
Undoing Race and Racism

Nasima Selim 21/02/23 page 1/16

Doing Public Anthropology in the Classroom
https://boasblogs.org/undoingraceandracism/doing-public-anthropology-in-the-classroom/

Doing Public Anthropology in the
Classroom
(Un) Learning ‘Race,’ White Fragility, and Mobilizing
Antiracist Pedagogy in Germany

The classroom remains the most radical space of possibility in the academy.

– bell hooks (1994, 12)

Introduction 

On 6 June 2020, thousands of people gathered at Berlin Alexanderplatz in solidarity
with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement.
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#BlackLivesMatter Protest in Berlin Alexanderplatz on 6 June 2020 © Nasima Selim

While a singular event does not necessarily exemplify the heterogeneous field of
antiracist activism in Germany, this demonstration accumulated a critical mass of
public protest against structural racism and white supremacy. As teachers and
students of anthropology, many of us in Berlin participated in the demonstration. In
the aftermath of the protest, among many other statements that were circulating,
the newly formed working group AG Public Anthropology of the German
Anthropological Association (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Sozial- und

Kulturanthropologie, DGSKA) issued a public statement in solidarity with the BLM
movement with a call for dismantling structural racism in Germany (Selim and
Albrecht 2020).

http://publicanthropology.de/2020/07/03/in-solidarity-with-blacklivesmatter-and-call-for-dismantling-structural-racism-in-germany/
http://publicanthropology.de/2020/07/03/in-solidarity-with-blacklivesmatter-and-call-for-dismantling-structural-racism-in-germany/
http://publicanthropology.de/2020/07/03/in-solidarity-with-blacklivesmatter-and-call-for-dismantling-structural-racism-in-germany/
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The document was signed by seventy anthropologists and members of the DGSKA. A
crucial call in that statement was to foreground critical, intersectional approaches to
‘race,’ racism, and antiracism as compulsory and widely taught topics. More than two
years after the 2020 statement, this article reflects on the challenges and lessons
from translating ‘race,’ racism, and antiracism in an anthropology classroom in
Germany.

There is no publicly available data about the various curricula used in anthropology
classrooms in Germany. There is no empirical evidence if and how BIPoC (Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color) perspectives are integral to the anthropological
syllabi about and beyond the topics of ‘race’, racism, and antiracism in Germany. My
argument in this article is, therefore, anecdotal, drawing mainly from pedagogical
engagements with my students during an online undergraduate course at the Free
University Berlin in the summer of 2021.   

Teaching ‘Race’ and Racism in a Classroom of Social and Cultural Anthropology

“Do you think anthropology is still a colonial discipline where white scholars travel to
faraway places to study people of Color and make a career back home?” I asked my
students on the first day of the course, ambitiously titled “Anthropology, ‘Race’, and
Racism Globally” (the global, however, consisted of three countries: Germany, the
United States, and India) (15 April 2021). The provocative question emerged as part of
my growing frustration with the apparent hegemony of white scholars and the lack
of adequate representation of BIPoC scholars in German academia. My question also
directed a critique to the distinction between “außereuropäische” (outside Europe)

and “europäische” (European) anthropology maintained in Germany[1]. The students
were rather confused about this distinction and asked me if social and cultural
anthropology in Germany concerned itself with only “people outside Europe”? 

Later, when they read Asad’s (1979) text on “[British] Anthropology and Colonialism,”
a German-speaking student of Color said, “I don’t know why I’m studying
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anthropology at all! It’s still such a colonial discipline in Germany!” (6 May 2021). The
same student also raised a question in her essay, asking if “the purpose [of
anthropology is] to provide the “dominant white minority” [of the world] with
information” (5 May 2021). These remarks, in my opinion, are the visceral expressions
of a newcomer reflecting a public perception of anthropology in Germany being a
racist, colonial discipline. The reasons for such perceptions are open to speculation:
ranging from the necessity of differentiated antiracist syllabi of anthropology in
educational institutions to the lack of publicly accessible texts about anthropology,
accentuated by popular infocomics circulating in bookshops with questionable
caricatures of the (white male) ethnographer and his indigenous research subject
(see Davies 2015). 

Many undergraduate students in my classroom were relatively new to approaching
the topic (‘race’ and racism globally) from anthropological perspectives. Staying
mindful of the politics of citation, therefore, I foregrounded BIPoC scholars, activists,
and artists (Table 1). From the beginning, I also set a few ground rules (See Table 2)
and ended the seminar with an extensive debriefing process. These were crucial
steps to ensure a safe(r) space for BIPoC students with an effort to install trigger
warnings while maintaining an open forum for all students, although the question of
“trigger warnings” is a highly debatable topic. There are multiple pros and cons of
“warning” students about upcoming topics beforehand in the classroom (McCarthy
2020). 

https://www.tibiapress.de/shop/anthropologie-ein-sachcomic/
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Table 1

First challenges 

Numerous challenges confronted me. The first question in mind was whether I
should separate the white students and the students of Color into different groups
or not. There were two reasons why a pedagogy of “segregation” would not have
worked. First, knowing the dominant whiteness of German academia, if I would ask

all white students to leave my classroom[2], I might not have had anybody left to teach
this course. The second reason was more explicitly pedagogical. Bringing different
kinds of student experiences together was an intellectual (and affective) opening
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exercise, provided that trigger warnings were in place and a safe(r) space was
created for the students of Color. 

