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hrough work to bring
materials from women's
studies into the rest of the
curriculum, [ have often
‘noticed men’s unwillingness to
grant that they are overprivileged,
even though they may grant that
women are disadvantaged. They
may =ay they will work to improve

| .women's status, in the society, the

university, or the curnculum, but
they can’t or won’t support the idea
of lessening men’s. Denials that
amount to taboos surround the sub-
ject of advantages that men gain
from women's disadvantages.

. These denials protect male privilege

from being fully acknowledged,
Yessened,.or ended.

Thinking:- through unacknowl-
edged- male privilege as a phe-
nomenon, 1 realized that, since
hierarchies in our society are inter-
Jocking, there was most likely- a
phenomenon of white paivilege that
was sirilarly denicd and protected.

Asaw
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hite person, } realized | had
aACIS AS some- -

tage, but had been taught not to.see

one of its corollary aspects, white
privilege, which puts me at an
advantage.

[ think whites are carefully taught
not to recognize white privilege, as

males are taught not to recognize

male privilege. So | have begun in
an untutoresd way to ask what it is
like to have white privilege. | have
come Lo see white privilege as an in-
visible package of unearned assets
that I can count on cashing in each
day, but about which [ was *“meant’*
to remain oblivious. White privilege
is like an invisible weightless knap-
sack 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 ahout having white privilege
must ask, “llaving described it,
what will [ o to lessen or el it?™

After 1 realized the extent te¢
which men work from a base of un-
acknowledged privilege, | under
stood that much of their oppressive .
ness was unconscious. Then }
remembered the frequent charge:

.from women of color that white

women whom they encounter are
oppressive. [ began to understane
why we are justly seen as oppress. -
ive, even when we don’t see our-
selves that way. | began to count
the ways in which I enjoy unearned
skin privilege and have been condi-
tioned into oblivion about its
existence.
My schooling gave me no training
in seeing myself as an oppressor, as .
an unfairly advantaged person, o: -
as a participant in a damaged cul-
ture. | was taught to see myself as
an individual whose morsl state
depended on her individual moral
will. My schooling followed the pat:
tern my colleague Elizabeth Min-
nich has pointed out: whites are
taught o think of their lives as
.morally neutral, nocmative, and
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I could freely disparage, fear,

negl?ct. or be oblivious to anything
.outmde of the dominant cultural

forms. Being of the main culture, [
could also criticize jt fairly freely.

In proportion as my racial group
was being made confident, comfort-

- able, and oblivioas; other groups

were likely being made unconfident,
uncomfortable, and alienated.

- -ilege” now-seems to. me misleading. dessen them. In.any case; we need

We usiially think of privilege-as be..

ing: a favored state, whether earned
or conferred by birth or.fuck. Yet
some of the conditions I have
described here work systematically

-to overempower certain groups.

Such privilege siinply confers
dominance because of one’s race or
sex.

Earned-strength, unearned power
I want, then, to distinguish be-

. tween eamed strength and unearned

power conferred systemically.
Power from unearned privilege can
look like strength when it is in fact
permission to escape or to domin-
ate. But not all of the privileges on
my list are inevitably damaging.

Soimne, 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

- 4 Just society. Others, like the priv-

ilege to ignore less powerful people,
distort the humanity of-the holders
as well as the ignored groups,

. We might at least start by
distinguishing between positive ad-
vantages, which we can work to
spread, and negative types of ad-
vantage, which unless rejected will
always reinforce our present hier-

archies. For example, the {eeling -

that one belongs within the human
circle, as Native Americans say,
should not be seen as privilege for
a few. [deally it is an unearned en-
titlement. At present, since only a
few have it, it is an unearned advan-
tage for them. This Paper results

from a process of coming to see that
Some of the power that | originally
SaW as attendan}on being 2 human
being in the United States consisted
In unearned advantage and confer-
red dominance. g

-1 have met very few men who are
truly distressed ahout systemic,
uncarned male advantage and con-
ferred dominance. And so one ques-
tion for me and others like me is
whether we will be like them, or
whethier we will get truly distressed,
even outraged; about unearned race

-advantage  and conferred "domin-

ance, and, if ¢9, what we'will da to _

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 col-
or; they do not see “whiteness” as
a racial identity. In addition, since
race and sex are not the only advan-
taging systems at work, we need
similarly to examine the daily ex-
perience of having age advantage,
or ethnic advantage, or physical
ability, or advantage related to

- nationality, religion, or sexual

orienta_tion. &
Difficulties and dangers ‘sur-
rounding the task of finding
parallels are many. Since racism,
sexism, and heterosexism are not
the same, the advantages associ-
ated with them should not be seen
as the same. In addition, it is hard
to disentangle aspects of unearned
advauntage that rest more on social
‘class, economic class, race, religion,
sex, and ethnic identity than on
other factors. Still, all of the oppres-
sions 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 sce, and embedded forms,
which as a member of the dominant

group one is taught not to see. [n .
my class and place, | did not see
myself as a racist because [ was
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-opens many doors .for whites

‘ ;,heuqeror hot.we approve of the .
. way dominance has been conferred
on us. Individual acts can palliate, ..

bot carinot end, these problems.

. To'ipsdesign social systems we
need first to acknowledge their col-
ossal unseen .dimensions. The
silences and, denials surrounding
privilege are the key political tool
here. They keep the thinking about
equality or equity incomplete, pro-
tecting unearned - advantage and

~ conferred dominance by making -
these subjects taboo. Most talk by-

whites about equal .opportunity
seems to . me now to be about equal
opportunity to try to get into a posl-
tion. of dominance while denying
that syatema of dofminance exist.
ILsrema to me that eblivivusness
about white advantage, like obliv-
lousness about male advantage, is
kept strongly inculturated in the
United States.so-as tnmaintaia the

amyth of:meritocracy, the myth that

. democratic: choice'is equally avail-

* -able to,all: Keeping mmost people
&

:action ‘Is there for just a small -

pngwiég’:ithal freedom of confident

number of people props up those in

power and serves to keep power in

ps_that

the hands of the same grou
have most of it already.

" {Although systemic change lakes

‘many decades, there are pressing -
. questions for me and, ) imagine, for
» ~some others like me il we raise our
" - ¥aily ‘conscinusness on the perqui-
" sites of being light-skinned. What

.

" will we'do with'such knowledgel As -
+ + we know from watching men, it is

_an open question whether we will

choose to use unearned advantage
to weaken hidden systems of advan-
tage, and whether we will use any

ap

This excerpled essay (s reprinted
Aere from the July/August 1989
tssue of Peace and Freedom, the
bimontAly journal of the Women's
International Leegue for Peace and
Freedom, based ¢t 1213 Race SL.,
Philadelphia PA 19107,




