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The concept of identity is a complex one, shaped by individual characteristics, family 
dynamics, historical factors, and social and political contexts. Who am I? The answer 
depends in large part on who the world around me says I am. Who do my parents say I 
am? Who do my peers say I am? What message is reflected back to me in the faces and 
voices of my teachers, my neighbors, store clerks? What do I learn from the media about 
myself? How am I represented in the cultural images around me? Or am I missing from 
the picture altogether? As social scientist Charles Cooley pointed out long ago, other 
people are the mirror in which we see ourselves.1 

This "looking glass self" is not a flat one-dimensional reflection, but multidimension-
al. How one's racial identity is experienced will be mediated by other dimensions of one-
self: male or female; young or old; wealthy, middle-class, or poor; gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender, or heterosexual; able-bodied or with disabilities; Christian, Muslim, Jewish, 
Buddhist, Hindu, or atheist. ...  

What has my social context been? Was I surrounded by people like myself, or was I 
part of a minority in my community? Did I grow up speaking standard English at home or 
another language or dialect? Did I live in a rural county, an urban neighborhood, a 
sprawling suburb, or on a reservation?  

Who I am (or say I am) is a product of these and many other factors. Erik Erikson, 
the psychoanalytic theorist who coined the term identity crisis, introduced the notion that 
the social, cultural, and historical context is the ground in which individual identity is 
embedded. Acknowledging the complexity of identity as a concept, Erikson writes,  

 
We deal with a process "located" in the core of the individual and yet also in the core of his commu-
nal culture…. In psychological terms, identity formation employs a process of simultaneous 
reflection and observation, a process taking place on all levels of mental functioning, by 
which the individual judges himself in the light of what he perceives to be the way in which 
others judge him in comparison to themselves and to a typology significant to them.2  

 
Triggered by the biological changes associated with puberty, the maturation of cogni-

tive abilities, and changing societal expectations, this process of simultaneous reflection 
and observation, the self-creation of one's identity, is commonly experienced in the 
United States and other Western societies during the period of adolescence.' Though the 
foundation of identity is laid in the experiences of childhood, younger children lack the 
physical and cognitive development needed to reflect on the self in this abstract way. The 
adolescent capacity for self-reflection (and resulting self-consciousness) allows one to 
ask, "Who am I now?" "Who was I before?" "Who will I become?" The answers to these 
questions will influence choices about who one's romantic partners will be, what type of 
work one will do, where one will live, and what belief system one will embrace. Choices 
made in adolescence ripple throughout the lifespan.  

 



Who Am I? Multiple Identities 
 
Integrating one’s past, present, and future into a cohesive, unified sense of self is a 

complex task that begins in adolescence and continues for a lifetime.... The salience of 
particular aspects of our identity varies at different moments in our lives. The process of 
integrating the component parts of our self-definition is indeed a lifelong journey. 

Which parts of our identity capture our attention first? While there are surely 
idiosyncratic responses to this question, a classroom exercise I regularly use with my 
psychology students reveals a telling pattern. I ask my students to complete the sentence, 
"I am____________," using as many descriptors as they can think of in sixty seconds. All 
kinds of trait descriptions are used-friendly, shy, assertive, intelligent, honest, and so on-
but over the years I have noticed something else. Students of color usually mention their 
racial or ethnic group: for instance. I am Black, Puerto Rican, Korean American. White 
students who have grown up in strong ethnic enclaves occasionally mention being Irish 
or Italian. But in general, White students rarely mention being White. When I use this 
exercise in coeducational settings, I notice a similar pattern in terms of gender, religion, 
and sexuality. Women usually mention being female, while men don't usually mention 
their maleness. Jewish students often say they are Jews. while mainline Protestants rarely 
mention their religious identification. A student who is comfortable revealing it publicly 
may mention being gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Though I know most of my students are 
heterosexual, it is very unusual for anyone to include their heterosexuality on their list.  

Common across these examples is that in the areas where a person is a member of the 
dominant or advantaged social group, the category is usually not mentioned. That 
element of their identity is so taken for granted by them that it goes without comment. It 
is taken for granted by them because it is taken for granted by the dominant culture. In 
Eriksonian terms, their inner experience and outer circumstance are in harmony with me 
another, and the image reflected by others is similar to the image within. In the absence 
of dissonance, this dimension of identity escapes conscious attention.  

