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preface


Confronting privilege can be extremely uncomfortable—a productive and healthy discomfort, to be sure, but discomfort just the same. And once the process of confrontation has begun, it’s difficult to resist what a colleague once called “premature self-congratulation,” the often earnest, if insufferable, proclamations of the newly converted. “Thanks so much for bringing this privilege thing to our attention,” we might be tempted to say. “We’ll take it from here.”


The ability to live with that discomfort and without that preachy self-congratulatory tone is the hallmark of the works we have collected here. It is a struggle, both political and stylistic, and we hope that these essays will prove as unsettling and as discomfiting as they have been for the editors.


After all, we found our way to these essays, and to editing this book together, because we were so unsettled and challenged by confronting our own unearned privilege. The essays in this volume proved both provocative and helpful, not only as we first began to think our way through these issues, but also as we continue the process of confronting privilege today.


A Note to Students


If you are reading this book, odds are your instructors are already themselves engaged in this process. Don’t be afraid to talk about it, and to disagree. The way we’ve organized the book is sort of like peeling back the layers of an onion—the first articles describe the initial shock of realizing that in some way you, too, have experienced both privilege and the absence of privilege. Perhaps you are a working-class student on a scholarship at a private college or university where the students are so wealthy that they often drive nicer cars than the professors. But perhaps you are also white, or straight, or male. But then again, you might be Muslim or Jewish and experience feelings of exclusion around Christmastime. Or an older student, or disabled.


Subsequent sections complicate matters by looking at the ways these different statuses—sexuality, ability, race, class, gender, religion, and the like—each modify and shape the others. Such complication changes the “or” in the preceding paragraph to an “and,” or a “but also”: What if you are black and female? What if you are white but also Jewish? As you’ll see, these statuses sometimes reinforce each other—as in straight, white, Protestant male—and sometimes collide and undercut each other.


Some years ago, the great sociologist Erving Goffman described the ways these statuses all might coalesce into the “perfect” American male—the one who really has all the privilege:


In an important sense there is only one complete unblushing male in America: a young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual, Protestant, father, of college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight, and height, and a recent record in sports. . . . Any male who fails to qualify in any one of these ways is likely to view himself—during moments at least—as unworthy, incomplete, and inferior.aa




Erving Goffman, Stigma (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1963), 128.





This dynamic is critical. Goffman is saying that every single person will, at some point in life, “fail to qualify” and will feel, at least at moments, “unworthy, incomplete, and inferior.” It is those feelings of inadequacy and inferiority that we think often motivate us to resist facing the kinds of privilege we do have, because we are so painfully aware of the places and arenas in which we don’t measure up. Privilege is far less visible to us than its absence; when we are discriminated against, it is much more painfully obvious than when we belong to the groups that benefit from that discrimination.


One of the editors of this book has a friend, “Jane,” who is a black lesbian. Jane says that when she hangs out with a bunch of her black friends, all she can think about is being a lesbian who doesn’t fit in. (That is, because virtually all the black people at her school seem to be straight.) But when Jane hangs out with her lesbian friends, all she can think about is how she’s black and doesn’t fit in (because all the lesbians at her school are white). We see where we don’t fit in far better than where we do.


One more thing: Sometimes confronting privilege can be painful, but it can also be really funny. When you have a spare 2:40, check out this video of the comedian Louis C.K. describing the moment he realized the privilege he gets for being a white man in America (warning: NSFW—or school!): www.youtube.com/watch?v=xqbw4nHrHc0.


Feeling Conscious, Not Guilty


Realizing that you do have privileges—no matter who you are—does not mean feeling miserable and guilty for the rest of your life, just conscious: of both the advantages and the disadvantages that every one of us has because of the statuses we occupy, some by birth and some by choice. Conscious that there simply are no level playing fields anywhere—and that every single arena, whether class or race or gender or sexuality or other social identities, is not just a source of identity but also a site of social inequality that is arbitrary and unfair. Knowing how it feels to experience that inequality in one arena should inspire you to help level the playing fields in all arenas.


But feeling conscious is an ongoing process, not a state of being. Consider this: Following the killing of seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin, three women of color began the Black Lives Matter movement. Hardly a week goes by that discussion of black men and women who end up dead at the hands of law enforcement fills the news. Similarly the number of racist incidents on college campuses across the country is on the rise. We have also seen more and more white allies standing up for racial justice (for example, check out the websites for the group Showing Up for Racial Justice and for the White Privilege Conference).


However, many white folks report experiencing race fatigue, and their involvement decreases. Many black organizers have pointed out, gently but firmly, that they do not have that luxury, that they can’t “opt out” of thinking about racism. They live in constant fear for their own lives and for those of their children. This is an example of white privilege.


White allies realizing that they have the privilege of opting out of thinking about racism exemplifies the sort of experiences you will have reading this book. Your task is to be as gentle and as firm when explaining privilege to others, and to be open and accountable to accepting the possibility of a different point of view. To facilitate this process, at the end of each section we have provided issues for discussion and activities for you to engage in. Instead of being “busy work” questions to make sure you’re really reading, these are specifically designed to help you engage in the very difficult work of self-examination. Our goal with this volume is not to simply provide you with the latest and most important scholarship on the subject of privilege. Learning about privilege entails examining your own life and experience as well. After all, each one of us has been deeply shaped by the systems and processes examined in these chapters. Understanding privilege is one step in working to dismantle systems of inequality.


