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ABSTRACT

I extract, and then analyse critically, the epistemological ideas that are implicit in Robin 
DiAngelo’s best-selling book White Fragility and her other writings. On what grounds, 
according to DiAngelo, can people know what they claim to know? And on what grounds 
does DiAngelo know what she claims to know?
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1 This includes the categories Education Educational Research (247), Education Scientific 
Disciplines (20), Psychology Educational (18) and Education Special (2). (These numbers add up to 
more than 276 because several articles have multiple classifications.) Education is by far the largest cat
egory of citations of DiAngelo’s book, far exceeding Ethnic Studies (81), Sociology (76), Social Sciences 
Interdisciplinary (57), Religion (51), Psychology Multidisciplinary (44), Communication (43), 
Women’s Studies (37), Social Work (36), Political Science (34), Social Issues (34), Nursing (32), 
Cultural Studies (30), … .

Robin DiAngelo’s book White Fragility was on The New York Times non
fiction best-seller list for 155 weeks after its publication in 2018; in the 
wake of the George Floyd murder, it was briefly catapulted to #1. As of 
June 2020, total sales were around 1.5 million (Green 2020). The book 
has also been highly influential in academia: in the five years since its pub
lication; it has garnered 1,041 citations on the Web of Science (of which 
276 in journals of Education,1 which is DiAngelo’s field) and 5,326 citations 
on Google Scholar (as of March 24, 2023).
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In this article I shall not attempt to address the substantive content of DiAngelo’s 
stimulating and provocative book; that has been done in a multitude of reviews 
from a variety of interesting perspectives.2 Suffice it to say that in my view there 
is much wisdom in DiAngelo’s plea to white people, such as I am, to reflect 
more deeply about our possibly unconscious prejudices and about the myriad 
ways in which Black people’s routine daily experiences might differ radically from 
our own, and for these reasons to be more humble in our interactions with people 
of colour and to listen more carefully and empathetically to what they tell us.3

My goal in this paper is considerably more limited: to extract, and then critically 
analyse, DiAngelo’s implicit epistemology. On what grounds, according to 
DiAngelo, can people know what they claim to know? And on what grounds 
does DiAngelo know what she claims to know?

Helen Pluckrose and James Lindsay, in their important and controversial recent 
book Cynical Theories (2020), say the following about the philosophy underlying 
DiAngelo’s work: 

DiAngelo’s is probably the purest manifestation [among those considered in this chapter] of the 
postmodernist conception of society. Like her contemporaries, she displays an unshakable convic
tion in the postmodern principles and themes.4 This indicates that these have been reified as the 
foundation of the Social Justice metanarrative. (Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020: 207)

Here I would like to put forward a rather different view. It seems to me that, epistemo
logically, DiAngelo is very far from being a hard-core postmodernist; rather, what she 
puts forward could be called ‘postmodernism lite’. In this article I would like to substan
tiate this conclusion through citations of DiAngelo’s work, and also to elucidate the two 
distinct senses in which I think that DiAngelo’s postmodernism is ‘lite’.

I take the following as a rough definition of what I mean by ‘postmodernism’. 

an intellectual current characterized by the more-or-less explicit rejection of the rationalist trad
ition of the Enlightenment, by theoretical discourses disconnected from any empirical test, and 
by a cognitive and cultural relativism that regards science as nothing more than a ‘narration’, a 
‘myth’ or a social construction among many others. (Sokal and Bricmont 1998: 1)

2 See Roediger (2018), Jackson (2019), Sanneh (2019), Bergner (2020), Burke (2020), Calme 
(2020), Chait (2020), Cisneros (2020), Frey (2020), Hughes (2020), Kling and Harper (2020), 
Lozada (2020), McWhorter (2020, 2021c), Pan (2020), Reilly (2020), Taibbi (2020), Church 
(2021), Dreier (2021), O’Bannon (2021), Owolade (2021), Paslay (2021), al-Gharbi (2023), 
Finkelstein (2023: Chapter 4). See also McWhorter (2018, 2021c) for a critique of a broader current 
of thought that includes DiAngelo’s work.

3 But not uncritically—for this, too, is profoundly racist, as McWhorter (2021a, 2021b, 2021c, espe
cially pp. 107–11 and 160–7) has eloquently explained.

4 [Footnote added by me:] Pluckrose and Lindsay extract from postmodernist writings—notably 
those of Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and their followers—two postmodern principles and four 
postmodern themes. The two principles are the postmodern knowledge principle, which consists of a radical 
scepticism towards the possibility of objective knowledge (or even objective truth), along with a com
mitment to cultural constructivism; and the postmodern political principle, which asserts that society is 
structured by systems of power and hierarchy that unconsciously organize everyone’s ways of thinking 
so as to reproduce this same system of domination. The four postmodern themes are the blurring of 
boundaries, the power of language, cultural relativism, and the loss of the individual and the universal.
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It should be stressed, however, that this definition covers what could be termed 
‘classic postmodernism’.5 The more recent evolutions of postmodernist thought— 
what Pluckrose and Lindsay (2020) call ‘applied postmodernism’ and ‘reified 
postmodernism’—are more explicitly selective in their relativism, and in fact dog
matically absolutist with regard to certain subjects. As will be seen, DiAngelo fits 
this mold to a great extent, but not perfectly.

Citations illustrating DiAngelo’s epistemology will be taken principally from her 
book White Fragility (DiAngelo 2018) and from her book Is Everyone Really Equal?, 
co-authored with Özlem Sensoy (Sensoy and DiAngelo 2017a). Additional infor
mation will be extracted from her PhD dissertation (DiAngelo 2004) and from vari
ous other writings.

My critique of DiAngelo’s epistemology will have three strands, drawing atten
tion to: 

1) Vague, inconsistent and sometimes incoherent use of epistemological con
cepts and distinctions: in particular, confusion between actual knowledge 
and claims to knowledge, between knowledge and belief, and between knowl
edge and truth; confusion between objectivity and neutrality; and confusion 
between different senses of social construction.

2) Misrepresentation, to the point of caricature, of the nature of science and sci
entific method, and of ideas from the philosophy of science.

3) Logical and argumentative fallacies: notably the psychogenetic fallacy (also 
known as Bulverism) and the Kafka trap.

These flaws do not, in my view, disqualify the substantive content of DiAngelo’s 
work; but they do cast it in a more problematic light, as I shall explain in the 
conclusion.

Some readers may wonder whether I am holding DiAngelo’s work to an un
fairly high standard: employing the scalpel of academic philosophy to dissect a 
book (DiAngelo 2018) that is manifestly aimed at a popular, nonacademic audi
ence. I would answer, first of all, that the same epistemic flaws afflict DiAngelo’s 
publications in scholarly journals, as well as her book (Sensoy and DiAngelo 
2017a) aimed at ‘preservice and practicing teachers’ (p. 12); I shall demonstrate 
this in detail in what follows. Secondly, it seems to me that clarity of thought is 
not a mere academic nicety, but is an essential component of informed public 
debate; if academic philosophy can help to provide or enhance such clarity, 
that constitutes a significant contribution to society. And finally, many nonaca
demics (especially in the US white community) dismiss DiAngelo’s work be
cause they sense that it is on shaky epistemic ground, albeit without being 
able to articulate exactly why (moreover, they would probably not use the 

5 Furthermore, this definition concentrates on what Pluckrose and Lindsay (see Footnote 4) have 
called the ‘postmodern knowledge principle’ and largely ignores what they have called the ‘postmodern 
political principle’. It is an interesting question, but beyond the scope of this article, to assess the extent to 
which DiAngelo’s work employs, or relies on, this latter principle.
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word ‘epistemic’). By offering here a detailed critique of DiAngelo’s implicit 
epistemology, I hope to set the stage for a more fruitful dialogue and debate 
concerning DiAngelo’s ideas: one that would avoid the twin dangers of uncritical 
acceptance and premature dismissal.6

LITE POSTMODERNIST TENDENCY #1: WEAK INVOCATIONS 
OF RELATIVISM AND SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

Unlike hard-core postmodernists, DiAngelo does not propound, whether implicitly 
or explicitly, a full-blown relativism with respect to truth or knowledge. She does 
cast repeated aspersions on the possibility of objectivity, but mainly as a way of dis
crediting the claims to objectivity of her ideological opponents, not as a consistent 
philosophical principle. Indeed, Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017a) stress, correctly in 
my view, the difference between opinion and informed knowledge (pp. 35–7), which 
they harness to defend their own positions on social issues: 

When [students] make claims based on anecdotal evidence with regard to the concepts studied— 
for example claiming, ‘Now there is reverse racism’—[they] are in effect expressing an opinion that 
is not supported by scholarly evidence. We would not use opinion in astronomy class and believe it 
unlikely that a student arguing that she or he disagrees with Stephen Hawking on a matter of 
astronomy would have her or his position taken seriously, much less feel free to make such a claim 
to begin with. Yet in the social justice classroom, scholars such as Peggy McIntosh, Michel 
Foucault, and Beverly Tatum are regularly disagreed with well before comprehension of their 
work is mastered. (pp. 35–6)

Of course, this analogy is somewhat disingenuous: it insinuates that there is unam
biguous and undisputed scholarly evidence concerning the complex question of al
leged ‘reverse racism’,7 and about the value of the work of McIntosh, Foucault, and 
Tatum, that is somehow comparable in solidity to the knowledge obtained in 
astronomy. But the basic principle—that empirical assertions need to be supported 
by evidence that goes beyond mere anecdote—is both correct and thoroughly 
nonpostmodernist.

Sensoy and DiAngelo return to this issue in their next chapter:

It is important to distinguish between opinions, which are often based in commonsense under
standings, and critical thinking, which is based on expertise through study. Unfortunately, popular 
culture promotes the idea that all opinions are equal. … (p. 57, emphasis in the original)

6 I am extremely grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting the ideas in this paragraph.
7 In fairness to Sensoy and DiAngelo, it should be observed that their phrase ‘not supported by schol

arly evidence’ is ambiguous. If they mean to assert that the existence of reverse racism is not supported by 
any scholarly evidence, then the criticism given here in the main text, regarding the unacknowledged ex
istence of serious scholarly debate over this question, is appropriate. But if they mean only that the student 
has failed to cite any scholarly evidence in support of their claim of the existence of reverse racism, then 
their disapproval of the student’s stance is completely justified.
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It is hard to imagine a statement that is more emphatically nonrelativist than this 
last sentence.8 Sensoy and DiAngelo go on:

However, critical thinking is not simply having different opinions; critical thinking results in an 
informed perspective after engaging with new evidence and accounting for multiple layers of com
plexity. … For example, although someone might disagree that social injustice exists, to be credible 
they must root their argument in an understanding of the knowledge that has already been estab
lished and demonstrate how their opinion brings new evidence for consideration. From a scholarly 
perspective, offering anecdotal evidence that social injustice does not exist (e.g. ‘In today’s society, 
everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed, regardless of race, class, or gender’) is equivalent to 
the claim, ‘I looked out my window and the Earth doesn’t look round to me’. To argue that there is 
no longer social injustice and have validity, one must be aware of existing knowledge in the field. 
(p. 57)

So far so good, albeit with one large caveat: Sensoy and DiAngelo imply here (albeit 
without explicitly saying so) that the principal alternative to their own views on 
social injustice—which they set forth in great detail in their book—is the claim 
that social injustice does not exist. But almost everyone, from ordinary citizens to 
social scientists of all ideological stripes, is aware that social injustices exist. The de
bate is not about the existence of social injustice; rather, the debate is about which 
social institutions are unjust, and in what ways, and by what mechanisms—a debate 
that has both empirical and normative dimensions—and about what are the best 
approaches for remedying those injustices.

