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AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGIST

INTRODUCTION

Special Section: Anthropology of White Supremacy

Aisha M. Beliso-De Jesús and Jemima Pierre

The world is not white. It can’t be. Whiteness is just a metaphor
for power.

– James Baldwin

But what on earth is whiteness that one should desire it? Then,
always, somehow, some way, silently but clearly, I am given to
understand that whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever
and ever, Amen!

– W. E. B. Du Bois

To speak of global white supremacy is to point to the
racial dimensions of an international power system that

includes an ideology of white (broadly defined) racial su-
periority and its related sets of practices. However, it re-
mains difficult to operationalize the historical reality of white
supremacy within anthropological theory and practice. For
even as mainstream anthropology has acknowledged the sig-
nificance of race, it has yet to thoroughly engage the role
of white supremacy, especially global white supremacy, as
part and parcel of the baseline understanding and function-
ing of the modern world. In anthropological treatments of
the postcolonial state, the emergence and consolidation of
neoliberalism, or even in current popular trends, such as
work on the “Anthropocene”1 and the “ontological turn,” an
analysis of white supremacy is often missing. This is so even
when there are mentions of race and racialization. How can
we as anthropologists speak of neoliberalism, for example,
without keeping in constant view the context of white priv-
ilege and power that structure both global capitalism and
(post/neo)colonialism?

We argue that there are two main impediments to un-
derstanding global white supremacy as given in the anthropo-
logical project. First, there is a discrepancy between, on the
one hand, the acknowledgment of the discursive construc-
tion of race and, on the other, the relationship of race to “the
structural, material, and corporeal production of white racial
hegemony” (Bonds and Inglewood 2016, 720). Second, there
continues to be the fetishization of a particular kind of ethno-
graphic localization (a trained disciplinary compulsion to
focus on “the particular,” the small-scale experience-based

AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGIST, Vol. 000, No. 0, pp. 1–11, ISSN 0002-7294, online ISSN 1548-1433. C© 2019 by the American Anthropological Association.

All rights reserved. DOI: 10.1111/aman.13351

analysis) that tends to eschew broader structures of power.
In this way, as the late South African anthropologist Bernard
Magubane (1971, 420) pointed out, these kinds of small-
scale studies persist despite the fact that “one cannot add
up any aggregate of such studies to an adequate view of the
national [or, in this case, global] structure of class, status,
and power.”

White supremacy does not work alone; it is the modality
through which many social and political relationships are
lived (Hall 1980). W. E. B. Du Bois (1933, 30), for example,
wrote in Black Reconstruction of the global “color caste founded
and retained by capitalism.”2 Here, we see the significance of
cultural critic bell hooks’s (2000, 118) formulation of “white
supremacist, capitalist patriarchy” to describe the combined
ways that racism, patriarchy, and capitalism differentially
impact nonwhite and white peoples. For example, there can
be no symmetry of race and gender subordination when
white cis-gender women are differentially positioned within
white supremacy than nonwhite (cis- and trans-) women and
men. In other words:

Once white supremacy is established . . . (whether as racial slav-
ery, nonwhite expropriation, or European colonial rule), and with
it racial patriarchy, gender relations are changed since one is now
interacting with someone of [a different gender] within a particu-
lar racial structure. . . . Thus, patriarchal relations even between
people . . . are necessarily going to be altered by the overarching
reality in its different manifestations of white domination. (Mills
2007, 186)

The same can be said about the relationship of white
domination to class, ethnicity/nationality, and sexuality,
among other factors.

In 1995, anthropologist Faye Harrison wrote in the An-
nual Review of Anthropology, “Until recently, anthropology
has not been as visible as some other fields in the new crit-
ical discourse on race” (47). She argued that there was an
urgent need for anthropological theory and methods to be
applied to race and for a racial analysis to be incorporated
by anthropologists. Since this call, and along with other
concerted efforts by anthropologists, significant strides have
been made toward a complex and nuanced analysis of race.



2 American Anthropologist • Vol. 000, No. 0 • xxxx 2019

But this took much effort. In 1998, for example, the ex-
ecutive board of the American Anthropological Association
adopted an official position statement on race.3 In September
that year, American Anthropologist dedicated an entire section
to a “Contemporary Issues Forum” on race and racism. Har-
rison introduced this section by celebrating the emergence,
in the late 1990s, of a “racially cognizant anthropology.”
The section contained essays on the anthropology of race
from the four major subfields, with the hope that the entire
discipline would follow this “race-cognizance” and “deploy
it in strategic arenas of public debate, policy formation, so-
cial action, and other loci of democratic practice” (Harrison
1998, 610). Eugenia Shanklin’s (1998) contribution to this
section, “The Profession of the Color Blind: Sociocultural
Anthropology and Racism in the 21st Century,” took the dis-
cipline to task for its inability to deal with continued racism
and its effects. She argued that the discipline’s early focus
on proving evolutionary racial science as “bad science” left it
unable to address the proliferation of a “folk” concept of race
that continued to depend on the same biological notions of
difference.

Only two issues earlier in American Anthropologist, Ka-
mala Visweswaran’s (1998) “Race and the Culture of An-
thropology” had already made a similar argument: that main-
stream anthropology’s continued inability to address race is
directly linked to the Boasian-initiated shift from race to
culture, “assigning race to biology” and defining culture
as “not race.” In the process, anthropology did not allow
room to explore not only the culturally constructed nature
of racial science but also the ways that deployment of “cul-
ture” itself is often racialized. Michel-Rolph Trouillot (2003)
would later carry forward this argument in his “Adieu Cul-
ture: A New Duty Arises,” when he dubbed anthropology’s
Boasian-influenced culture concept as the “anti-concept.”
Using Stocking’s (1968) analysis of the shift to culture among
the Boasians as primarily a shift in terms, Trouillot argued
that the culture concept retains its essentialist (racial) core
because “the context” of its deployment did not allow room
to engage with the ideological and material realities of on-
going racism. “The context” that Trouillot referred to was
the fact of race and racism that had long been ignored and
dismissed by the discipline. As Leith Mullings (2005, 670)
would point out years later in her review article on the an-
thropological study of racism, “the theoretical weaknesses
inherent in Boasian liberalism made it impossible to sustain
a focus on racism.”

