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I am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social 

analysis that deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying causes.  

—Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” (1963, p. 87)  

 

Introduction: “Can a Lack of Something be Felt?”  

 In a study surveying the mission and diversity statements of 80 colleges and universities 

in the United States, 75% of institutions referenced or used the word diversity in the text 

(Wilson, Meyer, & McNeal, 2011). Despite the changing racial demographics of college 

students, it seems additionally notable that only 19% of these institutions defined diversity in 

terms of ethnicity or race and that only 12% of the institutions had an actual diversity plan 

(Wilson et al., 2011). Considering that mission statements serve, in part, to signal values or 

aspirations (Morphew & Hartley, 2006), the omission of a term like diversity is particularly 

surprising (Wilson et al., 2011). “Can a lack of something be felt?” the authors ask (Wilson et al., 

2011, p. 138).  

 Lacking a stated commitment to diversity is not the only challenge among higher 

education institutions. Even institutions using diversity in their language are lacking something 

that impacts what students, and particularly White students, learn during their college years. 

Espoused institutional values do not determine actual behavior (Morphew & Hartley, 2006). 

Moreover, the expression of diversity itself suggests “an integration of ‘others,’ rather than a 

transformation of us all” (Wilson et al., 2011, p. 138), including the institution and its students. 

An institutional may state a commitment to diversity and celebrate a multiracial student 

population, but without transformation as a goal, Whiteness and racism can and will persist. In 

this literature review, I will argue that colleges and universities allow White students to learn and 
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perpetuate Whiteness by adopting a superficial, as opposed to an institutionally transformative, 

view of diversity.  

 

Diversity, Whiteness, and Racism: Implications on College Campuses 

Once a rarely mentioned feature, the positively charged catchword “diversity” now 

peppers countless college marketing materials and missions statements…. Thus, students 

encounter…a commoditized and institutionally sanctioned diversity ideal.  

—(Hikido & Murray, 2016, p. 390) 

 

 Though the word diversity itself refers to the variety of unique characteristics of a 

heterogenous group of individuals, within higher education, the definition of diversity is more 

nebulous (Williams, 2013). Diversity may be used to communicate various individual or 

institutional ideologies on diversity, ranging from racialized or universal approaches to color-

blind or even reverse-racism perspectives (Williams, 2013).  

Perhaps the goal of the term diversity, and its use by higher education institutions, has 

contributed to its range of meanings. Having interviewed diversity practitioners in higher 

education in Australia, Ahmed (2007) argues that the word diversity is more palatable and 

positive than terms such as equality and justice, even if increasing access to higher education in 

the context of a history of exclusionary practices is the goal of the institution. With that 

consideration comes the question of what the use of diversity signals or invokes. Ahmed 

suggests:  

…[T]he institutional preference for the term ‘diversity’ is a sign of the lack of 

commitment to change, and might even allow organizations such as universities to 
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conceal the operation of systematic inequalities under the banner of difference. (Ahmed 

2007, p. 236). 

By extension, in using diversity to describe itself, its practices, policies, or student body, 

an institution can aim to signal a commitment to difference, equity, and justice, but 

simultaneously communicate the presence of institutional inequities. Diversity, when invoked, 

may therefore betray “compromise and redirection” (Chang, 2016, p. 20). This superficial view 

of diversity may not be intentionally nefarious or deceiving; indeed, it is not always the case that 

universities doctor marketing materials to project a false representation of campus diversity 

(Chang, 2002; Jaschik, 2008). Rather, it is possible that many university and college leaders who 

are familiar with the literature describing the educational benefits of students engaging across 

race and other differences (Kuh, O’Donnell, & Schneider, 2017) are not entirely cognizant of the 

institutional changes and commitment necessary to yield those positive outcomes (Chang, 2002).  

Regardless, the very nature of doing diversity work in higher education is to do “within 

institutions what would otherwise not be done by them” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 25, emphasis 

original). The institutionalized, superficial view of diversity is not fully transformative; it does 

not upend the historical exclusion that has contributed to the hierarchical and stratified nature of 

the US higher education system (Labaree, 2017). Even if colleges and universities maintain and 

host affirmative action programs, multicultural affairs offices, ethnic and gender studies 

programs, and access programs targeted to historically marginalized student populations— 

diversity practices that emerged out of the civil rights and other social justice movements 

(Williams, 2013)—oftentimes those programs are not directed at challenging the dominant 

culture in which educational inequities exist (DiAngelo & Allen, 2006). The very foundations of 

the higher education landscape have not changed to be more equitable (Dowd & Bensimon, 
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2015).  