Be that as it may, Sensoy and DiAngelo then wade onto shakier ground: 

From an academic perspective, knowledge claims must stand up to scrutiny by peers who are spe
cialists in the subject. This process is called peer review, and it is the cornerstone of how academic 
knowledge is evaluated. Claims about social injustice made within the academic community have 
undergone peer review. Although there are debates within this community, peer scholars have 
found the arguments to be relevant and worthy of engagement. (p. 57, italics in the original; 
see also p. 33)

8 In her book, DiAngelo makes another explicitly antirelativist statement: 

[The guideline to ‘speak your truth’] can position all beliefs as truths and, as such, equally valid. 
Given that the goal of antiracist work is to identify and challenge racism and the misinformation that 
supports it, all perspectives are not equally valid; some are rooted in racist ideology and need to be 
uncovered and challenged. (DiAngelo 2018: 127, emphasis in the original)

The only ambiguity here concerns why DiAngelo thinks that certain perspectives are invalid (or in any 
case less valid than others). Are they invalid because they are rooted, as she sees it, in racist ideology? Or 
are they invalid because they are, as she sees it, factually false? (In the latter case they might also be rooted 
in racist ideology—something that would be worth pointing out—but this would not be the fundamental 
reason that they are invalid.) 

The same ambiguity arises when Sensoy and DiAngelo (2014: 4) write: ‘Everyone’s perspective is not 
equally valid when some are uninformed, unexamined, or uphold existing power inequities.’ Here ‘unin
formed’ and ‘unexamined’ are epistemic defects, while ‘uphold existing power inequities’ is an assertion 
about the alleged real-life consequences of an idea.
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Here Sensoy and DiAngelo are being rather naive (or so it seems to me) about the 
nature of peer review.9 Of course, peer review is an important process for filtering 
scholarly work, without which the quality of academic publications would undoubt
edly be much lower, on average, than it currently is; but passing peer review is not 
always a necessary condition for scholarly soundness, and above all it is very far from 
being a sufficient one. Especially in the humanities and social sciences, there exist 
scholarly journals that are run by a single ideological ‘school’, in which members 
of that school certify each other’s work through a ‘peer review’ process in which 
the views of outsiders play no role whatsoever. In these cases, peer review helps 
to maintain scholarly standards as defined by the relevant ideological subcommunity; 
but it does nothing to ensure that the work is capable of withstanding criticisms 
—even criticisms that insiders would feel obliged to acknowledge—that might 
be raised by outsiders, because those criticisms had no opportunity to be heard.10

Furthermore, even in the hard sciences, where ideology plays a much smaller role, 
passing peer review does not mean that a result is correct, or even highly likely to be 
correct; correctness to a high degree of reliability can only be established after a 
sometimes long process of replication and refinement.

Further aspects of Sensoy and DiAngelo’s relativism, concerning the universality 
of scientific knowledge, will be discussed in the next section.

DiAngelo’s social constructivism, like her relativism, is also ‘lite’—or rather, it os
cillates erratically between strong and weak forms. On the one hand, Sensoy and 
DiAngelo describe their view as follows: 

[C]ritical scholars in the field of education … argue that a key element of social injustice involves 
the claim that particular knowledge is objective, neutral, and universal. An approach based on crit
ical theory calls into question the idea that objectivity is desirable or even possible. The term used 
to describe this way of thinking about knowledge is that knowledge is socially constructed. When 
we refer to knowledge as socially constructed we mean that knowledge is reflective of the values 
and interests of those who produce it. This concept captures the understanding that all knowledge 
and all means of knowing are connected to a social context. (p. 53, emphasis in the original)

In the second sentence, it is ambiguous whether the denial (or doubt) that ‘objectivity 
is desirable or even possible’ refers to the objectivity of the knower or, rather, to the 
objectivity of the knowledge itself—which is a key distinction, since a socially diverse 
and viewpoint-diverse community of investigators can produce knowledge that is more 

9 It is unclear whether the ‘claims about social injustice’ here alluded to by Sensoy and DiAngelo— 
those that ‘peer scholars have found … to be relevant and worthy of engagement’—refer to normative 
moral/ethical arguments concerning the nature of justice and injustice, or to empirical claims about par
ticular social processes, or both. My comments regarding the nature of peer review apply, mutatis mutan
dis, to both aspects.

10 Indeed, maintaining scholarly standards as defined by the relevant ideological subcommunity may in 
some cases involve subverting scholarly standards as defined by outsiders: for instance, when peer reviewers 
require authors to delete or rephrase arguments that might call into question (even inadvertently) the dogmas 
of that subcommunity.
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objective than any of the investigators individually.11 But the first sentence refers un
ambiguously to the knowledge; and taken together with the second sentence, it seems to 
assert not only that knowledge can never be objective, neutral, or universal—three quite 
different things, as will be discussed below—but that epistemological claims to the con
trary in fact play a key role in perpetuating social injustice.12

Furthermore, the meanings of ‘knowledge’ and ‘socially constructed’ in this para
graph are ambiguous; and quite different doctrines will result from different inter
pretations of these terms. Philosophers usually understand ‘knowledge’ to mean 
‘justified true belief’ or some similar concept;13 but social-constructivist sociologists 
have sometimes employed idiosyncratic redefinitions of this term, such as this one 
from Barry Bloor (1991: 5): 

Instead of defining it [knowledge] as true belief—or perhaps, justified true belief—knowledge 
for the sociologist is whatever people take to be knowledge. It consists of those beliefs which 
people confidently hold to and live by. … Of course knowledge must be distinguished from 
mere belief. This can be done by reserving the word ‘knowledge’ for what is collectively en
dorsed, leaving the individual and idiosyncratic to count as mere belief.14

Some theorists of multicultural education have taken a similar tack; for instance, 
James Banks (who was DiAngelo’s thesis advisor15) redefines ‘knowledge’ to be 
simply a synonym of ‘belief’:

I am using knowledge in this article to mean the way a person explains or interprets reality. (Banks 
1993: 5)

11 This point has been made by many people, including Longino (1990, especially pp. 66–82), Haack 
(1998, especially pp. 104–9), Brown (2001, especially pp. 184–7 and 201–5), Haidt (2012: 90), 
McIntyre (2019, especially pp. 85–91), Oreskes (2019, especially pp. 136–7, 143–6 and 249–50), and 
Rauch (2021, especially pp. 70–8 and 192–4). 

Here the epistemically fundamental issue is viewpoint diversity, but one important aspect of this 
(though far from the only one) is social diversity (of sex/gender, race, class, nationality, ethnicity, reli
gion, etc.). Roughly speaking, one may expect that social diversity plays a larger epistemic role in the so
cial sciences, while other forms of viewpoint diversity play a larger role in the natural sciences. For a 
variety of views on the epistemic relevance of diversity within the scholarly community, see Harding 
(1986), Longino (1990), Kitcher (1993), Solomon (2001), Brown (2001: Chapters 8 and 9), Wylie 
(2006), Duarte et al. (2015), Stanovich and Toplak (2019).

12 This first assertion is also made explicit later in the book: ‘Critical theory challenges the claim that 
any knowledge is neutral or objective, and outside of humanly constructed meanings and interests’ 
(p. 204, emphasis mine). See also p. 41, where Sensoy and DiAngelo explicate ‘the concept of knowledge 
as never purely objective, neutral, and outside of human interests’ (emphasis mine).

13 I say ‘or some similar concept’ in view of the famous counterexamples of Gettier (1963).
14 See also Barnes and Bloor (1982: 22n), where they redefine ‘knowledge’ as ‘any collectively ac

cepted system of belief’. It should be noted, however, that Bloor, only nine pages after enunciating 
this nonstandard definition of ‘knowledge’, reverts without comment to the standard definition of ‘knowl
edge’, which he contrasts with ‘error’: ‘[I]t would be wrong to assume that the natural working of our 
animal resources always produces knowledge. They produce a mixture of knowledge and error with equal 
naturalness …’ (Bloor 1991: 14).

15 DiAngelo (2004: iii).
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It is not clear, therefore, which meaning Sensoy and DiAngelo intend.16 They 
helpfully clarify their assertion that knowledge is socially constructed by re
phrasing it as the assertion that ‘knowledge is reflective of the values and in
terests of those who produce it’. But this could mean at least three different 
things: 

1) People’s values and interests play a role in determining which false beliefs they 
come to have.

2) People’s values and interests play a role in determining which true beliefs they 
come to have.

3) People’s values and interests play a role in determining which of their beliefs 
are (or ought to be regarded as) true.

Statements #1 and #2 are manifestly true, and in fact truisms; they are per
fectly compatible with traditional (antirelativist) philosophical views. Indeed, 
exploring the details of these processes is an interesting program of empirical 
research in psychology and sociology. Statement #3, by contrast, is a strongly 
relativist view: namely, the truth or falsity of a belief would be relative to the 
values and interests of the believer (or of the social groups to which they 
belong). To put the question another way: Are Sensoy and DiAngelo stating 
only the truism that people’s beliefs arise in part from a social process? Or do 
they contend that the validity or truth of those beliefs is itself relative to 
some social group or social process? Their social constructivism is, at bot
tom, deeply ambiguous.

This same ambiguity recurs throughout the book. For instance, Sensoy and 
DiAngelo say: 

In order to understand the concept of knowledge as never purely objective, neutral, and out
side of human interests, it is important to distinguish between discoverable laws of the natural 
world (such as the law of gravity), and knowledge, which is socially constructed. By socially 
constructed, we mean that all knowledge understood by humans is framed by the ideologies, 
language, beliefs, and customs of human societies. Even the field of science is subjective 
(the study of which is known as the sociology of scientific knowledge). (p. 41, italics in the 
original)

Here they seem to concede that ‘discoverable laws of the natural world’, such as the 
inverse-square law of gravitation, have objective status as truths about the universe. 
But if these laws are not only objective facts about the universe, but are discoverable 
by humans, then does our knowledge of these laws, once discovered, not constitute 
objective knowledge in precisely the sense conventionally understood by scientists and 
antirelativist philosophers of science? It goes without saying, of course, that humans’ 
discovery of the inverse-square law of gravitation occurred within a social process 

16 Elsewhere, DiAngelo hints at—but does not explicate—yet another nonstandard interpretation of 
the word ‘knowledge’: ‘Critical thinking in the study of race includes the ability to recognize and analyze 
the ways in which meaning (knowledge) is historically, politically, and socially constructed and infused 
with political investments.’ (DiAngelo 2016: 22)
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that was motivated in part by practical ends (for instance, understanding astronomy as 
an aid to navigation) that in turn were related to the ideologies of the era (i.e. conquest 
and colonization). But it is only in an extremely weak and tenuous sense that our (or 
Isaac Newton’s) knowledge of the inverse-square law of gravitation can be regarded as 
‘framed by the ideologies, language, beliefs, and customs of human societies’.