Within these discussions, there is the insistence that an-
thropology, as the disciplinary progenitor of racial science,
has an obligation to provide critical analysis not only of the
race concept but also of processes of racialization, as well
as the explicit and implicit practices of racism. But it is also
here—on the question of the significance of racism—that
there seems to be debate and even recalcitrance. Mainstream
anthropology continues to steer clear of analysis that centers
race and processes of racialization. Moreover, Leith Mullings
(2005, 669) reminds us that, “as compared to its sister

disciplines of sociology and history, anthropology’s con-
tribution to the study of racism in the last several decades
has been modest.” One explanation for this, we contend,
may be the trained inability of many in the discipline to
understand—and treat—race and racialization as constitu-
tive of all modern relations. If race and racialization are not
considered to be constitutive of the contemporary world,
there is bound to be even less agreement on racism.

Despite the lack of a common ground (or standard theo-
retical and sociohistorical models for understanding the con-
tinued cultural and political significance of race and racism),
the past two decades have demonstrated that anthropolog-
ical tools can indeed be deployed to contribute to critical
analysis of race and racism—and their imbrications with and
through other structures of power, including class, gender,
religion, ethnicity, and sexuality.4 We know that scholars
of African descent, especially, have often been at the fore-
front of anthropological studies of race and racism since
the early days of the discipline (Cobb 1936; Davis, Gard-
ner, and Gardner 1941; Drake and Cayton 1945; Firmin
2002). But a brief review of recent ethnographies and ar-
chaeological studies demonstrates wide-ranging engagement
with the hierarchies of race and power (some of which in-
clude Battle-Baptiste 2011; Brown 2005; Goett 2016; Hale
2006; Jackson 2005; Orser 2007; Page and Thomas 1994;
Rana 2011; Visweswaran 2010). What we have learned
from this research is that even in and through their specific
local resonances, racialization processes have global rever-
berations. Yet, it remains difficult to link, even broadly,
anthropological scholarship on globalization and on racial-
ization. Deborah Thomas and Kamari M. Clarke (2013, 318)
argue that “not only has globalization not produced the new
cosmopolitanisms some scholars expected (and still desire),
but contemporary assertions of being post-racial have also
served only to mask the ongoing structural inequalities—
now viewed in terms of abjection or ethnicity—that were
put into motion by modern processes of racialization.” Such
views, they continue, undermine “our ability to understand
how structures and institutions still undergird particular
racialist meanings and orders” (318). We insist, however,
on naming those particular racialist meanings and orders by
stressing that they are organized through structures of global
white supremacy.

In other words, one cannot speak of gendered racial
discriminations in Brazil, for example, without acknowl-
edging the ways that racial processes in Brazil are part
of a global phenomenon of racial distinctions and gender
and class inequalities that date back to European expan-
sion and the colonization of the Americas, the enslavement
of Africans in the process of dispossession of Indigenous
people from their lands, and the governance, classifica-
tion, and ordering of people based on epidermal differ-
ence, what sociologist Edward Telles (2014) has described
as “pigmentocracies.”5 We must therefore situate the inter-
connected local and global histories of race and racialization
in relation to global and local forms of white supremacy. As
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scholars have demonstrated, it is important to examine the
connections of ongoing racialized inequalities throughout
the world—inequalities that render analogous the experi-
ences of various far-flung communities (Lake and Reynolds
2008; Mills 1998; Pierre 2013; Thomas and Clarke 2013).
We argue that, as anthropologists, we should make it our
task to “develop theoretical perspectives and methodologi-
cal approaches to advance our understanding of these new
[and old] manifestations of race and racism,” an understand-
ing that includes a thoughtful consideration and attention to
how white supremacy functions within these racialist orders
(Mullings 2005, 667).

We consider this special section on white supremacy
to be an extension of this discussion and project (See for
instance, Baker 1998, 87). We intervene in this conversation
through three key crucial points.

First, we argue that scholars cannot focus on race, racial-
ization processes, or racism alone, but we must also attend
to the specific power dynamics inherent in the construction
of race, specifically the hierarchical categorization of “white”
as racially superior. Our focus on white supremacy—instead
of only race or racialization—is to name whiteness and its
centrality to the construction of this racialized unequal world
that we all inhabit. Joe Feagin and Sean Elias (2011, 939)
tell us that it is just as important to stress “whites’ dominant
role in creating the material realities of racial oppression,
inequalitarian racial hierarchies and white-framed interpre-
tations” as the “white-imposed community norms; scientific
and medical categorizations; residential, educational or oc-
cupation segregation; and the racial images and ideologies
of the media, popular culture and science.” In other words,
race is always a description of a social, historical, cultural,
and political position, and in James Baldwin’s words, “white-
ness is a metaphor for power” (quoted in Peck 2016). Our
aim is thus to point to the presumed power and privilege of
whiteness and to analyze how white supremacy is structured
in and through our institutions, our disciplinary theories and
methods, our everyday relations, and global economic and
political processes.

Second, we seek to move the discussion of race and
racialization through an understanding of white supremacy
that extends beyond the nation-state framework toward a
transnational and global perspective. We argue that an anal-
ysis of white supremacy must include the historical and cur-
rent forms of transnational processes that were initiated by
European expansion and that are continued through Euro-
American cultural and political domination globally.

Last, we push back against the conflation of white
supremacy solely with identity formations and individual
and overt practices of racism. While the current political
climate allows for attempts to link “white supremacy” pri-
marily to “white nationalism,” we contend that this move
further hides the systematic deployment of white supremacy
as a structuring logic that serves as the baseline for moder-
nity and its cognates of liberalism, democracy, progress, and
rationality. It is not that the study of white identity extrem-

ism and fascism is not important; in fact, we encourage this
research alongside analyses of global structures of power.
But, rather than regarding white supremacy as representa-
tive of extremist racist groups (as exist throughout Europe
and the Americas), we understand white supremacy to be
infused in all structures of global power, including liberal no-
tions of international law and sovereignty (Grovogui 1996),
the hierarchy of nation-states, Western educational systems,
and so on.

