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Whiteness in transit: the racialized geographies of 
international volunteering
Jacob Henry a,b
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bDepartment of Sociology, University of Namibia, Windhoek, Namibia

ABSTRACT
Studying the ways whiteness contorts across geographies is impor-
tant to understanding the weaknesses of racial paradigms that 
enable domination and dispossession. This paper analyzes how 
whiteness is discursively revised and re-affirmed in contemporary 
spaces of transit by studying the online personal blogs of white 
Americans who volunteered as classroom teachers in Namibia. It 
reviews how the racialized realities of Namibia breach the volun-
teers’ white epistemologies, but ultimately result in the retrenching 
of white supremacy. The volunteers ignore the implications of 
racism even as they deploy racialized terminology and equate 
whiteness with celebrity, simplifying the complex ways whiteness 
is read in post-colonial Africa.

Blancura en tránsito: las geografías racializadas del 
voluntariado internacional
RESUMEN
Estudiar las formas en que la blancura se contorsiona a través de las 
geografías es importante para comprender las debilidades de los 
paradigmas raciales que permiten la dominación y el despojo. Este 
artículo analiza cómo la blancura se revisa y reafirma discursiva-
mente en los espacios de tránsito contemporáneos mediante el 
estudio de los blogs personales de estadounidenses blancos que 
participaron como maestros de escuela voluntarios en Namibia. 
Revisa cómo las realidades racializadas de Namibia violan las 
epistemologías blancas de los voluntarios, pero en última instancia 
resultan en la reducción de la supremacía blanca. Los voluntarios 
ignoran las implicaciones del racismo incluso cuando emplean 
terminología racializada e identifican la blancura con la celebridad, 
simplificando las formas complejas en que se lee la blancura en el 
África poscolonial.
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The last thing I miss is not carrying or noticing race. It may sound odd but since being here, in 
some ways I have become hyper aware of race and racial divisions. The racial tensions of this 
country are very different from America and have a big effect on day to day life (Natalie, white 
American volunteer teacher in Namibia)
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Introduction

Ample interdisciplinary scholarship has examined the political economies and lived 
experiences of ‘whiteness’ (e.g. Bonilla-Silva, 2014; Bonnett, 1996, 2008; Frankenberg, 
1993; Hughey, 2014; McIntosh, 1990). However, much of this work centers a specific 
national context and obfuscates the ways whiteness is transnational (Bonnett, 1996). It 
is widely accepted that whiteness (and other racialized categories) were forged in histor-
ical colonial transit (Bonnett, 1998; Stoler, 2010; Ware, 2015), but studies of contemporary 
whiteness tend to remain firmly embedded within white supremacist states like the US, 
UK, and Canada. This study examines what happens to American whiteness when it is put 
into transit. The whites in this study were shaped by the racial paradigms of American 
society. They then uproot to move to Namibia, a southern African state, to volunteer as 
teachers. The new racial paradigm they are immersed within upon arriving in Namibia 
challenges their relationship to whiteness, especially the colorblind narratives which were 
central to mainstream American whiteness in the early/mid-2010s when these volunteers 
were in Namibia.

Studying the ways whiteness contorts across geographies is important to understand-
ing the weaknesses of racial paradigms which enable domination and dispossession. The 
paper’s goal is to help provincialize and de-naturalize whiteness as well as to better 
understand how racist discursive paradigms are durable, malleable, and ultimately dis-
posable when they no longer defend the epistemic core of whiteness – white ignorance. 
Whites spatially and conceptually isolate, propped up by elaborate resistance techniques 
which guard against disconfirming realities that might puncture fallacies. These ideolo-
gical structures may not be contestable from within, but what happens when whites leave 
white solipsism – when the plunders of whiteness and the results of racialized oppression 
are not only clearly visible but increasingly speakable?

This paper proceeds as follows: first, I position the formation of whiteness, the racia-
lized paradigm of colorblindness, and the concept of WhiteWorld as geographical phe-
nomena. I then suggest international volunteering is an example of spatialized dislocation 
out of the normal conceptual terrain of whiteness. I provide some brief context on 
Namibia and outline the blog-based methods of the study. Finally, I describe how the 
volunteers ignore the implications of racism even when they use overtly racialized 
terminology and how they equate whiteness with celebrity, simplifying the complex 
ways whiteness is read in post-colonial Africa. I conclude by thinking through how the 
volunteers’ white epistemic maneuvers (Mueller, 2017) might prefigure ongoing transna-
tional racialized re-formulations as the prevailing racist paradigms back in the United 
States become increasingly challenged by similarly disconfirming realities to those found 
in Namibia.