In the last sentence of this citation, Sensoy and DiAngelo claim that ‘even the 
field of science is subjective’; but when they spell out what they mean by this radical- 
sounding claim, it turns out to be amazingly tame: 

For example, consider scientific research and how and when it is conducted. Which subjects are 
funded and which are not (e.g. the moon’s atmosphere, nuclear power, wind power, atmospheric 
pollution, or stem cells)? Who finances various types of research (private corporations, nonprofits, 
or the government)? Who is invested in the results of the research (e.g. for-profit pharmaceutical 
companies, the military, or nonprofit organizations)? How do these investments drive what is stud
ied and how? How will the research findings be used? Who has access to the benefits of the re
search? As you can see, these are not neutral questions—they are always political, and they 
frame how knowledge is created, advanced, and circulated. Because of this, knowledge is never 
value-neutral. (p. 41)

Even the most hard-headed philosophical realist would not quarrel with any of this. 
In particular, none of these considerations show that the knowledge produced by the 
natural sciences is in any way ‘subjective’.17

When it comes to concrete examples of ‘knowledge as socially con
structed’, Sensoy and DiAngelo’s constructivism is once again extremely mo
dest. For instance, they give (pp. 55–7) the example of a study (Anyon 1981) 
in which elementary school students from a variety of social backgrounds 
were asked ‘What is knowledge?’, and the responses were very different in 
working-class, middle-class, and affluent-professional-class schools. They con
clude that: 

how these students conceptualized knowledge was shaped by the intersection between their social 
class and the institution of schooling. This institution provides students with very different edu
cation based on their position in society and the resources they have access to. This is profoundly 
significant because the kind of knowledge we receive in schools has concrete implications for our 
later positions in life. (p. 56)

This conclusion is indeed very important; but it has nothing to do with social 
constructivism in the epistemological sense, and it is perfectly compatible with 
realist views of knowledge (in particular, the idea that ‘knowledge’ means ‘ration
ally justified true belief’ and that ‘true’ means ‘in accord with the way the world 
really is’).

17 Of course, some of these considerations point to potential conflicts of interest that might cast 
doubt on the reliability of certain items of purported scientific knowledge (see, for instance, Goldacre 
2012). But these sociological, economic, and political considerations are easily encompassed within a 
traditional realist philosophy of science. Indeed, manipulation of scientific evidence by interested parties 
is of concern to realists precisely because it undermines the central goal of scientific inquiry from a realist 
perspective, namely, to obtain (probable approximate) truths about the way the world is—and also be
cause, in some instances (like those reported by Goldacre), these manipulations can have extremely 
harmful social consequences.
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Furthermore, unlike radical social constructivists, DiAngelo does seem to 
admit that there exist facts, about both the natural and social worlds, that 
are not mere social constructions. For instance, she cites as fact (correctly 
in my view) the finding of contemporary geneticists that ‘the external char
acteristics that we use [socially] to define race are unreliable indicators of 
genetic variation’ (DiAngelo 2018: 15).18 Similarly, she cites data from quan
titative social science studies—which she treats unabashedly as facts—when 
it serves her argument (Sensoy and DiAngelo 2017a: 65; DiAngelo 
2018: 42n5, 93n5): for instance, the influential Emily–Greg/Lakisha–Jamal 
employment study (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004),19 and data about 
white Americans’ housing market preferences as a cause of residential segre
gation (Quillian 2002).20 By utilizing natural and social science in this way, 
DiAngelo can have her cake and eat it too, albeit at the expense of philosoph
ical consistency.21

On the other hand, a vastly more radical version of social constructivism was ex
pressed in DiAngelo and Sensoy (2009) and Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017b); it will 
be discussed in the next section.

18 Note added: After preparing the first version of this article, I became aware of recent work by geneticists 
that calls this late 20th-century consensus into question, suggesting that it may have been based on early studies 
that employed too small a number of genetic markers. For instance, Tang et al. (2005), analyzing genetic data 
from 3,636 subjects in the USA and Taiwan and employing 326 microsatellite markers, found four major gen
etic clusters, which showed near-perfect (99.86 percent) correspondence with the four self-reported race/eth
nicity categories (white, African-American, East Asian, and Hispanic). They caution, however, that ‘Hispanics 
generally represent a differential mixture of European, Native American, and African ancestry, with the propor
tionate mix typically depending on country of origin. Our sample was from a single location in Texas and was 
composed of Mexican Americans’, so that the results might be quite different were a wider variety of people of 
Latin American ancestry to be included in the sample. 

The interpretation of these and related findings is highly controversial, and it is far beyond my competence 
to assess the competing arguments. For a variety of views, see, for example, Race, Ethnicity, and Genetics 
Working Group (2005), Foster (2009), Santos et al. (2009), Barbujani, Ghirotto, and Tassi (2013), 
Graves (2015), Maglo, Mersha, and Martin (2016). I stress that these findings do not contradict the idea 
that ‘race’ is in large part a social construct, even if it reflects to some extent measurable genetic facts associated 
to geographical ancestry.

19 In the years since the pioneering work of Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004), there have been nu
merous similar studies of labor market discrimination, in many countries around the world. For reviews of 
this research, including extensive discussion of the methodological issues, see Pager (2007), Zschirnt and 
Ruedin (2016), Bertrand and Duflo (2017), Quillian et al. (2017), Baert (2018), Neumark (2018), 
Neumark and Rich (2019). But see Simonsohn (2015, 2016) for discussion of the possible confounding 
effects of perceived socioeconomic status (alongside race); and see also Jacquemet and Yannelis (2012)
and Gaddis (2017) for other potential confounding factors.

20 For further evidence about the causes of racial segregation in housing—on which there is an enor
mous literature—see, for example, Charles (2003), Sampson and Sharkey (2008), Boustan (2017, 
Chapters 4 and 5) and the references cited in these works.

21 This selective deployment of postmodernist scepticism/relativism is characteristic of—indeed, is 
probably the fundamental characteristic of—what Pluckrose and Lindsay (2020) have termed ‘reified 
postmodernism’.
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LITE POSTMODERNIST TENDENCY #2: SUPERFICIAL VERSIONS 
OF PHILOSOPHICAL DEBATES

There is a second way in which Sensoy and DiAngelo engage in postmodernism 
‘lite’. Namely, their account22 of the relevant philosophical issues23 lies at a level 
that can only be described as caricatural: one that in all likelihood reflects a ‘trickle- 
down’ (and attendant distortion) of ideas as they pass from philosophy depart
ments to sociology departments to education schools (the academic home of 
Sensoy and DiAngelo)24,25—an academic version of the children’s game that 
Americans call ‘telephone’ and other anglophones call ‘Chinese whispers’.26 All 
the right buzzwords are used, but the meaning is, alas, thoroughly mangled.

‘There is no objective, neutral reality’, writes DiAngelo in one of her articles 
(2006: 54); this sentence is thrown out almost as an obvious platitude, with no jus
tification and no follow-up, during an otherwise thoughtful exploration of the inter
section between race and class.27 This assertion conflates objectivity with neutrality, 
and also mistakenly employs them as adjectives that modify ‘reality’.

Of course, ‘reality’ means simply ‘the way the world is’; it needs no adjective. 
Sometimes, it is true, people (including me) refer to ‘objective reality’ as a way 
of stressing that facts about the way the world is are independent of anyone’s beliefs 

22 And, one may legitimately surmise, their own understanding—since it is exceedingly unlikely that 
Sensoy and DiAngelo would consciously seek to mislead their readers in this respect.

23 Good introductions to contemporary debates in the philosophy of science can be found, for in
stance, in Brown (2001), Ladyman (2002), and Godfrey-Smith (2003). The essays in Hollis and 
Lukes (1982) give a variety of views concerning rationality and relativism. See also Labinger and 
Collins (2001) for an interesting three-round discussion between scientists and sociologists of science 
(but unfortunately no philosophers); and see Haack (1998) for some illuminating reflections on epistem
ology, science, and the sociology of science. These are, of course, merely selections from an enormous 
literature.

24 Let me stress: I am not claiming that this intellectual pathway—from philosophy to sociology to 
education—is in any way universal, or that this ordering of disciplines represents a hierarchy of knowl
edge or rigor. I am only surmising, based on internal evidence and literature citations, that this was the 
pathway taken in the specific case of the philosophical concepts that Sensoy and DiAngelo use.

25 For a trenchant critique of the role of schools of education in contemporary American university 
life, see Asher (2018). Alas, this article seems not to have elicited the wide-ranging debate that in my 
opinion it deserves.

26 The origin of the moniker ‘Chinese whispers’ is unclear, but it is arguably based on 19th-century 
racist ideas that Chinese people were inscrutable or unintelligible. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Chinese_whispers for references, as well as for the terminology in other languages.

27 In fairness to DiAngelo, it is perhaps worth quoting the entire paragraph, in order to show the valid 
(in my opinion) ideas within which this confusing philosophical statement is embedded: 

The belief in objectivity, coupled with setting White people up as outside of culture and thus the 
norm for humanity, allows us to see ourselves as universal humans who can represent all of human 
experience. People of color can only represent their own racialized experience—that is, Robert 
Altman is a film director whose work is expected to relate to everyone, Spike Lee is a Black 
film director whose films are from ‘the Black’ perspective. But there is no objective, neutral reality. 
Human objectivity is not actually possible, but as long as we construct the world as if it is, and then 
ascribe it only to ourselves, we keep White experience and people centered and people of color in 
the margins. (DiAngelo 2006: 54, italics in the original)
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about those same facts.28 But it is redundant to call reality ‘objective’; and it makes 
no sense at all to call reality ‘neutral’ or ‘not neutral’.

People, on the other hand, can be objective or not objective,29 neutral or not neutral; 
but the two are quite different things. Consider, for instance, a team of scientists con
ducting a clinical trial of a vaccine against the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). These 
scientists are decidedly not neutral: they want the vaccine to work, and they will be 
sorely disappointed if it does not. On the other hand, they strive (albeit imperfectly) 
for objectivity: namely, they aim at bringing their beliefs about the degree of efficacy of 
the vaccine into as close accord as possible with its actual degree of efficacy. Indeed, 
their striving for objectivity is a direct consequence of their non-neutrality: they want 
the vaccine to be efficacious in reality in protecting people from the COVID-19 
disease; they do not merely want to convince other people, perhaps falsely, of its pur
ported efficacy. (The incentives for the pharmaceutical company that employs them 
are, however, less clear-cut: the company could make handsome profits even if the 
vaccine turns out to be less efficacious than was initially believed.30) Here ‘objectivity’ 
means epistemic objectivity: namely, a person or group is objective on some particular 
issue to the extent that their judgments on that issue are determined by a fair weighing 
of the relevant evidence and are not prejudiced or biased by irrelevant beliefs or 
influences.31

Of course, a belief (especially a false one) can have non-neutral effects. For instance, if 
legislators believe that high marginal tax rates discourage work among high-income 
professionals (e.g. surgeons) to a larger extent than is actually the case, they may enact 
tax policies that benefit the upper classes and disadvantage the middle and lower 
classes. Alternatively, legislators may pretend to have such a belief in order to provide 
a publicly presentable excuse for a policy that they actually favour on other grounds 
(perhaps precisely because of its differential effects on economic classes). This kind 
of situation, in either version, may be what Sensoy and DiAngelo have in mind 
when they assert that knowledge is ‘never purely objective, neutral, and outside of hu
man interests’ (2017a: 41). But their critique is rendered inchoate by their deep am
biguity about what they mean by ‘knowledge’—as discussed earlier—as well as by their 
failure to disentangle ‘objective’, ‘neutral’, and ‘outside of human interests’.