WHITE SUPREMACY AS GLOBAL POWER SYSTEM
The current international power system emerged in the
fifteenth century through the European expansion across the
world. As Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1991, 32) identified, its
concrete terms were violent “conquest, colonization and
universal legitimacy of European—and racialized white—
power.” The impact of this power system continues to have
global reverberations and is articulated in various ways and
through multiple registers.6 Thus, as Charles Mills (1998,
102) reminds us:

An objective look at the world reveals that independent Third
World nations are part of a global economy dominated by white
capital and white international lending institutions, that the planet
as a whole is dominated by the cultural projects of the white West,
that many First World Nations have experienced a resurgence
of racism, including biologically determinist ideas once thought
to have been definitively discredited . . . and that in general the
dark-skinned races of the world, particularly black and indigenous
peoples, continue to be at or near the bottom of the socioeconomic
ladder in both metropolitan and Third World polities.

Keeping in view the long history of European conquest
of the world—and the establishment of white supremacy as
the “central organizing logic of western modernity” (Bonds
and Inglewood 2016, 720)—allows us to begin exploring
race and white supremacy with the development of settler-
colonial states. Settler colonialism set the conditions for the
transatlantic slave trade (Lowe 2015) and the enslavement of
Africans in the Americas, the full establishment of capitalism
as an economic system, and, with that, the continued
expansion of European power through the colonization of
Africa and Asia. Lisa Lowe (2015) explains these world-
historical events as the “intimacies of four continents”:
the relationships among settler colonialism, the transatlantic
slave trade, the colonization of Asia, as well as the conjunc-
ture of the abolition of slavery and the importation of Chinese
and South Asian indentured servants to the Caribbean and
the formal conquest of nearly the entire African continent.
These are “intimacies” of colonial processes where “people
from all four quarters of the globe” labored in the “‘new
world’ to produce tobacco and sugar for European con-
sumption,” helping to give rise to the European bourgeoisie
and the conceit of Western “liberal modernity” (1).

As we speak of Western liberal modernity, democ-
racy, and morality, it is also important to stress the role of
racial science in justifying the violence of colonialism. In-
deed, colonial domination and expropriation was marked by
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the “joint march of liberalism and white supremacy” (Bouie
2018). Anthropology’s role in the development of racial sci-
ence is well known, of course (Baker 1998, Blakey 1987).
But we should remind ourselves of the discipline’s role in
helping create the racio-biological taxonomy along with the
“whiteness-above-all” ideology that turned “physical differ-
ence into relations of domination” and continues to shape
our modern racial worldview (Bouie 2018). The “colonial”
is therefore crucial for thinking about the violent material
production of the hegemony of whiteness.

The intimacies established by colonialism animate “con-
current racializations” of all populations impacted by the
spread of global white supremacy (Wolfe 2016). The no-
tion of concurrent racialization brings into clear relief the
underappreciated connections between settler-colonial and
non-settler-colonial societies, in particular. One of the dif-
ficulties in theorizing the nature and persistent global power
of race is the distinction between settler colonialism and
nonsettler colonialism—of Africa and Asia. This distinction
often leads to the idea, however implicit, that nonsettler
colonialism does not also have a continuing racial structure
in the postcolonial era. For the African continent, more
specifically, the South African (and, at times, East African)
settler-colonial experience has become the exceptional case
for the study of race and white supremacy. However, as
Mahmood Mamdani (1996) reminds us, apartheid was in-
deed the norm rather than the exception in colonial Africa.
It existed as a form of institutional segregation marked by
racial difference. This institutional segregation was what the
French called “association” and the British and Portuguese
called “indirect rule” or “suzerains,” a common colonial state
form of white supremacist racial domination.

But how do we account for the racial legacies of colonial
rule—invasion, expropriation, elimination, debilitation, hi-
erarchical distinctions—in a context that did not depend
on full settlement? When Patrick Wolfe (2016) stressed
that “race is colonialism speaking,” his focus was on the
racial regimes of settler colonialism. But the rest of the
African continent and its peoples share the common history
of colonial invasion, extraction, and elimination that link it
to the other communities within global structures of race and
power. The framework of “concurrent racializations” of set-
tler and nonsettler colonialism offers a way to think through
the connections between indirect rule and direct rule—and,
consequently, the impact of racialization even in the “post-
colonial” contexts of Africa and Asia.7 In this way, the white
supremacist colonial order—both its settler and nonsettler
variants—must be the ultimate frame of reference.

In the book Terrifying Muslims (2011), Junaid Rana (who
also contributes an article to this special section), demon-
strates how this white supremacist colonial order works in a
contemporary postcolonial context. Through analysis of the
experiences of Pakistani labor migrants in the global arena—
particularly those who travel through the Middle East and
the United States—he highlights the relationship between
neoliberalism and empire. He argues that the “incorpora-

tion of [working-class] labor migration into the global racial
system follows colonial, postcolonial, and imperial trajecto-
ries that maintain hierarchies through a racial logic” (177).
He connects the long arc of British and then US imperialism
in creating the conditions for South Asian labor migration
and movement as well as racialized and gendered religious
identity formations. The ethnographic detail and historical
analysis in Terrifying Muslims provide us with a unique view-
point to understand global white supremacy. In this “global
racial context,” Rana brings together the racialization pro-
cesses of not only British empire making but also postcolonial
state formations (in the context of the India-Pakistan parti-
tion) to examine the emergence of the “neoliberal political
economy.” Here, US militarism (through the global war
on terror) and the construction of the “terrifying” racial-
ized Muslim figure emerge as co-constructed. In so doing,
and similar to many scholars of race and white supremacy,
Rana does not present an understanding of racial processes
as teleological; rather, he stresses that the racial processes
that construct white supremacy are systemic and consist of
a “vast repository of techniques, strategies, logics, and tac-
tics” and a combination of causal and conjunctural historical
events. What is perhaps Rana’s most significant contribution
(at least for this discussion) is the way he demonstrates the
intimacies, the “pervasive logics,” that connect the tropes of
religion, race, and gender to capitalism and empire.8