Whiteness from transit

The idea of ‘race’ was formed in colonial transit. While whiteness today is basically 
synonymous with European, this was not an immediate or airtight colonial innovation. 
Whiteness was not ‘a European seizure of a pre-formed identity but, rather, a narrative of 
the ability to marginalize . . . create, assert and disseminate a particular vision of human 
difference’ (Bonnett, 1998, p. 1031). Scholars like Ann Laura Stoler (2010) have done 
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archival studies to show how precarious colonial rule necessitated race thinking as a form 
of biopower. She writes that ‘racism was not [only] a colonial reflex, fashioned to deal with 
the distant Other, but part of the very making of Europeans themselves’ (Stoler, 2010, 
p. 144). Before the early-mid 19th century, ‘race’ was a loosely defined concept, basically 
synonymous with nation and people (see also Kothari, 2006; Pieterse, 1992, p. 49). This 
rebukes what Bonnett calls the ‘interactionism thesis’ which argues that racial thinking 
was simply exported from Europe as a unified idea. Rather, as Rediker (2007) has also 
suggested, racialized imaginations were formed in the spaces of transit between colony 
and metropole. Stoler adds that the colonies were ‘laboratories of modernity,’ essential in 
shaping the decidedly modernist idea of ‘race.’ Importantly, we should remember that the 
project of whiteness is and has always been, ‘coterminous with domination . . . any 
attempt to obscure this lifeline betrays a lack of appreciation for the violent history of 
whiteness as an ideology and material structure’ (Leonardo, 2016, p. 4).

While the modern idea of race was needed to legitimize colonial expropriation, its 
implications led to trouble back in the metropole. Whiteness, especially, is filled with 
internal contradictions. Most importantly, within white supremacy, all whites are suppo-
sedly infallible. If the modern idea of race claimed that whiteness, talent, and wealth were 
synonymous, then the mass of poor whites in European cities was a major problem 
(Bonnett, 2003). Bonnett, drawing on Stuart Hall, has argued that the ‘master trope of 
[modern race thinking] is essentialism which works together with universalism and 
reification’ thus leading to timeless and inflexible categories (Bonnett, 2018, p. 1205). 
The elite could not deny the whiteness of poor whites, but also could not hold them up as 
bastions of white supremacy. Faced with the question of poor whites, the ruling elite 
devised a geographical response. Hannah Arendt explains that:

Men who had become permanently idle were as superfluous to the community as the owners 
of superfluous wealth. That they were an actual menace to society had been recognized 
throughout the nineteenth century and their export had helped to populate the dominions 
of Canada and Australia as well as the United States. (Arendt, 1979, p. 150)

The colonial periphery soaked up poor whites who were simply exiled from the centres of 
whiteness (Stoler, 2010). Eventually, even colonial spaces like South Africa would acquir-
ehinterlands for their poor whites (Miescher, 2012). In these spaces far from the metro-
pole, poor white settlers doubled down on their identities: ‘only far from home could 
a citizen of England, Germany, or France be nothing but an Englishman or German or 
Frenchman . . . Expansion gave nationalism a new lease on life’ (Arendt, 1979, p. 154). Poor 
whites, both in history and in contemporary times, constitute a potentially dangerous 
class for the white elite, but are (begrudgingly?) integrated into white supremacy’s grand 
umbrella (see Du Bois, 2015)

Geographies of WhiteWorld

Today, whiteness is still – in political economy and personal lived experience – particu-
larly geographical. While Bonnett (1996, 2008) has criticized what he, somewhat wryly, 
terms ‘white studies’ for its geographical parochialism, the sociology of whiteness has 
produced a compelling understanding of how spaces of white supremacy are shaped 
and maintained. As has been so often repeated by critical race theorists, ‘most white 
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supremacists do not know that they are white supremacists. Middle-class, working-class, 
and even radical whites are generally complicitous with white supremacy as a totalizing 
force’ (Allen, 2001, p. 484). Additionally, ‘white supremacy lies in the operation of forces 
that saturate the everyday mundane actions and policies that shape the world in the 
interests of White people’ (Gillborn & Ladson-Billings, 2010, p. 39). In short, white 
supremacy ensures that white spaces are ‘the norm’ and seemingly without 
racialization.

Cultural critic Gillborn (2006) offers the term ‘WhiteWorld’ to describe these physical and 
conceptual worlds of western whites. WhiteWorld is a ‘taken-for-granted landscape’ 
(Cosgrove, 2008) – both a physical location and epistemological location in which the 
privileges and plunders of whiteness are secure and the potential psychological trauma of 
acknowledging racism is minimized. It fosters an antipode to Du Bois (2015) ‘double 
consciousness:’ whereas negatively racialized people must understand the intricacies of 
racism, whites live in ‘ignorance’ of the benefits they actively accrue. Charles W. Mills argues 
that this ‘white ignorance’ is ‘an ignorance that fights back . . . militant, aggressive, not to be 
intimidated, an ignorance that is active, dynamic, that refuses to go quietly’ (Mills, 2007, 
p. 13). White ignorance allows whites (who benefit from white supremacy) to ignore and 
naturalize its deleterious effects (see Lavelle, 2017). As Derrick Bell lamented long ago: ‘we 
fool ourselves when we argue that whites do not know what racial subordination does to its 
victim . . . Knowing is the key to racism’s greatest value to individual whites and to their 
interest in maintaining the racial status quo’ (Bell, 1992, p. 151).