The normalization and social dominance of Whiteness and White culture within higher 

education (Cabrera, 2014b; Gusa, 2010) can serve as evidence of the transformative work to still 

be done at institutions. In defining racism as “a system of advantage based on race” where racial 

prejudice appears in “cultural messages and institutional policies and practices as well as the 

beliefs and actions in individuals,” in the context of the US, White individuals are advantaged 

and benefit from social and institutional systems whereas people of color do not (Tatum, 1997, p. 

7). Based on this system, membership in a particular racial group can heavily influence the 

attitudes, behavior, ideologies, and experiences of individuals sharing that identity (Miller, 

2017). The term Whiteness refers to the performance of the racialized group identity of White 

people (Miller, 2017). Considering the cultural, social, and political power that Whiteness has in 

the US, Whiteness also confers “the ability to set the terms by which other groups and classes 

must operate” (Gusa, 2010, p. 469). Considering the compositional makeup of predominantly 

White institutions (PWIs) and historically White colleges and universities (HWCUs)—the latter 

of which is a term that can refer not only to the compositional elements of institutions but also 

their leadership and reproduction of Whiteness (Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 

2017)—Whiteness may also present itself in opposition to diversity (Cabrera, 2014a). For 

instance, if PWIs and HWCUs are places where students of color experience marginalization 

(Harper & Hurtado, 2007), then White students, and their affiliation to Whiteness, at institutions 

contribute to the marginalization of non-White students (Cabrera, 2014a). Part of how students 

of color are marginalized at HWCUs is through the normalization of Whiteness (Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Because the normalization of Whiteness appears in 

admissions (Miller, 2017), curriculum (Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Ladson-
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Billings, 1998), campus structure (Brunsma, Brown, & Placier, 2012; Labaree, 2017), and 

classroom practices (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sullivan, 2006), the consequence is that White 

students are unaware of their White privilege as well as the formation of their racial identities 

(Cabrera, 2012; Miller, 2017).  

College and university campuses are a critical space for White students to consider their 

racial identity and group membership (Chesler, Peet, & Sevig, 2003; Cabrera, 2012; Miller, 

2017; Tatum, 1994). For many White students, interacting with members of other racial groups 

or examining their own racial group membership can yield feelings of tension (Cabrera, 2014a; 

DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2012), apathy (Cabrera 2014), awkwardness (Cabrera, 2012; Chesler et al., 

2003), guilt (Tatum, 1994), or fear (Hikido & Murray, 2015). These feelings of discomfort 

appear to be part of the process of breaking the cycle of socialization (Harro, 2013) of Whiteness 

and racism (Cabrera, 2012; Irving, 2014; Tatum, 1994). White students might also react to these 

feelings of discomfort by perpetuating the status quo of White supremacy (Cabrera, 2012; 

Cabrera, 2014a; Harro, 2013; Hikido & Murray, 2015; Tatum, 1997).  

Embracing a color-blind ideology, where racial differences are not acknowledged as 

having any importance, significance, or relevance (Williams, 2013), can often be an outcome of 

White socialization (Cabrera, 2014a; Gusa, 2010; Hikido & Murray, 2015; Irving, 2014). Color-

blindness is also, to some, an ideology that encourages diversity as it does not favor any specific 

or targeted treatment to any population explicitly (Williams, 2013). Additionally, in the words of 

Ladson-Billings, a “race-neutral or colorblind perspective…presumes a homogenized ‘we’ in 

celebration of diversity,” suggesting “erroneously that ‘we are all immigrants’” in the US and 

thereby truncating and ignoring the histories of indigenous, African-American, and Chicano 

students (1998, p. 18). Both discounting and diluting the historical context of racialized students, 
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by treating everyone the same despite race (Irving, 2012) or superficial institutional language 

supporting diversity (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017), do not allow for a deeper reflection on 

systemic transformation. Moreover, both ideologies of color-blindness and a superficial respect 

for diversity are beliefs that White individuals can simultaneously hold (Hikido & Murray, 2015; 

Irving, 2014). Consequently, in tandem with the superficial institutionalized view of diversity, it 

seems plausible that White students may verbally indicate their support of diversity while 

succumbing to racist actions and beliefs, and this is an outcome encouraged by institutional 

structure and practices.  