A historicized understanding of global white supremacy
therefore does not locate it as a relic of the past. Rather,
global white supremacy points to a connected set of
relations and logics that emerge at particular moments,
in varying contexts, that persistently endure “through
spectacular and mundane violences that reaffirm empire
and the economic, social, cultural, and political power”
while continuing to uphold, globally, the dominant position
of whiteness (Bonds and Inglewood 2016, 721). These
mundane and structuring violences are perpetuated both
on a large scale (e.g., the US global war on terror, the
imperial imperatives of global finance capital, cyberwarfare,
etc.) and on smaller scales reflected in social institutions,
practices (including disciplinary practices), epistemologies,
and representations. As we discuss next, these mundane
structurations of violence also include the continuing
whiteness of anthropology (Harrison 2012).

ANTHROPOLOGY AS WHITE SUPREMACY
The impetus for this special section on the anthropology of
white supremacy was not the election of Donald Trump to
the US presidency. It came from a panel of the same title
co-organized by Aisha Beliso-De Jesús and Jemima Pierre for
the 2016 annual meeting of the American Anthropological
Association (AAA) in Minneapolis, MN. As anthropologists
of color whose research focuses on race and racism, we have
experienced the mundane cultural logics of white supremacy
within the discipline, particularly during the annual meet-
ings, and the 2016 conference was no different. Previously,
for example, we noticed how panels that feature race or
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racism are often given unfavorable time slots or are mostly
attended by scholars of color. Indeed, we have experienced
being dismissed by well-meaning white allies as not being
“theoretical” enough because we “do race.” For many of us,
the experience of being trivialized at AAA meetings is part
and parcel of being anthropologists of color. It was therefore
not very surprising when our panel on the anthropology of
white supremacy was scheduled for the undesirable time
slot of eight o’clock in the morning on Thursday. However,
to our amazement, we found that what would usually be a
poorly attended panel was actually packed full of people.9

Even more remarkable was that the audience was made up
of primarily white anthropologists!

Only one week earlier, Trump had defeated the Demo-
cratic Party candidate, Hillary Clinton, whose victory
seemed all but assured to those on the liberal side of the
political spectrum. Many in the US electorate were shocked.
The fact that Donald Trump could win the presidency cre-
ated despair among political liberals, precisely because he
ran an explicitly and unapologetically racist and sexist po-
litical campaign. Indeed, some white anthropologists at the
conference we spoke to and who attended our panel un-
derstandably wanted to distance themselves from the elec-
toral process, from Trump, and from his views. However,
even as many underestimated the extent to which race and
racism—and white supremacist thinking and practice—are
deeply structured in every aspect of US society, there still
remained a misrecognition that white supremacy is some-
thing that other (read: ignorant, poor, or uneducated) white
people do. In this regard, our collective conference papers,
which addressed white supremacy as a long-standing global
system of power that benefits all white people, certainly did
not satisfy this view.

The individual papers on the panel variously addressed
how white supremacy is part of racialized land dispossession
in Brazil, how whiteness is embedded in the racialization
of Muslims in the United States and globally, how white
supremacism underpins development language and practice
in Africa, and how the performance of white aggression and
toxic masculinity shapes US policing practices. The goal of
the panel was to move away from an understanding of race
and white supremacy as something of the past, or as tied
only to explicit white racist genocidal violence (from early
nineteenth-century European and American fascism to the
likes of which have seen a resurgence since Trump’s elec-
tion). Our discussant, esteemed Black feminist anthropolo-
gist Faye Harrison, then contextualized these presentations
within a long trajectory of anthropological research on race
and structural racism by a group of scholars of color whose
contributions are consistently ignored by the mainstream of
the discipline.

However, because none of our panel’s papers dealt di-
rectly with the election of Donald Trump (we had organized
the panel in early 2016, long before Trump was even con-
sidered a viable Republican candidate), we did not satisfy
the thirst for a post-Trump lamenting seemingly desired by

our mostly white liberal audience. We were made aware
of this during the question and answer period, when the
audience mostly asked us about Donald Trump’s election.
Few questions addressed the papers we had presented on
their own terms. Some of the questions from white audi-
ence members seemed to have expected us to somehow
become native informants of white supremacy. They asked
for an ethno-cultural excursion into Trump voters’ minds
to understand how the strange white extremists—for ex-
ample, people who reside in some backwoods, open carry
rifles, or attend alt-right protests—think. But our presen-
tations were not meant to provide analysis for this type of
localized identity-based particularity of white supremacy; in-
deed, our objectives were explicitly antithetical to this point
of view. Because our panel provided analysis of the long
historical, socio-political, and economic context of global
white supremacy, we expected that these analyses should
have motivated, among audience members, a refusal to ac-
cept the characterization of the election of Donald Trump as
exception. This characterization, in the words of Jonathan
Rosa and Yarimar Bonilla (2017, 203), “effectively delinks
present-day racism from colonial histories of power, dis-
avows US settler colonialism, and silences critiques of global
coloniality” and global white supremacy.

Our panel also wanted to implicate political and dis-
ciplinary liberalism as structured in and through white
supremacy. As panelists and as academics of color who had
been engaging with the structures of white supremacy in
our work and everyday lives, we encountered at this con-
ference the white supremacy of anthropology in its very
curiosity about white supremacy. We responded with an
analysis that instead pointed to how white supremacy is
an all-encompassing, constituent, and intimate part of our
social fabric, and we were left disappointed with the mis-
recognition both of our work and the broader role of white
supremacy in the world and in anthropology. Contributors
to this special section are similarly addressing these con-
cerns. Collectively, we ask: Why is it so difficult for the
discipline of anthropology to embrace a critical theory of
global racial formations that includes a serious interrogation
of white supremacy? By asking this, we make the case for
an anthropology of white supremacy that recognizes and in-
terrogates how the discipline of anthropology participates in
practices and ideologies of white supremacy.