Remaining within the intellectual and physical confines of WhiteWorld allows whites to 
naturalize racist realities, knowing that Others suffer but without any motivation to 
change. White ignorance is reinforced through white supremacist spatial arrangements 
in which school closures, residential policy, policing, and other social policies are weap-
onized to maintain apartheid geographies across the white West and beyond. In addition 
to these local, often urban, apartheid spaces Du Bois’ prediction that, the ‘problem of the 
twentieth century is the problem of the [global] colorline’ (Du Bois 2015, p. 12) has proven 
resiliently correct long after the twentieth century has passed.

Colorblindness, paradigm of WhiteWorld

Bonilla-Silva, a preeminent sociologist of race, argues that ‘the universe of whiteness 
navigated on an everyday basis by most whites [in other words, WhiteWorld] fosters 
a high degree of homogeneity of racial views’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2014, p. 172). These paradig-
matic views, since at least the 1960s, are collectively called colorblind racism (Bonilla-Silva, 
2014; White, 2002, p. 416). This ideology promotes a false post-racialism co-opted from 
Civil Rights language and premised on abstract individualism (Alexander, 2012; Mills, 
2007; Winant, 2006). Equality, meritocracy, and ahistoricality are posited against the 
backdrop of ever-growing critiques of group-based systemic discrimination. The epitome 
of colorblindness is to dwell in spaces shaped by racist action but to believe such 
outcomes occurred independently of racism (Price, 2010). Predominantly white spaces 
(neighborhoods, schools, churches, universities, states, etc.) are rarely considered proble-
matic by whites, but rather a reflection of the natural order of things (Bonilla-Silva, 2014; 
see also Steyn & Foster, 2008).
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Until (perhaps1) very recently, colorblindness was the dominant racial paradigm 
among whites in the United States. Colorblindness as a paradigm defended white 
supremacy against calls for a more just world by ‘denying the existence of racism and 
presenting “nonracist” counterarguments’ (Doane, 2017, p. 977). While white epistemic 
maneuvers within the cozy paradigm of colorblindness are well-understood (e.g. Bonilla- 
Silva, 2014; Frankenberg, 1993), less scholarship has been dedicated to understanding 
how whites (and whiteness) react once colorblindness is no longer a viable ideology to 
understand the world. After all, colorblindness, like all racist paradigms will eventually 
give way. Older paradigms (like climactic, biological, scientific, and cultural racism) have 
never truly vanished, but they lost their place as the main legitimizing rationale of white 
supremacy (Bancel et al., 2014). Colorblind racism too will inform the paradigm that 
succeeds it. However, all past racialized paradigms have given way to a new re- 
assertion of white supremacy. (How) will whites maintain white ignorance once color-
blindness is delegitimated? One way to get an answer is to, once again, turn to geography 
and what happens when whites are spatially dislocated out of WhiteWorld and color-
blindness becomes untenable.

What happens when whites leave WhiteWorld?

Most research on colorblindness takes place in its ‘natural habitat.’ These studies have 
taught us a lot about what happens within the physical and conceptual spaces of 
WhiteWorld. However, this body of work has not tended to prioritize external geographies 
(Bonnett, 2008). Scholars know very little about what happens when colorblindness is 
‘breached’ (Mueller, 2017). This paper will investigate what happens to white ideologies 
when whites move beyond WhiteWorld. It takes the case of American international 
volunteer teachers who move to Namibia in southern Africa. In this instance, whiteness 
is put back into transit and the ideologies that make sense in WhiteWorld are challenged, 
forcing whites (who generally do not adopt explicitly anti-racist praxis) to innovate ways 
to reassert the norm of white supremacy.

The data for this paper is limited. Therefore, while I often point toward bigger ques-
tions about the contortions of wider colorblindness, it is important to distinguish between 
the empirical claims and scholarly calls. One group of young whites in Namibia is not 
going to generalize to all whites; however, the rhetorical and ideological moves they 
make may point in the directions white supremacy will take if colorblindness is no longer 
viable. The next sections provide some context on international volunteering as well as 
the briefest of summaries on ethnic relations in Namibia.

International volunteering – white sojourns

One prominent reason whites might dislocate from WhiteWorld is to enact humanitarian-
ism (e.g. Ware, 2015). International volunteering is widely understood to be ‘the most 
recent addition to a long pedigree of romanticism about global South people and 
cultures’ (Bandyopadhyay & Patil, 2017, p. 649; see also Henry, 2019; Wearing et al., 
2018; Zeddies & Millei, 2015). Over 90% of American international volunteers are white 
(Lough, 2013) and almost all of them enter formerly colonized spaces to serve negatively 
racialized Others.
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Even before volunteers set out on their journey, they are exposed to the racialized 
media used to promote international volunteering (Sartori, 2018; Zeddies & Millei, 2015). 
As soon as volunteers land in the ‘host country,’ a stark racialization takes place. Their 
whiteness – which is an unmarked category at home – becomes an instant differentiator 
(Crossley, 2012; Park, 2018; Schneider, 2018; Schwarz, 2015; Vrasti, 2013). Some research 
even suggests boarding a plane to Asia or Africa can make volunteers squirm with 
racialized discomfort (Thomas & Luba, 2018). In these predominantly non-white spaces, 
volunteers must recognize that racism is related to lifechance in overt ways. They become 
especially attuned to the privileges their whiteness affords them (Schneider, 2018). Kaylan 
Schwartz, riffing on Peggy McIntosh’s (1990) famous treatment on white privilege, sug-
gests that, ‘the “invisible knapsack” is a particularly fitting image for discussing the travel 
narratives of backpacker-types – a reminder that socially privileged sojourners . . . carry 
with them a bevy of symbolic assets’ (2015, p. n.p.).