 

Confused and Contradictory: White College Students and White Institutions 

And so diversity presents itself as a lot of confused, contradictory things at once, each 

indexed to the confused, contradictory states of whites themselves.  

—Jeff Chang, We Gon’ Be Alright (2016, p. 31) 

 

 In a qualitative study, Hikido and Murray (2015) conducted focus group interviews with 

a group of five White student volunteers following a survey-based study on campus climate at 

the institution. Despite the small sample size of three women and two men between the ages of 

18-21, the authors intended to identify and critique the attitudes White students held about 

diversity at their institution and how those beliefs perpetuated Whiteness (Hikido & Murray, 

2015). The interviewed students were enrolled at Pinewood University, a pseudonym for an 

urban, large, and public university in the California Bay Area. Pinewood University not only 

touts its compositional diversity, but also several hundred diversity-related courses as well as a 

formal “Diversity Master Plan” (Hikido & Murray, 2015, p. 395). Alongside its commitment to 
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diversity, at the time of the focus group, Pinewood University was a majority-minority institution 

with 28% of the student body identifying as White in 2010 (Hikido & Murray, 2015). 

Of the two authors of this article, an Asian-American woman and a White woman, only 

the latter conducted focus group interviews as a way to diminish the pressure on participants to 

provide “politically correct” responses (Hikido & Murray, 2015, p. 394). After digitally 

recording the interviews, the recordings were then transcribed and coded utilizing principles of 

discourse analysis, such as situating language used in social and historical context to discern 

dominant ideologies and examining components of dialogue like word choice and implications 

(Hikido & Murray, 2015).  

The authors organized their findings into four themes. One reoccurring idea from the 

focus group interviews suggested that the institution should avoid considering White identity, 

believing that clubs specifically for White students would suggest White supremacy and racial 

oppression; instead, the focus group students advocated for “erasing difference” in order to 

“increase cross-racial interactions” (Hikido & Murray, 2015, p. 406). Depending on the stage of 

White racial identity development in relation to the existence of systemic racism (Tatum, 1994), 

White individuals may not wish to identify with the term White (DiAngelo & Allen, 2006; 

Irving, 2014).  

Relatedly, two other themes articulated by White students in the Hikido and Murray 

study were that diversity yielded segregation and that White students were excluded and 

undervalued in diversity efforts (2015). For example, students cited perceived exclusionary 

practices of ethnicity-based student groups, challenges in cross-cultural communication, the 

existence of scholarships for students of color, or statues of people of color as their complaints 

(Hikido & Murray, 2015). The study also observed that some White students use their personal 
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experiences to “invert the racial order” wherein “students of color control the reigns of inclusion 

while whites stand excluded at the peripheries” (Hikido & Murray, 2015, p. 400). In a personal 

anecdote from one the students in that study, a White student expressed that students of color do 

not want to spend time with White students and cited an instance where she attempted to help an 

African-American student with the course material (Hikido & Murray, 2015). However, Hikido 

and Murray found that this sentiment equated to racist neocolonialist views in the vein of the 

white-man’s burden ideology (2015). Defining racism as limited to individual actions can occur 

among White students (Cabrera, 2014b; Tatum, 1992). With this viewpoint, if racism is only an 

individual act, then it is on par with individual prejudices (Tatum, 1997). Subsequently, White 

students can view their discomfort during interactions with people of color outside of the broader 

historical and social context (DiAngelo & Allen, 2006; Hikido & Murray, 2015) and even claim 

racial discrimination against White students, White victimization, or so-called “reverse-racism” 

against White people (Cabrera, 2014b).  

Yet, White students from the Hikido & Murray study still asserted that campus diversity 

fostered tolerance, using language that commended campus diversity (Hikido & Murray, 2015). 

White students in this study were able to simultaneously voice support for campus diversity 

while also perpetuating Whiteness in their actions and beliefs. White students at multiple 

institution types can also superficially support diversity while acting in ways that promote White 

dominance. Cabrera (2012) interviewed White students from two different institutions with 

different compositional diversity and admissions selectivity on challenging racism, and 

thematically, responses were similar across both campuses. With a targeted subsample totaling 

43 interviewed students, Cabrera examined student responses in terms of their understanding of 

racism, criticism of racial bias, and support for race-conscious policies (2012). Of the whole 
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sample, 15 White males were identified as “working through Whiteness” as opposed to 

maintaining racism (Cabrera, 2012, p. 382). Themes from the interviews included racial 

cognizance, acknowledging White privilege, acting toward racial justice, and racial work still to 

be done (Cabrera, 2012). Regarding the final theme, the research showed that even racially 

cognizant and well-intentioned White students may still act in racially patronizing ways such as 

choosing to holding open doors for or being overtly friendly toward people of color specifically 

(Cabrera, 2012).  