This fourth edition of the book incorporates a number of new chapters that provide more recent contributions to the scholarship on privilege, including pieces addressing global, class, transgender, and disability studies perspectives. This was no easy task; the number of publications examining privilege has expanded dramatically since we wrote the first edition of this text and tried to capture the burgeoning new field. Along with this growth has come increased public visibility and debate. We begin the book with a piece attacking the concept of white privilege, written by a Princeton student, that sparked instant and vociferous debate. To capture some of the many responses, we include two here. Our hope is that the remainder of the text will prepare you to contribute to these public discussions with a deeper and more nuanced analysis of the importance of examining privilege if we seek a more socially just and equitable future.


There’s an old saying, attributed to Native Americans, that you can’t really understand another’s experience until you’ve walked a mile in their moccasins. (Some college campuses help men do just that by “Walking a Mile in Her Shoes”—an organized activity in which men don high heels and attempt to walk across their own campuses.) Truth is, you can’t walk a mile in everyone’s moccasins; you have to trust people when they tell you about their experiences. But only if you really trust them will they be able, in turn, to really listen to your explanation of what it’s like to live inside your skin.
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introduction


toward a sociology of the superordinate


Michael S. Kimmel


This Breeze at My Back


To run or walk into a strong headwind is to understand the power of nature. You set your jaw in a squared grimace, your eyes are slits against the wind, and you breathe with a fierce determination. And still you make so little progress.


To walk or run with that same wind at your back is to float, to sail effortlessly, expending virtually no energy. You do not feel the wind; it feels you. You do not feel how it pushes you along; you feel only the effortlessness of your movements. You feel like you could go on forever. Only when you turn around and face that wind do you realize its strength.


Being white, or male, or heterosexual in this culture is like running with the wind at your back. It feels like just plain running, and we rarely if ever get a chance to see how we are sustained, supported, and even propelled by that wind.


This book tries to make the wind visible.


In recent years, the study of discrimination based on gender, race, class, and sexuality has mushroomed, creating a large literature and increasing courses addressing these issues. Of course, the overwhelming majority of the research has explored the experiences of the victims of racism, sexism, homophobia, and class inequality. These are the “victims,” the “others” who have begun to make these issues visible to contemporary scholars and laypeople alike. This is, of course, politically as it should be: the marginalized always understand first the mechanisms of their marginalization; it remains for them to convince the center that the processes of marginalization are in fact both real and remediable.


When presented with evidence of systematic discrimination, majority students are often indifferent, and sometimes even defensive and resistant. “What does this have to do with me?” they ask. The more defensive of them immediately mention several facts that they believe will absolve them of inclusion into the superordinate category. “My family never owned slaves,” “I have a gay friend,” and “I never raped anyone” are fairly typical responses. Virtually none seems able to discuss white people as a group. Some will assert that white people differ dramatically from one another, that ethnicity and religion are more important than race. Others maintain that white people, as a group, are not at all privileged. And virtually all agree that racism is a problem of individual attitudes, of prejudiced people, and not a social problem.


What’s more, we seem to be even more eager to let ourselves off the collective hook, to refuse to examine these issues from the point of view of the superordinate, than we were even a decade ago. We triumphantly declare America a “postracial” society because we have had an African-American president, and it’s not uncommon to hear people “opt out” of understanding racism because they voted for Barack Obama (as if racism were a personal lifestyle option). Indeed, it seems that this self-congratulatory moment has also permitted the return of a more virulent public expression of racism than we’ve witnessed in decades.


Equally true, try finding a female student who calls herself a feminist. My female students often tell me that feminism was really important back in the day, when, for example, their baby-boomer professor was in college, because things were so unequal then. “But now I can do anything I want; I have completely free choice,” the women declare. Gender inequality is a thing of the past; feminism is no longer necessary. “Thank you very much,” they seem to be saying to the generations of women who came before them. “We won.” (These same students often return to campus a few years later and confess how naive they were, not having entered the labor market or experienced wage discrimination, glass ceilings for promotion, or well-intentioned husbands who can’t seem to remember how to wash a dish.)


Such statements are as revealing as they are irrelevant. They tell us far more about the way we tend to individualize and personalize processes that are social and structural. They also tell us that majority students resist discussing inequality because it will require that they feel guilty for crimes someone else committed, as well as to recognize the ways they have benefited from those actions.


Even those students who are willing to engage with these questions tend to personalize and individualize them. They may grudgingly grant the systematic nature of inequality, but to them, racism, sexism, and heterosexism are bad attitudes held by bad people. They are eager to help those bad people see the error of their ways and change their attitudes to good attitudes. This usually will come about through better education.


Those of us who are white, heterosexual, middle class, and/or male need to go further; we need to see how we are stakeholders in understanding structural inequality, how the dynamics that create inequality for some also benefit others. Privilege needs to be made visible.


For the past couple of decades, a spate of exciting new research in a variety of disciplines, including sociology, literature, and cultural studies, has been examining what previously passed as invisible, neutral, and universal. We now can begin to see how the experience of “privilege” also shapes the lives of men, white people, and heterosexuals. Such inquiries, long overdue, are enabling us to more fully understand the social dynamics of race, class, gender, and sexuality, and how they operate in all our lives.


