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Abstract universality presumes particular forms of embodiment and 

excludes or marginalizes others… It is worth examining whether 

universalism merely dissimulates the stigmatic injuries constitutive 

of blackness with abstract assertions of equality, sovereignty, and 

individuality?  

 

- Saidiya Hartman, “The Burdened Individuality of 

Freedom” 

 

[I]t is Blackness, and more specifically anti-Blackness, that gives 

coherence to categories of non-Black -- white, worker, gay, i.e., 

“human.”  Categories of non - black must establish their boundaries 

for inclusion within a group (humanity) by having recognizable self 

within.  There must also, consequently, be an outside to each group, 

and, as with the concept of humanity, it is Blackness that is without; 

it is Blackness that is the dark matter surrounding and holding 

together the categories of non - Black. 

 

- The Editors, “Afro - Pessimism: An Introduction” 

 

Diversity becomes a means of constituting a ‘we’ that is predicated 

on solidarity with others. Yet this solidarity becomes a mechanism 

of asserting the superiority of one form of politics over others. 

 

- Sarah Ahmed, On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in 

Institutional Life 

 

 INTRODUCTION 

 

 Notes of a “Diverse” Son 

It saddens me to say this, but throughout my college career, I have, in a sense, done more 

of the teaching and challenging of my peers and instructors than I have spent learning and being 

challenged; in classes where the material has revolved around issues of race and ethnicity, the 

pace of the class has often been impeded by the lack of students’ prior knowledge of the 

material. While it is understandable that, as a Black student, I might be more attuned to these 

issues, and that is lack of knowledge of material is reflective of a larger problem with the 

educational system,  it becomes a problem when my learning is not only being impacted, but the 
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knowledge I do have is also being exploited for the benefit of the non-black people around me. 

When I have brought this up to my professors, or even my peers, their response is always 

something akin to “but I learn so much from you”. There is never any attempt to reciprocate or to 

compensate this. There is simply the assumption that their validation for what I add to the class’s 

insights (most often, about blackness and/or antiblackness) is enough, and suggest that my 

obligation to aid that process is a part of that.  

This experience is not unique to me, as there are numerous other Black students that have 

told me similar stories. When Black students enter a predominantly white and non-black, upper 

class academic space, there is often the expectation, by more than a few professors, that those 

students are going to enrich the lives and learning experiences of that majority through resource 

sharing and insights from their personal experiences. To some, this may seem to be a “natural” 

consequence of the interaction between different races and cultures. However, I observe this 

pattern to be part of a larger institutional design that requires the intellectual and experiential 

exploitation of the Black students admitted to college and universities as a crucial part of 

“diversifying” campus life. It is a design that also incorporates the exploitation of other “diverse” 

bodies; bodies that unfortunately also simultaneously benefit from using Black bodies as 

foundational to their own success. This exploitation takes many forms, but some specific 

examples include the expectation that the black student carry the conversation during a class 

while everyone else takes notes on what the black student is saying. Running parallel with this is 

the use of Black energy to further everyone else’s goals. Often, there is a shared grievance 

among Black students, but until it is made known to the professor, it remains a problem. It is a 

simultaneous paradox of expecting the black student to fix everything, but also believing them to 

have an inherent incapability to do so. 
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In the course of this paper, I aim to elaborate these issues for those who have, perhaps, 

never had cause to notice them. This research is essential for everyone enrolled and/or working 

in higher education; especially those who oversee incentives such as diversity and 

multiculturalism. In the following pages, I use my four years as a student at Bucknell University 

as an example that I connect to the larger project to which I have alluded above; one that is 

mirrored across the country by countless other Black students. 

Throughout this paper, I will point to several universities, including Bucknell, Yale and 

the University of California to highlight the overall problem that is central to my analysis. 

Referencing on their various diversity statements, I have constructed an argument that the project 

of diversity is, among many things,  a way of bolstering the image of these schools, while 

maintaining a moral standing amongst their competitors. Rather than disrupting the historical 

anti-black systems that upheld these institutions, these universities are using the obscurity of 

Blackness in order to maintain their reputations as inclusive, yet, continue to thrive as elite 

entities.  

My theoretical distillation of Blackness into Continental African, and African American 

will help facilitate an understanding that universities are intentionally choosing one form of 

Blackness over another other while, in the outside world, these distinctions, in fact, benefit 

neither group where the susceptibility to antiblack violence is concerned. Notwithstanding, the 

heart of my argument reveals that universities prefer the wealthier Continental African 

immigrant over the economically dispossessed African American; a distinction that has gone 

largely unnoticed by many. However, my aim is to render that distinction, among the other 

problematics of the diversity project, clear in the course of this thesis. In short, this thesis seeks 

to expose the ways in which the “Diversity” project is tailored to the needs of the higher 
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educational institutions that forge it, and which its primary benefactors these institutions have 

been able to define, implement, and garner social value for adhering to and advancing the very 

definitions of diversity that they have created. 

B.  Utopian Round-up   

One example of this design is actually through the scholarship that brought me to 

Bucknell University: The Posse Foundation Scholarship Program. The Posse Foundation’s 

mission “works for both students and college campuses and is rooted in the belief that a small, 

diverse group of talented students—a Posse—carefully selected and trained, can serve as a 

catalyst for individual and community development”1. Some might find this mission laudable. 

After all, it is noble to believe that a “diverse group of talented students” (typically denoting 

black and brown students from low income backgrounds) can be placed on historically white 

college campuses and transform them into catalysts for the inclusion of everyone. However, we 

must challenge this belief for the sake of the students tasked with this mission. Posse scholars are 

expected to not only perform well academically, socially, and professionally; they are also 

expected to change the college campuses onto which they arrive. Further, they must perform 

their “diversity” in a way that enables non-diverse students, faculty and staff to learn the 

importance of a diverse educational environment in order to “better” themselves in relation to 

those who are “diverse”. This is manifested through the teaching of peers and professors in the 

classroom by the Posse scholars; most often, these students are expected to use their personal 

experiences as examples that advance a particular concept or theory they are learning in class. 

The bad faith of this demand becomes all the more apparent in the stories of these Posse 

Scholars. Many of whom either withdraw from college early, or suffer mentally as a result of 

                                                 
1 See  The Posse Foundation, About Posse. https://www.possefoundation.org/about-posse  

https://www.possefoundation.org/about-posse
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being expected to “transform” what are, in effect, and all too often, discriminatory 

environments2.  

 Throughout my four years at Bucknell University, I have become more resistant 

to these expectations that have been placed upon me and other Posse scholars in my cohort. As 

the years have pressed on, it has been disheartening, to say the least, to notice an increasing 

number of my “diverse” peers succumbing to the pressure of these demands, becoming more 

willing to submit themselves to being exploited for the sake of enriching the lives of others. As 

each cohort has arrived after ours, the idea that our experiences should be open and available to 

all for the “learning” (taking) has become more pervasive in the conversations amongst black 

students. I assert that this is part of the institutional design that systematically coerces -- in effect, 

colonizes -- the minds of those dubbed “scholars,” but who are, for all intents and purposes, the 

property of the institution. This is evident in how the black students’ thoughts and speech begin 

to change as they become more “effective” implements in enacting the institution’s diversity 

project. To be clear, this thesis does not suggest an opposition to the aim of recruiting diverse 

people to college campuses, but rather, it aims to critique the means through which academic 

institutions recruit those people, and how they enable and disable what they deem "acceptable" 

versus "non-acceptable," "problematic" behavior on the part of those "diverse" populations; the 

latter being black students' criticism of the system into which they are brought - better known as 

"biting the hand that feeds them". In other words, in order for institutions who utilize 

diversifying missions such as Posse to depict themselves as “diverse,” they must do two things: 

(1) increase the minority population on campus, and (2) ensure that this population complies 

                                                 
2 See Lewis R. Gordon’s Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism for an in-depth discussion of “bad faith” in this context. 
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with this mission. As Dr. Jaye Austin Williams observes in her 2015 Black Baccalaureate 

commencement speech at UC Irvine: 

So, while your [Black students’] statistical presence may enable the attestation of 

a “diverse” campus community, that presence remains disproportionately low, 

constituting a relative absence, or absent presence that, when it is counted at all, is 

often calibrated in direct proportion to its compliance with the status quo; which 

is to say, toward a politics of respectability that is, in itself, an exclusionary 

project… (Williams, 2015). 