For the relatively few students of Color in class, I hoped that the ground rules and
the debriefing would offer them the opportunity to express their intellectual and
affective reactions to everyday racism in Germany and educate their more privileged
white classmates (Table 2). Yet, I had to pay equal attention to the majority of (white)
students not to lose them in the process. Sharing the personal experiences of

everyday racism, identity dilemmas, and “white fragility” [3] enlivened and further
complicated the discussion of critical texts, lectures, and audiovisual materials. 

Table 2

Most students have later written emails to me, saying that having a “safe space”
helped them open up, although I observed visible discomfort and open doubt about
the question of “racial identity” (e.g., how do we recognize “whiteness”?). The online
classroom, after all, was filled with primarily white students. Many were native
German speakers, and a few were international students from various parts of the

https://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/viewFile/249/116
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global North. However, not all of them self-identified as being white. The question of
“how do we recognize “whiteness” (and white privilege)?” therefore became a
repeated topic of our conversation, to which a student submitted an affectively
charged response about “being aware of being white”:

Always when I have to write down or tick my “identity”/”race” it is really
difficult for me. I always search for the word “human” but until racism
[remains a] reality it is of course important to be aware of one’s own
“race” – in my case the most privileged one: white. I was reflecting on why
it is so hard for me, and I think the true reason is that on the one hand the
(German) society where I grew up is acting like being white is “normal”
and not really a “race” but the standard. At the same time, it’s acting like
all people are treated the same, saying “I don’t see color, and if you do,
you are racist!” […] On the other hand, I feel […] guilty for having
privileges […] while other racialized people don’t have them. I really want
to get over this feeling because it is not my fault but my task to try to

change these things (28 May 2021)[4].

Although the theme of (critical) whiteness was productive, the numerical leverage of
dominant whiteness in the classroom tilted our conversations toward majoritarian
concerns, mainly addressing the questions of white fragility and the angst of what
might be perceived as a “racist” act/utterance or not. The situation improved as we
moved on to the discussion of intersectionality as theory and praxis in anthropology,
connecting racialization and racism with other structures of oppression and
inequality. I noticed a sudden relief on the part of my white students as our focus
shifted from racialized identity to a multiplicity of intersectional identities (and the
discussion of structural oppression elsewhere, such as caste-based discrimination in
India and colorism in the global South).
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Why Intersectionality, German History, Social Movements, and Politics of Citation
Matter?

Most students had heard the term “Intersectionality,” especially the students of
Color. However, very few students knew that the Black feminist scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw had coined the term. Similar responses recurred when I asked my
students to name a few female anthropologists. Having taken the basic anthropology
courses, students were familiar with one of the first white cis-female US-American
anthropologists, Ruth Benedict, and her more popular and illustrious student,
Margaret Mead. However, none of them mentioned having heard about Zora Neale
Hurston, one of the first Black cis-female anthropologists, although she was also a
student of Papa Franz (Franz Boas). 

I was rather surprised that everybody knew Franz Boas, the so-called “father” of
cultural anthropology, a canonical figure in the US but not quite so in Germany. But
none of my German-speaking students in the classroom remembered being taught
how the structural antisemitism had made it impossible for Boas to find a permanent
position in Germany. Moreover, these students felt exasperated that they knew so
little about German colonialism. Surely, the entanglements of anthropology in the
colonial and Nazi era were mentioned time and again. Still, none of them took any

compulsory course exclusively dealing with the topic yet[5].  

Toward the end of the course, the students discussed in groups how widespread
social movements in Euro-American history might have influenced the theory and
practice of ‘race,’ racism, and antiracism in anthropology.  Our conversation turned
to the antiracist protests and statements that took place in the summer of 2020 and
their aftermath. The BLM movement, especially in 2020, seemed to be a “critical
event” (Das 1995) that sparked enthusiasm among these young students to educate
themselves about ‘race’ and racism in Germany and elsewhere. When I showed the
#ICan’tBreathe hashtag on the screen, their eyes lit up, and almost everyone (both
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the students of Color and the white students) was eager to say something about that
hashtag. For example, to the question “why should we consider all lives matter a
problematic slogan?” a white student quickly responded in class, saying: “[it is about]
white people not seeing the inequality BIPoC people are facing, [when they say…] all

lives matter”. 

On the one hand, it was evident that the BLM movement in the US had caught the
imagination of these young hearts and rekindled their commitment to antiracism in
Germany and elsewhere (at least partially). On the other hand, we reflected the
power imbalance in the political affordances of social movements and how the
movements of the global South were often left out of the picture. As teachers and
students addressing racist structures in the global North, questioning the privileges
of being in Germany also seemed crucial, even in the context of hopeful social
movements.