28 This is true even when the relevant facts concern the state(s) of mind of one or more human 
beings. The facts about those people’s state(s) of mind are independent of other people’s beliefs about 
those people’s state(s) of mind. This has long been understood by legal scholars: ‘[For there to be fraud] 
there must be a misstatement of an existing fact: but the state of a man’s [sic] mind is as much a fact as the 
state of his digestion. It is true that it is very difficult to prove what the state of a man’s mind at a particular 
time is, but if it can be ascertained it is as much a fact as anything else. A misrepresentation as to the state 
of a man’s mind is, therefore, a misstatement of fact.’ [Edgington v. Fitzmaurice (1885) 29 Ch.D. 459 at 
483, CA, per Bowen LJ]

29 Or rather: more objective or less objective—since no one can be perfectly objective.
30 It is the task of the government regulators to provide an additional layer of objectivity; that is why 

conflicts of interest in the regulatory agency must be guarded against.
31 I thank Harvey Siegel for suggesting that it would be valuable to make explicit, even if briefly, my 

understanding of epistemic objectivity. See also Brown (2001: 101–4) for a brief discussion that distin
guishes ontological objectivity (of statements) from epistemic objectivity (of people).
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DiAngelo’s discussion of objectivity is further muddled by her failure to distin
guish between objectivity as an ideal goal, objectivity achieved in reality, and 
objectivity claimed (perhaps falsely) to be achieved in reality; and also by an 
all-or-nothing thinking that insists, at least at times, that objectivity must either 
be perfect or else is nonexistent. ‘Objectivity tells us that it is possible to be free 
of all bias’, she says at one point, belittling the idea (DiAngelo 2018: 9). 
However, later in the book she points out, correctly, that ‘humans cannot be 
100 percent objective’ (p. 81)—a statement that seems, at least by implication, 
to recognize degrees of objectivity. Alas, DiAngelo never tells us clearly whether 
it is desirable to strive to be more objective, even if it will inevitably be less than 
100 percent. On the face of it one might think that, by encouraging white people 
to listen more carefully to the perspectives of people of colour, DiAngelo believes 
that by doing so they can become at least slightly more objective (or less subject
ive); but this interpretation collides with her explicit ‘call[ing] into question the 
idea that objectivity is desirable or even possible’ (Sensoy and DiAngelo 
2017a: 53, emphasis theirs).32 Finally, DiAngelo is right to criticize the egocentric 
notion that ‘my worldview is objective and the only one operating’ (DiAngelo 
2018: 121). More generally, it is completely appropriate for her to criticize claims 
to objectivity that she regards as unjustified (each such critique can then be eval
uated on its specific merits). But that is quite different from disparaging objectivity 
as a goal.33

Sensoy and DiAngelo’s discussion of objectivity is muddled even further when 
they conflate it with value-neutrality, and additionally conflate those philosophical 
notions with specific historical claims: 

The notion of value-free (or objective) knowledge was central to rationalizing the colonization of 
other lands and peoples that began in the 15th century. For example, if we believe that Columbus 
was simply an explorer and trader, we reinforce the idea of discovery as outside of political and 
ideological interests. The promotion of this idea has allowed dominant culture to ignore the geno
cide of Indigenous peoples and the transatlantic slave trade that his ‘discoveries’ set in motion. 
(Sensoy and DiAngelo 2017a: 49)

32 By contrast, DiAngelo’s thesis advisor James Banks has unambiguously defended the goal of ob
jectivity, in terms with which I fully concur: 

Objectivity must be an aim in the human sciences because there is no other reasonable way to 
construct public knowledge that will be considered legitimate and valid by researchers and policy- 
makers in diverse communities. However, we need to rethink and to reconceptualize objectivity so that 
it will have legitimacy for diverse groups of researchers and will incorporate their perspectives, experien
ces, and insights. The sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (1995) states that the most objective truths 
result when diverse groups participate in validating ideas. … Researchers should strive for object
ivity even though it is an unattainable, idealized goal. (Banks 1998: 6, emphasis in the original)

33 As Judith Suissa has pointed out to me, DiAngelo is also failing here to distinguish between ob
jectivity regarding descriptive statements about the world and objectivity regarding normative/evaluative 
judgments. Suissa surmises that DiAngelo may be ‘playing [not necessarily consciously] on the intuition 
that claims to objectivity in “worldviews” (which are obviously at least partly evaluative) are suspect, if 
not impossible, in order to cast doubt on claims to objectivity when it comes to facts about reality’ (per
sonal communication).
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Sensoy and DiAngelo give no evidence (nor even a reference) for their bold claim 
that two rather abstract philosophical concepts—the objectivity and value- 
neutrality of knowledge—were ‘central to rationalizing the colonization of other 
lands and peoples that began in the 15th century’. Of course, there might indeed 
be a connection, but if so it must be highly indirect, and the causal chain from ideas 
to conquest needs to be made explicit and argued in detail, using historical evidence. 
For Sensoy and DiAngelo, by contrast, this link is apparently so obvious as to re
quire no further explanation. But that is not all: even more stunning is their confla
tion of these philosophical issues with the specific historical claim that ‘Columbus 
was simply an explorer and trader’. For starters, what informed person nowadays 
could believe that Columbus was simply an explorer and trader, and not also a brutal 
conqueror?34 But above all, why should subscribing to some particular philosoph
ical view about the objectivity or value-neutrality of knowledge oblige one to accept 
any particular view concerning Columbus, much less ‘to ignore the genocide of 
Indigenous peoples and the transatlantic slave trade’? What is the alleged logical 
link? Sensoy and DiAngelo do not say. For whatever it is worth—which may not 
be much—I would argue, pace Sensoy and DiAngelo, that rigorous historical inves
tigation can objectively document the holocaust of Indigenous peoples in the 
Americas (Thornton 1987; Stannard 1992) and of Africans in the transatlantic slave 
trade (Thomas 1997).

Continuing along these lines, Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017a) serve up a caricature 
of scientific method as a counterpoint to their own Critical Theory orientation:35

[S]cientific method (sometimes referred to as ‘positivism’—the idea that everything can be ration
ally observed without bias) was the dominant contribution of the 18th-century Enlightenment 
period in Europe. Positivism itself was a response and challenge to religious or theological explan
ations for ‘reality.’ It rested on the importance of reason, principles of rational thought, the infal
libility of close observation, and the discovery of natural laws and principles governing life and 

34 Indeed, it appears that a majority of Americans—especially those in the younger cohorts—are 
aware of Columbus’ brutality. A YouGov survey of 7,486 US adults in October 2020 asked: ‘Do you con
sider Christopher Columbus to be more of a hero or more of a villain?’ (Ballard 2020). The results for all 
adults were 40 percent for ‘more of a villain’, 32 percent for ‘more of a hero’, and 29 percent for ‘don’t 
know’. The split was 39–37–24 for males, and 40–27–34 for females. Only those of age 55 and over gave a 
plurality to ‘hero’ (28–46–26); younger groups gave strong pluralities to ‘villain’, reaching 53–17–30 in 
those aged 25–34. The most striking contrasts (not surprisingly) were by political affiliation: Democrats 
overwhelmingly preferred ‘villain’ (57–15–28), while Republicans overwhelmingly preferred ‘hero’ (11– 
66–23); independents modestly preferred ‘villain’ (40–30–29). Interestingly, preference for ‘hero’ rose 
with income level: those with annual incomes under $40,000 favoured ‘villain’ (38–28–34), while those 
with incomes above $80,000 favoured ‘hero’ (35–40–24). Differences by region of the country were neg
ligible. 

It should be stressed that this question asked respondents whether, on balance, they considered 
Columbus to be more of a hero or a villain. It follows that the number of people who believe that 
Columbus was, among other things, villainous (e.g. a brutal conqueror) is larger—and probably signifi
cantly larger—than the number answering ‘villain’ to this question.

35 See Burbules and Berk (1999) for a detailed analysis of the similarities and differences between the 
traditional notion of ‘critical thinking’ and the current of thought known as Critical Pedagogy (or Critical 
Social Justice). The latter is inspired in large part—as Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017a: 50–1) also point out 
—by the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School.

530 • Journal of Philosophy of Education, 2023, Vol. 57, No. 2
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/jope/article/57/2/517/7148290 by U
niversity C

ollege London user on 26 July 2023



society. Critical Theory developed in part as a response to this presumed infallibility of scientific 
method … . (pp. 50–1)

It is hard to know where to start in cataloging the errors in this one paragraph. It is 
true that scientific method was one of the key contributions to 18th-century (and 
17th-century) Enlightenment thought, and that it was in large part a response and 
challenge to religious and theological explanations of reality (no scare quotes 
needed). But positivism was only one of numerous competing philosophies of sci
ence, and anyway arose only in the 19th century (Comte) and, in the variant called 
‘logical positivism’, in the 20th century (the Vienna Circle); both are now largely 
discarded as philosophies of science, due to the criticisms lodged by Popper, 
Quine, Wittgenstein, and others. Despite this, the term ‘positivism’ has retained 
some currency within the social sciences, largely as a bugaboo having only a 
weak connection with its original philosophical meanings;36 and Sensoy and 
DiAngelo’s (mis)characterization is an extremely vulgarized descendant of that al
ready vulgarized one.

Finally, and most importantly, the alleged infallibility of observation and scien
tific method is a complete red herring. Perhaps such a conception of science was 
taught in Education schools 75 or 100 years ago as the supposed truth; and perhaps 
it is still taught there today as a convenient straw man. But it is in fact the polar op
posite of the practice and philosophy of modern science. As Sensoy and DiAngelo 
correctly observe, the scientific method is a worldview giving primacy to observa
tion and reason and a methodology aimed at acquiring accurate knowledge of 
the natural and social world. This methodology is characterized, above all else, 
by the critical spirit: namely, the commitment to the incessant testing of assertions 
through observations and/or experiments—the more stringent the tests, the better 
—and to revising or discarding those theories that fail the test.37 Furthermore, this 
methodology has been refined and improved through four centuries of scientific 
practice: we now know the importance of independent replication, statistical tests, 
control groups, double-blinding, and randomization, among many other things. Far 
from imagining that ‘everything can be rationally observed without bias’, the whole 
point of these methodological innovations has been to compensate for the inevit
able human biases and to minimize their effects.38 Last but not least, one corollary 

36 See Halfpenny (1982) for a detailed account of the history of positivism in the natural and social 
sciences; he distinguishes fully twelve different meanings of the term. See also Bricmont (2000) for some 
observations on the distinction between positivism and ‘positivism’.

37 See Bricmont (2005) for an illuminating discussion of the critical/sceptical aspect of science.
38 For a brief discussion of these methodological improvements, see Brown (2001: 45–7). See also 

Kaptchuk (1998) for a fascinating history of blinding and double-blinding in medicine, and Chalmers 
(2001) for an analogous history of control groups and randomized allocation. MacCoun and 
Perlmutter (2015) discuss the recent application of blind data analysis also in the physical sciences. 

Another crucial element in the compensation of individual bias is the social structure and moral/in
tellectual norms of the scientific community: see the references cited in Footnote 11 above.

A. Sokal • 531
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/jope/article/57/2/517/7148290 by U
niversity C

ollege London user on 26 July 2023



of the critical spirit is fallibilism: namely, the understanding that all our empirical 
knowledge is tentative, incomplete, and open to revision in the light of new evi
dence or cogent new arguments (though, of course, the most well-established as
pects of scientific knowledge are unlikely to be discarded entirely).39 Popes may 
claim to be infallible, but scientists most emphatically do not.