In this introduction and special section, we specifically
want to stress how the history of anthropology depends on
racialist imperial logics based on the privileging of white-
ness. We assert that the social conditions of whiteness (and
Otherness) continue to be embedded in the notions of “ev-
idence” and “discovery,” in whom—and how—we study
anthropologically and in the perpetuation of anthropology
as “white public space” (Brodkin, Morgen, and Hutchinson
2011). Indeed, as Brodkin, Morgen, and Hutchinson (2011)
have shown, anthropology is a white intellectual and social
space that perpetuates unequal hiring practices and labor
divisions through discourses of being “not about race.”
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The discussion that followed our panel presentation was
not satisfactory for any of us. We left with a feeling that our
panel had been hijacked by the liberal fears of the US elec-
tion. In addition, we were met with microaggressions that
further entrenched anthropology as a white project. For
example, one white woman anthropologist congratulated us
for having a “more sophisticated” analysis than that of Melissa
Harris-Perry, the Black feminist keynote speaker, who, the
day before, had discussed how white women were respon-
sible for the election of Donald Trump. Reinforcing what
Rosa and Flores (2017) have described as the “deficit view,”
this type of microaggression, launched at anthropologists of
color, asserts the whiteness of anthropology through racial-
ized language that has been used to characterize communities
of color as lacking theoretical acumen. Often, our analyses
are described as lacking “nuance” or “sophistication.” These
claims are themselves constructed through the logic of white
supremacy, as they are usually linked with the implication
that “real theory” is about mastering and referencing a select
group of white French or German poststructuralist (cisgen-
der) male scholars (Foucault, Nietzsche, Deleuze, Derrida,
and so on). It is here that the very production of anthropo-
logical scholarship—how we cite and discuss our practices,
writing, and critiques of each other’s work—is implicated
in furthering white supremacy.

Exclusionist pedagogy is also crucial to how anthro-
pology maintains white supremacy. The Open Syllabus
Project (OSP), an online open-source platform affiliated
with Columbia University that catalogs and analyzes millions
of syllabi from over eighty countries across the disciplines,
recently surveyed over forty-one thousand anthropology
syllabi.10 In the top one thousand texts taught in anthro-
pology courses, only ten were authored by Black people,
making up 1 percent of texts assigned across all four fields of
anthropology across the world. Of those ten Black-authored
texts, only two were by Black women. The first Black-
authored text to appear on the list, The Wretched of the Earth,
by Martiniquean revolutionary and psychiatrist Franz Fanon,
shows up at number 185 on the list. Ironically, Fanon’s Black
Skin/White Mask is also the next Black-authored text on the
list, at number 312. This list shows that the majority of
Black-authored texts are from outside of the discipline (in-
cluding Fanon), with Things Fall Apart, by Nigerian novelist
Chinua Achebe, making the list at number 321. We see
Black British literary scholar Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic
at number 339, followed shortly by Representation: Cultural
Representations and Signifying Practices by Black British cultural
studies scholar Stuart Hall at 446. The creative nonfiction
book A Small Place, authored by Black Antiguan acclaimed
female novelist Jamaica Kincaid, is at number 560. Only
three of the Black-authored texts are by scholars who were
trained as anthropologists, and of the three books written by
Black anthropologists, only one is by a living person. None
are written by a Black anthropologist researching and writ-
ing about the contemporary moment. Zora Neale Hurston’s
Mules and Men does not appear until number 486, Michel-

Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past is number 719, and Lee
Baker’s From Savage to Negro makes an appearance toward
the end of the list, at number 835. What we see in this list
of top anthropological texts is that the discipline does not
want to teach or hear from its Black practitioners. Indeed,
it seems that the white supremacy of anthropology would
rather read novels and literary analysis by Black artists and
scholars than ethnographic works. This list thus reveals that
contemporary Black anthropologists’ theories and insights
are excluded from mainstream thought of the discipline.
While we focus here on Black anthropologists, and the in-
herent anti-Blackness exemplified in the discipline, we can
make similar arguments regarding the general inattention
to scholarship by other anthropologists of color. This sit-
uation, we believe, is part of what anthropologist Arlene
Dávila points out as a general disregard for “ethnic studies”
within the discipline.11 It is here where we can see how
even as Black and other anthropologists’ of color are making
profound contributions to scholarship on race and racism,
white epistemologies are given pedagogical merit and pri-
macy. Social media campaigns such as #CiteBlackWomen
are necessary interventions in the white supremacist disci-
plinary barrings that will not change until citation practices
and syllabi are reshaped.

As Nahum Chandler (2013, 140) rightly argues, there is
a pervasive operative presumption that theory only exists in
whiteness. He gives the example of how W. E. B. Du Bois’s
profound theories of race are often passed over by the ethno-
logical disciplines in favor of less critical conceptualizations
of race. Specifically, he discusses an “essentialist privilege
in theory” within the disciplines of history, sociology, and
anthropology that often overlooks Black scholars of race to
instead read race through white philosophers, such as Fou-
cault. We saw this occur after the election of Donald Trump,
when a top anthropology journal hosted a Twitter read-in
on Foucault to discuss contemporary race in the United
States. This was in place of groundbreaking scholarship by
Black anthropologists, other scholars of color, or critical
race theorists who have contributed greatly to understand-
ing racial oppression and racialization in the United States
and beyond (Harrison et al. 2018; Harrison and Harrison
1998; Jobson and Allen 2016). Chandler (2013) describes
how this “essentialist privilege,” this “paradoxical structure,”
must be remarked upon because it is fundamentally about
the presumed whiteness of theory.