In the Global South, volunteers have the white gaze ‘returned, in the starkest way 
possible, [whites] become uneasy with their newly exposed position or privilege’ (Vrasti, 
2013, p. 110). Moving – physically moving – between racialized realities might be 
a catalyst which forces whites to reflect on racialization and socialization in an explicit 
way. After all, ‘relocating out of geographical, literary, political, and other environments 
that encourage the white solipsism of living as if only white people existed or mattered 
can be a powerful way of disrupting and transforming unconscious habits of white 
privilege’ (Sullivan, 2006, p. 10).

International volunteering puts fairly stagnant modern race discourses back into 
transit. Volunteers leave an already existing WhiteWorld – a provincialized social and 
physical location created to maintain the historical colonists’ (and ongoing) plunder and 
enter into spaces where the logics of WhiteWorld hold little sway. Once the volunteer 
departs WhiteWorld, the ideological breaches are vigorous. For some volunteers, the 
easiest way to mitigate this discomfort is to relocate WhiteWorld – that is, to create an 
enclavic ‘network of white spaces that consist . . . of bars, American-style coffee shops, [or] 
school and NGO campuses’ (Schneider, 2018, p. 702). Away from the Other’s gaze, these 
white enclaves become spaces where overtly racist language and humor are normalized 
(Heron, 2007; Vrasti, 2013, p. 107).

However, many volunteers – especially long-term volunteers – find themselves to be 
the only white person working in a small town or village. While WhiteWorld may be 
spontaneously conjured during weekend meet-ups, these volunteers cannot regularly 
retreat to white enclavic spaces and escape racialized breaches. The remainder of this 
paper will examine some of the ways in which such volunteers discursively re-assert white 
ignorance, even as their daily experiences disconfirm the logics of colorblindness. They 
engage in discursive maintenance work, continuously adapting their race talk (Brown 
et al., 2017), to respond to their new vantage point in rural southern Africa.

Namibia & racism: a primer

The volunteers in this study travelled to Namibia, a state of about 2.5 million people, in 
southern Africa. Racism in transit began here with Rhenish Mission activity in the 1840s. 
This paved the way for German forces to occupy small swaths of central Namibia from the 
1880s. Unlike the German colonial project in East Africa, South-West Africa was intended 
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to be a temperate settler colony to absorb whites. The German occupation gained 
momentum after a drought and rinderpest outbreak in 1996. A decade later, the 
Germans executed the Nama-Herero Genocide, taking control of all but the extreme 
North of the colony. However, after World War I and the Treaty of Versailles, the territory 
was mandated to the Union of South Africa.

South Africa immediately introduced legislation to encourage poor whites to settle in 
Namibia. South Africa also increased the flow of migrant labour from the northern polities, 
which at the time were under indirect rule. In 1949, the far-right National Party came to 
power in South Africa and the apartheid era began in earnest. More people were forcibly 
relocated to realize a ‘grand apartheid’ vision in Namibia than in South Africa’s mainland 
(Gordon, 2018). This grand apartheid used the familiar ‘“ternary racial project” revolving 
around a threefold distinction between the racial categories “black”, “coloured” and 
“white”, each of which was allocated specific socio-economic positions’ (Stell & Fox, 
2015, p. 978). Later, the Odendaal Commission (1963) established ‘homelands’ for twelve 
‘ethnicities’ within the three ‘races’ in an effort to consolidate white power by fragmenting 
African voting blocks. In 1988, after multiple boycotts and protests, condemnation from 
the International Court of Justice, intervention from the United Nations, and Cold War 
conflict, South Africa agreed to United Nations Resolution 435 which secured Namibian 
independence.

SWAPO – the liberation party – easily carried majorities in the subsequent elections 
(until 2019, when SWAPO hegemony was seriously challenged). However, white 
Afrikaners (6% of the population) still hold a disproportionate amount of economic 
power. Much of the private land is still white-owned – a visceral injustice which has 
been one of the most contentious flashpoints in post-independence politics. Additionally, 
the SWAPO Party is often accused of acting in the interest of Oshiwambo-speaking people 
from the North (about half of all Namibians). Even though Ovawambo and Afrikaners 
control much of the political and economic power, about 40% of Namibians are from 
smaller African and Coloured ethnic groups. These include the Herero, Nama, and Damara 
ethnicities alongside many Caprivian ethnicities. Namibia’s sizable San population – not 
represented by a political party – remains largely impoverished, exploited by white and 
Black Namibians alike (Nakanyete, 2019).

Methods- netnographic discourse analysis

My data derives from qualitative narrative analysis of 14 blogs written by international 
volunteer teachers in Namibia. It is common for researchers to use blog-based textual 
data to research small, mobile populations like international volunteers (e.g. Stainton, 
2018). Specifically, I draw from Blichfeldt and Marabese’s static word netnography 
method which is ‘closer to traditional content or discourse analysis than to ethnographic 
research’ (Blichfeldt & Marabese, 2014, p. 65). This method – while not as active as some 
other forms of netnography (like posting on forum boards, for instance) ‘offers the 
researcher access to something different; i.e. how the tourist presents and posts him/ 
herself in a conversation with a, for the sender of this information, more or less “known” 
audience’ (ibid.).