This canard is repeated a few pages later: 

[F]or many Westerners the ideal of positivism (that European science followed rules and thus its 
findings are indisputable) is very powerful and deeply entrenched. (p. 54)

This characterization of modern science as ‘European’ is deeply insulting to the 
many Chinese, Japanese, Indians, and others who are now among its foremost prac
titioners; but it does fit in with Sensoy and DiAngelo’s denial that scientific knowl
edge can be universal (an issue that I will discuss in greater detail in a moment).

All these misconceptions are amalgamated in the glossary at the end of Sensoy 
and DiAngelo’s book, which defines ‘positivism’ as ‘a perspective or philosophy 
of the scientific method as objective, neutral, and the ideal approach to understand
ing the world’ (p. 241).

One final strange amalgam comes when Sensoy and DiAngelo briefly address the 
nature–nurture question: 

Nature arguments claim that inequality is natural or biological and thus will always be with us 
(positivism). Nurture arguments claim that inequality is constructed by society and thus can be 
changed (constructivism). (p. 198)

This passage sets up a double confusion: First of all, the relative roles of nature 
(i.e. genetics) and nurture (i.e. environment) in various aspects of human 
development—an empirical question of biology, psychology, and sociology— 
do not have any necessary implication for the quite different question of the 
causes, the mutability or immutability, and the desirability or undesirability of so
cial inequality (though admittedly the first question does provide some context 
for the second). But, above all, these questions of psychology, sociology, 

39 This point was also made clearly by Harvey Siegel (1988: 108) in the context of science education: 

[P]luralist science education … recognizes that scientific knowledge is never final or certain, but is 
always subject to amendment or revision on the basis of additional evidence or novel theoretical 
considerations; that is, pluralism recognizes the fallibility of scientific knowledge.

It is also important to note that well-tested theories in the mature sciences are supported in general by a 
powerful web of interlocking evidence coming from a variety of sources; rarely does everything rest on 
one ‘crucial experiment’. Moreover, the progress of science tends to link these theories into a unified 
framework, so that (for instance) biology has to be compatible with chemistry, and chemistry with phys
ics. Susan Haack (1998: 95) has illuminatingly analogized science to the problem of completing a cross
word puzzle, in which any modification of one word will entail changes in interlocking words; in most 
cases the required changes will be fairly local, but in some cases it may be necessary to rework large parts 
of the puzzle. Fallibilism is the idea that it is better to work in pencil than in pen; or ‘if you must use ink, 
make sure it’s washable!’ (p. 95)
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economics, and politics have no logical connection whatsoever with the epistemo
logical debates somewhat misleadingly posed here as positivism v. constructivism.

The (mis)characterization of science and scientific method in Sensoy and DiAngelo 
(2017a) is far from being an isolated element in their work; rather, it seems to play a 
central role in their conceptualization of the nature of knowledge. It goes back to an art
icle they wrote a decade earlier (DiAngelo and Sensoy 2009), where it was expressed in 
even more extreme form. Here they begin by making once again the valid distinction 
between mere opinion and critical thinking, and they thoughtfully analyse how students 
in courses tackling social justice issues sometimes assert the ‘right to my opinion’ as an 
excuse for failing to address the substantive content of ideas that challenge the socially 
dominant ideologies. So far so good. But they tie this very interesting analysis—wholly 
unnecessarily in my view—to an image of science that is caricatured in the following sar
donic passage from Kincheloe (2008), which they quote approvingly: 

[In the context of seeking an unbiased truth], the ideal educator becomes the detached practitioner, an 
independent operator who rises above the values of special interests. The detached practitioner occu
pies a secure position immune from critique. He or she has, after all, employed the correct method
ology in reaching his or her position. If pursued ‘correctly,’ there is no questioning the authority of the 
scientific method. (Kincheloe 2008: 47, quoted in DiAngelo and Sensoy 2009: 443)

Let us put aside the slyly deprecatory comments about the goal of ‘seeking an un
biased truth’ (what is so bad about that?), and analyse the rest of this paragraph. 
The notion that science is ‘immune from critique’ is bizarre; after all, scientists 
are constantly critiquing each other’s (and ideally also their own) work. Indeed, 
one of sociologist Robert Merton’s famous norms of the scientific community 
—‘four sets of institutional imperatives … taken to comprise the ethos of modern 
science’ (Merton 1973: 270)—is organized scepticism. Ditto for the alleged prohib
ition on ‘questioning the authority of the scientific method’.

Pursuing this line of argument, DiAngelo and Sensoy assert (p. 445) that ‘One of the 
key strategies of domination in mainstream society is the normalizing of particular 
knowledge as universal and shared by all’, adding that ‘it is understood [by critical 
scholars] that knowledge does not transcend but is rooted in and shaped by social po
sitions and specific interests’. To develop this point, they once again cite Kincheloe: 

One of the central dimensions of Western colonial domination has involved its production of ‘uni
versally valid knowledge’ that worked to invalidate the ways of knowing that had been developed 
by all peoples around the world. In the name of modernization, salvation, civilization, develop
ment, and democracy, colonial powers have made and continue to make the argument that 
they know better than colonized peoples themselves what serves their best interests—and they 
have the knowledge to prove it. Universalism, the idea that all scientifically produced knowledge 
is true in all places and for all times, is a key concept in our discussion of knowledge and its relation 
to critical pedagogy and its concern with power and justice. Many Westerners after the scientific 
revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries believed that because European science 
followed the proscribed [sic] rules of knowledge production its findings are indisputably universal. 
(Kincheloe 2008: 5, quoted in DiAngelo and Sensoy 2009: 445)

This passage conflates two quite distinct issues: the validity and universality (or lack 
thereof) of particular scientific theories, and the sometimes nefarious technological 
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and ideological uses to which those theories were put by colonialists. The 
inverse-square law of gravitation was discovered in the 17th century by an 
Englishman, Isaac Newton. That is a fact; and it is also a fact that, to the best of our 
current knowledge, this law is universally valid,40 in India (and in Andromeda galaxy) 
no less than in England. I do not know whether any 19th-century English statesmen 
claimed that Newton’s discovery—and others made by English scientists—gave 
England the right to rule India (Kincheloe, DiAngelo, and Sensoy do not cite any evi
dence that they did); but if anyone did make that claim, it is manifestly false. The fact 
that English scientists knew how to predict to very high precision the motions of the 
planets quite obviously does not imply that English politicians ‘know better than colon
ized peoples themselves what serves their best interests’, much less that they have the 
right to rule over another people without their consent.41 Even more bizarre is the as
sertion that, in the 21st century, the (former?) ‘colonial powers … continue to make 
[that] argument’.

The most shocking aspect of this paragraph, however, is its clear insinuation— 
unsubstantiated, alas, by any evidence or argument—that scientific knowledge can
not be universal. Do Kincheloe, DiAngelo, and Sensoy really think that the 
inverse-square law of gravitation is merely ‘European’? That Asian and Latin 
American, and African physicists today use this law, not because of the massive ob
servational and experimental evidence that has been amassed in its favour over the 
last three centuries, but simply because of European politico-ideological hegemony 
and cultural imperialism?

What is striking is that, although Kincheloe, DiAngelo, and Sensoy are purport
ing to make general claims about all science, they do not deign to discuss anything so 
concrete as the inverse-square law of gravitation, the atomic theory of matter, or the 
double-helix structure of DNA. Rather, their examples of false claims to universality 
are ‘race as a scientific category based in essential difference’ (DiAngelo and Sensoy 
2009: 446) and ‘the scientific view of Africans as childlike and thus in need of pa
ternalistic oversight’ (Kincheloe 2008: 5), along with ‘[t]he Nestlé Corporation’s 
promotion of its infant formula as a scientifically-validated more healthy baby 
food than breast milk’ (Kincheloe 2008: 6). The first example concerns ideas 
that have been recognized as pseudoscience for nearly a century, if not more; the 
second concerns a multinational corporation’s propaganda that contradicts the near
ly universal view of experts in medicine and public health (American Academy of 
Pediatrics 2012; Kramer and Kakuma 2012) and that has been condemned by 

40 To a very high degree of approximation, though not exactly. We now know that Newtonian mechanics 
(1687) has to be replaced by Einstein’s general relativity (1915); and this will, in turn, probably have to be 
replaced by an as yet-unknown theory of quantum gravity. See Footnote 42 below for further details.

41 Let me be clear: I am not denying that many Europeans in the 18th and 19th (and even 20th) centuries 
took the achievements of European science and technology to be evidence for (or even definitive proof of) the 
superiority of European over non-European culture, and thence as justification for imperialism. (See e.g. 
Marshall and Williams 1982 for a detailed study of 18th-century Britons’ views of the non-European world.) 
My point is simply that (a) all such arguments from science to conquest, whether made explicitly or implicitly, 
are logically invalid; and (b) those arguments, and the fact of their historical use, have no bearing on the val
idity or universality of ‘European’ science. I am grateful to Judith Suissa for raising this issue with me.
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the World Health Organization since at least 1981 (Dobbing 1988). But above all, it 
is very strange to regard these theories as counterexamples to universalism, as if ‘ra
cial science’ and Nestlé propaganda were true in some places and for some times (to 
cite Kincheloe’s words) but false in others. It is more accurate to regard these the
ories as false, in all places and for all times.42

Some of DiAngelo and Sensoy’s proposals are in my view quite sensible ones, 
provided that their ambiguous social constructivism is interpreted in a suitably 
weak sense. For instance: 

[C]ritical pedagogues guide students along at least three fronts: first, in critical analysis of the prod
ucts of mainstream knowledge that masquerade as neutral, universal, and ‘objective’; second, in 
critical self-reflection about their own socialization into the matrix of relations of oppression 
that are embedded in society; and third, in developing the skills with which to see, analyze, and 
challenge the mechanisms of ideological domination. (p. 445)

But the first step in critical analysis is learning to distinguish—by using case-by-case 
analysis of evidence and arguments—between the products of mainstream knowledge 
that masquerade as neutral, universal, and objective, and those that are in fact neutral, uni
versal, and objective. If DiAngelo and Sensoy simply declare a priori that the latter are 
nonexistent—as they seem at times to be doing—then critical analysis is replaced by dog
matic cynicism.

Similarly, DiAngelo and Sensoy say that: 

[C]ritical pedagogues … present curricular materials that offer alternative accounts of 
taken-for-granted historical events and new interpretations that challenge existing knowledge 
about such events (such as Christopher Columbus’ ‘discovery’ of America). (p. 445)

42 In fairness to Kincheloe, he does give one other concrete example of what he claims is a false 
universalism: 

In pre-Einsteinian physics, for example, gravity was assumed to remain constant in all domains of 
the cosmos. Einstein’s work in the General Theory of Relativity undermines the universality of 
gravity as it delineates special circumstances where Sir Issac Newton’s notion of gravity does 
not work as he postulated—black holes, for example, where nothing can escape the depression 
in space caused by the concentrated mass of the black hole. (Kincheloe 2008: 23)

Pace Kincheloe, Einstein’s general theory of relativity (1915) did not ‘undermine the universality of grav
ity’. Rather, it showed simply that Newton’s theory of gravitation (1687) is not exactly correct—though it 
is correct to a very high degree of approximation in many circumstances—and has to be replaced by the 
more accurate (and conceptually quite different) equations of general relativity. Furthermore, both of 
these facts about Newtonian mechanics are universal facts, in the sense that they apply in exactly the 
same form everywhere in the universe (to the best of our current knowledge). It goes without saying 
that, concerning the kind of universality that is ultimately of concern to Kincheloe, DiAngelo, and 
Sensoy—not validity on Andromeda galaxy, but cultural universality for humans—the laws of gravitation 
behave identically in Africa and in Europe, for blacks and for whites, for women and for men. Of course, 
Einstein’s general relativity is itself almost surely not the last word; it will probably have to be replaced by 
an as yet-unknown theory of quantum gravity. But there is no reason to believe that this future theory will 
fail to be universal.
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Once again, even a hard-headed philosophical realist would not quarrel with this; 
indeed, they would applaud it, provided that the ‘alternative accounts’ were based 
on solid historical evidence.