Making Privilege Visible


To be white, or straight, or male, or middle class is to be simultaneously ubiquitous and invisible. You’re everywhere you look, you’re the standard against which everyone else is measured. You’re like water, like air. People will tell you they went to see a “woman doctor,” or they will say they saw “the doctor.” People will tell you they have a “gay colleague” or they’ll tell you about a “colleague.” A white person will be happy to tell you about a “black friend,” but when that same person simply mentions a “friend,” everyone will assume the person is white. Any college course that doesn’t have the word “woman” or “gay” or “minority” in the title is, de facto, a course about men, heterosexuals, and white people. But we call those courses “literature,” “history,” or “political science.”


This invisibility is political. I first confronted this invisibility in the early 1980s, when I participated in a small discussion group on feminism. In one meeting, a white woman and a black woman were discussing whether all women were, by definition, “sisters,” because they all had essentially the same experiences and because all women faced a common oppression by men. The white woman asserted that the fact that they were both women bonded them, in spite of racial differences. The black woman disagreed.


“When you wake up in the morning and look in the mirror, what do you see?” she asked.


“I see a woman,” replied the white woman.


“That’s precisely the problem,” responded the black woman. “I see a black woman. To me, race is visible every day, because race is how I am not privileged in our culture. Race is invisible to you, because it’s how you are privileged. It’s why there will always be differences in our experience.”


As I witnessed this exchange, I was startled, and groaned—more audibly, perhaps, than I had intended. Someone asked me, the only man in the room, what my response had meant.


“Well,” I said, “when I look in the mirror, I see a human being. I’m universally generalizable. As a middle-class white man, I have no class, no race, and no gender. I’m the generic person!”


Sometimes I like to think that it was on that day that I became a middle-class white man. Sure, I had been all those before, but they had not meant much to me. Since then I’ve begun to understand that race, class, and gender don’t refer only to other people, who have been marginalized by race, class, or gender privilege. Those terms also describe me. I enjoy the privilege of invisibility. The very processes that confer privilege to one group and not another group are often invisible to those upon whom that privilege is conferred. What makes us marginal or powerless are the processes we see, partly because others keep reminding us of them. Invisibility is a privilege in a double sense—in describing both the power relations that are kept in place by the very dynamics of invisibility, and in the sense of privilege as a luxury. It is a luxury that only white people have in our society not to think about race every minute of their lives. It is a luxury that only men have in our society to pretend that gender does not matter.


That discussion took place several decades ago, but I was reminded of it when I went to give a guest lecture for a female colleague at my university. We teach the same course on alternate semesters, so she always gives a guest lecture for me, and I do one for her. As I walked into the auditorium, one student looked up at me and said, “Oh, finally, an objective opinion!”


All that semester, whenever my colleague opened her mouth, what this student saw was “a woman.” Biased. But when I walked in, I was, in this student’s eyes, unbiased, an objective opinion. Disembodied western rationality—standing right in front of the class! This notion that middle-class white men are objective and everyone else is biased is the way that inequalities are reproduced.


Let me give you another example of how power is so often invisible to those who have it. You all have e-mail addresses, and you write e-mail messages to people all over the world. You’ve probably noticed that there is one big difference between e-mail addresses in the United States and e-mail addresses of people in other countries: their addresses have country codes at the end of the address. So, for example, if you were writing to someone in South Africa, you’d put “za” at the end, or “jp” for Japan, or “uk” for England (United Kingdom), or “de” for Germany (Deutschland). Even if you write to someone at a university in another country, you have to use the country code, so, for example, it would be “ac.uk” for an academic institution in Britain, or “edu.au” for an educational institution in Australia. But when you write to people in the United States, the e-mail address ends with “edu” for an educational institution, “org” for an organization, “gov” for a federal government office, or “com” or “net” for commercial Internet providers. Why is it that the United States doesn’t have a country code?


It is because when you are the dominant power in the world, everyone else needs to be named. When you are “in power,” you needn’t draw attention to yourself as a specific entity, but rather you can pretend to be the generic, the universal, the generalizable. From the point of view of the United States, all other countries are “other” and thus need to be named, marked, noted. Once again, privilege is invisible.


There are consequences to this invisibility: privilege, as well as gender, remains invisible. And it is hard to generate a politics of inclusion from invisibility. The invisibility of privilege means that many men, like many white people, become defensive and angry when confronted with the statistical realities or the human consequences of racism or sexism. Since our privilege is invisible, we may become defensive. Hey, we may even feel like victims ourselves.


In The Envy of the World, Newsweek writer Ellis Cose underscores this issue when he counsels other black people in this way:


Given such psychologically complex phenomena as racial guilt and racial pain, you are not likely to find much empathy or understanding when you bring racial complaints to whites. The best you can generally hope for is an awkward silence accompanied by the suspicion that you are crying wolf. (excerpted in Newsweek, January 28, 2002, p. 52)


I was reminded of this sort of reaction from the privileged when I appeared on a television talk show opposite three “angry white males”—three men who felt that they had been the victims of workplace discrimination. The show’s title, no doubt to entice a large potential audience, was “A Black Woman Took My Job.” In my comments to these angry men, I invited them to consider what the word “my” meant in that title, that they felt that the jobs were originally “theirs,” that they were entitled to them, and that when some “other” person—black, female—got the job, that person was really taking “their” job. But by what right is that his job? By convention, by a historical legacy of such profound levels of discrimination that we have needed decades of affirmative action to even begin to make slightly more level a playing field that has tilted so decidedly in one direction.