The volunteers’ blogs analyzed here are often hosted using Wordpress or Blogger, 
which require minimal technical competency. Each blog consists of a series of reverse- 
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chronologically ordered, individually authored posts. While the hosting websites allow 
public comments, they are quite infrequent and therefore not analyzed as part of the data 
set. The blog text and publicly displayed account information reveal that ten of the 
bloggers are women; all the bloggers present as white; and all quoted in this paper are 
from the United States. Since the bloggers have knowingly ‘published’ a public text, I treat 
the blogs as ‘texts with authors’ rather than confidential interviews with informants 
(Mkono & Markwell, 2014). Yet in order to provide one layer – albeit largely symbolic – 
of confidentiality, I elected to use pseudonyms.

Unlike a personal listserv or private social media account, the blogs can be accessed 
using popular search engines and informed search terms. The blogger understands – 
even hopes – that unknown readers will access their writing (Stainton & Iordanova, 2017). 
Indeed, the blogging volunteers, in addition to writing for their family and friends, often 
write for unknown future volunteers and for a general public. As one blogger summarizes, 
‘I’ve set up this blog with the hope that I can keep all of you updated on my experience in 
Namibia this summer. Please stay tuned for news about my life in Africa for the next two 
months!’ (Olivia). Other bloggers are more explicitly writing for self-reflection. Dan, for 
example, tells us that the blog is the ‘first time in [his] life that [he has] kept a journal. [He] 
never before had experienced the delight of being able to reread and rediscover . . . 
episodes and emotions.’ The blogs are committed to presenting a narrative of ‘realism’ 
and often self-deprecation. While there is an undoubtedly curated presentation-of-self, 
these casual bloggers are probably not as attuned to audience-response as commercial 
blogs and more professional travel writers (Azariah, 2016).

The blogs were located using generalized search terms like ‘teaching in Namibia’ and 
‘volunteer in Namibia.’ This initial search yielded 36 potential blogs; however, many of 
these blogs were dropped from the study because they were still active and thus did not 
account for the whole volunteering trajectory (i.e. an incomplete data set) or they were 
co-authored, not based on the reflections of an individual. Given the relatively small 
number of volunteers in Namibia, many of the bloggers’ tenures overlapped. 
Occasionally, I would read about the same weekend vacation on two of the blogs, but 
this was a relatively rare occurrence. Most of the blog posts (especially the day-in-day-out 
journaling) were constructed independently of the other bloggers. The bloggers were all 
in their 20s (either in university or recently graduated). They enrolled in a mix of summer, 
yearlong, and two-year placements in Namibia. It is difficult to determine class positions 
from the blogs. However, most volunteers come from affluent families (Lough, 2013; 
Mostafanezhad, 2013b) and there is nothing in the blogs to suggest these volunteers are 
any different.

The final sample, totaling 307,143 words, was first coded using a ‘directed content 
analysis.’ This approach is used when research is intended to extend existing theory, 
rather than generate new, grounded theories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005); in this case, I set 
out to study volunteers’ race talk. First, I used a broad code to capture all discourse related 
to ‘race and racism.’ A review of the literature revealed that volunteers frequently talk 
about their experiences becoming racialized, so I also used a code called ‘becoming raced’ 
to capture this text. Secondly, I performed a content search for specific relevant terms to 
ensure that all the explicit race talk was included in my pull-outs. Once all the race talk was 
isolated, I re-coded the excerpts using a conventional, grounded coding process. These 
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grounded codes included ‘oshilumbu talk,’ ‘celebrity whiteness,’ ‘historical references,’ 
‘comparative analysis,’ and ‘white quirks,’ among other codes.

The blogs provide a data set which was not formed from researcher intervention 
(Bosangit et al., 2015). This might limit the blogs’ usefulness for some projects which 
require a deep trust, like research on bloggers’ illicit or illegal behaviour (Stainton, 2018). 
For this study on public race discourse, however, it is an asset: most whites do not think of 
themselves as racist or of their narratives as racially charged (Gillborn, 2006). There is little 
need to uncover hidden or underlying motives. Race talk sits plainly in the text. When 
volunteers blog about racism in Namibia or their experiences with racialization, they are 
directly engaging the public discursive space: they demonstrate what race talk is sanc-
tioned and conceivable. In a semi-structured interview, volunteers might feel cornered 
and simply disengage with tough questions about their own racism (Banyai & Glover, 
2012, p. 268; Stainton, 2018). Alternatively, they may feel liberated in conversation with 
a supportive and curious researcher and deploy race talk that does not reflect how they 
engage within the public milieu of colorblindness.