 

Dr. Williams’ observation demonstrates what I have also observed at Bucknell University. 

Specifically, it elaborates on the proprietary relationship between these Black students and the 

universities they attend. This is to say, their attendance at these institutions is contingent upon 

their performing their diversity in a way that allows for the university to accrue social capital 

through its demonstration of a commitment to diversity. Essentially, if these students do not act 

in the ways expected of them as “diverse” students, then they are transmogrified into “absent 

presences,” meaning that they may be present on campus, but are, in numerous insidious ways, 

overlooked, hidden away, and otherwise erased.  

 The search for students who abide by the “status quo,” as Professor Williams suggests, is 

a project that is also being investigated by others. Whether this project can be deemed intentional 

or not is heavily debated; however, as Douglas Massey suggests, a preferential process of 

admission pointing to this criteria of selection has been observed by “[r]esearchers who have 

considered this pattern [and who] argue that the emphasis on respect for authority and family 

solidarity characteristic of immigrant families, along with their status as voluntary minorities, 

encourages a positive outlook toward education and social mobility” (Massey 245). This 

statement gestures towards how Black students are judged according to a status quo of 

complicity. Simply put, colleges and universities want students who are going to “respect for 
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authority”. This imperative appeared to intensify amongst my peers throughout my four years at 

Bucknell University, and ultimately served as a catalyst for this research.  

 The aim of this paper is not to single out the institution I have attended in hopes of 

attaining an undergraduate education equal to that received by other students who have attended 

Bucknell; because the experiences I and other “diversifying” students have endured are not 

unique to this institution. Rather, they are indicative of a larger, systematic, and deeply 

concerning diversity project shared by higher educational institutions across the country. 

Realizing this, I used theoretical texts that analyze and critique diversity and multiculturalism, 

and juxtaposed them with diversity statements from across the country in order to uncover some 

of the ways in which the pitfalls of diversity are written into those statements. 

 

C.  In Search Of “Home” 

As a Black student at Bucknell University, I sought out an experience abroad not only as 

an enriching learning experience, but also, as a reprieve from the oppressive, white hegemonic 

space the campus environment had become. Of the numerous programs available, I opted to 

travel to Cape Coast, Ghana, for a multitude of reasons; mainly, I was looking to “go back 

home,” like many other African Americans have sought to do in the past. During my time there, I 

learned a great deal about the history of chattel slavery and its afterlife on the Continent. 

However, as far as feeling as though I had returned “home” was concerned, I was deeply 

disappointed. In the United States, I was black, but in Ghana I was obruni, or stranger; 

something akin to being white. This paradox was stunning. I arrived eager in Ghana, only to 

realize that I had no home there; I no longer knew what ethnic group I belonged to, or where my 

ancestors were from. I didn’t even know if I was originally from Ghana; Hartman gestures to 
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this, “In the jumble of my features, no certain line of origin could be traced. Clearly, I was not 

Fanti, or Ashanti, or Ewe, or Ga” (Hartman 2).  To a certain extent, I felt lonelier in that all-

Black country than I did in the United States, because my expectation of fitting in had been so 

high. This is not to say that I feel any more “at home” in the United States, given the rampant 

anti-blackness that informs its operations. But in the U.S., there are those who also identify with 

my feeling of homelessness: (so-called) “African Americans”. For example, there are those who 

attempt to acknowledge and underscore this sense of homelessness by distancing themselves 

from the term “African American” because “[it] caters to concerns of the black pseudo-

bourgeoisie. More than that, it...serves as a way of differentiating a certain class of blacks from 

the dismal global situation of most blacks” (Gordon 1). The “pseudo-bourgeoisie” Gordon refers 

to here are “African Americans” who claim to have transcended racism, and who use their 

success stories and the identity and sense of belonging the term suggests they have achieved as 

“proof” that racism is over. They are under the illusion that their success is “evidence” that all 

Black people can achieve equality through the channels within civil society, when there remains 

so much evidence to the contrary. In other words, Gordon is suggesting here that while 

identifying as “African American” might provide those who use it a sense of distance from the 

trepidations of Blackness (a structure of feeling that provides the illusion of equality with the 

bourgeoisie), that structure is, in effect, a house of cards.3 This is because the term has, in turn, 

been weaponized against those who utilized identifiers such as Black or Negro, and has not 

necessarily protected those who use the term, from antagonism.4 Dr. Benjamin Quarles, 

                                                 
3 See Preface to Film, Raymond Williams and Michael Orrom, Film and Drama, Ltd., London, 1954, in which this 

concept is introduced. 

 
4 See page 12 for examples of how Black people who have, to some degree, been successful only still to fall victim 

to anti-black racism 
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observes, similar to Gordon, that “Black, [as a collective identifier] is a loose color designation 

which is not connected with land, history, and culture” (Bennett). Those for whom “African 

American” identity solidifies a sense of having achieved bourgeoisie status to distance 

themselves from the Black masses (poor, uneducated, unsuccessful Black people) either fail to 

realize the severance from cultural roots they share with Blacks, or realize it, and choose to 

ignore it. Weaponization of the phrase “African American” against those who know they’re 

Black, is enabled by those “Other people [who] may prefer what they would consider more 

sophisticated techniques of projecting their identity” (Bennett), in contradistinction to those who 

are, perhaps, uneducated or less than refined persons. This, in turn, reinforces the class 

differences between these two groups.5 

The experience in Ghana spurred in me an interest in investigating how this disconnect 

(between blackness and belonging/“home”/origin/heritage) manifests itself in the United States 

(hereafter, “U.S.”). Where Continental Africans had the capacity to identify with other identities 

rooted in a cultural heritage (nation, ethnic group, nativity), African Americans could not, “I was 

a stranger in the village, a wandering seed bereft of the possibility of taking root. Behind my 

back they whispered...a mushroom that grows on the tree has no deep soil” (Hartman 3) I began 

to notice, particularly in the various social media sites I follow about Black life, that more often 

than not, the stories I read focused more on African “success” in the U.S. than on Black struggle 

and suffering. The term “Black” now stood out more starkly, and at the same time, was 

disorienting, because it was no longer grounded in any foregone, easily traceable “identity”. It 

also revealed a deep, irreconcilable divide. This realization was not fueled by some jealousy or 

anger towards Continental Africans, but rather, a curiosity about why they seem to be privileged 

                                                 
5 For a contemporaneous example of the debate around a collective identifier see: “Why I’m Black, Not African 

American” by John McWhorter, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2004-sep-08-0e-mcwhorter8-story.html  

https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2004-sep-08-0e-mcwhorter8-story.html
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over African Americans. For example, many of the success stories were of Continental Africans 

being admitted to dozens of colleges, or graduating from medical school, or securing high 

positions at prestigious companies. I underscore this point because in my own experience, more 

African than African American students have appeared to be at the forefront of the various black 

social groups and organizations I belong to on campus. In addition, I have noticed an increased 

presence of Continental Africans on campus, overall; which has increased my curiosity about 

this disparity, and also prompted my decision to pursue this research. I am not alone in this 

observation. Douglas Massey, for example, suggests that, “[i]n recent years, observers have 

increasingly recognized the overrepresentation of the children of immigrants among African 