DiAngelo and Sensoy’s radical claims about the nature of science and knowledge 
are repeated—and combined with other, equally dubious ones—in an article of 
Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017b) in the Harvard Educational Review: 

Another unnamed logic of Whiteness is the presumed neutrality of White European enlightenment epis
temology. The modern university—in its knowledge generation, research, and social and material sci
ences and with its ‘experts’ and its privileging of particular forms of knowledge over others (e.g. written 
over oral, history over memory, rationalism over wisdom)—has played a key role in the spreading of 
colonial empire. In this way, the university has validated and elevated positivistic, White Eurocentric 
knowledge over non-White, Indigenous, and non-European knowledges (Battiste, Bell, and Findlay 
2002; Mignolo 2002; Carvalho and Flórez-Flórez 2014; Grosfoguel, Hernández, and Velásques 
2016). These knowledge forms ‘inscribed a conceptualization of knowledge to a geopolitical space 
(Western Europe) and erased the possibility of even thinking about a conceptualization and distribution 
of knowledge “emanating” from other local histories (China, India, Islam, etc.)’ (Grosfoguel et al. 
2016: 59).43 The decolonization of the academy requires, at minimum, an interrogation of not only 
the disciplinary fields and their borders but also the everyday commonsense practices of the institution 
itself. (p. 561)

Sensoy and DiAngelo give no specifics of the ‘non-White, Indigenous, and 
non-European knowledges’ that they say have been marginalized by ‘positivistic, 
White Eurocentric knowledge’—much less any comparison, on epistemic grounds, 
of their reliability as accurate descriptions of the world (i.e. justified true belief).44,45

Furthermore, the idea that modern science has ‘erased the possibility of even think
ing about a conceptualization and distribution of knowledge “emanating” from’ 
non-European cultures is nonsense: for instance, every mathematician knows 
that the concept of zero as a number arose in India in the fifth century CE, and 
that algebra was developed by Islamic scholars starting around 800 CE, before being 
elaborated in Renaissance Europe; the early Chinese contributions to mathematics 

43 The citation here to Grosfoguel et al. (2016: 59) is erroneous; the correct citation is to Mignolo 
(2002: 59). Also, the correct spelling of the third author’s name in Grosfoguel et al. is ‘Velásquez’.

44 In fairness to Sensoy and DiAngelo, a few of their references do at least hint at the types of knowl
edge at issue, albeit without giving any specifics: for instance, ‘all kinds of scientific, agricultural, technical 
and ecological knowledge, including cultigens, medicines and the rational use of flora and fauna’ (Battiste, 
Bell, and Findlay 2002: 87); ‘instinctual knowledge and other alternatives [sic] ways of knowing that 
could intensify transformation: writing, art-making, dancing, healing, teaching, meditation, and spiritual 
activism’, as well as ‘medicinal, environmental, architectural, and sociomusical knowledges’, including 
‘medicinal and magical plants’ (Carvalho and Flórez-Flórez 2014: 124, 132–3). It goes without saying 
that Indigenous cultures could well have obtained scientific, agricultural, technical, ecological, medicinal, 
environmental, architectural, and sociomusical knowledges (in the sense of justified true belief) that pre
ceded, or indeed were unknown to, modern science; each such claim, once made precise, can be eval
uated on its epistemic and historical merits. 

See also the essays by Peat, Trefil, Gorelick, and Pigliucci in Widdowson (2021) for an enlightening 
debate concerning the epistemic status of ‘Indigenous science’.

45 See also Nanda (2003, Chapter 5) for a detailed critique of the postmodern/postcolonial denial of 
the objectivity and universality of modern science and its correlative elevation of ‘local knowledges’: a 
doctrine that she mordantly calls ‘epistemic charity’.
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are also well known.46 Likewise for Islamic contributions to astronomy, physiology, 
and medicine, and Chinese contributions to numerous branches of technology. But 
even if the history of Indian, Islamic, and Chinese contributions to modern science 
had been thoroughly ‘erased’—which is far from the case—what would this imply 
for the epistemology, as opposed to the history, of science? Sensoy and DiAngelo do 
not tell us; and neither do any of the references that they cite.

In fairness to Sensoy and DiAngelo, it should be noted that these claims play little 
or no role in their main argument, which concerns ‘how faculty hiring committees 
reproduce Whiteness’ together with ‘practical suggestions for how they can 
change’.47 Rather, this paragraph seems to be a ritual recitation, aimed at signaling 
the authors’ ideological affiliation with the postmodernist left—this time not so ‘lite’.

FLAWED PHILOSOPHY AS A JUSTIFICATION FOR FLAWED 
METHODOLOGY

The principal use to which DiAngelo puts flawed philosophy is as a rationalization 
for flawed methodology. As she explains at the beginning of her book, 

As a sociologist, I am quite comfortable generalizing; social life is patterned and predictable in 
measurable ways. (DiAngelo 2018: 12)

The latter statement is true enough; but as Church comments (2021: 72), 

There is … a jarring insouciance in this claim, given that social scientists are typically not ‘com
fortable’ with generalizations. Social life has observable patterns that can be detected using tech
niques conducive to measurable predictions. These patterns, however, are hard to capture and 
must be interpreted with great care.

Let us examine, therefore, the epistemological and empirical bases of DiAngelo’s 
generalizations.

DiAngelo’s PhD thesis (2004) contains the customary chapter on Methodology 
(Chapter 2, pp. 23–52) and, within this, a subsection on Generalizability (pp. 46–9). 

46 For instance, the Chu–Vandermonde identity—an important formula in enumerative combina
torics—was found by Chu Shih-Chieh (Zhū Shìjié, 朱世杰) sometime before 1303 (Zhū 2006); it 
was rediscovered four centuries later by Alexandre-Théophile Vandermonde (1772).

47 These claims may play one small and indirect role (not explicitly noted by Sensoy and DiAngelo), 
as follows: Sensoy and DiAngelo argue for downplaying the importance of subject-matter expertise in the 
traditional sense (‘Might we instead consider research that does not further the cause of racial justice to 
be, in fact, lesser quality research?’, p. 575) and ‘politiciz[ing] traditional canonic fields’ (‘Candidates must 
demonstrate an ability to situate knowledge in their field in a social (cultural, historical) context’, p. 563). 
[Here I refer to subject-matter expertise ‘in the traditional sense’ because Sensoy and DiAngelo make the 
valid point that ‘if a STEM education candidate is not able to articulate how STEM education can meet 
the needs of a diverse group of students, recognize that up until now it has not, and have some analysis of 
why that is and how it might be remedied, that candidate is not qualified in STEM education’ (p. 575).] 
To the extent that subject-matter expertise in the traditional sense—for instance, for a candidate in sci
ence education, a deep understanding of Darwin’s theory of biological evolution by natural and sexual 
selection—is also considered to be part and parcel of an ‘unnamed logic of Whiteness’ arising from 
‘the presumed neutrality of White European enlightenment epistemology’, then Sensoy and 
DiAngelo’s arguments concerning the hiring process have added force.
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She begins this subsection by citing a few sentences from Campbell and Stanley’s 
celebrated book (1963) on experimental and quasi-experimental design in the 
social sciences, concerning internal and external validity and generalizability; 
but after this nod to empirical social science and an unsubstantiated claim that 
‘these ways of conceptualizing generalizability are in keeping with discourse ana
lysis’ (her own chosen methodology, cf. pp. 23–5, 28–36), she then proceeds to 
make excuses: 

Generalizability is not constituted in discourse analysis by arguing that an analysis reflects reality 
and therefore can be generalized (Mishler 1990). Discourse analysts recognize that humans con
struct their social reality, although this construction interacts with and is constrained by physical 
reality. Discourse analysts also recognize that language is related to the situations that provide it 
with meaning. Similarly, discourse analysis is about the exploration of the interaction of 
‘language-plus-situation’ (Gee 1999: p. 94). These points about language and meaning do not im
ply that discourse analysis is subjective or simply a function of opinion. Generalizability is import
ant in discourse analysis. However generalizability functions differently within discourse analysis 
than in research methodologies that assume correspondence with an external reality as the primary 
standard. (p. 47; see also p. 42)

Having dispensed with ‘correspondence with an external reality’ as the pri
mary standard for evaluating generalizations in social science, DiAngelo goes 
on to make a striking claim: that generalizability is primarily a matter of internal 
consistency and of consistency with prior work within the chosen ideological 
framework: 

[G]eneralizability is largely a function of convergence and agreement. Generalizability is meas
ured by how well the semiotic, relational, political and institutional dimensions of the analysis re
late to each other and are supported by the details of language use and if other native speakers and 
other scholars from a similar tradition agree with its function (Gee 1999). …

I supported the generalizability of my study by using the considerable literature on what constitutes 
White privilege across a range of settings (Derman-Sparks and Phillips 1997; Dyer 1997; Ellsworth 
1997; Fine 1997; Frankenberg 1997; Hooks 1992; Macedo and Bartolome 1999; Roedigar 1998; 
Sleeter 1996). I used that literature to develop a set of coding criteria. I had others review these criteria. 
I was also open to emergent strategies that I had not included in my coding. By starting with the 
Whiteness literature, and moving into a discourse analysis of a specific example, I tied the results of 
this study to the larger body of research on how Whiteness functions discursively. …

… My primary measure of generalizability was my ability to tie the discourses documented in this 
study to the larger body of research in the Whiteness literature. The ways in which the discourses here 
fit within the literature of Whiteness indicates that this group was not idiosyncratic. The hegemony of 
these discourses is recognizable in multicultural education (Schofield 2003; Sleeter 1993; Tatum 
2001). While on one level this was a ‘local’ study, the documentation of these discourses in the litera
ture indicates generalizability and this study meets the primary criteria of generalizability in discourse 
analysis. (pp. 47–9)

To which she appends the concession that: 

future research is needed to document these patterns in other settings to meet a wider range of 
standards of generalizability. (p. 49)

Let it be noted that the generalizations about ‘whiteness in racial dialogue’ 
obtained in DiAngelo’s PhD research were based on a single group of 13 
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volunteers—eight whites recruited from a teacher education program, five peo
ple of colour recruited from other university departments—to participate in a 
series of interracial dialogues on race (DiAngelo 2004: 26–7, 50–52). To be 
fair, DiAngelo does discuss briefly (pp. 37–9, 49) the issue of her sample, and 
she argues—somewhat convincingly in my view—that her eight white partici
pants are probably fairly typical of white preservice teachers. (She does not con
sider whether they are representative of white Americans as a whole.) But the 
biggest drawback in her study, it seems to me, is methodological: precisely as 
promised, she interprets all interactions in her study through the lens of her 
chosen theoretical framework (Whiteness theory), and does not even consider 
alternative interpretations;48 what results is a 150-page exercise in confirmation 
bias. For instance (pp. 103–9), when one of the facilitators, a biracial Native 
American/white woman (p. 50), makes a joke of dubious taste about white peo
ple during a break in the session, and one white female participant subsequently 
protests, DiAngelo observes that the white participant ‘posits a number of claims 
in this statement, none of which account for differences in social power’ 
(p. 104); DiAngelo goes on at length to link the participant’s intervention to 
claims of ‘reverse discrimination’ (p. 105) and efforts ‘to reestablish White dom
inance of the proceedings’ (p. 108)—simply taking for granted that a white per
son has in all circumstances more social power than a person of colour, but not 
even noticing the obvious power differential between a facilitator and a 
participant.

