values, practices, and
structures that prioritize and uphold white dominance, often marginalizing people of color and
perpetuating systemic inequalities within colleges and universities.

How does white supremacy culture manifest in higher
education institutions?
It manifests through curricula that center Eurocentric perspectives, lack of diversity among faculty
and staff, biased admissions and hiring practices, microaggressions, and institutional policies that
maintain racial hierarchies and exclude marginalized groups.

What impact does white supremacy culture have on students
of color in higher education?
Students of color may experience feelings of isolation, discrimination, lower academic support, and
limited access to resources, which can negatively affect their academic success, mental health, and
overall college experience.

How can higher education institutions address white
supremacy culture?
Institutions can implement anti-racist policies, diversify faculty and leadership, revise curricula to
include diverse perspectives, provide bias training, create inclusive campus environments, and
actively support students from marginalized backgrounds.

What role does curriculum play in perpetuating white
supremacy culture in higher education?
Curricula that predominantly feature Western, white-centric perspectives reinforce white supremacy
culture by marginalizing other narratives and histories, limiting students' understanding of diverse
experiences and contributing to a lack of representation.

Are there examples of initiatives that challenge white
supremacy culture in higher education?
Yes, initiatives such as diversity and inclusion programs, ethnic studies departments, equity task
forces, restorative justice practices, and community engagement efforts work to dismantle white



supremacy culture and promote equity on campuses.

Why is it important to recognize and dismantle white
supremacy culture in higher education?
Recognizing and dismantling white supremacy culture is crucial to creating equitable and inclusive
educational environments where all students have equal opportunities to succeed, fostering social
justice, and preparing graduates to thrive in diverse societies.

Additional Resources
1. “White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism” by Robin DiAngelo
This book explores the defensive reactions white people often exhibit when confronted with issues of
race and racism. DiAngelo, a white academic and educator, delves into how these reactions maintain
white supremacy culture, particularly in institutional settings like higher education. The book
encourages readers to recognize and dismantle these patterns to foster genuine racial equity.

2. “How to Be an Antiracist” by Ibram X. Kendi
Kendi presents a transformative approach to understanding and uprooting racism at all levels,
including systemic white supremacy in academia. The book blends memoir and social analysis,
challenging readers to move beyond passive non-racism to active antiracist work in educational
institutions. It offers tools for recognizing ingrained biases and advocating for structural change.

3. “The Racial Contract” by Charles W. Mills
Mills’ seminal work examines the invisible social contract that underpins racial hierarchies and
white supremacy, with significant implications for higher education systems. He argues that political
and social institutions, including universities, are complicit in perpetuating racial inequalities. This
philosophical analysis encourages critical examination of the foundational structures that uphold
white dominance.

4. “White Supremacy Culture: Characteristics and Impact in Academia” by Tema Okun
Though originally a broader organizational analysis, Okun’s framework has been widely applied to
higher education to identify traits of white supremacy culture such as perfectionism, defensiveness,
and a sense of urgency. The book provides practical examples and strategies for educators and
administrators to recognize and challenge these cultural norms within universities.

5. “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” by Paulo Freire
Freire’s influential work on education and liberation offers critical insights into how traditional
education systems can perpetuate oppression, including racial hierarchies. While not exclusively
about white supremacy, its concepts have been foundational in challenging oppressive practices in
higher education and promoting more equitable, critical pedagogy.

6. “Race and Racism in the United States: An Encyclopedia of the American Mosaic” edited by
Charles A. Gallagher
This comprehensive reference work includes extensive coverage of how white supremacy manifests
in American educational institutions. It provides historical context and contemporary analysis of race
relations, policies, and cultural dynamics in higher education. The encyclopedia serves as a valuable
resource for scholars seeking to understand systemic racism in academia.



7. “Disrupting White Supremacy in Higher Education” by D. Soyini Madison and Judith L. Green
This collection of essays addresses the pervasive influence of white supremacy culture in universities
and offers strategies for institutional transformation. Contributors explore topics such as curriculum
reform, faculty diversity, and campus climate. The book underscores the importance of active
disruption to create inclusive academic environments.

8. “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? And Other Conversations About
Race” by Beverly Daniel Tatum
Tatum provides a psychological and sociological examination of racial identity development and
segregation within educational settings. She discusses how white supremacy culture shapes
interactions and experiences in schools and colleges. The book is a critical resource for
understanding racial dynamics and fostering dialogue in higher education.

9. “Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom” by bell hooks
bell hooks critiques traditional educational practices that reinforce systems of domination, including
white supremacy, and advocates for an engaged, participatory pedagogy. Her work encourages
educators to create learning spaces that challenge oppression and empower marginalized voices.
This book has become essential reading for those seeking to transform higher education culture.
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