Americans attending selective colleges and universities…” (Massey 267). It is important to 

recognize that “Black” identity includes a variety of groups, all of which have very different and 

notable experiences. However, regardless of this difference, it must be noted that when placed in 

the same social context, in this case, the United States, Blackness is treated the same, regardless 

of one’s performative success. One well known case is that of Guinean immigrant Amadou 

Diallo’s murder by the police in 1999; Diallo was shot 41 times by 4 officers.6 The “gun” that 

they claimed he had, was, in fact, just his wallet. Ten years later, Henry Louis Gates, the 

successful Harvard professor, was arrested for “breaking into” his own house7. One would think 

that the distinction of being a professor at such a prestigious university would absolve one from 

such a situation. But blackness, and the violence against it, obscures this. Even more 

contemporaneously, one of the most famous people in the world, LeBron James, is nonetheless 

                                                 
6 See The New York Times, 2000.“The Diallo Verdict: The Overview; 4 Officers in Diallo Shooting are Acquitted of 

All Charges”. https://www.nytimes.com/2000/02/26/nyregion/diallo-verdict-overview-4-officers-diallo-shooting-

are-acquitted-all-charges.html   

 
7 See The New York Times, 2009. “Harvard Professor Jailed; Officer is Accused of Bias”. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/21/us/21gates.html  
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2000/02/26/nyregion/diallo-verdict-overview-4-officers-diallo-shooting-are-acquitted-all-charges.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/02/26/nyregion/diallo-verdict-overview-4-officers-diallo-shooting-are-acquitted-all-charges.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/21/us/21gates.html
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subject to anti-Black racism8. In all of these cases, one might presume that some (non-racial) 

aspect of their identities might appear to absolve them from racism. For Diallo, it could have 

been his immigrant status; for Gates, it should have been his prestige as an Ivy League professor; 

and for James, certainly, his acclaim as one of the most famous athletes on the planet. But in the 

end, these identities and achievements did not matter; linking them all is their blackness. As hard 

as they have each worked to enter civil society, and, in the cases of the celebrities, the efforts to 

use their success to transcend the conditions of being black, they are, notwithstanding, met with 

the same antagonism; in one case, fatal, in the others, scandalizing. 

D.  Diversity’s Cognitive Dissonance 

 My analysis thus far points to a very clear cognitive dissonance in the way that diversity 

is performed within institutions of higher education; which is to say that given how hard the flag 

of diversity is waved at these institutions, a closer examination reveals some key contradictions 

between the institutional aspiration toward diversity, and the resources in place to ethically 

actualize that aspiration. A key area in which this warrants further study has to do with the 

psychic well-being of students within this context. For instance, during my four years at 

Bucknell, there has only ever been one black therapist in the Student Health Center. While one 

could argue that all of the therapists are open to and available for everyone, or that therapy is a 

colorblind, equal opportunity service, one must also acknowledge that the relative absence of 

black therapists reflects (a) the corresponding relative absence of diversity amongst clinical staff; 

and (b) the overall absence of recognition of the particular problems that black students face on 

predominantly white college and university campuses that might require therapeutic 

                                                 
8 See The Washington Post, 2017. “LeBron James’s House Spray Painted with a Racial Slur, Police Say”. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/early-lead/wp/2017/05/31/lapd-investigating-vandalism-at-lebron-
jamess-house-as-possible-hate-crime/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.303d76f8fe93  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/early-lead/wp/2017/05/31/lapd-investigating-vandalism-at-lebron-jamess-house-as-possible-hate-crime/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.303d76f8fe93
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/early-lead/wp/2017/05/31/lapd-investigating-vandalism-at-lebron-jamess-house-as-possible-hate-crime/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.303d76f8fe93
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professionals trained to confront the unique issues that arise in such environments. Moreover, 

there is a severe lack of Black representation amongst the faculty at Bucknell: A mere 20 of the 

375 full-time professors are Black.9 It must be addressed here that while the increased presence 

of Black professors on campus would, to some degree, better the experience of Black students 

who are already here, it is not the panacea for eradicating institutional failures to ethically 

address how Black students suffer. 

The 2015 inception of the Africana Studies program at Bucknell University was preceded 

by a horrific racist incident on Bucknell’s radio station WBVU the previous year. Africana 

Studies is an academic major that at present (in 2019) has only 2 full-time professors (gaining 1 

Black female professor since the 2015 report on the incident).10 While departments do come out 

of years of planning, this is something interesting to note given that the first Africana Studies 

program in the country began in 1968 after a wave of protests on college campuses. It is 

indicative of how Blackness, especially within the realm of academia is viscous in the way that it 

enters spaces. These stark statistics, and the slow road to expansion of diversity amongst the 

faculty, contribute to the cognitive dissonance between the dream of diversity and its reality. 

They also do not account for the abundant anecdotal evidence from Black students who endure 

ongoing micro-antagonisms both inside and outside the classroom. It is the culmination of these 

various facts and experiences during my time as a Black university student that has compelled 

me to pursue this research.  

                                                 
9 See Bucknell University Office of Institutional Research and Planning. Faculty and Staff. 

https://www.bucknell.edu/Documents/InstitutionalResearch/FactBook_2015-16/8_Faculty_and_Staff.pdf  

 
10 See Associated Press. ‘Black People Should be Dead’: Bucknell Students Expelled for Racist Radio Rant 

https://nypost.com/2015/03/31/black-people-should-be-dead-bucknell-students-expelled-for-racist-radio-rant/  

https://www.bucknell.edu/Documents/InstitutionalResearch/FactBook_2015-16/8_Faculty_and_Staff.pdf
https://nypost.com/2015/03/31/black-people-should-be-dead-bucknell-students-expelled-for-racist-radio-rant/
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II.  The Problem with Diversity 

 “Diversity,” as it stands today, is purported to be one of the most important incentives a 

university can have; so much so that it has become one of the gold standards of higher 

education.,”Indeed, diversity has become a virtually sacred concept in American life today. No 

one’s really against it; people tend instead to differ only in their degrees of enthusiasm for it…” 

(Michaels 12). This particular “gold standard” was not created in a vacuum. Rather, it is the 

result of various pressures applied in past decades by responses to racial and social inequity; 

most prominently, the “Black Power” and “Civil Rights” movements. It is notable that, inasmuch 

as Black people have fought for entry into spaces from which they have been historically barred, 

institutions of higher learning chief among them, the project of “diversity” has enabled identities 

of inclusiveness for these institutions by way of using the numbers, likenesses and labors of 

those who either reap no sufficient benefits from the project, or do so to some degree, but at great 

cost. As popular as the diversity project has become, and as straightforward as its mission can 

appear to be, its ambiguities emerge when trying to understand precisely what diversity is, and to 

locate its ethical compass. Various institutions have taken the opportunity to define diversity in 

whatever ways best suit their respective needs. This is interesting in light of the fact that those 

definitions emerge as virtually identical in mission statements across the country. Paradoxically, 

if executed ethically, diversity would become a direct challenge to the foundation of the entire 

academy; which is to say, it would actually disrupt, rather than advance, the oppressive 

homogeneity that persists in, and is typical of, higher educational institutions, all of which, with 

the exception of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and those founded with 

specific populations in mind, have historically been anti-Black. The broad “understanding” of 

diversity’s purpose is that it is meant to break up the white/non-black omnipresence that 
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permeates and oversees higher education. This understanding should, however, be accompanied 

by the acknowledgement that such omnipresence is no accident. Colleges and universities have 

historically invested in the maintenance of precisely such an environment, which is to say that 

the exclusion of anyone who does not fit into the longstanding, homogeneous image of the 

university is quite intentional despite declarations and gestures to the contrary11. Diversity, then, 

should never be presumed inherent to a particular institution, so much as a mandate foisted upon 

it. 

Multiculturalism: A Diverse Problem 

 Diversity and multiculturalism as overlapping projects stem from the fight for Black civil 

rights. This reference in the Bucknell University Diversity Plan, for example, notes the 

following: 

The word diversity, as applied to efforts to address inequality, injustice, lack of access, 

discrimination, and exclusion in higher education, has its roots in the fight against racism 

in the civil rights and black student movements of the 1960s and ’70s (See Appendix A, 

pg 4).  