The parts of our identity that do capture our attention are those that other people 
notice, and that reflect back to us. The aspect of identity that is the target of others' 
attention, and subsequently of our own, often is that which sets us apart as exceptional or 
"other" in their eyes. In my life I have been perceived as both. A precocious child who 
began to read at age three, I stood out among my peers because of my reading ability. 
This "gifted" dimension of my identity was regularly commented upon by teachers and 
classmates alike, and quickly became part of my self-definition. But I was also distin-
guished by being the only Black student in the class, an "other," a fact I grew increasingly 
aware of as I got older.  

While there may be countless ways one might be defined as exceptional, there are at 
least seven categories of "otherness" commonly experienced in U.S. society. People are 
commonly defined as other on the basis of race or ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual 
orientation, socioeconomic status, age, and physical or mental ability. Each of these cate-
gories has a form of oppression associated with it: racism, sexism, religious oppression/ 
anti-Semitism,4 heterosexism, classism, ageism, and ableism, respectively. In each case, 
there is a group considered dominant (systematically advantaged by the society because 
of group membership) and a group considered subordinate or targeted (systematically 
disadvantaged). When we think about our multiple identities, most of us will find that we 
are both dominant and targeted at the same time. But it is the targeted identities that hold 
our attention and the dominant identities that often go unexamined.  

In her essay. "Age. Race. Class. and Sex: Women Redefining Difference.” Audre 
Lorde captured the tensions between dominant and targeted identities co-existing in one 



individual. This self-described "forty-nine-year-old Black lesbian feminist socialist 
mother of two" wrote,  

 
Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a mythical norm, which each 

one of us within our hearts knows "that is not me." In america, this norm is usually defined as 
white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and financially secure. It is with this 
mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within society. Those of us who stand 
outside that power often identify one way in which we are different, and we assume that to be 
the primary cause of all oppression, forgetting other distortions around difference, some of 
which we ourselves may be practicing. 5 

 

Even as I focus on race and racism in my own writing and teaching, it is helpful to 
remind myself and my students of the other distortions around difference that I (and they) 
may be practicing. It is an especially useful way of generating empathy for our mutual 
learning process. If I am impatient with a White woman for not recognizing her White 
privilege, it may be useful for me to remember how much of my life I spent oblivious to 
the fact of the daily advantages I receive simply because I am heterosexual, or the ways 
in which I may take my class privilege for granted.  

 
Domination and Subordination 

 
It is also helpful to consider the commonality found in the experience of being 

dominant or subordinate even when the sources of dominance or subordination are 
different.  Jean Baker Miller, author of Toward a New Psychology of Women, has identified 
some of these areas of commonality. 6  

Dominant groups, by definition, set the parameters within which the subordinates 
operate. The dominant group holds the power and authority in society relative to the 
subordinates and determines how that power and authority may be acceptably used. 
Whether it is reflected in determining who gets the best jobs, whose history will be taught 
in school, or whose relationships will be validated by society, the dominant group has the 
greatest influence in determining the structure of the society.  

The relationship of the dominants to the subordinates is often one in which the tar-
geted group is labeled as defective or substandard in significant ways. For example, 
Blacks have historically been characterized as less intelligent than Whites, and women 
have been viewed as less emotionally stable than men. The dominant group assigns roles 
to the subordinate that reflect the latter's devalued status, reserving the most highly 
valued roles in the society for themselves. Subordinates are usually said to be innately 
incapable of performing the preferred roles. To the extent that those in the target group 
internalize the images that the dominant group reflects back to them, they may find it 
difficult to believe in their own ability. 

When a subordinate demonstrates positive qualities believed to be more characteristic 
of dominants, the individual is defined by dominants as an anomaly. Consider the follow-
ing illustrative example. Following a presentation I gave to some educators, a White man 
approached me and told me how much he liked my ideas and how articulate I was. "You 
know," he concluded, "if I had had my eyes closed, I wouldn't have known it was a Black 
woman speaking." (I replied, "This is what a Black Woman sounds like.")  