The international volunteers’ blogged discourse shows how white epistemologies are 
maintained. Volunteers enter Namibia, socialized in American WhiteWorld, with an onto-
logical commitment to defend white ignorance, even if they must totally re-shape their 
white epistemic discursive maneuvers (Mueller, 2017). That being said, I want to state 
clearly and unequivocally that the blogs do not contain what Lentin (2016) calls ‘racism in 
public’ – outwardly, aggressively racist discourses. Rather, the volunteers often allude to 
a left-of-center liberal politics and generally condemn racism-as-abstract idea (see 
Ahmed, 2004). The blog posts are carefully considered public, published texts which 
may be drafted over a series of days in the comfort of the volunteers’ home or classroom, 
allowing the blogger to think through their ideas and acclimate to the task of writing 
about race. Therefore, the blog-based data provide a useful supplement to ethnographic 
research; the blogs allow us to better understand how the volunteers discursively main-
tain white ignorance against the disconfirming realities they find in transit.

The affective hyper-visibility of the Oshilumbu

When race discourses are put into transit, the linguistic conceptual boundaries of ‘Black,’ 
‘white,’ and other localized categories collide. An overtly and differently racialized space 
of transit allows volunteers to imagine racialization without immediately being labelled as 
‘racist,’ which would occur in WhiteWorld (Bonilla-Silva, 2014; Lentin, 2016). Most of the 
volunteers do eventually become acclimated to using the term ‘white’ to describe 
themselves. However, racialization becomes most speakable when these volunteers use 
a foreign language, in this case Oshiwambo. Their frequent use of oshilumbu instead of 
white works to obscure the Western vocabulary of racism, resulting in a weak multicultural 
discourse of ‘race diversity’ without accounting for domination.

Ohatu ti oshilumbu (we say white person)

The implications of racialization and white identity development using a previously 
unsignified linguistic sign (Hall, 1997) like oshilumbu are not yet fully explored in scholar-
ship. Because of Namibia’s apartheid history, oshilumbu maps well onto American race 
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sensibilities – it does not mean foreigner and it does not usually encompass those who 
Americans would consider to be people of color (Stell & Fox, 2015).2 Oshilumbu-talk 
appears throughout the blogs, but is particularly frequent in the first few months of the 
volunteers’ tenure as they gain a new language (literally and figuratively) to describe their 
whiteness. As is common elsewhere in Africa (Heron, 2007; Park, 2018; Vrasti, 2013), the 
white volunteers are often forcibly racialized in public. Namibians sometimes shout 
‘oshilumbu’ at the volunteers on the street or at transportation hubs. These relatively 
frequent and overt breaches push colorblind ideology to its limits. While the volunteers 
report some discomfort with being called oshilumbu, the label does not lead to the 
complete incoherence that can occur when whites are called white (Marx, 2003; Thomas 
& Luba, 2018). For example, Sofie writes about a soccer tournament at her school where 
she felt racialized: ‘I was the spectacle for many of the people there. Oshilombo [sic.] was 
shouted many times my way, but it was just something I came to ignore and just role [sic.] 
with.’ At the end of this blog post, Sofie chooses ‘oshilumbu’ as her ‘Oshikwanyama Word 
of the Day’ and defines it as ‘White Person.’

Many volunteers felt the need to explain to their readers the (lack of) connotative 
meaning ascribed to oshilumbu. In his glossary of Oshiwambo words, Dan writes, 
‘Oshilumbu means “white person”, but it’s not a slur.’ The implicit assumption that 
a word identifying a race category is probably a slur is typical of colorblind ideology 
which makes race talk taboo. Another volunteer also comments on the supposedly taboo 
nature of race words: early in her tenure, Grace suggests ‘oshilumbu’ is ‘the not-exactly-PC 
[politically correct] word for white person.’ However, after some time in Namibia, Grace 
learns that oshilumbu ‘is not a negative term.’ Later, she self-identifies as an oshilumbu 
when describing her efforts to learn Owambo traditional dance: ‘the steps were a little fast 
for this oshilumbu to pick up, so don’t be expecting any dance awards from me anytime 
soon.’ Here, Grace leans into the trope that ‘Africans have music and rhythm deep in their 
souls’ (Wainaina, 2006) and that whites do not. However, Grace de-races the situation by 
using oshilumbu instead of white – which shifts the discourse into socially sanctioned 
‘cultural difference.’

The white resistance technique of deploying oshilumbu and other non-English transla-
tions as a way of reinforcing white ignorance warrants more consideration than space in 
this article or the textual data source allow. However, it seems likely that oshilumbu allows 
whites in transit to re-assert culturally racist frameworks, that may push colorblind 
ideology past its limits while maintaining a conceptual ‘equal-playing field’ which main-
tains white ignorance – it is a rich area for further research.

We say white person (ohatu ti oshilumbu)

The volunteers do sometimes use English race terms (Schneider, 2018; see also Schwarz, 
2015). The norms of WhiteWorld and the sensibilities of colorblindness are tested further 
when the volunteers use more familiar language to comment on the newfound hyper- 
visibility of white presentation. For example, one volunteer relays that ‘someone [a Black 
Namibian] . . . told me that all white people look alike to him!’ (Emma). In these narrations, 
white phenotype (rather than whiteness) is recognized. Emma adds that on her first day of 
teaching, ‘I never felt whiter than I did today. Everyone and I mean EVERYONE stared at 
me. Mostly the learners [students], but pretty much everyone.’ It is unsurprising that 
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Emma had never ‘felt white’ before as whiteness is conflated with normalcy in 
WhiteWorld; to ‘feel white’ is to provincialize whiteness.