Our task is to begin to make visible the privilege that accompanies and conceals that invisibility.


The Invisible Knapsack


One way to understand how privilege works—and how it is kept invisible—is to look at the way we think about inequality. We always think about inequality from the perspective of the one who is hurt by the inequality, not the one who is helped. Take, for example, wage inequality based on gender. We’re used to hearing that women make about 79 cents for every dollar made by a man. In that statistic women’s wages are calculated as a function of men’s wages; men’s wages are the standard (the $1) against which women’s wages are calculated. In this way, the discrimination against women is visible—doing the same job, they earn less, just because they are women.


But what if we changed the statistics? What if we expressed men’s wages as a function of women’s wages? What if we said that for every dollar earned by a woman, men make $1.21? Then it wouldn’t be the discrimination that was visible—it would be the privilege. Just for being a male, a male worker received an additional 21 cents. This is what sociologist R. W. Connell calls the “masculinity dividend”—the unearned benefits that accrue to men, just for being men.


One could easily apply this model to race, class, and sexuality. And several of the authors in this volume probe their own experiences as a way to enable others to see what had earlier been invisible. Perhaps no one has done that more successfully than Peggy McIntosh, in her celebrated essay on what she calls the “invisible knapsack.” The invisible knapsack contains all the little benefits that come to us simply because we are white, or straight, or middle class, or male. We have to open up that knapsack, dump its contents out, and take a look at all the very different ways that these ascribed characteristics (those we were born with) have become so obscured that we have come to believe that the events of our lives are the results of achieved characteristics.


Making gender, race, class, and sexuality visible—both as the foundations of individual identity and as the social dynamics of inequality—means that we pay some attention to the differences among them as well. Often students argue that gender is different from race, because, as one of my students put it, “you have to live every day with a person of the opposite sex, but you don’t have to live so intimately with people of another race.” Leaving aside the potential racism or heterosexism of such a statement—one might, after all, live intimately with someone of a different race, or one might not live with someone of the opposite sex—this student does point to an important issue: just as all forms of inequality are not the same, all forms of privilege are not the same.


For example, two of the dimensions we discuss in this book—race and gender—appear, at least on the surface, to be based on characteristics present at birth: one’s sex or race. That means that they are always visible to an observer. (Well, at least nearly always. There are, of course, people who change their biological sex, or who dress differently from established norms, and those who try to pass as members of another race, and even those, like the late Michael Jackson, who seem to be using draconian surgical techniques to be taken for the other.) Thus the privileges based on gender or race may feel even more invisible because those privileged by race and gender did nothing to earn their privilege.


Privilege based on physical ability is difficult to navigate because the world was made largely by physically able people for physically able people. The idea that sidewalks and curbs are not “neutral” would have been a foreign concept indeed to people as recently as the 1970s, when a group in California, at the Center for Independent Living, began the first campaign for ramps. Equal access to public buildings has to, in fact, provide equal access to everyone. Equality doesn’t mean we all can use the same stairs (e.g., that there is no longer a separate entrance for “white” and for “colored” or for “boys” and “girls”). Equality means we all may have to use different means to arrive at the same place.


The other dimensions—sexuality, religion, class—however, are not immediately visible to the public. One can more easily pass as a member of a privileged group. But sexual minorities also may feel that their identity is not a social construction but the fulfillment of an inner essence—that is, it is more like race and gender than it is like class. While race and biological sex may seem to be evidently inborn, biologically based, and/or “God-given,” sexuality also feels like that to both heterosexuals and homosexuals.


Class, however, does not. In fact, class seems to feel exactly the opposite—a status that one was not born with but that one has earned. Class is less visible than the other dimensions because while our objective position in an economic order depends on empirically measurable criteria (income, occupation, education), class as an everyday experience rests on other people’s evaluation of our presentation of self. It is far easier to pass as something we are not—both for people of modest means to effect the lifestyle of the rich and famous and for very wealthy people to effect the styles of the poor. While most of us would like to have everyone think we are wealthier than we actually are, it is often the case that the truly wealthy want everyone to think they are less wealthy than they are. We may dress “up” while they dress “down.”


Often we will associate ourselves with the trappings of the class to which we aspire as opposed to the class from which we actually come. Take, for example, fashion. I am reasonably certain that most of the readers of this essay have, at some point in their lives, gone bowling. And I am equally certain that very few readers, if any, have ever played polo. And yet I would bet that many of you would be very happy to shell out a lot of money for a garment that identified you as a polo player (for example, a Ralph Lauren Polo shirt with a little polo player on it) than for an equally well-made garment with a little bowler on it. In fact, you would be eager to pay a premium on that Polo shirt precisely because the brand has become associated with a class position to which you can only aspire.


Class can be concealed and class feels like something we have earned all by ourselves. Therefore, class privilege may be the one set of privilege we are least interested in examining because it feels like it is ours by right, not by birth—all the more reason to take a look at class.