The dominant group is seen as the norm for humanity. Jean Baker Miller also asserts 
that inequitable social relations are seen as the model for "normal human relationships." 
Consequently, it remains _perfectly acceptable in many circles to tell jokes that denigrate 
a particular group, to exclude subordinates from one's neighborhood or work setting, or to 
oppose initiatives that might change the power balance.  



Miller points out that dominant groups generally do not like to be reminded of the 
existence of inequality. Because rationalizations have been created to justify the social 
arrangements, it is easy to believe everything is as it should be. Dominants "can avoid 
awareness because their explanation of the relationship becomes so well integrated in 
other terms; they can even believe both they and the subordinate group share the same 
interests and, to some extent, a common experience.”7   

The truth is that the dominants do not really know what the experiences of the 
subordinates is. In contrast, the subordinates are very well informed about the dominants. 
Even when firsthand experience is limited by social segregation, the number and variety 
of images of the dominant group available through television, magazines, books, and 
newspapers provide subordinates with plenty of information about the dominants. The 
dominant worldview has saturated the culture for all to learn. Even the Black or Latino 
child living in a segregated community can enter White homes of many kinds daily via 
the media. However, dominant access to information about the subordinates is often 
limited to stereotypical depictions of the "other." For example, there are many images of 
heterosexual relations on television, but very few images of gay or lesbian domestic part-
nerships beyond the caricatures of comedy shows. There are many images of White men 
and women in all forms of media, but relatively few portrayals of people of color.  

Not only is there greater opportunity for the subordinates to learn about the domi-
nants, there is also greater need. Social psychologist Susan Fiske writes, "It is a simple 
principle: People pay attention to those who can control their outcomes. In an effort to 
predict and possibly influence what is going to happen to them, people gather information 
about those with power."8  

In a situation of unequal power, a subordinate group has to focus on survival. It 
becomes very important for subordinates to become highly attuned to the dominants as a 
way of protecting themselves. For example, women who have been battered by men often 
talk about the heightened sensitivity they develop to their partners' moods. Being able to 
anticipate and avoid the men's rage is important to survival.  

Survival sometimes means not responding to oppressive behavior directly. To do so 
could result in physical harm to oneself, even death. In his essay "The Ethics of Living 
Jim Crow" Richard Wright describes eloquently the various strategies he learned to use to 
avoid the violence of Whites who would brutalize a Black person who did not "stay in his 
place."9 Though it is tempting to think that the need for such strategies disappeared with 
Jim Crow laws, their legacy lives on in the frequent and sometimes fatal harassment 
Black men experience at the hands of White police officers.10  

Because of the risks inherent in unequal relationships, subordinates often develop 
covert ways of resisting or undermining the power of the dominant group. As Miller 
points out, popular culture is full of folktales, jokes, and stories about how the 
subordinate - whether the woman, the peasant, or the sharecropper - outwitted the 
"boss."11 In his essay "I Won't Learn from You," Herbert Kohl identifies one form of 
resistance, "not learning," demonstrated by targeted students who are too often seen by 
their dominant teachers as "others": 

 
Not-learning tends to take place when someone has to deal with unavoidable challenges to her 
or his personal and family loyalties, integrity, and identity. In such situations, there are forced 
choices and no apparent middle ground. To agree to learn from a stranger who does not 
respect your integrity causes a major loss of self. The only alternative is to not-learn and reject 
their wodd.12 
 
The use of either strategy, attending very closely to the dominants or not attending at 

all, is costly to members of the targeted group. "Not-learning" may mean there are needed 



skills that are not acquired. Attending Closely to the dominant group may leave little time 
or energy to attend to one's self. Worse yet, the negative messages of the dominant group 
about the subordinates may be internalized, leading to self-doubt or, in its extreme form, 
self-hate. There are many examples of subordinates attempting to make themselves over 
in the image of the dominant group-Jewish people who want to change the Semitic look 
of their noses, Asians who have cosmetic surgery to alter the shapes of their eyes, Blacks 
who seek to lighten their skin with bleaching creams, women who want to smoke and 
drink "like a man." Whether one succumbs to the devaluing pressures of the dominant 
culture or successfully resists them, the fact is that dealing with oppressive systems from 
the underside, regardless of the strategy, is physically and psychologically taxing.  