Namibian gazes often jolt the volunteer from colorblindness. However, as volunteers 
become more comfortable with understanding themselves as raced beings, they also 
describe situations in which their ‘white habits’ (Sullivan, 2006) result in racialized differ-
entiation. One volunteer writes about the ‘white’ reaction to seeing wild giraffes on the 
side of the road:

The seven of us were all freaking out and screaming . . . ‘giraffe! Giraffe!’ while everyone else 
on the combi [taxi van] judged us. White girls are weird (that’s what I imagine that they were 
thinking)” (Lauren).

Here, Lauren differentiates herself and her white colleagues from the Black Namibians in 
the taxi. She does not use ‘American’ or ‘foreigner,’ as a distinction, but instead is drawn to 
a gendered-raced classification. For Lauren, race became her go-to differentiator, some-
thing unheard-of within the colorblind paradigm. Her post about the taxi ride concludes 
with another anecdote of racialized differentiation: ‘The lady behind me spoke pretty 
good English and at one point she asked me “why do all of the white girls wear those 
shoes” [Chaco brand sandals].’ While the racialized encounters in the taxi are acknowl-
edged and provincialized, the analysis generally continues to draw on a theory of race as 
cultural difference (Kothari, 2006; White, 2002). More generally, this hyper-visibility of 
white people does little to actually force the volunteers to interrogate whiteness as 
a system of domination. White ignorance – and even a weakened colorblindness – is 
reasserted even as overtly racialized discourse becomes more familiar to white tongues.

Self-centered narratives: whiteness as celebrity

White ignorance in transit also shapes how volunteers believe Africans conceptualize 
whites. The volunteers believe Africans to be starstruck by the celebrity of whiteness. 
Lauren, for example, describes learners crowding her classroom windows during breaks in 
the school day:

during each of those breaks my door and windows were crowded with learners trying to get 
a glimpse of the awkward white girl teacher. [A colleague] says that many people in the area 
have never seen a white person before, so I’m something of a spectacle. I can’t decide if I feel 
like a celebrity (I know [sic] understand what Miley [Cyrus, a pop star] goes through every day) 
or one of those weird rare animals on display at the zoo.

While Lauren at least considers that the attention may not be entirely positive, other 
volunteers revel in their newfound celebrity (see also Mostafanezhad, 2013a). Chloe writes:

I cannot help but feel that I have been regarded as a bit of a celebrity among students and 
village children. As I walk down the streets, people often stare, little children’s heads pop out 
from behind bushes or scraps of metal and passersby watch my every move . . . Apparently, 
word of the new white girl in town has spread throughout the community like wildfire

The volunteers narrate the arrival of whites as a noteworthy, positive event for the rural 
host villages. Volunteers often marvel at the fact they are the first white person that 
Namibians around them have seen (in a long while). Hailey explains this in a matter-of-fact 
way: ‘People are always surprised to see a white person in rural northern areas, and even 
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more surprised when I greet and try to converse with them in Oshivambo [sic.].’ Noah also 
comments on his celebrity status as the ‘first white’ in the area:

many of the children had never seen a white person before, or if they had, they certainly 
hadn’t seen many. We [whites] were watched all weekend, sometimes with suspicious 
stares, but mainly just intrigued looks . . . It is a strange feeling to know that you’re the 
first white person that a child has ever set eyes upon, and the only one that they’ll see for 
a long time

The children’s behaviour, which is a breach of colorblind post-racialism, is excused since 
the children have (apparently) thus far been deprived of seeing a white. The occasion 
should be endorsed, the inconvenience tolerated, even if it bends colorblind sensibilities. 
The volunteers are also keenly aware (and occasionally lament) that their celebrity will 
vanish upon their return to the United States. Natalie writes, ‘there is still a certain level of 
enchantment my students have with their white, American teacher . . . one of the culture 
shocks I’m going to experience on my return to the States is a return to being just another, 
ordinary person.’

The volunteers’ celebrity narratives may be exacerbated by a (reasonable?) desire to 
turn themselves into the main character of their blog. However, the celebrity narratives 
allow a rhetorical slip – the volunteer is not just the main character of the blog narrative, 
but also written as centrally important to all the Namibians around them. For blog readers, 
this suggestively draws on racist stereotypes in which Africans are awed by and awaiting 
white intervention. Perhaps unsurprisingly, international volunteers’ colleagues do not 
think of them as celebrities (Searle & Larsen, 2016).