Religious privilege can be equally invisible. Imagine that you are Buddhist or Muslim or Taoist or Jewish or Hindu or any one of the thousands of religions in the world, and you live in a country in which people routinely proclaim, “America is a Christian nation!” Just how welcome would you feel? Just how much a part of the nation would you feel? Or imagine you are an atheist, as fully 20 percent of all Americans are, and you have to clench your teeth every single time you say the Pledge of Allegiance and mouth the words “under God” without actually saying them? Religious privilege is when you assume that everyone has a faith, and that everyone’s faith is the same generic Christianity as yours. It’s called “christonormativity”—the assumption that everyone else is also Christian. And when you wish someone a “Merry Christmas,” you might think you are being inclusive and genuinely warm and friendly toward them. But the other person may experience this as exclusionary, making him or her feel you are cold and unfeeling. If you don’t assume someone’s religion, or even that they have one, you can’t offend them.


The Souls of White (and Straight and Middle-Class and Male) Folk


Taking a look at class is difficult to do, and there is no question that it will make us feel uncomfortable. It’s unpleasant to acknowledge that all the good things that have happened to you are not simply the result of your hard work and talent and motivation but the result of something you had no power over. Sometimes it will make us feel guilty, other times defensive. Sometimes we just feel powerless: “What can I possibly do to change this massive system of inequality?”


In a culture such as ours, all problems are thought to be individual problems, based on bad attitudes, wrong choices, or our own frailties and addictions. When confronted with structural or social problems, we think the solutions are either aggregated individual solutions—everyone needs to change their attitudes—or that the solutions don’t exist. A single, lone individual has no chance, we think, to change the system. You can’t fight City Hall.


We feel powerless, impotent. We can become mired in guilt. Some people argue that guilt is a negative emotion and that we shouldn’t have to feel guilty for the things that happened generations—even centuries—ago. Occasionally someone is moved by that guilt to attempt to renounce his or her privilege. Books counsel us to become “race traitors,” or to “refuse” to be a man.


And sometimes a posture of self-negation feels moral and self-righteous. Guilt isn’t always a “bad” emotion, after all. How would you feel about a German student who says that he really didn’t want to feel guilty about genocide in World War II? “After all, I never personally sent a Jew to the gas chamber.” Or a white South African who proclaimed that she never actually benefited from apartheid, since she got her job and her wealth by virtue of her hard work and determination.


Guilt may be appropriate, even a necessary feeling—for a while. It does not freeze us in abjection, but can motivate us to transform the circumstances that made us feel guilty in the first place, to make connections between our experiences and others’ and to become and remain accountable to the struggles for equality and justice around the world. Guilt can politicize us. (Perhaps that’s one reason we often resist it.)


While noble in its intention, however, this posture of guilty self-negation cannot be our final destination as we come to understand how we are privileged by race, class, gender, and sexuality. Refusing to be male, white, or straight does neither the privileged nor the unprivileged much good. One can no more renounce privilege than one can stop breathing. It’s in the air we breathe.


And it is embedded in the architecture that surrounds us. Renouncing privilege ultimately substitutes an individual solution for a structural and social problem. Inequality is structural and systematic, as well as individual and attitudinal. Eliminating inequalities involves more than changing everyone’s attitudes.


Trying to rid oneself of bad attitudes, renouncing one’s unearned privilege, also finally brings us no further than the feelings of impotent despair that we often feel in the face of such overwhelming systemic problems. We feel lonely. We feel isolated from our friends, our families, or our classmates. It’s the loneliness of the long-distance runner against the wind.


The struggles against inequality are, however, collective struggles, enormous social movements that unite people across geography, race, religion, class, sexuality, and gender. Participating in these struggles to end inequality brings one into a long history of those who have stood alongside the victims of oppression, those who have added their voices to the voices of those who earlier had been silenced. Examining our privilege may be uncomfortable at first, but it can also be energizing, motivating, and engaging.


A Method of Analysis


In this book, we use an “intersectional” approach to explore the ways in which race, class, gender, sexuality, (dis)ability, and religion intersect and interact. This theory was first developed by women of color who argued that in understanding their experiences, the variables of race, class, gender, and sexuality could not be separated. This was a response to the traditional studies of race, which focused on race alone and usually ended up focused narrowly on men of color, and women’s studies, which often focused only on the experiences of white women. But some of these theorists asked different questions: Where does the black person stop and the woman begin? How can one analyze the totality of one’s experience without examining the ways in which all these categories coincide, collide, contradict?


Intersectionality has now become a buzzword in academia, though it still has virtually no currency outside of colleges and universities. It’s clear that the different statuses we occupy—by race, class, gender, sexuality, age, and so forth—all shape and modify one another. Sometimes one of these becomes a master status through which all others are filtered and in which all others become sort of adjectives to its noun. At other times, they shift and sort and collide in ways that can give you a headache. It’s complex, and one always runs the risk of a slippery slope into an infinite regress, and by the time you’re done enumerating all the different statuses you occupy, you are the only one of that specific combination, and therefore immune to any and all generalizations. Individualism is not the corrective to a social analysis; it’s part of it.


What does seem clear, from surveys of young people, is that the places in which we are not privileged are the ones of which we are most aware. In a well-known study, students were asked to list five characteristics about themselves. Not “cool” or “pretty” or “awesome,” but five social characteristics. Virtually all the African-American students listed their race; virtually no white students did. (Asians and Latinos were split about 50/50.) About 25 percent of the students listed “Christian” (they were largely evangelicals), but nearly 100 percent of the Jews and Muslims listed their faith. (Virtually no atheists listed that; it’s just not that important to them, I guess.) None of the heterosexual students wrote “straight,” but virtually all the LGBT students listed something to do with their sexuality. Many students listed their ethnicity—Irish, Italian, Dominican, Russian. Not one student who did not have a disability wrote anything about that; every single physically disabled student noted it. And no one wrote anything to do with class. No one at all.