We returned to the politics of canon-building and citation in anthropology time and
again, especially when we discussed Smith and Garrett-Scott (2021) to understand
how “Black women who had been alienated by anthropology as a field turned to
writing literature to engage with African diaspora cultures and think critically about
sociopolitical and cultural realities for Black people globally” (p. 19). For good
reasons, critical works on ‘race,’ racism and antiracism still often take place outside
of the “regional closets” of anthropology (Jegathesan 2021). 

Conclusion

More and more students in our classrooms have begun to criticize the notion of
fieldwork elsewhere. The more politically engaged students often criticize
ethnographic fieldwork for perpetuating a racist and colonial gaze. Such radical
questioning of the discipline and its core methods can be read as a sign of the critical
consciousness of students about the ethics of anthropological research. But the
more important question remains: How can one understand (and intervene against)
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structures of in/equalities (including racialization and racism) studying (with) people
other than one’s reference groups and those who do not live in one’s own society? 

If we only study the societies and practices of in/equalities we know, there is a grave
danger of provincializing knowledge and practice. It is not inherently “racist” to
travel to faraway places compared to when anthropologists, as privileged members
of majority society, study minorities and the underprivileged, as anthropology at

home. Anthropology will not become less “racist” by doing anthropology of race and
racism only at home. Besides, if anthropology remains a predominantly white
institution in Germany, structural racism will operate by treating BIPoC communities
as research objects and not equal partners in conversation. When more BIPoC
scholars join the research and engagement processes, a particular power imbalance
will be corrected. But even that is not the one and only answer to the vexed problem
of addressing racism and mobilizing antiracist pedagogy in German anthropology. 

Students are the future of public anthropology in Germany (and elsewhere),
especially since most anthropology students will not find work in the ivory tower of
academia anyway. The first-semester undergraduate students are newcomers to
anthropology. They are often the main actors at the interface of German society and
anthropological classrooms.  They are, in fact, doing public anthropology firsthand
without often knowing that there is a term for it. When they return from their
classrooms to everyday life, they are most likely to discuss with their friends,
families, and acquaintances the ideas and arguments about (un) learning ‘race,’ white
fragility, and racism, while mobilizing the antiracist pedagogy they learn in the
classroom. 

In conclusion, and reflecting on the challenges and lessons of engaging with my
students in summer 2021, I would like to raise several points that (public)
anthropologists may consider in teaching ‘race,’ racism, and antiracist interventions
and push for making these topics compulsory in German anthropological
institutions: 
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Making BIPoC perspectives integral to the anthropological syllabi 
Mobilizing antiracist pedagogy in the light of the lived experiences (of
instructors and students) and contemporary social movements about ‘race,’
racism, and antiracism 
Dedicating compulsory courses to the historical role of anthropology in German
colonialism and national socialism, as well as the shaping of its present/future
public role against white supremacy and structural racism
Positioning oneself in terms of “racialized identity” and transparently dealing
with white fragility

As course instructors, (public) anthropologists bear the onus of being reflexive of
their own racialized identities and that of the students, actively questioning and
dismantling white fragility, while promoting intersectional solidarity. Otherwise, we
obfuscate the workings of ‘race’ and racism in German society. By encouraging such
self-reflexivity and the understanding of (/intervening against) structural
inequalities produced by the entanglements of ‘race’ and racism in fieldwork settings
and public engagements, German anthropology classrooms have the potential to
become “a radical space of possibility” (hooks 1994, 12). 

Footnotes

[1]The DFG-Netzwerk Public Anthropology is a recent initiative that bridges these
two anthropological disciplines around doing public anthropology in Germany.

[2]Asking the white students to leave is not about excluding them, but to make a
pedagogic intervention in demonstrating the systemic exclusion that their BIPoC
classmates are more likely to experience in everyday life. Here I allude to the legend
of the Black feminist lesbian writer Audre Lorde, who, during a poetry reading at the
Freie Universität Berlin in 1984, asked all white women to leave the lecture hall, and
invited the Black women to stay and not leave before speaking to another Black
woman (Schultz 2011). See Sanyal (2021) who reworked this legend in her recent
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novel Identitti.

[3] The US-American antiracist scholar and educator DiAngelo (2011) defined “white
fragility” as a “state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes
intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves” among “white people” (p. 54).
DiAngelo mentioned a range of affective, embodied reactions such as “anger, fear,
and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-
inducing situation” which further “reinstate white racial equilibrium” (ibid.).

[4] I obtained written informed consent via Email correspondence from the
respective students whose quotes have been included in this article.

[5]Since the eighties, German anthropology dealt more explicitly with its role during
the Nazi era (Mande 2011; Hauschild 1997, 1995). But the question remains: Besides
research projects and a few publications, to what extent do the anthropological
departments in Germany today offer compulsory courses dedicated to the role of
anthropology in German colonialism and national socialism?
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