This idea of whites as celebrity is often reproduced by whites throughout Africa but 
contested by Black Africans. In a critical intervention, Nyamnjoh and Page (2002) remind 
us that whiteness discourses in transit are not only shaped by whites, but also by their 
interlocutors. Black African respondents in their study relayed a nuanced perception of 
whites as,

cruel, exploitative, selfish, arrogant, jealous, ignorant, racist, hypocritical, violent, unemo-
tional, physically weak, cunning, deaf to rhythm, unable to eat African food, not very 
attractive, cold, shabby, unnatural, unreliable in friendship, far behind in terms of body 
hygiene, and incapable of putting in full tackles in football.. (Nyamnjoh & Page, 2002, 
p. 615)

Nyamnjoh and Page’s respondents were university students in Cameroon, not identical to 
the Namibian villagers the volunteers here interacted with. However, the broader point 
that African readings of whiteness are much more subtle than the volunteers’ celebrity 
narrative allows holds. The white volunteers might be able to use these alternative (if 
heterogeneous) readings to question white supremacy; but instead they deploy a one- 
note view of whiteness-as-celebrity which allows white ignorance to hang on. This move 
does, however, limit colorblindness’s usefulness as a discursive paradigm – not recogniz-
ing race would mean forgoing celebrity status (in addition to ignoring the clear realities of 
an overtly racialized situation). Here, the volunteers seem to discard colorblindness so that 
white ignorance can be protected. Perhaps, there is no better symbol for white ignorance 
than the white traveller in the Global South believing that the attention they receive is 
entirely positive and celebratory. Combined with blaming any resentment they encounter 
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on the history of ‘bad’ white Afrikaners, the volunteers in transit re-engage a new iteration 
of cultural racism and ignorance to defend whiteness and their white subjectivities.

Conclusion

The white volunteers in this study physically moved beyond spaces of colorblindness. 
They were immediately and overtly racialized and even became comfortable using 
racialized language themselves. Additionally, because their supposed celebrity status 
was tied up in their racial identity, colorblindness simply became untenable. The whites 
then had to invoke new epistemological maneuvers to maintain white ignorance, even as 
they discarded colorblindness as the main paradigm.

This paper points to many future avenues of research which can present geographical 
insights into racialization and global whiteness. Firstly, while there may be localized 
paradigm shifts in which racialized discourse becomes more overt, colorblindness will 
likely continue to dominate at the global scale. Colorblindness may not be the paradigm 
of all societies around the globe, but it is the paradigm of global society. Conventional 
colorblindness still conceals (if always flimsily) the colonial legacies and racist geopolitics 
which legitimate structural violence emanating from the white West. Contemporary 
global racial inequality is almost always explained as the outcome of deracialized 
dynamics like culture or environmental determinism. Future research should continue 
to take up transnational analyses of race discourse – including intersections with class and 
gender – in order to understand how racism is adapted beyond local mediations and how 
whiteness travels and ultimately returns with dangerous new flexibilities and solidarities.

White solidarity exists at the macro-geopolitical level – look no further than the 
blatantly racist distribution of global wealth, or at a smaller scale, the ‘special relationship’ 
between the US and UK, two white supremacist states (Thompson, 2013; White, 2002). 
However, we actually know very little about ground-level white solidarity in spaces of 
transit where nationalized, racialized lexicons and epistemologies which differently 
uphold white ignorance and domination come into collision. Studying the relationship 
between the white volunteers and Afrikaners, for example, could yield data on how 
differing racist discursive paradigms add tension to the micro-geographies of white 
solidarity.

This paper has positioned whiteness as a geographical phenomenon and explored 
some of the ways that whites respond when spatially dislocated from WhiteWorld. This 
effort brings the study of whiteness beyond WhiteWorld and into spaces of transit. The 
implications are potentially wide: these volunteers in southern Africa may be canaries in 
the metaphorical coal mine. As the global discursive landscapes of racism shift, and 
colorblindness in its original forms becomes antiquated and untenable, it will be per-
meated vigorously, and often incoherently. The white epistemic maneuvers I describe 
here may prefigure some of the sophisticatedly subtle racist discursive maneuvers as 
a new racist (and more overtly racialized) paradigm engulfs colorblindness. Of course, this 
study of spatial dislocation is limited to the narratives of 14 white Americans. No general-
izability should be assumed. Nevertheless, adding geographic dimensions to the study of 
whiteness and white supremacy – putting whiteness back into transit – will likely yield 
important insights about the fissures of white supremacist legitimizing rationales and aid 
in the fight against global racism.
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Notes

1. As I write this paper, large protests against racialized police violence led by the Movement for 
Black Lives have broken out all over the world. Polling of Americans suggests that almost 3 in 
4 whites believe racism to be ‘a big problem’ (Russonello, 2020). Colorblindness has long 
been an antiquated ideology (Doane, 2017), so it would not be too surprising if it has finally 
reached its limits. On the other hand, as I argue in this paper, white ignorance is a powerful 
beast that finds ways to hang on even if colorblindness must be discarded as a liability to 
overall project of white supremacy.

2. These are general rules. As with any language, Oshiwambo is played with and not uniformly 
agreed upon by all speakers. Additionally, there may be urban-rural as well as dialectal 
divergence when trying to delineate specific identity definitions. Light-skinned Black 
Namibians may sometimes be called ‘oshilumbu’ in jest. Oshilumbu is sometimes used in 
popular music to describe beautiful, typically light-skinned Owambo women, evidencing the 
intersection of whiteness, power, and gender. Oshilumbu is also the politically correct term 
for Black Namibians with albinism, which evidences its phenotypic – more than foreign- 
marking – character
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