 

It is both interesting and concerning, then, that such a movement is riddled with anti-Blackness. 

The inclusion of the historical Black roots of diversity has become but a move to appease those 

who would speak out against its absence; a gesture rather than an intentional push forward. This 

suggests that the era of black struggle is over, and that other minoritized groups can now be 

prioritized. Any focus on Black struggle becomes an overemphasis on a problem long gone, or a 

focus that limits rather than expands the overall concerns for equality and social justice; as if 

Black people are no longer experiencing anti-Black racism. This, in turn, creates the illusion that 

                                                 
11 Which is to say that colleges and universities began with very exclusive admissions practices. Non - white, groups 

struggled for many years before they were able to enter college spaces due to the very discriminatory practices held 

by these universities 
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Black people somehow hold a tyrannical grasp on civil rights discourse. In his book, 

Amalgamation Schemes: Antiblackness and the Critique of Multiracialism, Jared Sexton argues:  

[Multiculturalism] promotes a phobic imagery of blacks as an authoritarian political bloc 

that illegitimately determines the direction of federal policy making and the substance of 

the national culture...multiracialism serves more as a rationalizing discourse for the 

continued and increasing social, political, and economic isolation of blacks” (Sexton 35). 

 

Sexton points to the sheer irony of the idea that Black people have some form of monopoly over 

the political discourse in the United States. Such an idea completely negates and erases the hard 

work Black people have done just to be considered in the political realm.  

Similarly, in her book, On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life, 

Sarah Ahmed argues that there is more to diversity than meets the eye. One of the things she 

calls to our attention is how academic institutions have been incorporating and co-opting 

diversity as if the realization of its necessity had begun with them. Colleges and universities 

have, in fact, appropriated diversity and inclusion incentives and redesigned them to appear as 

though they had been advocating for these incentives all along. In other words, rather than 

acknowledging diversity as a disruption of their routines that comes out of Black struggle, they 

have taken ownership of it. Ahmed observes that “[d]iversity is incorporated as an official term 

insofar as it is made consistent with the organization’s goals… The use of diversity as an official 

description can be a way of maintaining, rather than transforming, existing organizational 

values” (Ahmed 57). Ahmed is suggesting here that by maintaining “diversity” as an institutional 

imperative, universities take the target off of their own backs and are permitted to continue 

business as usual. Bucknell University, an institution that continues to struggle with actualizing 

diversity, appears to pursue this very same strategy. It does not seem to recognize diversity as an 

incentive for change, but rather, as a characteristic that has been inherent to the university since 

its beginning. 
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Within the very first pages of its diversity statement (See Appendix A), Bucknell 

University not only claims that diversity is inherent to its character at present, but also 

distinguishes itself as a university that has historically been committed to diversity, declaring: 

“Although the University’s earliest years reflect an inclusion and openness uncommon in the 

19th century, over time Bucknell has acquired a reputation for a certain exclusiveness and 

homogeneity” (See Appendix A, pg 4). Not only does Bucknell make the move to obscure 

diversity’s necessity in response to its historical exclusivity, it implies that its reputation is a 

recent acquisition that has mysteriously encroached upon its historical inclusivity. By contrast, 

Ahmed posits:  

“Diversity work becomes about generating the ‘right image’ and correcting the 

wrong one...According to this logic, people have the ‘wrong perception’ when they 

see the organization as white, elite, male, old-fashioned. Diversity becomes about 

changing perceptions of whiteness rather than changing the whiteness of 

organizations” (Ahmed 34).  

 

Without the realization that diversity is much more than a plan, but that it comes out of the fight 

for inclusion in persistently exclusive spaces of long standing, chances are, business will 

continue on as usual. Some of the institutions that “commit” to diversity define its intention as 

“...creat[ing] an environment that is not only grounded in the principles of equality but also free 

from homophobia, racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination” (See Appendix A, 4). 

Many institutions and organizations have drafted commitments to diversity and inclusion, and 

yet there persists much conversation around the discrimination faced by “diverse” college 

students on these very campuses.  

B.  Diversity’s Duplicity 

As I have suggested at the beginning of this paper, diversity and inclusion have become 

the “gold standard” for universities across the country. Those institutions that do not make a 
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commitment to this standard are shunned and criticized by similar institutions who are making 

the commitment. Similarly, those that do make the commitment are praised by not only 

themselves, but also, again, similar institutions. It is as if the commitment itself is a signifier that 

embodies everything institutional diversity is meant to be; as if the diversity plans and other 

symbolic gestures of that commitment are the action of diversity itself. Ahmed reminds, 

however, that:  

How we read these statements of commitment does matter. If the statement of 

commitment is read as bringing about what it names, then it could participate in the 

creation of the idea of the university as being anti-racist...Declaring a commitment to 

opposing racism could even function as a form of institutional pride: anti-racism, as a 

speech act, might then accumulate value for the organization, as a sign of its own 

commitment” (Ahmed 116).  

 

This also describes the ambiguity of the term itself, to which I have alluded earlier. Without a 

widespread understanding of the weight and value of diversity, academic institutions can 

nonetheless increase their clout, thereby elevating their own prestige through the use of this 

compelling buzzword. 

  As I have suggested to this point, diversity in higher education began to gain traction 

after social pressures forced academic institutions to accommodate minoritized peoples. 

However, rather than completely succumbing to these demands, academic institutions have 

devised modes of implementing diversity as something that not only appears to satiate the 

increasing demands for it, but that also benefits them in the process. The primary modes through 

which this strategy is implemented are hiring and admissions, which is to say, academic 

institutions have total control over what and who represents diversity for them, at every level of 

institutional life. As long as the new additions to their rolls are “different” in some manner from 

those who have historically attended them (typically, white males), then the quota for diversity 

can be deemed fulfilled. However, if diversity is simply about the presence of different (and for 
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the purposes of this analysis, non-white) bodies, then that presence can be inserted, while the 

structure of anti-blackness, a paradigm that is foundational to the creation of these institutions 

continues. Or, as Ahmed notes, “...if diversity is about a variety of people, then that variety takes 

some forms and not others.” (Ahmed 77). The “some forms” that Ahmed speaks about 

undoubtedly allow for the university to continue operating in a way that benefits itself more than 

its appearance of inclusivity would suggest. 

C.  The “African American” Conundrum 

As historically dispossessed people, those who identify as “African Americans” 

nonetheless, generally have less capacity to fully finance a college university education. Many 

African American students must rely on scholarship subsidies. This is in no way a reflection on 

their scholastic capabilities; rather, it points to the significant disparity between African 

Americans’ overall capacity to pay for higher educations, and that of others.12 An awareness of 

economics is necessary to understanding what is central to academic institutions’ operations, and 

as such, is primary on their agendas. Without prioritizing fiscal stability, these institutions must 

either adapt their criteria or look elsewhere to make up for any fiscal deficits. It would be 

difficult for colleges and universities to simply stop admitting African American students due to 

their inability to pay for their educations at the same rates as their racial counterparts. So, rather 

than focus on the financial benefits that African Americans bring or do not bring to the table, 

academic institutions can use their symbolic value to ensure they are receiving something from 

this interaction. In other words, rather than an accrual of fiscal capital, a university can harvest 

the social capital these students can provide by way of their very presence. In short, African 

                                                 
12 See Appendix B, 7. 
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Americans’ symbolic value would appear to be rendered visible by the melanin in their skin.13 

This optic can then be used strategically, placing them on admissions brochures, websites, and 

posters, enabling academic institutions to fabricate the appearance of African American 

representation of, and “integration” into the general student population. As much as these 

institutions might like it to be, the deployment of and profit from this symbolic value is no secret. 