Breaking beyond the structural and psychological limitations imposed on one's group 
is possible, but not easy. To the extent that members of targeted groups do push societal 
limits-achieving unexpected success, protesting injustice, being "uppity"-by their actions 
they call the whole system into question. Miller writes that they "expose the inequality, 
and throw into question the basis for its existence. And they will make the inherent 
conflict an open conflict. They will then have to bear the burden and take the risks that go 
with being defined as ‘troublemakers.’”13  

The history of subordinate groups is filled with so-called troublemakers, yet their 
names are often unknown. Preserving the record of those subordinates and their dominant 
allies who have challenged the status quo is usually of little interest to the dominant 
culture, but it is of great interest to subordinates who search for an empowering reflection 
in the societal mirror.  

Many of us are both dominant and subordinate. As Audre Lorde said, from her 
vantage point as a Black lesbian, “there is no hierarchy of oppressions.” The thread and 
threat of violence runs through all of the isms. There is a need to acknowledge each 
other’s pain, even as we attend to our own. 

For those readers who are in the dominant racial category, it may sometimes be 
difficult to take in what is being said by and about those who are targeted by racism. 
When the perspective of the subordinate is shared directly, an image is reflected to 
members of the dominant group that is disconcerting. To the extent that one can draw on 
one's own experience of subordination - as a young person, as  a person with a disability, 
as someone who grew up poor, as a woman - it may be easier to make meaning of 
another targeted group’s experience. For those readers who are targeted by racism and are 
angered by the obliviousness of Whites, it may be useful to attend to your experience of 
dominance where you may find it-as a heterosexual, as an able-bodied person, as a 
Christian, as a man-and consider what systems of privilege you may be overlooking. The 
task of resisting our own oppression does not relieve us of the responsibility of 
acknowledging our complicity in the oppression of others.  

Our ongoing examination of who we are in our full humanity, embracing all of our 
identities, creates the possibility of building alliances that may ultimately free us all. 
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Everyone Has Many Identities 

Age, gender, religious or spiritual affiliation, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity and 

socio-economic status are all identities. Some identities are things people can see 

easily (things like race or assumed gender), while other identities are internalized and 

are not always easy to see (things like a disability, socioeconomic status or education 

level). There are two types of identities that need to be defined in order to spark a 

discussion on social justice. The first type deals with identities that are part of a majority 

status — or “agent” — while the second includes identities that are part of the minority 

status — or “target.” 



 

Agent:  Members of dominant social groups privileged by birth or acquisition who 

knowingly or unknowingly exploit and reap unfair advantage over members of the target 

groups.  

Target: Members of social identity groups who are discriminated against, marginalized, 

disenfranchised, oppressed, exploited by an oppressor and oppressor’s system of 

institutions without identity apart from the target group, and compartmentalized in 

defined roles. 

After participants understand the difference between agent and target groups, the 

facilitator can begin a discussion on oppression. The key features of oppression are: 

● An agent group has the power to define and name reality, and determine what is 

normal, real and correct. 

● Differential and unequal treatment is institutionalized and systematic. 

● Psychological colonization of the target group occurs through socializing the 

oppressed to internalize their oppressed condition. 

● The target group’s culture, language and history is misrepresented, discounted or 

eradicated, and the dominant group culture is imposed. 



 

● Oppression (the “ism’s”) happens at all levels, reinforced by societal 

norms, institutional biases, interpersonal interactions, and individual 

beliefs.  

○ Individual — feelings, beliefs, values. 

○ Interpersonal — actions, behaviors and language. 

○ Institutional — legal system, education system, public policy, hiring 

practices, media images. 

○ Societal/Cultural — collective ideas about what is “right.” 

 

But remember: 

● Most individuals are both a target and an agent of oppression, due to: 

○ Internalized subordination. 

○ Internalized domination. 

● Because of these internalized factors, individuals have “unearned privilege.” 



When the facilitator talks about these concepts with the group, it is helpful to start with 

an understanding that everyone experienced being target or agent at some point in their 

lives. This helps create a dialogue of understanding. This is not to say that some target 

statuses are more salient (for example, people can see I am a woman, or a black 

woman, before they even speak with me) and others may be easier to conceal (for 

example, if I am lesbian). But each creates burden on the individual, and each has its 

own set of challenges to overcome. 