Many anthropologists of color experience the discipline
through microaggressions and dismissals that have become
part and parcel of its white supremacy. Our theoretical
credibility and analytical skills are questioned in ways that
are reminiscent of old debates about objectivity and neu-
trality. Even if we are not so-called native ethnographers,
we are often perceived as such and/or treated as token
interlocutors who cannot provide real theory or analysis
because we are considered “too close” to our subject
matter. This “closeness” is often simply epidermal—our
racial and ethnic backgrounds seem to color the reception
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of our work. Normative considerations of “empirical,”
“ethnographic,” and presumed “real” research thus lends to
the invisible workings of white supremacy.

This racialized reception becomes especially apparent
when discussions about what constitutes white supremacy
itself is brought up during intellectual conversations, con-
ferences, or even the peer-review process. For example,
during the peer-review of one of the articles in this spe-
cial section addressing how a white anthropologist had
inadvertently reproduced white supremacist discourses
about Africa, one of the reviewers commented that they per-
sonally knew that scholar and that “[they] are not racist.” But
one does not have to be explicitly racist to reproduce white
supremacy or its discursive formations. Rather than engage
with the argument itself, the theoretical discussion was per-
ceived as a personal attack and then dismissed. In other
instances, the very idea that white supremacy mattered was
itself questioned. “Why is this not about the security state or
governance [instead of white supremacy]?” a reviewer asked.
Our assertion is that white supremacy is part of the security
state and governance, and that this misrecognition—where
we have to choose an either/or—is how white supremacy
is naturalized.

The whiteness of anthropology is also reinforced in the
everyday policies, hiring practices, searches, and labor divi-
sions of our discipline. For example, most anthropologists of
color are not hired in anthropology departments, and “racial-
ized minority faculty are more likely to be in ethnic or gender
studies departments, and in departments without anthropol-
ogy in their title.”12 When they are found in anthropology
departments, they are cross- or joint-appointed in other
departments and programs.13 Coming into anthropology
through “the back door,” scholars of color are split between
multiple departments (usually ethnic or cultural studies) to
satisfy “diversity” hires, are often excluded from true deci-
sion making within the discipline, and are heaped with ex-
tra, invisible labor (Brodkin, Morgen, and Hutchinson 2011,
545; Dávila 2006, 39; Harrison 2012, 53).14 Last, topics and
areas of focus have also been laden with colonialist dynamics
that are tied to white supremacist classificatory structures. As
scholars have noted, although these colonialist ethnographic
gazes have been heavily critiqued, they still are used in job
searches, where we continue to search for “Africanists,”
“Caribbeanists,” or people who study “Asia” or the “Middle
East.” This tendency to privilege geographies of difference
(and the not-so-subtle relationship between anthropological
“local” sites and “area studies”) in the discipline not only re-
inforces the outsider perspective of anthropological research
but also marginalizes US-based anthropology. Scholars who
study race and racism in the United States are read more
widely by other fields and disciplines, such as sociology or
ethnic studies, and have a harder time being considered
“true” anthropologists. This ultimately impacts hires, fund-
ing, resource distribution, and disciplinary reproduction.
We contend that any anthropology of white supremacy must
therefore address the white supremacy of anthropology.

TOWARD AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF WHITE
SUPREMACY
As we have laid out its theoretical and historical contours,
we submit an understanding of white supremacy through the
words of philosopher Frances Lee Ansley:

A political, economic, and cultural system in which whites over-
whelmingly control power and material resources, conscious
and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are
widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-white sub-
ordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions
and social settings. (quoted in Mills 2003, 37)

How might we operationalize an anthropology of white
supremacy? First, we must recognize that white supremacy
is structural and pervasive. This means that it informs in-
stitutions, habits, laws, policies, representations, pleasures,
desires, and so on. It is only in understanding the persistent
investment, privilege, and power of whiteness as central to
the world as we know it that we can examine the structural
process of racialized supremacy. Second, white supremacy
must be traced globally. We must situate a transnational
analysis that links global anti-Blackness, xenophobia, and
Islamophobia, among other structures of inequality, in or-
der to unravel the intricacies of violence and power that
maintain white supremacy (Perry 2009, 2013; Pierre 2006,
2013; Rana 2007; Smith 2015, 2016). For us, the inabil-
ity of anthropology to deal with white supremacy also has
to do with the nature of anthropological reticence to deal
with race, on the one hand, and to explore the structures of
race in white supremacy as a global issue, on the other hand.
Third, as the discipline that gave us racial science, anthropol-
ogy has a specific responsibility to address the consequences
of this history, both in terms of white supremacy’s prac-
tical realities in global hierarchical relations (including the
sites we study) and in terms of acknowledging the ways that
racial processes and white supremacy remain sedimented in
the discipline’s theoretical models, research practices, and
institutional existence.

An anthropology of white supremacy must therefore
develop new strategies for writing, research, and data col-
lection. We call for an expansive re-rendering of ethnog-
raphy and archaeology that can draw on a myriad of social
texts and data formations. Rather than police the bound-
aries of our discipline and ethnography from the perceived
encroachment from cultural and media studies, women’s,
gender and sexuality studies, critical race theory, or ethnic
studies, we suggest drawing on the well-developed tools in
these areas.

Similarly, the overreliance on theoretical knowledge
produced from the United States and Europe is what Faye
Harrison (2016, 161) has described as “epistemological
apartheid.” This “theory-forming landscape” restricts knowl-
edge production to imperialist racial and national spaces.
Even when scholars of color produce that scholarship, they
too are situated in global centers of power. The Global South
becomes a place of extraction, used as a site of raw data,
and is not seen as a site from which theory is made. Harrison
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shows that this form of “imperial globality,” grounded in
“modernity, development practices, and white supremacy,”
is integral to the logics of academia dominated by the Global
North (172). Part of the work of undoing white supremacy
must therefore “desediment” this epistemological apartheid
(Chandler 2013). We must read, teach, cite, and engage
with the vast cannon of global scholarship produced outside
of North American and European power centers. Recogniz-
ing the various marginalized anthropologies that currently
exist can help us begin to unravel concentric sites of oppres-
sion.