Among African Americans in particular, these appearances of diversity are a ruse; they display a 

“reality” that is nonexistent14. Further, it is no secret among African Americans that colleges and 

universities are, in fact, far from being either inclusive or supportive of them.15 This is why it is 

important to call attention to both aspects of this critique: inclusivity and support. It is one thing 

to simply bring African American students into a space, and an entirely different thing to support 

them.16 Simply put, when these institutions are interested in acquiring and displaying their 

“different and diverse” students in order to accrue social capital, they fail these students. Many 

African Americans are aware of this disconnect between inclusivity and support, which is why 

diversity initiatives in higher education are often the punchline of jokes that critique the project 

for these blatant contradictions.  

                                                 
13 See, for example, Jared Sexton’s Amalgamation Schemes: Antiblackness and the Critique of Multiracialism, 

University of Minnesota Press, 2008; and his lecture, “What’s Radical About ‘Mixed Race’, for an extensive 

discussion about the historical shifts of racial designation. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jSMQpRzcGpA&t=1537s 

14 For more information regarding the fabrication of a diverse image in organizations and institutions, see 

https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2009/09/02/doctoring-diversity-race-and-photoshop/ 

 
15 For an example of Black people’s response to this, see Lawrence Ware, “How to Survive, Be Safe, and Thrive at 

a Predominantly White Institution”. https://www.theroot.com/how-to-survive-be-safe-and-thrive-at-a-

predominantly-w-1790856312  
 
16 Refer to my introduction where I discuss the lack of Black therapists in the Bucknell University Student Health 

Center. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jSMQpRzcGpA&t=1537s
https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2009/09/02/doctoring-diversity-race-and-photoshop/
https://www.theroot.com/how-to-survive-be-safe-and-thrive-at-a-predominantly-w-1790856312
https://www.theroot.com/how-to-survive-be-safe-and-thrive-at-a-predominantly-w-1790856312
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In his book, The Trouble With Diversity: How We Learned to Love Identity and Ignore 

Inequality, Walter Benn Michaels scrutinizes universities’ intentions where the motives behind 

the commitment to diversity are concerned. He observes, “It was not asserting that preference in 

admissions could be given, say, to black people because they had previously been discriminated 

against… The[se institutions] had, in other words, a legitimate interest in having a ‘diverse 

student body’” (Michaels 5).17 The landmark Bakke v. University of California Board of Regents 

case, for example, illustrates how the law can at once encourage “diversity,” while undermining 

the very affirmative action strategies that aimed to ensure racial equality as existing amongst 

those categories constituting diversity as an inclusive mission. This same insidious contradiction 

is also evident in the language employed in the various diversity materials circulated by 

universities. Yale University, as an example, has numerous pages on its website that detail how it 

fulfills its commitment to diversity. For this reason, that commitment can be difficult to discern, 

as each website page appears to be different in its definition. However, the homepage for its 

Office of Diversity and Inclusion does provide a general understanding of its core goals, which 

are to:  

“... [s]trengthen diversity recruitment efforts, development of internal talent, 

creation and enhancement of mentoring programs, cultivation of Yale Affinity 

Groups, offer diversity education opportunities, develop a system of metrics to 

track and asses diversity progress, develop strategies to communicate and 

publicize Yale’s diversity milestones.18 

 

                                                 
17 Michaels is referring here to the Supreme court case Bakke v. Board of Regents (1978), which declared that 

universities could take race into account when admitting students if it served ‘the interest of diversity’. In this case, 

the complainant, Allan Bakke, eventually won his case on the basis of age discrimination, and was admitted to the 

University of California Davis Medical School. However, the victory also undid the numerical quota provisions that 

set aside a specific number of placeholders for students of Color; a provision intended to make up for the historical 

barring of minoritized groups from admission. See also, Howard Ball’s The Bakke Case: Race, Education and 

Affirmative Action. Landmark Law Cases and American Society, University Press of Kansas, 2000, for an in-depth 

analysis of the complexities of this case. 

 
18 See https://your.yale.edu/community/diversity-inclusion/office-diversity-and-inclusion  

 

https://your.yale.edu/community/diversity-inclusion/office-diversity-and-inclusion


Alexander 23 

The absence of any mention of underrepresented groups is notable here. The core goals appear to 

be more concerned with portraying Yale’s diversity strivings as a character trait than with why 

the attempt to increase it is, in fact, important. Hence, Yale’s interest in diversity being for the 

benefit of underrepresented groups is nowhere evident. 

Diversity is often portrayed by these institutions as a project that benefits everyone 

involved. Not only is it meant to provide opportunities to “historically underrepresented groups,” 

but also to create interactions with majority groups (most often, white) that enrich their lives as 

they are now being exposed to the different perspectives of minoritized students. This is not 

merely implied, it is built into the diversity statements themselves. Note this excerpt from the 

University of California’s statement: 

Diversity should also be integral to the University’s achievement of excellence. 

Diversity can enhance the ability of the University to accomplish its academic 

mission. Diversity aims to broaden and deepen both the educational experience and 

the scholarly environment, as students and faculty learn to interact effectively with 

each other, preparing them to participate in an increasingly complex and pluralistic 

society” (See Appendix C)19 

 

The phrase “Diversity can enhance the ability of the University to accomplish its 

academic mission” suggests that these students, while unable to provide monetary 

benefits through the payment of tuition, are, nonetheless, able to advance the university’s 

goals. This is problematic because there is no direct reciprocity in the statement. What 

the university provides to these “diverse” students is admittance. This furthers the idea 

that the “beneficiaries” who are utilized to advance diversity are symbolic currency for 

the enrichment of those who benefit the most from it: the institutions and their executive 

                                                 
19 It is also important to note that the language here references my earlier assertion about universities’ abilities to 

mold and craft “diversity” to fit whatever agenda suits their needs, which suggests a language that is non-specific, 

malleable and therefore without any concrete definition. 
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officers. African Americans are allowed to enter the Ivory Tower as long as they are 

willing and able to subject themselves to being that symbolic currency.20 

 The project of diversity has certainly appeared to validate the University’s 

commitment to opening its doors to those who have previously been barred from 

entering. However, the conditions precipitating this commitment must be examined more 

closely since institutional acceptance of this critique and the actualizing of inclusivity and 

support in response to it, remains an ideal. Demographics are certainly changing on 

college campuses, but to reference Ahmed’s earlier observation, “...if diversity is about a 

variety of people, then that variety takes some forms and not others” (Ahmed 77). To 

some, this process can be imperceptible, especially when this “variety” of student is 

contrasted with white students, wealthy or otherwise. Moreover, this process can even 

pass under the radar of the students who are being used to represent this “variety,” yet, 

does not seem to warrant investigation. 

 Such an investigation into the amount of control universities have over the design 

and promotion of their images is also necessary. One of the primary modes of 

determining a university’s commitment to diversity is through its admissions data. Most 

universities have immense amounts of data documenting the makeup of their student 

body, which is, in turn, broken down into the various racial and ethnic groups that 

comprise their institutions. These categories are typically reflected as: Hispanic, Asian, 

Native American, and Black. Granted, there are other categories such as multiracial, non-

Hispanic white and other delineations of racial and ethnic identity. However, what is 

central to this thesis is the problematics concerning the absence of ethnic and cultural 

                                                 
20 People of color are “welcomed” on condition that they return that hospitality by integrating into a common 

organizational culture, or by “being” diverse, and allowing institutions to celebrate their diversity (Ahmed 43) 
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specificity within the overall category of “Black,” and, at the same time, underscoring the 

differences within the Black community; difference which, upon further investigation, 

collapse into the category of undifferentiated blackness.  