Source: The MSW@USC, the online Master of Social Work program at the University of Southern California.
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White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack
Peggy McIntosh

"I was taught to see racism only in individual acts of meanness, not in invisible systems conferring
dominance on my group"

Through work to bring materials from women's studies into the rest of the curriculum, I have often
noticed men's unwillingness to grant that they are overprivileged, even though they may grant that
women are disadvantaged. They may say they will work to women's statues, in the society, the
university, or the curriculum, but they can't or won't support the idea of lessening men's. Denials that
amount to taboos surround the subject of advantages that men gain from women's disadvantages. These
denials protect male privilege from being fully acknowledged, lessened, or ended.

Thinking through unacknowledged male privilege as a phenomenon, I realized that, since hierarchies in
our society are interlocking, there are most likely a phenomenon, I realized that, since hierarchies in our
society are interlocking, there was most likely a phenomenon of while privilege that was similarly
denied and protected. As a white person, I realized I had been taught about racism as something that puts
others at a disadvantage, but had been taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white privilege,
which puts me at an advantage.

I think whites are carefully taught not to recognize white privilege, as males are taught not to recognize
male privilege. So I have begun in an untutored way to ask what it is like to have white privilege. I have
come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on cashing in
each day, but about which I was "meant" to remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible
weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools , and blank
checks.

Describing white privilege makes one newly accountable. As we in women's studies work to reveal male
privilege and ask men to give up some of their power, so one who writes about having white privilege
must ask, "having described it, what will I do to lessen or end it?"

After I realized the extent to which men work from a base of unacknowledged privilege, I understood
that much of their oppressiveness was unconscious. Then I remembered the frequent charges from
women of color that white women whom they encounter are oppressive. I began to understand why we
are just seen as oppressive, even when we don't see ourselves that way. I began to count the ways in
which I enjoy unearned skin privilege and have been conditioned into oblivion about its existence.

My schooling gave me no training in seeing myself as an oppressor, as an unfairly advantaged person, or
as a participant in a damaged culture. I was taught to see myself as an individual whose moral state
depended on her individual moral will. My schooling followed the pattern my colleague Elizabeth
Minnich has pointed out: whites are taught to think of their lives as morally neutral, normative, and
average, and also ideal, so that when we work to benefit others, this is seen as work that will allow
"them" to be more like "us."
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Daily effects of white privilege

I decided to try to work on myself at least by identifying some of the daily effects of white privilege in
my life. I have chosen those conditions that I think in my case attach somewhat more to skin-color
privilege than to class, religion, ethnic status, or geographic location, though of course all these other
factors are intricately intertwined. As far as I can tell, my African American coworkers, friends, and
acquaintances with whom I come into daily or frequent contact in this particular time, place and time of
work cannot count on most of these conditions.

1. I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time.

2. I can avoid spending time with people whom I was trained to mistrust and who have learned to
mistrust my kind or me.

3. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of renting or purchasing housing in an area which I can
afford and in which I would want to live.

4. I can be pretty sure that my neighbors in such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me.

5. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed.

6. I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely
represented.

7. When I am told about our national heritage or about "civilization," I am shown that people of my
color made it what it is.

8. I can be sure that my children will be given curricular materials that testify to the existence of their
race.

9. If I want to, I can be pretty sure of finding a publisher for this piece on white privilege.

10. I can be pretty sure of having my voice heard in a group in which I am the only member of my race.

11. I can be casual about whether or not to listen to another person's voice in a group in which s/he is the
only member of his/her race.

12. I can go into a music shop and count on finding the music of my race represented, into a supermarket
and find the staple foods which fit with my cultural traditions, into a hairdresser's shop and find
someone who can cut my hair.

13. Whether I use checks, credit cards or cash, I can count on my skin color not to work against the
appearance of financial reliability.
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14. I can arrange to protect my children most of the time from people who might not like them.

15. I do not have to educate my children to be aware of systemic racism for their own daily physical
protection.

16. I can be pretty sure that my children's teachers and employers will tolerate them if they fit school and
workplace norms; my chief worries about them do not concern others' attitudes toward their race.