It’s still the case that those parts of our lives in which we feel we stick out, by which we feel marginal, are the most visible to us. We are more aware of where we don’t fit in to the dominant groups than where we do. Yet both—our membership in dominant if invisible groups and our membership in visible yet marginalized groups—define us, providing the raw materials from which we fashion an identity. Subordinate and superordinate—these are the statuses that enable us to define who we are.


We need to understand both if we are to understand ourselves, as well as others. We need to see how these different statuses combine and collide, reinforce and contradict one another. This volume uses an intersectional analysis to explore the ways in which race, gender, class, religion, physical ability, and sexuality interact in the lives of those who are privileged by one or more of these identities. We bring together leading thinkers and writers on all of these dimensions, to examine both the parallels and the ruptures among these different but connected relationships. Written both personally and analytically, these essays can bring the reader inside the experiences, and enable us all to begin to theorize our own lives, as well as to explore the ways in which these systems intersect in people’s lives.


Ultimately we believe that examining those arenas in which we are privileged as well as those in which we are not privileged will enable us to understand our society more fully, and engage us in the long historical process of change.









part one


seeing—and refusing to see—privilege


What is privilege? Who has it? Who doesn’t?


On virtually every campus in the country, students are debating about privilege. We are being asked to “check our privilege,” which often invites a significant amount of self-reflection before speaking—for example, recognizing the specific station from which one speaks.


Privilege is elusive, though, precisely because it is not a thing, not a possession that one “has.” For one thing, privilege is not a singular unit: either you have it or you don’t. There are so many axes of privilege—by race, class, gender, sexuality, age, religion. The list goes on and on.


For another thing, privilege is neither bad nor good. It’s not bad to be privileged. It simply is.


Third, privilege is not like an article of uncomfortable clothing that can simply be discarded once one realizes it’s there. Once you are aware of it, though, you don’t have to feel guilty. It’s like feeling guilty for breathing. But awareness brings responsibility—at least for those who believe, as we, the editors do, that getting an advantage through something other than your own talents and hard work is unfair.


These first readings explore the dimensions of privilege today, making it visible. We start with an effort to deny it, by a white male student at Princeton. In it, he claims that his class background negates all the other ways in which he is privileged: race, gender, able-bodiedness, sexuality, or religion. In this way he reveals something important about how we all navigate the complex world of privilege: that very often what is most visible to us are the ways in which we are not privileged, and what is obscure are those ways in which we are privileged.


It’s as if we live in a culture in which no one wants to be privileged; rather, everyone seems to want to be unprivileged. Partly, this is because we want to believe that whatever we have earned has been the result of our own hard work, overcoming obstacles, applying ourselves. We don’t want to think that we were handed this all on a silver platter. It’s as if we are a medieval society standing on its head: in the medieval era, status was fixed, and members of the hereditary aristocracy knew they were privileged and reveled in it. Peasants could only dream of being lords.


Today, no one wants to claim they are privileged. It’s as if owning your privilege is a badge of dishonor.


The essay by Tal Fortgang, denying his privilege, spurred an enormous reaction, as others replied by examining just what sort of privilege he actually might have and explaining why those dimensions of privilege might not be visible to him. (The articles by Charles Clymer and Daniel Gastfriend are examples of this response.)


Following this dialogue, we turn to Peggy McIntosh’s brilliant essay in which she discusses the way white privilege and male privilege intersect. McIntosh’s pathbreaking discussion of the “invisible knapsack” described and enumerated a wide variety of privileges that white people get, just for being white. White people did nothing to “earn” these; they’re just inherited at birth. In this essay, she uses race to talk about gender. In “The Invisible Crutch” Jessica Shea translates this knapsack into a crutch and enumerates a wide array of benefits one gets just for being able-bodied.


In addition, the empirical article by Angelica Guitierrez and Miguel Unzueta examines the effects of affirmative action compared to “legacy admissions” at certain elite colleges and universities. We present them here as a dialogue: the denial of privilege and the beginnings of understanding how some dimensions of privilege might be invisible to us. Next, Juan Cole gives us a satirical yet poignant examination of how whiteness even provides a level of privilege to terrorists. Finally, Bob Pease examines how privilege is not allotted only by social status, but also by geographical position.


In this edition of the book, we’ve continued to highlight religion as a source of privilege. In 1797, John Adams signed the Treaty of Tripoli, which was ratified unanimously by the Congress. The treaty declared, pretty unequivocally, “The Government of the United States of America is not, in any sense, founded on the Christian religion.” And from the signing of the Constitution onward, the separation of church and state has been a foundational principle of American democracy, and no one is to be persecuted for practicing their religion.


Yet is there not a certain privilege given to those who are Christian? Is not Christianity so normative that it is difficult for those who are not Christian to practice their religion? Ironically, in recent years, that has been interpreted to mean that if my religion commands that I discriminate against some people, it should be permitted—because the state can’t interfere with the free exercise of religion.
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There is a phrase that floats around college campuses, Princeton being no exception, that threatens to strike down opinions without regard for their merits, but rather solely on the basis of the person that voiced them. “Check your privilege,” the saying goes, and I have been reprimanded by it several times this year. The phrase, handed down by my moral superiors, descends recklessly, like an Obama-sanctioned drone, and aims laser-like at my pinkish-peach complexion, my maleness, and the nerve I displayed in offering an opinion rooted in a personal Weltanschauung. “Check your privilege,” they tell me in a command that teeters between an imposition to actually explore how I got where I am, and a reminder that I ought to feel personally apologetic because white males seem to pull most of the strings in the world.