 In a world where “celebrating differences” is the modus operandi, one might 

assume that diversity within the Black community would be reflected in higher 

education’s “multicultural” aspiration. Understanding why this is not the case prompts a 

myriad of questions regarding the larger definition of “blackness”. It would appear to be 

simple: a category of African-descended Peoples. There are, however, delineations within 

this larger group of people that problematize this simplicity. That “problem” is chattel 

slavery and its dispersal across the territories that constitute the African Diaspora. This, 

in turn, has become the complicated differentiation between Diasporic and Continental 

Africans.21 This differentiation is not only social, but also a matter of political ontology; 

which is to say, that Diasporic and Continental Africans today have distinctly different 

experiences as a result of this violent historical divergence. 

D.  Blackness Typified 

African descended people in the United States have been referred to by numerous 

monikers: “American Negro,” “Afro-American,” “African American,” “Black,” and the 

perennially pejorative “Nigger,” among others. As these terms has shifted with the times (with 

the exception of the last), one might assume that American society is moving toward a “truer,” 

more accurate means of describing this larger formation, recognizing the insufficiencies of these 

terms to encompass all its variants. And in spite of these terms being constructed, it has become 

                                                 
21 Diasporic Africans refers to descendents of African chattel slaves stolen from the continent of Africa. Continental 

Africans refers to descendents of African peoples who were able to stay on the Continent. 
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clear that a linear progression from one to the next has pitched members of that formation into a 

collective disarray as to which term is the “correct” one. In other words, this identity confusion 

pitches Black people into a constant state of vertigo;22 one not only caused through an inability to 

claim some notion of a “true” identity, but also from the violence that necessitates the struggle 

beyond identity as an endgame: the violence of chattel slavery and its afterlife.23 Frank 

Wilderson, III elaborates how this vertigo is constitutive to the experience of Black people in the 

United States: 

Subjective vertigo is the vertigo of the event. But the sensation that one is not 

simply spinning in an otherwise stable environment, that one’s environment is 

perpetually unhinged, stems from a relationship to violence that cannot be 

analogized. This is called objective vertigo, a life constituted by disorientation 

rather than a life interrupted by disorientation. (Wilderson, “Vengeance” 3) 

 

Wilderson is suggesting that rather than vertigo being a sensation that eventually passes, African 

descended people in the United States experience it at the level of their being. This is to say that 

there is a constant sensation of disorientation that arises from the violence they experience as a 

result of their position of social antagonists, violence that is manifested through things collectively 

described by Saidiya Hartman as the “afterlife” of slavery.  

In her memoir, Lose Your Mother, Hartman travels to Ghana, West Africa, in an 

attempt to retrace her personal history. As an African American woman, this retracing of 

her history is much more difficult than taking a DNA test to determine one’s African 

ancestry, since that ancestry was disrupted by the Transatlantic slave trade. However, 

through her personal journey, Hartman makes many observations that have implications 

                                                 
22 …[B]lack peoples’ subsumption by violence is a paradigmatic necessity, not just a performative contingency. To 

be constituted by and disciplined by violence, to be gripped simultaneously by subjective and objective vertigo, is 

indicative of a political ontology which is radically different” (Wilderson 4). 

 
23 “This is the afterlife of slavery -- skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, premature death, 

incarceration, and impoverishment. I, too, am the afterlife of slavery” (Hartman 6) 
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on African Americans attempting to do the same. Rather than finding some semblance of 

home or belonging, she finds the opposite; that she, too, is obruni (stranger). In her 

interactions with both native Ghanaians and expatriate African Americans, Hartman 

discovers that being “African American,” an identity which so many Black folks in the 

United States hold so dear, barely has significance. “[T]here was no longer a future in being 

an African American, only the burden of history and disappoint[ment]” (Hartman 29). 

Hartman’s quote reveals that the strain toward claiming such an identity in the end bears 

no benefit, which is to say, that many African Americans who travel to Ghana and other 

African countries often find that these countries do not satisfy the idealistic expectations 

of “home” that they have brought with them. Instead, these visitors are often left with a 

heavy feeling of loneliness and estrangement: Strangers in Africa, and antagonists in the 

United States. This feeling mirrors my own experiences in Ghana, which is why, upon 

reading Hartman’s work, I felt a form of bittersweet affirmation because I realized I was 

not alone in my experiences. However, given their context and implications, they also bring 

great sadness. Put another way, when one understands that everything they once presumed 

to comprise their rooted identity is, in fact, a negation of that identity, the vertigo to which 

Wilderson refers, ensues.24  

The United States of America has created, and continues to create, its social life from the 

death of black bodies, “...the structural position of the slave paved the way for the genesis of the 

white bourgeois subject...The relegation of black existence is in inverse proportion to the 

                                                 
24 See fn. 21 for an elaboration of the term vertigo as it pertains to Blackness. 
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propagation of white life” (R.L.) As such, African Americans have consistently been on the 

lowest rung of the social ladder (if they can be considered on the ladder at all).25 

All of this points to a need to stand united in the face of antiblack racism. Rather than 

focus on what makes Black people different, they have focused on the collective struggle that is 

unique to Black people. In addition, this fight against global dehumanization has left many Black 

people longing for a solid sense of culture and identity; a longing which has only reified this 

collective identification. Striving to transform one’s “black” marking into “Black” identity is 

often an attempt to overcome the degradation that comes with being black. However, considering 

how this term has impacted the Black community historically, we must not be afraid to 

investigate the consequences of using it.26 Put another way, attaching the term “Black” to the 

global category of African descended Peoples runs the risk of obscuring the very unique 

circumstances faced by each ethnic group within the realm of Blackness. For example, the 

experiences of Afro-Latinx people are very different from African Americans in the sense that 

every cultural context that Black people find themselves in presents different variations of the 

anti-blackness experienced by them all. Conversely, the straining to assert these distinctions 

collapses back into a complicated, competitive and divisive identity politics. 

Considering the substantial number of African descended people around the world, it can 

be overwhelming at times to attempt to sift through what makes each group culturally different; 

especially given how that sorting process is complicated by the overall condition they share. Of 

the various diasporic African-descendants, the African American occupies one of the most 

                                                 
25 As Sylvia Wynter observes, “[T]he figure of the Negro (i.e., the category comprised by all peoples of Black 

African hereditary descent) … was …  place[d] at the nadir of its Chain of Being; that is, on a rung of the ladder 

lower than that of all humans[.]” (Wynter, 301). 

26 “Afraid” in the sense that, by investigating what the term “Black” really means, we may end up unraveling the 

black “community”. 
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unique and precarious positions. As alluded earlier, the term African American appears to 

describe the position, the identity formation, of the neo-slave.27 However, it also represents a 

struggle with that identity that is internal to slave-descended Black people, who can neither find 

solace in being African nor American; they have been isolated from their African heritage and 

are dehumanized in America.28  Orlando Patterson describes this isolation as follows:  

I prefer the term ‘natal alienation’ because it goes directly to the heart of what is 

critical in the slave’s forced alienation, the loss of ties of birth in both ascending 

and descending generations...It was this alienation of the slave from all formal, 

legally enforceable ties of ‘blood’, and from any attachment to groups or localities 

other than those chosen for him by the master, that gave the relation of slavery its 

peculiar value to the master” (Patterson 7).  
 

This natal alienation, brought about by the violent separation from family and kinship ties on the 

Continent, was passed down through generations of slaves, and will continue to be passed down, 

as there is no way for “African Americans” to trace their ancestry back to an African ethnic group 

or country. When this does happen (through DNA websites such as ancestry.com), there is still 

nothing that can be done to reestablish and reclaim this African heritage in the larger, symbolic 

sense. In the case of one individual, “[h]aving discovered that his ancestors were from Cameroon 

[via an ancestry.com test], he remarked that he felt more lost than before. Now he was being 

estranged from an ancestral tribe as well as the country of his birth: The United States. ‘It’s like 

being lost and found at the same time’, he said” (Hartman 90). 