Unlike the students in the Hikido and Murray study, the students from the Cabrera study 

acknowledged institutional racism. Although most White people are not aware of Whiteness and 

White supremacy in their daily lives (Cabrera, 2012), some White students do seek out 

multicultural or cross-cultural experiences on their college campuses (Cabrera, 2012; Cabrera, 

Watson, & Franklin, 2016). Yet, the perpetuation of Whiteness can still manifest despite these 

intentions (Cabrera et al., 2016). For instance, White students may feel entitled to participating in 

or invitations to attend student groups reflecting other racial or cultural backgrounds (Cabrera et 

al. 2016; Hikido & Murray, 2015), sometimes becoming the majority in these spaces (Cabrera et 

al., 2016). In these ways, the perpetuation of Whiteness employs the appreciation of diversity 

provided it does not actually confront the social dominance of Whiteness (Cabrera, 2014a).  

One important finding from the Hikido and Murray study is that it reveals that White 

students at a majority-minority institution can still perpetuate Whiteness. Though the Cabrera 

studies on White students combatting (2012) or performing and perpetuating (2014a; 2014b) 

Whiteness surveyed students as multiple types of institutions, those studies did not exclusively 

focus on HWCUs. However, though many HWCUs declare a commitment to diversity, 

multiculturalism, and critical thinking through their mission statements and other institutional 
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language, their structure yields the perpetuation of Whiteness (Brunsma et al., 2012; Sensoy & 

DiAngelo, 2017). Brunsma et al. argue that HWCUs are structured so that students may conduct 

their undergraduate education and remain “virtually unchanged in terms of their assumptions 

about white supremacy, and this is both expected and structured into what we do in universities” 

(2012, p. 720, emphasis original). Considering that many White students grow up in 

predominantly White neighborhoods and attend predominantly White schools prior to attending 

college, they subsequently have little to no meaningful engagement with students of other races 

(Cabrera, 2012; Chesler et al, 2003; Irving, 2014) or challenges to White supremacy in their lives 

(Brunsma et al., 2012). By identifying spatial, curricular, and ideological walls, Brunsma et al. 

contend that HWCUs uphold Whiteness through these structures. For instance, White college 

students spend much of their time in racially segregated spaces (Brunsma et al., 2012; Chesler et 

al, 2003; Harper & Hurtado, 2007) per the model of spatial walls. With Whiteness embedded 

into curricula (Brunsma et al., 2012; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1998), 

Whiteness is thereby reinforced through curricula. Ideological walls include concepts such as 

color-blindness, the neutrality of Whiteness in contrast to racialized people of color, and White 

privilege (Brunsma et al., 2012).  

Though the Hikido and Murray study does speak to the perpetuation of Whiteness at 

multiracial universities, it does not focus on classroom practices. Manifestations of racism in 

college classrooms could stand to be studied further (Boyer, 2013), but some scholarship does 

speak to classroom environments. Per Brunsma et al., curricular and ideological walls of 

Whiteness can clearly manifest within the classroom (2012), and this may happen through subtle 

practices (Chatelain, 2017). For instance, with the intention of being politically neutral in the 

classroom, some faculty may try to raise arguments from the “other side” or as a “devil’s 
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advocate” (Chatelain, 2017). However, these actions do not consider the harm, complicity, and 

positional and historical power of those views, consequently undercutting the task of careful 

thought that is expected of university educators (Chatelain, 2017; Cooper, 2017).  

Challenges within the classroom may derive from faculty being underprepared to teach 

and support diverse student populations (Chang, 2002), particularly when institutional diversity 

efforts only focus on admitting a racially diverse student body (Chang, 2002; Chang, Chang, & 

Ledesma, 2005). Increasing racial diversity on campus may, at best, lead to institutions 

questioning their traditions, assumptions, values, and practices (Chang, 2000) or, worse, explicit 

declarations and implications of universities as White spaces not intended for people of color 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Brunsma et al., 2012; Chatelain, 2017). With a focus on only admitting a 

diverse student body, per the belief that proximity alone to students of different racial 

backgrounds yields educational benefits, there is neither awareness or guidance on institutional 

steps needed to foster educational practices to actually manifest these benefits among students 

(Chang et al, 2005). Subsequently, institutions are not aware of the related interplay of their 

historical, structural, psychological, and behavioral contexts as it pertains to race, leading to the 

development of racial tensions (Chang, 2002). Even with a stated institutional commitment to 

diversity, “campuses frequently pursue this and related interests with uncharacteristic naiveté. 