I do not accuse those who “check” me and my perspective of overt racism, although the phrase, which assumes that simply because I belong to a certain ethnic group I should be judged collectively with it, toes that line. But I do condemn them for diminishing everything I have personally accomplished, all the hard work I have done in my life, and for ascribing all the fruit I reap not to the seeds I sow but to some invisible patron saint of white maleness who places it out for me before I even arrive. Furthermore, I condemn them for casting the equal protection clause, indeed the very idea of a meritocracy, as a myth, and for declaring that we are all governed by invisible forces (some would call them “stigmas” or “societal norms”), that our nation runs on racist and sexist conspiracies. Forget “you didn’t build that”; check your privilege and realize that nothing you have accomplished is real.


But they can’t be telling me that everything I’ve done with my life can be credited to the racist patriarchy holding my hand throughout my years of education and eventually guiding me into Princeton. Even that is too extreme. So to find out what they are saying, I decided to take their advice. I actually went and checked the origins of my privileged existence, to empathize with those whose underdog stories I can’t possibly comprehend. I have unearthed some examples of the privilege with which my family was blessed, and now I think I better understand those who assure me that skin color allowed my family and I to flourish today.


Perhaps it’s the privilege my grandfather and his brother had to flee their home as teenagers when the Nazis invaded Poland, leaving their mother and five younger siblings behind, running and running until they reached a Displaced Persons camp in Siberia, where they would do years of hard labor in the bitter cold until World War II ended. Maybe it was the privilege my grandfather had of taking on the local Rabbi’s work in that DP camp, telling him that the spiritual leader shouldn’t do hard work, but should save his energy to pass Jewish tradition along to those who might survive. Perhaps it was the privilege my great-grandmother and those five great-aunts and uncles I never knew had of being shot into an open grave outside their hometown. Maybe that’s my privilege.


Or maybe it’s the privilege my grandmother had of spending weeks upon weeks on a death march through Polish forests in subzero temperatures, one of just a handful to survive, only to be put in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp where she would have died but for the Allied forces who liberated her and helped her regain her health when her weight dwindled to barely 80 pounds.


Perhaps my privilege is that those two resilient individuals came to America with no money and no English, obtained citizenship, learned the language and met each other; that my grandfather started a humble wicker basket business with nothing but long hours, an idea, and an iron will—to paraphrase the man I never met: “I escaped Hitler. Some business troubles are going to ruin me?” Maybe my privilege is that they worked hard enough to raise four children, and to send them to Jewish day school and eventually City College.


Perhaps it was my privilege that my own father worked hard enough in City College to earn a spot at a top graduate school, got a good job, and for 25 years got up well before the crack of dawn, sacrificing precious time he wanted to spend with those he valued most—his wife and kids—to earn that living. I can say with certainty there was no legacy involved in any of his accomplishments. The wicker business just isn’t that influential. Now would you say that we’ve been really privileged? That our success has been gift-wrapped?


That’s the problem with calling someone out for the “privilege” which you assume has defined their narrative. You don’t know what their struggles have been, what they may have gone through to be where they are. Assuming they’ve benefitted from “power systems” or other conspiratorial imaginary institutions denies them credit for all they’ve done, things of which you may not even conceive. You don’t know whose father died defending your freedom. You don’t know whose mother escaped oppression. You don’t know who conquered their demons, or may still be conquering them now.


The truth is, though, that I have been exceptionally privileged in my life, albeit not in the way any detractors would have it. It has been my distinct privilege that my grandparents came to America. First, that there was a place at all that would take them from the ruins of Europe. And second, that such a place was one where they could legally enter, learn the language, and acclimate to a society that ultimately allowed them to flourish.


It was their privilege to come to a country that grants equal protection under the law to its citizens, that cares not about religion or race, but the content of your character.


It was my privilege that my grandfather was blessed with resolve and an entrepreneurial spirit, and that he was lucky enough to come to the place where he could realize the dream of giving his children a better life than he had.


But far more important for me than his attributes was the legacy he sought to pass along, which forms the basis of what detractors call my “privilege,” but which actually should be praised as one of altruism and self-sacrifice. Those who came before us suffered for the sake of giving us a better life. When we similarly sacrifice for our descendants by caring for the planet, it’s called “environmentalism,” and is applauded. But when we do it by passing along property and a set of values, it’s called “privilege.” (And when we do it by raising questions about our crippling national debt, we’re called Tea Party radicals.) Such sacrifice of any form shouldn’t be scorned, but admired.


My exploration did yield some results. I recognize that it was my parents’ privilege and now my own that there is such a thing as an American dream which is attainable even for a penniless Jewish immigrant.


I am privileged that values like faith and education were passed along to me. My grandparents played an active role in my parents’ education, and some of my earliest memories included learning the Hebrew alphabet with my Dad. It’s been made clear to me that education begins in the home, and the importance of parents’ involvement with their kids’ education—from mathematics to morality—cannot be overstated. It’s not a matter of white or black, male or female or any other division which we seek, but a matter of the values we pass along, the legacy we leave, that perpetuates “privilege.” And there’s nothing wrong with that.