17. I can talk with my mouth full and not have people put this down to my color.

18. I can swear, or dress in second hand clothes, or not answer letters, without having people attribute
these choices to the bad morals, the poverty or the illiteracy of my race.

19. I can speak in public to a powerful male group without putting my race on trial.

20. I can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit to my race.

21. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group.

22. I can remain oblivious of the language and customs of persons of color who constitute the world's
majority without feeling in my culture any penalty for such oblivion.

23. I can criticize our government and talk about how much I fear its policies and behavior without
being seen as a cultural outsider.

24. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to the "person in charge", I will be facing a person of my race.

25. If a traffic cop pulls me over or if the IRS audits my tax return, I can be sure I haven't been singled
out because of my race.

26. I can easily buy posters, post-cards, picture books, greeting cards, dolls, toys and children's
magazines featuring people of my race.

27. I can go home from most meetings of organizations I belong to feeling somewhat tied in, rather than
isolated, out-of-place, outnumbered, unheard, held at a distance or feared.

28. I can be pretty sure that an argument with a colleague of another race is more likely to jeopardize
her/his chances for advancement than to jeopardize mine.

29. I can be pretty sure that if I argue for the promotion of a person of another race, or a program
centering on race, this is not likely to cost me heavily within my present setting, even if my colleagues
disagree with me.

30. If I declare there is a racial issue at hand, or there isn't a racial issue at hand, my race will lend me
more credibility for either position than a person of color will have.
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31. I can choose to ignore developments in minority writing and minority activist programs, or disparage
them, or learn from them, but in any case, I can find ways to be more or less protected from negative
consequences of any of these choices.

32. My culture gives me little fear about ignoring the perspectives and powers of people of other races.

33. I am not made acutely aware that my shape, bearing or body odor will be taken as a reflection on my
race.

34. I can worry about racism without being seen as self-interested or self-seeking.

35. I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without having my co-workers on the job
suspect that I got it because of my race.

36. If my day, week or year is going badly, I need not ask of each negative episode or situation whether
it had racial overtones.

37. I can be pretty sure of finding people who would be willing to talk with me and advise me about my
next steps, professionally.

38. I can think over many options, social, political, imaginative or professional, without asking whether
a person of my race would be accepted or allowed to do what I want to do.

39. I can be late to a meeting without having the lateness reflect on my race.

40. I can choose public accommodation without fearing that people of my race cannot get in or will be
mistreated in the places I have chosen.

41. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help, my race will not work against me.

42. I can arrange my activities so that I will never have to experience feelings of rejection owing to my
race.

43. If I have low credibility as a leader I can be sure that my race is not the problem.

44. I can easily find academic courses and institutions which give attention only to people of my race.

45. I can expect figurative language and imagery in all of the arts to testify to experiences of my race.

46. I can chose blemish cover or bandages in "flesh" color and have them more or less match my skin.

47. I can travel alone or with my spouse without expecting embarrassment or hostility in those who deal
with us.
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48. I have no difficulty finding neighborhoods where people approve of our household.

49. My children are given texts and classes which implicitly support our kind of family unit and do not
turn them against my choice of domestic partnership.

50. I will feel welcomed and "normal" in the usual walks of public life, institutional and social.

Elusive and fugitive

I repeatedly forgot each of the realizations on this list until I wrote it down. For me white privilege has
turned out to be an elusive and fugitive subject. The pressure to avoid it is great, for in facing it I must
give up the myth of meritocracy. If these things are true, this is not such a free country; one's life is not
what one makes it; many doors open for certain people through no virtues of their own.

In unpacking this invisible knapsack of white privilege, I have listed conditions of daily experience that
I once took for granted. Nor did I think of any of these perquisites as bad for the holder. I now think that
we need a more finely differentiated taxonomy of privilege, for some of these varieties are only what
one would want for everyone in a just society, and others give license to be ignorant, oblivious, arrogant,
and destructive.

I see a pattern running through the matrix of white privilege, a patter of assumptions that were passed on
to me as a white person. There was one main piece of cultural turf; it was my own turn, and I was among
those who could control the turf. My skin color was an asset for any move I was educated to want to
make. I could think of myself as belonging in major ways and of making social systems work for me. I
could freely disparage, fear, neglect, or be oblivious to anything outside of the dominant cultural forms.
Being of the main culture, I could also criticize it fairly freely.