“African Americans” having no “home” of origin, being neither American nor African 

subjects them to an ontological homelessness; or, being from no place. For many Black people, 

having a place to call home or a place from which they originate is a large and important aspect 

                                                 
27 I use this term paradoxically, both, to emphasize the geographic beginnings of the “African American,” and to 

illuminate the continuity of slavery for “African Americans”. 

28 “In the intrusive mode of representing social death, the slave was ritually incorporated as the permanent 

enemy...On the other hand, the slave was symbolic of the defeated enemy” (Patterson 39). 
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of their identity. This is why in large part “African Americans” are amongst those along the 

African Diaspora struggling to find an identity. In other words, “African Americans” were 

birthed of a negation out of the societal norms of what makes an identity of belonging, “...what 

we both accepted was that the experience of slavery had made us [“African Americans”] an us; 

that is, it had created the conditions under which we had fashioned an identity. Dispossession 

was our history. That we could agree on” (Hartman 74). The point of cultural cohesion for 

“African Americans” then, comes not from a shared cultural appreciation and set of practices, 

but rather, from the shared understanding that to be “African American” means to have come 

from a void -- that of the slave. While other Black cultural groups (such as Continental Africans) 

are able to bond over the excellence and prosperity of a past civilization/society, “African 

Americans” have no such “prior plenitude” to look back on (Ball). Slave ships were, in effect, 

the wombs that “birthed” the slave, who, in turn, strained toward an identity as an “African 

American” in ways no other racial or ethnic formation has had to strain toward their identities. It 

was into this void that hopes and dreams died, and identities were stripped. 

All of this underscores Eugene Genovese’s observation that “[t]he Black experience in 

this country has been a phenomenon without analog”.29 There is no other racial formation in the 

United States (I would push this further to say globally) that can relate to, or has experienced 

what it is to be Black. However, there are many that do not believe this to be true. Rather, they 

believe that, at least to a certain extent, all peoples experience some form of oppression, 

especially minoritized groups, and when this is the case, those oppressions are equal. This belief 

manifests within political organizations and initiatives; in particular, coalitions. Non-black 

groups have much more in common with each other than they do with blackness. And when 

                                                 
29 See http://bostonreview.net/archives/BR18.5/genovese.php Boston Review, October 1993. 

http://bostonreview.net/archives/BR18.5/genovese.php
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blackness enters coalitional spaces, it is often repressed or crowded out altogether. Of this 

problem, Wilderson observes: 

[C]oalitions and social movements, even radical social movements like the Prison 

Abolition Movement, [are] bound up in the solicitation of hegemony, [which] 

fortif[ies] and extend[s] the interlocutory life of civil society, ultimately 

accommodat[ing] only the satiable demands and finite antagonisms of civil 

society’s junior partners (i.e. immigrants, white women, and the working class), 

but foreclose[s] upon the insatiable demands and endless antagonisms of the 

prison slave and the prison-slave-in-waiting. In short, whereas such coalitions and 

social movements cannot be called the outright handmaidens of white supremacy, 

their rhetorical structures and political desire[s] are underwritten by a 

supplemental anti-Blackness (Wilderson 68). 
 

Here, Wilderson, in “The Prison Slave as Hegemony’s (Silent) Scandal,” demonstrates that 

“African Americans,” or “prison slaves,” as he calls them, contrary to members of civil society, 

have insatiable demands that make it easy for other groups to write them off as impossible to 

meet. These demands are “insatiable” because what “African Americans” need in order to 

achieve total liberation would precipitate the collapse of civil society. This is because “...there is 

something organic to civil society that makes it essential to the destruction of the black body” 

(Wilderson 67). Not only did African Chattel slavery birth the “African American,” it also aided 

-- has been literally utilized as a tool, through the degradation and commodification of the slave’s 

body -- in the creation of modern Western civilization. This is why the relationship between 

“African Americans” and American society is so troubled; the destruction of one begets the life 

of the other. It is for this reason that coalitions can never truly benefit African Americans. Non-

black minoritized groups have the opportunity to flourish in civil society, because their journey 

of immigration is aligned with the aspirations of earlier immigrants, which is why they can come 

together to form coalitions and advocate on their behalf. But “African Americans” can claim no 

such origin or alignment because of the Transatlantic breach.  
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Rather than attempt to truly confront the demands of “African Americans” that result 

from this reality, coalitions and other such organizations often obscure and dilute them so as to 

“tame” them and quiet their demands. What Blackness requires in order to be liberated is far 

more radical than other groups, which is why these groups are afraid to allow Blackness to have 

what it desires. Frank Wilderson explains why the liberation of Blackness would require the 

collapse of civil society as we know it when he says, citing Frantz Fanon, “Blackness is a 

positionality of ‘absolute dereliction’, abandonment, in the face of civil society, and therefore 

cannot establish itself, or be established, through hegemonic interventions” (Wilderson, 67).  

E.  Ontological Manifestations 

The previous section brings us to the recognition that the ontological difference between 

“African Americans” and Continental Africans can be summed up as follows: “As it turned out, 

eluding the slave past was the prerequisite to belonging” (Hartman 42). In other words, “African 

Americans” are marked by their lack of cultural roots and identity, whereas Continental Africans 

are marked by their respective countries30 and ethnic groups. By contrast, Continental Africans 

are able to identify with a history and culture that does not emerge from chattel slavery, and can, 

as a result, distinguish themselves from the slave in much the same way as the Western world 

has, historically. While all Black peoples encounter anti-Black racism, whether they are aware of 

it or not, there is a deeply-etched difference in their structural positionalities as a result of this 

ontological difference, especially within the context of the United States. One simply needs to 

look at the data to see how this manifests. In a study done by the Pew Research Center, it was 

found that African immigrants not only have higher median incomes than “African Americans,” 

                                                 
30 Countries whose borders were haphazardly constructed by the numerous European colonizers of the continent. 
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but also have a greater college educated population.31 This is notable because, while one might 

think that a native-born population would fare better than those who are newer to the same 

country, “African Americans,” while having grown up in the United States, with family lines 

going back generations, still have lower incomes than African immigrants. This leads many to 

believe there is something inherently wrong with “African Americans” that has held them back 

from achieving the same success as other groups. But when we understand that “African 

Americans” have been the social antagonists in the United States, the economic, political, and 

social dispossession of “African Americans” becomes clearer. 

While African immigrants’ success in comparison to “African Americans” in the United 

States cannot be totally attributed to their ability to claim cultural roots and identity, it cannot be 

overlooked as a primary reason for it. However, it does not exempt them from the vulnerability 

to violence the moment they are removed from the African context. However, when compared 

with other non-Black immigrant groups, African immigrants are either at or below the same 

levels of income, poverty, and home ownership in the United States32. This is to say, that racism 

and its agents are not going to be able to distinguish a Continental African from an “African 

American” at first glance, or even after a conversation; regardless of the country of origin and 

ethnic background, Black people are guaranteed to encounter anti-Black racism wherever they 

go, even amongst each other. 

III.  Conclusion: A Disruption of Diversity 

 This thesis, and the various ideas and questions it has raised throughout, are meant to 

disrupt the hegemonic projects of diversity and multiculturalism in higher education. Rather than 

                                                 
31 See Appendix D, page 1 and Appendix E page 11. 

 
32 See Appendix E, 11. 
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pursuing a course of acceptance and integration into the university, this thesis seeks to shock 

those that read it, but not gratuitously; rather, in the hopes that this shock kickstarts meaningful 

change in these institutions. This change is something that I view as necessary on the basis of my 

various experiences in higher education as a Black person. I became further interested in this 

topic when I found out that the issue of diversity has been something on the minds of other like-

minded Black Bucknell students in the past.33 This suggests to me that my observations are not 

unique, as there have been and are others who share my concerns. My personal experience at 

Bucknell University serves as a starting point as I have begun to realize that the issue of 

diversity, and the questionable means through which it is employed, are not unique to a 

particular university; rather, they have to do with how higher education and its long-standing 

priorities are structured. 