Ultimately, an anthropology of white supremacy should:
(1) take the history of European expansion and the politi-
cal, intellectual, cultural, and ideological sedimentation of
presumed white superiority as given; (2) understand that,
whether or not it is acknowledged, this history informs the
social practices of all the communities within which we
work; (3) shift from an overreliance on the deployment of
white supremacy as identity (i.e., the “white supremacist”) to
deal with the structural embeddedness of white supremacy
in the world; (4) situate the intersectional layers that un-
derstand white supremacy as constituent of patriarchy, het-
eronormativity, settler colonialism, mass incarceration, po-
lice violence, and other global and imperial violences in and
between societies structured in racial dominance; and (5)
have a commitment to dismantling global structures of race
and whiteness, structures within which the discipline of an-
thropology remains deeply implicated (Magubane and Faris
1985).

We offer this special section of American Anthropologist as
a beginning to this conversation. In these articles, we focus
not simply on race but also on the processes, epistemolo-
gies, ontologies, and structural relations of white supremacy
globally. We are fully aware that our contributions are not
exhaustive. We feature a series of theoretical and method-
ological interventions along with ethnographic techniques
that demonstrate the usefulness of different anthropologi-
cal tools to understand and dismantle white supremacy. In
this vein, several of our pieces shift away from a traditional
ethnographic approach to explore the historical and discur-
sive sites that inform anthropology of white supremacy both
inside and outside of the discipline (Perry, Pierre, Ralph,
Rana). Ethnographically, we tackle how people’s experi-
ences with white supremacist governance create persisting
and unfolding violences in everyday life (Beliso-De Jesús,
Perry, Speed). We examine the philosophical and ontologi-
cal issues that arise as we practice anthropology and examine
those structures of power in advertising, university institu-
tions, and the very discipline of anthropology itself (Rana,
Rosa and Diaz, and Shankar).

Moving away from an area-based ethnographic or the-
oretical lens that would territorialize our respective “sites”
into certain “places” in the world, we instead examine the
global and transnational connections of white supremacy,
power, and violence. This spans from the ways white
supremacy persists in “settler capitalism,” as Shannon Speed

identifies, with the experiences of Indigenous women as
they migrate from Central America to the United States.
In her article, “On the Persistence of White Supremacy:
Indigenous Migrant Experience and the Structures of Set-
tler Capitalism,” Speed argues against the presumption of
racial progress and diminishing racial violence and domina-
tion after colonialism. She demonstrates that the neoliberal
moment, with its accompanying discourses of tolerance and
rights that allowed for such notions as “postracial society,”
has reached its limits. Describing the shift from “neoliberal
multiculturalism” to “neoliberal multicriminalism,” Speed
discusses the resurgence of explicit white supremacy and
misogyny in public discourse and actions as a direct response
to the changing needs of settler-capitalist power.

In “The Racial Vernaculars of Development: A View
from West Africa,” Jemima Pierre demonstrates how both
the prominent Western-derived development apparatus in
postcolonial Africa and anthropological theorizing of this
apparatus are embedded in a “hermeneutics of race.” Pierre
demonstrates this through a discussion of the language of
development and argues it is a “racial vernacular” that sustains
racial thought, indexes racial meanings, and prescribes social
practices. She links the long white supremacist history of
development to current practices and argues that “though
notions of racial difference may be submerged,” they are
reflected in a racial vernacular that normalizes the whiteness
of discourses and representations of technology and liberal
acts of charity as well as the “Blackness” of poverty and
primitivism.

Junaid Rana’s article, “Anthropology and the Riddle of
White Supremacy,” examines the famous exchange on race
between white anthropologist Margaret Mead and Black
writer and intellectual James Baldwin, showing how their
ideas around religion, morality, and theology are integral to
racism, white supremacy, and the critique of racial liberal-
ism. Rana makes two interventions. He argues that while
racism and white supremacy are often thought of as con-
ceptually related, it is important to clarify their theoretical
differences. He then draws on Baldwin and Mead’s conver-
sation to theorize the “global and the theological” and to
demonstrate how the “racialization of religion and the theo-
logical components of white supremacy” are relevant to the
construction of anti-Muslim racism.

The articles further expand the theoretical discussion
of global white supremacy by delving into institutions, on-
tologies, and practices. In “Nothing Sells like Whiteness:
Race, Ontology, and American Advertising,” Shalini Shankar
explores how multiculturalist diversity advertising actually
reinforces the fiction of a white mainstream, highlighting
racial and ethnic differences. She shows how ontology, or
“the study of the nature of being,” matters to the construction
of white supremacist worlds through advertising practices
aimed at diversity.

Similarly, Jonathan Rosa and Vanessa Diaz use anthro-
pological analyses of institutional racism to explore the on-
tological issues of race and white supremacy in their article,
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“Raciontologies: Rethinking Anthropological Accounts of
Institutional Racism and Enactments of White Supremacy
in the United States.” They examine how institutions and
apparatuses, such as the criminal justice system and gentri-
fication processes, join to reproduce white supremacy. By
viewing institutions as actors rather than simply sites or vehi-
cles for the reproduction of white supremacy, they shift the
representational location of ethnography in what they de-
scribe as a raciontological perspective. Raciolontologies, they
argue, powerfully shape how institutional entities are en-
dowed with the capacity to engage in particular acts while
also conditioning perceptions, experiences, and material
groundings of white supremacist reality.

In “The Resurgent Far Right and the Black Feminist
Struggle for Social Democracy in Brazil,” Keisha-Khan Perry
discusses the recent upsurge in hatred and violence in Brazil
resulting from the 2016 election of right-wing politician
Jair Bolsonaro to the presidency, as well as the suspicious
murder (assassination) of Black queer feminist politician
Marielle Franco in 2017. Through her discussion of Black
women’s activism, Perry argues that white supremacy and
white supremacist violence is foundational to Brazil, begin-
ning with slavery and continuing on to the present moment.