They indiscriminately mix anti-racist endeavors with other institutional interests, failing to 

examine their impact on one another” (Chang, 2002, p. 162).  

Though Hikido and Murray explored the experiences of White students on racially 

diversifying campuses (2016), it is still important to note how a superficial institutional 

commitment to diversity impacts students of color. Because racial segregation is prominent on 

college campuses spaces (Brunsma et al., 2012; Chesler et al, 2003; Harper & Hurtado, 2007), 
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White students are less likely to experience an instigation or challenge to start their personal 

investigation into their own Whiteness. Because an external instigation is necessary to invite 

self-examination in White people (Harro, 2013; Irving, 2014), institutions are hindering White 

racial development. Additionally, the external instigation will likely fall on a person of color. As 

Cabrera writes: 

Increased racial cognizance via cross-racial interactions was important, but concurrently 

problematic. If the only way for White people to learn about race is from racial 

minorities, this dynamic creates an incredible social and psychological burden on people 

of color to be racial educators…. (Cabrera, 2012, p. 386) 

Moreover, in conversations about race with students of color and White students, there 

seems to be an emphasis on the safety of White students (Cabrera et al., 2016). Though some 

White students may find themselves feeling uncomfortable or even unsafe in established “safe-

spaces” for cross-racial dialogue, these reactions and responses actually promote White 

supremacy (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2012). Indeed, a “safe space for White students is frequently a 

hostile, and sometimes linguistically violent environment for Students of Color (Cabrera et al., 

2016, p. 127, capitalizations original).  

 

Conclusion 

[E]ducation further solidifies the colonization of the white mind when what needs to 

occur is decolonization.  

—(Brunsma et al, 2012, p. 720) 

 

Based on the Hikido and Murray investigation, White students are able to negotiate a 



“CONTRADICTORY THINGS AT ONCE”                                                                                14 

 

superficial, institutional view of diversity in order to promulgate Whiteness (2016). 

Subsequently, it seems possible that these institutional practices hamstring White racial identity 

development toward the model of the White ally (Tatum, 1994). Other literature suggests that the 

larger racial dynamics of US society are mirrored on college campuses (Cabrera, 2014a; Harper 

& Hurtado, 2007). Additionally, simply increasing racial diversity on college campuses will not 

lead to transformative cross-racial student interactions (Gusa, 2010). Considering that most 

White individuals in society are not actively combatting White supremacy at large (Tatum, 

1997), it follows that college campuses are not structured to invite White students to challenge 

how they are complicit in perpetuating the dominance of Whiteness.  

The literature confirms that institutional transformation is needed in order to disrupt 

structural racism in higher education (Chang, 2002; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007). Transformative change would shift institutional culture and values (Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007; Williams, 2013) away from a superficial view of diversity toward social justice 

and antiracism (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015). These changes would impact not only students, but 

also faculty and staff at institutions (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Sensoy 

& DiAngelo, 2017).  

Though institutional changes to combat systemic racism may chafe against components 

of institutional identity (Chang, 2000), institutions do have the potential to change (Tatum, 

1992). Additionally, as White students have unique social privileges (Tatum, 1997), they may 

stand to particularly benefit from this critical transformation. The presence of racism in the US 

teaches White people certain things about race (Irving, 2014; Sullivan, 2006; Tatum, 1997). “Yet 

as adults, we have a responsibility to try to identify and interrupt the cycle of oppression” 

(Tatum, 1992, p. 4). If higher education institutions do not aid in this work, then they are 
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complicit in perpetuating Whiteness and racism. Cabrera et al. argue that multicultural education 

can serve as an opportunity to form “cognitive dissonance for White students” where the goal is 

to have students become “maladjusted when it comes to the subject of racial justice (2016, p. 

129, emphasis original). Institutions can do this work, but this work requires action. Otherwise, 

higher education institutions in the US will continue to state a commitment to diversity while 

recreating Whiteness (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). The missing weight and dedication to 

disrupting racism will not only be felt, but also learned by all students.   
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