In proportion as my racial group was being made confident, comfortable, and oblivious, other groups
were likely being made unconfident, uncomfortable, and alienated. Whiteness protected me from many
kinds of hostility, distress, and violence, which I was being subtly trained to visit, in turn, upon people
of color.

For this reason, the word "privilege" now seems to me misleading. We usually think of privilege as
being a favored state, whether earned or conferred by birth or luck. Yet some of the conditions I have
described here work systematically to over empower certain groups. Such privilege simply confers
dominance because of one's race or sex.

Earned strength, unearned power

I want, then, to distinguish between earned strength and unearned power conferred privilege can look
like strength when it is in fact permission to escape or to dominate. But not all of the privileges on my
list are inevitably damaging. Some, like the expectation that neighbors will be decent to you, or that your
race will not count against you in court, should be the norm in a just society. Others, like the privilege to
ignore less powerful people, distort the humanity of the holders as well as the ignored groups.
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We might at least start by distinguishing between positive advantages, which we can work to spread, and
negative types of advantage, which unless rejected will always reinforce our present hierarchies. For
example, the feeling that one belongs within the human circle, as Native Americans say, should not be
seen as privilege for a few. Ideally it is an unearned entitlement. At present, since only a few have it, it is
an unearned advantage for them. This paper results from a process of coming to see that some of the
power that I originally say as attendant on being a human being in the United States consisted in
unearned advantage and conferred dominance.

I have met very few men who truly distressed about systemic, unearned male advantage and conferred
dominance. And so one question for me and others like me is whether we will be like them, or whether
we will get truly distressed, even outraged, about unearned race advantage and conferred dominance,
and, if so, what we will do to lessen them. In any case, we need to do more work in identifying how they
actually affect our daily lives. Many, perhaps most, of our white students in the United States think that
racism doesn't affect them because they are not people of color; they do not see "whiteness" as a racial
identity. In addition, since race and sex are not the only advantaging systems at work, we need similarly
to examine the daily experience of having age advantage, or ethnic advantage, or physical ability, or
advantage related to nationality, religion, or sexual orientation.

Difficulties and angers surrounding the task of finding parallels are many. Since racism, sexism, and
heterosexism are not the same, the advantages associated with them should not be seen as the same. In
addition, it is hard to disentangle aspects of unearned advantage that rest more on social class, economic
class, race, religion, sex, and ethnic identity that on other factors. Still, all of the oppressions are
interlocking, as the members of the Combahee River Collective pointed out in their "Black Feminist
Statement" of 1977.

One factor seems clear about all of the interlocking oppressions. They take both active forms, which we
can see, and embedded forms, which as a member of the dominant groups one is taught not to see. In my
class and place, I did not see myself as a racist because I was taught to recognize racism only in
individual acts of meanness by members of my group, never in invisible systems conferring unsought
racial dominance on my group from birth.

Disapproving of the system won't be enough to change them. I was taught to think that racism could end
if white individuals changed their attitude. But a "white" skin in the United States opens many doors for
whites whether or not we approve of the way dominance has been conferred on us. Individual acts can
palliate but cannot end, these problems.

To redesign social systems we need first to acknowledge their colossal unseen dimensions. The silences
and denials surrounding privilege are the key political surrounding privilege are the key political tool
here. They keep the thinking about equality or equity incomplete, protecting unearned advantage and
conferred dominance by making these subject taboo. Most talk by whites about equal opportunity seems
to me now to be about equal opportunity to try to get into a position of dominance while denying that
systems of dominance exist.

It seems to me that obliviousness about white advantage, like obliviousness about male advantage, is
kept strongly inculturated in the United States so as to maintain the myth of meritocracy, the myth that
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democratic choice is equally available to all. Keeping most people unaware that freedom of confident
action is there for just a small number of people props up those in power and serves to keep power in the
hands of the same groups that have most of it already.

Although systemic change takes many decades, there are pressing questions for me and, I imagine, for
some others like me if we raise our daily consciousness on the perquisites of being light-skinned. What
will we do with such knowledge? As we know from watching men, it is an open question whether we
will choose to use unearned advantage, and whether we will use any of our arbitrarily awarded power to
try to reconstruct power systems on a broader base.
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