The pieces also explicitly engage white supremacist
practices and their reproduction through policing and
militarization. In “The Jungle Academy: Molding White
Supremacy in American Police Recruits,” Aisha Beliso-De
Jesús examines how white supremacy is molded, crafted, and
trained into the bodies of police academy cadets. Through
an ethnography of a composite police academy in the United
States, she demonstrates how training practices produce ad-
jacent white sameness in the molding of police bodies where
the physicality involved in “becoming blue” is actually a
racialized site of Aryan-inspired body politics. With ethno-
graphic detail, Beliso-De Jesús discusses the active physical,
emotional, and mental reshaping of police recruits, and ex-
plains how white supremacy is ordered, maintained, infused,
and embodied in US policing.

In “The Making of Richard Zuley: The Ignored Linkages
between the US Criminal In/Justice System and the Interna-
tional Security State,” Laurence Ralph reveals the operations
of white supremacy by tracing US military and police torture
techniques and practices from Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, to
Chicago, Illinois. Focusing on the torture of Mohamedou
Ould Slahi, a Muslim victim of the so-called war on ter-
ror, Ralph examines how the roots of white supremacy are
obscured and white ignorance is cultivated. As a major com-
ponent of the schema of racism that informs state-sanctioned
violence, Ralph uncovers how white supremacy continues
to be naturalized and thus remains unexamined in prevailing
scholarship on governance and security.

While this special section examines white supremacy
through analyses of historical structures of oppression, we
also encourage research that examines explicit acts of hate
and racism—but that does not delink the present from the
past. We follow anthropologist Faye Harrison, who points

us toward a horizon of an anthropology that does not simply
interrogate white supremacy but that actively works to dis-
mantle this system of dominance. To us, a clear path forward
is to work toward eliminating the conditions that make pos-
sible the brutal persistence of white supremacist capitalist
patriarchy—within anthropology and beyond.

Aisha M. Beliso-De Jesús American Studies Program, Princeton

University, Princeton, NJ 08544 USA; beliso.dejesus@princeton.edu
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1. A team of geographers at University College London recently
found that European colonization, specifically the genocide of
over fifty-six million Indigenous peoples in the Americas, led to
global climate change (Koch et al. 2019). A period called the
“Great Dying” occurred because abandoned farmland from the
murdered Indigenous peoples, in addition to pathogens intro-
duced by Europeans, brought about a global cooling known as
the “Little Ice Age” of the sixteenth century.

2. The idea of “racial capitalism”—which has recently taken hold
among a broad spectrum of social scientists—points to the rela-
tionship of racism and capitalism, but we must make it clear that
the focus should not just be on how capitalism is racialized but
how it is specifically about structuring white economic control.

3. http://www.americananthro.org/ConnectWithAAA/Content
.aspx?ItemNumber=2583.

4. This is not to say, of course, that studies of race and inequality
did not continue occur within anthropology previously.

5. Christen Smith’s Afro-Paradise: Blackness, Violence and Performance
in Brazil (2016) also provides a much-needed lens onto the
global genocidal violence against Black people through anti-
Black state violence in Brazil. Exposing the brutal realities of how
police death squads terrorize communities in order to create the
semblance of an “Afro-paradise,” a location of consumable Black
culture for an international market that desires non-threatening
Black people in exotic locales, Smith shows how Black trauma
and anti-Black violence have always been constitutive of white
racial democracies.

6. Along with others, anthropologist Roger Sanjek (1994, 1) re-
minded us decades ago that, “for worse, not better, today we all
live in a racialized world.” Sociologist Howard Winant (2002),
in his The World Is a Ghetto, was even more specific in historically

http://www.americananthro.org/ConnectWithAAA/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=2583
http://www.americananthro.org/ConnectWithAAA/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=2583
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grounding the emergence of the race-concept and the estab-
lishment of white supremacy. Following the lead of Caribbean
scholars such as Walter Rodney and Sylvia Wynter, he reprises
the argument that “imperialism’s creation of modern nation-
states, capitalism’s construction of an international economy,
and the Enlightenment’s articulation of a unified world culture
. . . were all deeply racialized processes” (Winant 2002, 19).

7. For the African continent, the British indirect rule in West
Africa and the colonial practice of “making the native” were in
fact a processes of racialization. These racialization processes
established a structure of differentiation that was sedimented
through practices and carries through to the postcolonial mo-
ment (Pierre 2013).

8. According to Rana (2011, 27), “Gender and sexuality are also
key components in understanding the place of the Muslim in
this historical logic of racialization. The process of queering
and feminizing are simultaneous to the racializing of Islam and
Muslims through a historical precedent that imagines religious
groups as enemies.”

9. There were a handful of people of color, but the room was
mostly filled with white people.

10. See Laurence Ralph’s August 15, 2019, Twitter thread where
he and Aisha Beliso-De Jesús first analyzed the Open Source
Anthropology syllabi. Twitter-8/15/19. 10:24pm @Lau-
rence Ralph. For the Open Source Syllabi see, https://blog.
opensyllabus.org/about-the-open-syllabus-project/.

11. Twitter – 8/15/19. 12:21 pm @arlenedavila1
12. This quotation comes from an interview with Karen Brod-

kin, one of the co-authors of the article, “Anthropology as
White Public Space.” https://savageminds.org/2014/11/15/
anthropology-still-white-public-space-brodkin/.

13. Arlene Dávila and Shalini Shankar made this key point during a
discussion at the 2016 AAA panel titled “Ethnic Studies Matters.”

14. In anthropology, the invisibility of white supremacy is especially
keen in the very white-oriented body politic of anthropology’s
identity as a discipline where non-“x” peoples study people
different from them and then report back to the non-“x” people.
Known more broadly as “ethnography,” we cannot deny the
implicit racialization of the “ethnos” portion of who we write
about, and for whom.
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