Similarly, in a journal article recounting briefly the results of this dissertation re
search, DiAngelo and her co-author explain that: 

One of the ground rules stated at the first session was to use personalized knowledge. In other 
words, participants were asked to speak for themselves rather than make general statements for 
the entire group. … Several times throughout the dialogues, white participants ended a rebuttal 
statement with the disclaimer, ‘That’s just my personal experience’. When used at the end of a 
statement, this phrase claimed the experience as personal and therefore uncontestable, and thus 
precluded any question of the statement. (DiAngelo and Allen 2006: 8–9; see also DiAngelo 
2004: 94–5)

Here DiAngelo and Allen impose their own chosen interpretation—‘claim[ing] the 
experience as personal and therefore uncontestable’—and do not even consider the 
obvious alternative interpretation: namely, that the participant is faithfully following 
the session’s ground rules and is observing, humbly, that other people’s experiences 
may differ from her own.

The generalizations presented in White Fragility, by contrast, are based on 
DiAngelo’s long personal experience as a diversity trainer. The subjects in 
these sessions were of two kinds: volunteers who were willing and able to 
pay a sometimes steep fee, and captive audiences of employees who were 

48 And this, despite her assertion, earlier in the thesis, that ‘[i]n discourse analysis the whole analysis 
is tested in terms of how much data it covers, how much agreement can be gathered from others, and 
whether or not there are competing analyses that work better in any or all respects’ (pp. 47–8, emphasis 
mine; see also p. 42).
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required to attend these trainings as a condition of their employment. 
DiAngelo does not seem to address, anywhere in her book, the unrepresen
tative nature of these samples or the special features of the social situations 
within which these interactions occurred.49

In view of DiAngelo’s (correct) insistence that ‘social life is patterned and pre
dictable in measurable ways’ (emphasis mine), it is startling that nowhere in her 
work is there any attempt at measurement of the phenomena she purports to de
scribe. I do not claim, of course, that quantitative methods are the only valid meth
ods in social science; that would be absurd. But it is surprising that a sociologist 
could be ‘comfortable generalizing’ without any attempt to formulate falsifiable pre
dictions or to test them empirically (whether by quantitative methods or other
wise). In fact, I am not aware of any place in DiAngelo’s œuvre where the need 
for, or even the desirability of, the formulation of falsifiable predictions or their em
pirical test is acknowledged.50 This methodological attitude is, of course, fully con
sistent with—and from DiAngelo’s point of view, fully justified by—her rejection of 
‘positivism’.

PSYCHOGENETIC FALLACY (BULVERISM) AND  
KAFKA TRAP

Finally, I would like to draw attention to a pair of logical/argumentative fallacies 
that arise at various places in DiAngelo’s work: these are the psychogenetic fallacy 
and the Kafka trap.

Psychogenetic fallacy. The psychogenetic fallacy (also known as Bulverism) is an 
argumentative fallacy that consists of assuming without argument that one’s oppon
ent is wrong, and then explaining (or purporting to explain) why they came to make 
that mistake, most often by drawing attention to their real or alleged motivations. In 
the words of C.S. Lewis (an author with whom I am in radical disagreement in most 
respects): 

Suppose I think, after doing my accounts, that I have a large balance at the bank. And 
suppose you want to find out whether this belief of mine is ‘wishful thinking’. You can 

49 Foremost among these is the understandable resentment of employees forced to take part in a ses
sion that they may regard—perhaps justifiably, perhaps not—as indoctrination, and in which their per
formance may be subject to evaluation (and reward or punishment) by their bosses. For a detailed review 
of the evidence concerning the real-life effects of diversity training, see al-Gharbi (2020) and the refer
ences cited therein.

50 Fortunately, a few other sociologists and psychologists have taken up this challenge. One early 
study tested empirically some predictions of Whiteness theory, with mixed results (Hartmann, 
Gerteis, and Croll 2009). Some more recent studies, working within DiAngelo’s conceptual framework, 
have attempted to develop empirical measures of ‘White fragility’ (Hill, Mannheimer, and Roos 2021; 
Langrehr et al. 2021) and to examine their correlation with gender and socioeconomic status 
(Mannheimer et al. 2020). Other studies have attempted to test empirically some predictions of 
‘White fragility’ theory (Ng, Sears, and Bakkaloglu 2021). For an extensive empirical analysis of white 
Americans’ racial identity and its economic and political correlates, see Jardina (2019). An influential 
earlier study, based principally on in-depth interviews with a sample of white and black Americans, is 
Bonilla-Silva (2014).
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never come to any conclusion by examining my psychological condition. Your only 
chance of finding out is to sit down and work through the sum yourself. When you 
have checked my figures, then, and then only, will you know whether I have that balance 
or not. If you find my arithmetic correct, then no amount of vapouring about my psycho
logical condition can be anything but a waste of time. If you find my arithmetic wrong, 
then it may be relevant to explain psychologically how I came to be so bad at my arith
metic, and the doctrine of the concealed wish will become relevant—but only after you 
have yourself done the sum and discovered me to be wrong on purely arithmetical 
grounds. It is the same with all thinking and all systems of thought. If you try to find 
out which are tainted by speculating about the wishes of the thinkers, you are merely 
making a fool of yourself. You must first find out on purely logical grounds which of 
them do, in fact, break down as arguments. Afterwards, if you like, go on and discover 
the psychological causes of the error.

In other words, you must show that a man [sic] is wrong before you start explaining 
why he is wrong. The modern method is to assume without discussion that he is wrong 
and then distract his attention from this (the only real issue) by busily explaining how he 
became so silly. (Lewis 2014 [1941]: 300–1, emphasis in the original)

At the beginning of her seminal article on White Fragility (DiAngelo 2011), 
DiAngelo explains the concept as follows:

White people in North America live in a social environment that protects and insulates them 
from race-based stress. This insulated environment of racial protection builds white expecta
tions for racial comfort while at the same time lowering the ability to tolerate racial stress, lead
ing to what I refer to as White Fragility. White Fragility is a state in which even a minimum 
amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves. These moves 
include the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as ar
gumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to 
reinstate white racial equilibrium. (DiAngelo 2011: 54, emphasis mine; similar text in DiAngelo 
2018: 1–2 and 103)

There is undoubtedly much truth to this sociological and psychological analysis, 
which DiAngelo elaborates clearly and concisely in the journal article (DiAngelo 
2011) and at greater length in her book (DiAngelo 2018). The issue to which I 
would like to draw attention here concerns the phrase ‘behaviors such as argumen
tation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation’. Is DiAngelo committing the 
psychogenetic fallacy?

Not necessarily. Let us start with ‘argumentation’. Whenever DiAngelo 
gives specific examples of white people’s argumentation—for instance, allega
tions of ‘reverse discrimination’—and goes on to explain convincingly why 
those responses are empirically and/or normatively wrong, then after doing 
so she is perfectly within her rights to propose a psychological explanation 
of that behaviour. (It goes without saying, of course, that alternative explan
ations of the behaviour should also be considered and weighed; no one 
proposed explanation should be accepted prematurely. Furthermore, it 
should be remembered that no guess about another person’s state of mind 
can ever be established with anything approaching certainty.) But when 
DiAngelo gives the psychological explanation without having addressed— 
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much less refuted—the substantive content of the argumentation, she is in
deed committing the psychogenetic fallacy.51

A variant of these considerations applies to ‘silence’.52 Silence during group dis
cussions can arise for at least four distinct reasons: 

1) When a person is genuinely shy, particularly in an unfamiliar environment.
2) When a person is genuinely open to new ideas and perspectives, and prefers to 

listen—and then reflect slowly—rather than being forced to express an imme
diate opinion.

3) When a person is aware, at least subconsciously, that their arguments are 
flawed—and would be exposed as such were they to be openly expressed— 
but is not yet ready, psychologically, to change their mind, or at least to do 
so publicly.

4) When a person feels, rightly or wrongly, that their arguments would not be 
given, in the social situation at hand, fair consideration on their merits.

When DiAngelo jumps prematurely to explanation #3, without giving due consid
eration to the alternatives #1, #2, and #4, she is again committing the psychogenetic 
fallacy.

The option of ‘leaving the stress-inducing situation’ is a more extreme version of 
the option of silence. It can arise in situations #1 and #2 if the group dynamics have 
for some reason removed the option of silence, or in situation #3 when a person’s 
arguments have already been exposed as flawed and the person is unwilling to rec
ognize this publicly. But it can also arise in situation #4, usually when the person has 
already expressed their arguments and has repeatedly found that—at least in their 
own opinion—they have not been given fair consideration on their merits. 
Ironically, one way that this can happen is that other group members responded 

51 An anonymous reviewer has raised an important objection, observing that DiAngelo (2018: 5) 
states forthrightly that ‘This book does not … attempt to prove that racism [understood as a social sys
tem] exists; I start from that premise’. The reviewer then asks: ‘If there are certain assertions about racism 
that she believes are demonstrably false but keep being raised despite the fact that people of colour and 
race scholars have been pointing out the falsity for years, does DiAngelo need to continue to try to dem
onstrate them to be false?’ By way of analogy, I would observe that biologists do not ordinarily spend large 
amounts of time refuting, over and over again, the claims of fundamentalist Christians. Why should 
DiAngelo spend time refuting what she might regard as equally preposterous claims about racism? 
And if she declines on these grounds to engage in explicit refutation, is she still committing the psycho
genetic fallacy? 

It seems to me that the reviewer has a point: in this situation it would be fair to dismiss the indictment 
of psychogenetic fallacy and substitute a charge of dogmatism (also known as premature certainty). As 
the reviewer observes, ‘the bigger issue [is] the question of what arguments (if any) in society have been 
so debunked that they are no longer worthy of debate, and who determines this’. 

I would observe, however, that the four instances, cited below, of DiAngelo engaging in the psycho
genetic fallacy do not concern specific claims about racism that DiAngelo believes to be false, but rather 
are general schemata aimed at disqualifying any objections that might be raised to her or her colleagues’ 
views. These examples are, I think, correctly characterized as partaking of the psychogenetic fallacy.

52 See DiAngelo (2012) and DiAngelo and Sensoy (2019) for DiAngelo’s views on white silence.
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to their arguments by committing the psychogenetic fallacy; and it can be particu
larly painful if a person in authority (e.g. the group facilitator or the employee’s 
boss) has done so.