 Primarily identifying and articulating what exactly it is about diversity and 

multiculturalism that necessitates critique proved to be most difficult. As I have suggested 

throughout this thesis, diversity is one of the most lauded projects in our present time, which 

means that any critique of it is going to be met with resistance, and even backlash. This, 

however, should not dissuade anyone from illuminating its pitfalls. Using my own experience as 

a backbone to my argument, I began noting the differences between what diversity is often 

purported to do in and by colleges and universities across the country, versus what it is actually 

doing. In terms of the psychic fallout of the diversity project’s failings, and as I have outlined in 

the introduction to this thesis, there are currently no Black therapists in the student health center 

at Bucknell University, a fact that, among others, is dissonant with how Bucknell claims itself to 

                                                 
33 In 1985, the Bucknell Black Student Union released a “Black Student Union manifesto” where they demanded 

things such as “...increase its black enrollment to 5 percent by 1990” and “an increase in the number of black hired 

for administrative positions by 1998. For more information see: 

https://www.bucknell.edu/Documents/ToniMorrisonSociety/Archives.pdf  

https://www.bucknell.edu/Documents/ToniMorrisonSociety/Archives.pdf
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be diverse. Once I was able to establish the inconsistencies between diversity as a concept, and 

its performances, it became clear to me how necessary this work is.  

 In conjunction with this thesis, I became curious as to how academic institutions were 

responding to the growing popularity of the concept of diversity. Namely, I wanted to know how 

universities were going to adjust their admissions processes (i.e., not just who they claim to 

admit, but who they actually admit) in order to abide by this new societal expectation of 

“diversity and inclusion”. The expectation typically manifests itself as an increase in the 

presence of Black students on college campuses. However, what many people do not investigate 

is which kind of Black people are being admitted/preferred, which is why I took it upon myself 

to construct my argument to include the fact that universities across the country are opting to 

choose those who are, for the most part, financially able to pay more to the university. I am not 

suggesting I am alone in engaging in such a critique; rather, I am suggesting that those who are 

pursuing it are in the minority. Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Lani Guinier, two Harvard professors, 

are among those in academia who are bringing light to this issue, according to Sara Rimer and 

Karen W. Arenson, who recall that “[w]hat concerned the two professors, they said, was that in 

the high stakes world of admissions to the most selective colleges...African American students 

whose families have been in America for generations were being left behind” (Rimer & 

Arenson). Gates and Guinier are articulating a concern that undergirds this thesis; namely, that 

universities are opting for a form of Blackness that does not display, or, that appears to be devoid 

of, the scars of generations of institutional antiblack antagonism.  

By my fourth year in college, I had begun to notice an increased presence in the number 

of Continental Africans, as opposed to “African Americans” in my midst34.  This awareness was 

                                                 
34 An observation that is mirrored by data found in “Black Immigrants and Black Natives Attending Selective 

Colleges and Universities in the United States”, summated, in short, with the following quote, “Not only are black 
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not borne of a jealousy or malicious thoughts aimed at Continental Africans, but rather, of an 

interest in how Blackness was being perceived on campuses. When it comes down to it, Black 

people are Black people, there is no disputing that, but it must be said that within Blackness there 

are different formations that perform different types of utility for academic institutions. To most 

of these, the difference between a Continental African and an African American may be 

imperceptible, but to some the difference between the two is very clear and has to do with 

financial capacity and also a disposition of Continental agreeability. Put simply, the Continental 

African can attain to the aspirations of the immigrant absent the grievances of the slave.35 Taking 

economics alone, it is no secret that universities are constantly looking for ways to increase their 

wealth, so financially, it makes more sense to admit students who are able to pay full tuition, 

rather than to admit those who are more reliant on scholarships, as “African Americans” more 

often tend to.36 

It is important to understand at least in part, why there is such a large disparity between 

the economic stability of “African Americans” and Continental Africans. While we can point to 

a number of reasons, the largest two become central to their respective identities; namely, the 

capacity to claim (1) kinship across time, and (2) a place of origin; a homeland. Continental 

Africans can reference their nation, their ethnic group, their native language and even their 

colonized language (this last is a much larger issue). By contrast, the “African American” is in a 

constant state of homelessness; a social antagonist in and to the United States and beyond, while 

simultaneously a stranger to Africa, “Slavery made your mother into a myth, banished your 

                                                 
immigrants overrepresented at elite academic institutions, but the overrepresentation is greatest in the most exclusive 

stratum” (Massey 249). 

 
35 See Appendix E, pg. 9. 

 
36 See Appendix B, pg. 7. 
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father’s name, and exiled your siblings to the far corners of the earth. The slave was as an 

orphan...:” (Hartman 103). This difference is a result of the legacy of chattel slavery which 

essentially cut and cauterized all familial ties between “African Americans” and Africa, and it is 

this difference that is responsible for the various differences that manifest between the two 

groups today.37 

This translates into a different lived experience in the United States by way of legacies. 

“African Americans” in the United States have had the legacy of dispossession and 

institutionalized antiblackness that has been thetical to the creation and perpetuation of the 

United States. While Continental African immigrants have had to deal with colonialism and neo-

colonialism within their specific contexts, they are unencumbered by those imprints when they 

arrive in the United States. Historically, they have had the possibility to accrue wealth across 

their generations, whereas “African Americans” have been without that potential as a result of 

chattel slavery, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, and other anti-black institutional designs. As 

Marquan Jones, a former president of Cornell’s Black Student Union states, “[While] [e]veryone 

from the African diaspora may … experience racism on the individual level...international 

students who call another place home don’t have to deal with the ingrained institutional and 

structural forms of oppression in the same way American black students do” (Jaschik). 

Yet, here is the paradox: despite this difference, Continental Africans and “African 

Americans” are both impacted by the anti-black racism that undergirds and informs the non-

black spaces they both inhabit. While the project of diversity definitely prefers the monetary 

capacity of Continental Africans, it is still, in many ways, unwilling to support the specific needs 

of Black students who are navigating their larger needs as black students more generally. Quite 

                                                 
37 For more on the essential elements of the slave see Slavery and Social Death, Orlando Patterson. 
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often, the project of diversity and multiculturalism consolidates the needs of students and 

provides one streamlined, generic set of services, as if the colorblind approach is the most ethical 

and appropriate way to provide student life services across the board.  

As I mentioned earlier, Black people inhabit a unique position within society, which 

makes streamlined services meant to benefit everyone incompatible with Blackness. Jared 

Sexton argues, “Ultimately it is consternation about being eclipsed by blackness that articulates 

multiracialism with the array of political campaigns linkings them collectively, and perhaps 

unconsciously, to political projects they might otherwise oppose” (Sexton 7). This highlights the 

extreme anxiety I am referencing, that, when faced with having to consider blackness on its own 

terms, instead absorbs and obscures it into other considerations.  

This obfuscation is my main concern when it comes to this research presently and 

moving forward. That agitation around Black struggle in relation to other issues will always have 

to be contended with. Worse, there tends to be an assumption that the time of Black people’s 

fight for equality is past, and it is now time to move on to the next set of struggles (at the border, 

in the Middle East, women, and so on). While this presumption is incorrect, it is nonetheless a 

pervasive one. As American society pushes towards these ideals of diversity and 

multiculturalism, it is always Blackness that animates them38, only to gets swept under the 

current and hid away in prisons, ghettoized and in areas increasingly marginalized by 

gentrification, etc. This thesis, and those that have aided in its scholarship, aims to push against 

this current by placing Blackness in the spotlight. It aims to move those who read it to do the 

same.    

                                                 
38 “Soon, however, Latinos, Asians, women, and the disabled took note of the success of the civil rights movement 

and appropriated the tactics and rhetoric of African Americans to make their own demands for inclusion...The 

emphasis on diversity rather than restitution naturally worked to the benefit of second generation immigrants…” 

(Massey 244). 
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