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Whiteness 
 
I’m using “whiteness” not merely to indicate a particular racial identity, but in the way it is often 
used in critical whiteness studies to point to a wide-ranging ideology that serves to maintain the 
status quo of white dominance. “Whiteness” used in this way includes the intersection of gender, 
class, nationality and other identities, but centers the identity of race. 
 
Two Anecdotes form 2021 
 
Comments from an undergraduate student on a course evaluation 
 
“My one criticism is that he often encourages students to play "devil's advocate" and gives them 
the platform to say really harmful things. For example, one class he made us debate stop and 
frisk policies, which is incredibly harmful. We should not be debating the harm faced by black 
and brown people at the hands of police violence. Overall, I would encourage him to make 
students stop playing devil’s advocate.” 
 
Description of something that happened in my classroom this spring 
 
A bisexual student (I’ll call her Miranda) was upset by her small group’s response to her 
recounting her experience of having an argument with someone (call him Joe) who was 
questioning the morality of queer sexuality. In her telling of the event, Miranda responded to Joe 
with anger and frustration that she was put in this position of defending the humanity of the 
LGBTQ+ community. While the students in her group would describe themselves as straight 
allies, they all told Miranda she was overreacting and that she owed it to Joe (and community 
standards in general) to remain civil and calm and dispassionate in her discussions with people 
like Joe.  
 
 
Philosophical norms and practices  
 
Philosophy as subversive, willing to challenge anybody and everything.  

o No idea is out of bounds 
o Image of philosopher as brave, heroic, speaking truth to power 

 
Philosophy as a model for dispassionate, calm, neutral, objective debate. 

o the intellectualization of problems that are deeply personal 
o playing devil’s advocate, and the corresponding reluctance to attribute views to 

the person who voices them 
o giving space to all sides of an issue 

 
 



Activity 1  
Add ONE to the list of philosophical norms and practices. The philosophical norm or practice 
should meet the following criteria. The norm or practice is: 
 

• Prized, it is seen as part of what makes philosophy distinctive and valuable, that is deeply 
embedded in our understanding of what philosophy is 

• Prominent in philosophy classrooms (not just among professional philosophers or 
academic conferences) 

• Problematic, it can be used to make students feel like they don’t belong or otherwise 
harm students 

 
Type out your group’s answer, so you are ready to share it in the chat.  
 
Activity 2  
Choose ONE norm or practice from among the list and use the following set of questions to 
guide their discussion. Discuss: 
 

• the ways that the norm manifests in your classrooms 
• the benefits of the norm to philosophical inquiry 
• the harms the norm might contribute 
• how we might mitigate these harmful effects in the classroom without jettisoning the 

valuable parts of the norm 
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