Unfortunately, numerous instances of the psychogenetic fallacy can be found in 
DiAngelo’s work. For instance, she writes that: 

[The racial fragility of white men] most commonly shows up as varying forms of dominance and 
intimidation, including these: 

• …
• Channel-switching (‘The true oppression is class!’)
• ‘Correcting’ the racial analysis of people of color and white women
• …

All these moves push race off the table, help white men retain control of the discussion, end 
the challenge to their positions, and reassert their dominance. (DiAngelo 2018: 134–5)

Perhaps it is true that these ‘moves’ help white men to reassert their dominance; but 
this psychological/sociological analysis ignores the question of whether class op
pression might be more fundamental than racial oppression, and whether particular 
analyses provided by people of colour or white women might merit some ‘correc
tion’. It is a perfect example of the psychogenetic fallacy.53

Along similar lines, Sensoy and DiAngelo write: 

Resistance to the presentation of alternative knowledges is often embedded in the demand for fur
ther, better, and more ‘neutral’ evidence. … [Students] may: 

• …
• call for better or more data, expressing doubt at the small amount of evidence or isolated case 

presented. …
• …

These responses are not simply the result of a lack of enough information or critical thinking 
skills; they are specific discursive moves that function to counter the challenge to institutionalized 
relations of power. (Sensoy and DiAngelo 2014: 4; similar text in DiAngelo and Sensoy 
2009: 449)

Once again, this analysis of students’ ‘discursive moves’ may well be accurate socio
logically, but it evades the question of whether the ‘alternative knowledges’ pre
sented by the professor really are supported by adequate evidence. Indeed, these 
responses by students could represent, not a lack of critical-thinking skills, but their 
presence.

53 In fairness to DiAngelo, there is one other possibility: she might even agree that class oppression is 
more fundamental than racial oppression (cf. Sensoy and DiAngelo 2017a: 195) but nevertheless not 
want to discuss it at the moment—despite its being more fundamental—because the current topic of 
discussion is racial oppression and she wants to focus on that. That could be a legitimate pedagogical 
strategy, provided that she begins by acknowledging that the assertion is relevant and worthy of consid
eration, perhaps deferring its full discussion to another time. (This defence does not extend, however, to 
dismissing white men’s disagreement with particular racial analyses provided by people of colour or white 
women.) I thank Jonathan Church for this observation.
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At several points in her book, DiAngelo explicitly endorses the psychogenetic fal
lacy as a tool for antiracism trainers. For instance: 

In my work to unravel the dynamics of racism, I have found a question that never fails me. This 
question is not ‘Is this claim true, or is it false?’; we will never come to an agreement on a ques
tion that sets up an either/or dichotomy on something as sensitive as racism. Instead I ask, 
‘How does this claim function in the conversation?’ (DiAngelo 2018: 78, emphasis in the 
original)54

Here DiAngelo summarily discards the idea that an empirical or normative claim 
concerning ‘something as sensitive as racism’ could be rationally debated (whether 
or not the participants will eventually ‘come to an agreement’). Instead, she moves 
preemptively to cut off any such discussion, and changes the focus to ‘How does this 
claim function in the conversation?’—a move that helps her (unfailingly, she re
ports) ‘to unravel the dynamics of racism’.

Similarly, while discussing guidelines for conducting antiracism workshops, 
DiAngelo says: 

We must distinguish between sharing your beliefs so that we can identify how they may be uphold
ing racism and stating your beliefs as ‘truths’ that cannot be challenged. (DiAngelo 2018: 127)

This Manichean dichotomy ignores several other possibilities: that you could be 
stating your current beliefs as ideas that you tentatively believe to be true and which 
can be rationally critiqued and debated; that your ideas could be true or false (or 
partially true and partially false) without necessarily ‘upholding racism’. Indeed, 
it appears from this passage that, for DiAngelo, the only valid reason for white peo
ple to share their beliefs about race is to allow the facilitator (or the group) to ‘iden
tify how they may be upholding racism’—it being declared ex cathedra that it is 
superfluous, or even counterproductive, to address and evaluate rationally the con
tent of the belief.

Kafka trap. ‘A Kafka trap is a fallacy where if someone denies being x it is taken as 
evidence that the person is x since someone who is x would deny being x.’55 The 
classic example comes from the theory of resistance in Freudian psychoanalysis: 
If the patient agrees with the analyst’s interpretation of some issue, that confirms 
the correctness of the analyst’s interpretation; and if the patient disagrees with 

54 See also DiAngelo (2021: 25) for a similar comment: 

There is a question that has never failed me in my efforts to determine whether a narrative and the 
actions it informs challenge or protect racism. That question isn’t whether a particular narrative or 
behavior is right or wrong. That question is ‘How does this function?’

55 https://debate.fandom.com/wiki/Kafka_Trap Stated this way, it is clearly an instance of the lo
gical fallacy of affirming the consequent (also known as the fallacy of the converse): namely, the conjunction 
of ‘if P, then Q’ and Q does not imply P. A slightly different definition of a Kafka trap is given at https://en. 
wiktionary.org/wiki/Kafkatrap: ‘a sophistical rhetorical device in which any denial by an accused person 
serves as evidence of guilt’. Some amusing examples of Kafka traps can be found at https://www.reddit. 
com/r/whatstheword/comments/kwmdgl/wtw_for_this_common_logical_fallacy/
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the analyst’s interpretation, then the patient is exhibiting ‘resistance’, which also 
confirms the correctness of the analyst’s interpretation. Obviously, this renders 
the analyst’s interpretation—no matter what it may be—unfalsifiable.56

Many authors57 have noted that DiAngelo’s theory of White Fragility functions, 
in a completely analogous way, as a Kafka trap;58 so I can be brief. Lozada (2020)
says it clearly: 

As defined by DiAngelo, white fragility is irrefutable; any alternative perspective or counterargu
ment is defeated by the concept itself. Either white people admit their inherent and unending ra
cism and vow to work on their white fragility, in which case DiAngelo was correct in her 
assessment, or they resist such categorizations or question the interpretation of a particular inci
dent, in which case they are only proving her point.

Owolade (2021) summarizes the logic even more concisely:

The genius of DiAngelo’s argument is that she can use any rejection of her thesis as evidence of its 
soundness.

It is instructive to observe how, in both the Freudian and the White Fragility 
cases, the Kafka trap and the psychogenetic fallacy work in tandem. On the one 
hand, the Kafka trap serves to justify the application of the psychogenetic fallacy: 
namely, to employ a psychological observation (‘resistance’) as an excuse for dis
missing the content of an argument. On the other hand, each instance in which 
the theory of ‘resistance’ (Freudian or DiAngelian) can be applied is viewed, by 
its supporters, as additional confirming evidence in favour of that theory.59

A TENTATIVE CONCLUSION
I do not want this article to be misunderstood. It seems to me that DiAngelo has 
presented, in her article (2011) and subsequently in her book (2018), some highly 
thought-provoking—and a priori plausible—conjectures concerning the frequent 
behaviour of many white people, at least in the USA, in situations of ‘racial stress’. 
My point is, rather, that these are conjectures, which need to be formulated as falsi
fiable propositions and then carefully tested, using standard quantitative and quali
tative methods of social science; in the process, they may also need to be 
reformulated and refined. It disserves DiAngelo’s ideas to present them as she 

56 The analyst could even offer, in succession, two different and mutually contradictory interpreta
tions, each of which is denied by the patient. Then, according to the theory of resistance, two logically 
incompatible interpretations would have been confirmed.

57 Burke (2020), Lozada (2020), McWhorter (2020), Taibbi (2020), Church (2021), Owolade 
(2021), among others.

58 Even using the same word ‘resistance’ (or its verb form ‘resist’): see DiAngelo and Sensoy 2009, 
pp. 443–4, 446–9, 453; DiAngelo 2011: 56, 58, 64; Sensoy and DiAngelo 2014: 4–6; DiAngelo 2016: 
5, 190, 201, 216, 247–8, 285, 295; Sensoy and DiAngelo 2017a: 13, 28, 32, 39, 70, 110, 118, 147; 
DiAngelo 2018: 3, 11, 14, 32, 63, 108. See also Applebaum 2010: 28–9, 33, 40–3, 45–6, 104–6, 
108–9, 125, 182.

59 These two aspects could be called, respectively, the ‘first-order’ and ‘second-order’ results of the 
Kafka trap.
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does, prematurely, as established truths. After all, DiAngelo rightly urges white peo
ple to be humble when reflecting upon their own racial views; it is unfortunate that 
she fails to apply the same humility when considering her own theories.60 She says: 

[W]hen we try to talk openly and honestly about race, white fragility quickly emerges as we are so 
often met with silence, defensiveness, argumentation, certitude, and other forms of pushback. 
(DiAngelo 2018: emphasis mine)

One may legitimately wonder whether the pot is here calling the kettle black.61

Furthermore, DiAngelo does herself no favour by linking her social and psycho
logical conjectures to ill-formulated and badly argued philosophical positions con
cerning objectivity, neutrality, and universality—positions that moreover are 
completely unnecessary for the defence of her social, economic, and political theses, 
and which, if taken seriously and applied consistently, would in fact undermine her 
defence of those theses. Nor does she help her cause—at least in the long run—by 
engaging in the psychogenetic fallacy and setting up Kafka traps.

Let me conclude by giving the last word to Harvey Siegel, a noted advocate and 
defender of critical thinking in education. I, like Siegel, fully endorse the view: 

that education ought to respect all students/persons, regardless of their race, gender, class, sexual 
orientation, etc.; and moreover that education ought to be particularly, and scrupulously, sensitive 
to the needs and interests of minority and other ‘marginalised’ students. (Siegel 1995: 33)

Furthermore, I (perhaps also like Siegel, though he does not say so explicitly) share 
many (though not all) of Sensoy and DiAngelo’s (2017a) analyses of social, eco
nomic, and political questions. But, as Siegel observed in this journal already a 
quarter-century ago, 

this moral/political perspective is often conjoined with a related epistemological perspective … 
that knowledge is culturally determined and/or relative; that different cultures endorse their 
own epistemologies, e.g. their own conceptions of truth and views of the nature or criteria of epi
stemic justification; that the obligation to respect cultural differences extends to respecting those 
alternative epistemologies as well; and so on. … I will argue not only that that perspective is of 
dubious epistemic merit, but, additionally, that honouring it has the unfortunate consequence 
of undermining the moral/political commitment to which it is routinely related. I will argue, in 
short, that defenders of the moral/political view undermine that view when they embrace the epis
temological perspective that they frequently regard as its corollary; and that embrace of the moral/ 

60 Or as Taibbi (2021) says, rather more polemically: ‘[H]er books are filled with scenes of people 
recoiling from her teaching, which despite voluminous passages decrying the lack of “humility” of people 
who think they have the “answers” on race, she never takes as a hint.’ 

Likewise, McWhorter (2020) observes that: 

DiAngelo has spent a very long time conducting diversity seminars in which whites, exposed to her 
catechism, regularly tell her—many while crying, yelling, or storming toward the exit—that she’s 
insulting them and being reductionist. Yet none of this seems to have led her to look inward. 
Rather, she sees herself as the bearer of an exalted wisdom that these objectors fail to perceive, 
blinded by their inner racism.

61 See Turner (2002) for a fascinating discussion of the ubiquity of this proverb in African-American 
speech and writing; and see Waldman (2014) for further information on its origins.

546 • Journal of Philosophy of Education, 2023, Vol. 57, No. 2
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/jope/article/57/2/517/7148290 by U
niversity C

ollege London user on 26 July 2023



political view requires the rejection of that supposed epistemological corollary. I will argue, that is, 
that liberal, leftist, and/or radical educational views require for their satisfactory articulation and 
defence a traditional, or ‘conservative’ underlying epistemology, which fully embraces and utilises 
traditional conceptions of truth, rationality, justification, and the like.

If I am right, then it is imperative that defenders of radical pedagogy distinguish their embrace 
of particular moral/political theses from untenable, allegedly related, epistemological ones. They 
must reject the latter for two reasons: first, the epistemological theses are false or unjustified; 
second, failure to reject them undermines any argumentative effort to defend the former. 
(Siegel 1995: 34)
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