Behind every success, large or small, there is a story, and it isn’t always told by sex or skin color. My appearance certainly doesn’t tell the whole story, and to assume that it does and that I should apologize for it is insulting. While I haven’t done everything for myself up to this point in my life, someone sacrificed themselves so that I can lead a better life. But that is a legacy I am proud of.


I have checked my privilege. And I apologize for nothing.


Tal Fortgang is a freshman from New Rochelle, NY. He plans to major in either history or politics.
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Tal Fortgang, a freshman at Princeton University, has ignited much of the blogosphere with an op-ed he wrote recently for the Princeton Tory, the school’s conservative student publication. In it, Fortgang decries being told, “Check your privilege,” and denies that he receives a significant benefit from his skin color and gender. He spends much of the piece outlining his Jewish family’s tragic history at the hands of Nazi Germany.


Fortgang’s column aggressively denies the existence of any “invisible patron saint of white maleness,” which he considers an “invisible force” that diminishes the accomplishments of white men. As a fellow straight, white male, however, this argument falls flat. Even with my own personal history of childhood abuse and lack of financial resources, I am acutely aware of the ways I benefit from my skin color and gender every day. To argue anything else is essentially to claim that racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia no longer exist.


Fortgang is a white male. He is also straight and ostensibly cisgender (that is, born with the gender with which he identifies). He grew up in New Rochelle, N.Y., described by its police department in 2008 as the safest city in New York state and is among the top five safest cities of its size in the country. New Rochelle has an average household income of $108,355, more than twice the household median income in the U.S. Before matriculating in one of the most elite universities in the world, Fortgang attended SAR Academy & High School, a private institution in Riverdale, N.Y., that boasts a theater, a hockey rink, a new “iPad one-to-one curriculum” and a beautiful campus all at an annual tuition cost of only $30,800 ($45,800 for inclusion).


Like Fortgang, I am a white male. I am also straight and cisgender. Unlike him, I have blue eyes and blonde hair, which I’ve parted to the side since I was a child. I dress conservatively, and I have a generic accent that’s difficult to place until I say “y’all” or a similar word or phrase picked up from my upbringing in Texas. As stereotypes go, I am as white as the day is long. I could easily be lost in the crowd at your local country club, which means that I don’t “look threatening,” that I’m labeled “safe” and a “nice guy” by people who barely know me.


Being a kid wasn’t easy for me. I lived at or below the poverty line for most of childhood. My parents divorced when I was 3, and I didn’t see my father on a regular basis until I was 12. For several years my mother shuffled my sister and me through a succession of trailer parks, interrupted for a time by a housing project.


My first stepfather was physically abusive, my second stepfather was a manic-depressive alcoholic who pawned or sold the few toys I had for beer money, and throughout all this, my mother sexually abused me over a period of 10 years in an effort to alleviate the longing she had for my father.


I couldn’t afford education after high school beyond the first semester my father paid for—scraped together with U.S. savings bonds—at a community college. I was a smart kid. I was talented. I also had nothing, and I was overwhelmed by trying to pursue a dream of success unachievable with my lack of resources.


But this isn’t a contest of oppression. I’m not keeping score on who has faced the most shit in life between the two of us. I don’t begrudge Fortgang’s own upbringing any more than I blame him for my obstacles in life. I outline my life experience here to emphasize the power of white male privilege. No matter how much I’ve gone through, no matter how many dollars I have in my pocket, I begin every morning with a shower and presentable clothing, and I walk into a world that has been conditioned to accept my appearance and speech as the default. I see white male faces on television and in Congress, white bodies in advertisements and films, white voices on the radio and white males in positions of power on issues that directly affect me.


I have never been harassed by the police or felt nervous around them, for that matter. I have never been followed around in stores, asked where I’m really from or informed that my skin color or gender limit my abilities. I have never been told my heterosexuality is a choice and a sin, never had my life threatened for being a Trayvon Martin in a suburban neighborhood, never specifically planned my route home to avoid being sexually harassed or assaulted or raped, as approximately 238,000 Americans are each year.


Yes, I do struggle with my past trauma and with overcoming that to reach my dreams, but at the end of the day, I can go to sleep without the fear that most of the world believes I was not born to succeed in it.


Fortgang is a child who has lived a privileged existence and has had the misfortune of his sheltered views being validated at every turn until being forced to confront a reality no longer optional for someone of his wealth, gender, race, and sexuality. It’s hard to be angry with someone who has been set up for disappointment by being told that everything he’s achieved is a result of his hard work, and not partly due to the absence of challenges confronted by people who don’t look like him.


I have been active in the feminist community for a few years now, and not once have I been asked to apologize for being a white, straight man, nor have I been asked to apologize for the actions of other white, straight men. On the rare occasion that I have been told to “check my privilege,” it’s always been in a manner that asks me to examine how my experience clouds my viewpoint on the oppression of others, to acknowledge there are experiences I can’t understand because I haven’t lived them and to stand beside people who don’t look like me, especially when they’re not present in white, straight male spaces.


Yet to read Fortgang’s piece is to imagine that white, straight males are forced to run across a minefield of inevitable homophobic, transphobic, sexist and racist transgressions in today’s society.


He’s partially right: Because of our life experience, we will make mistakes. I certainly have. But what’s not mentioned is that women and people of color and LGBT folks are the ones running across this minefield while we white, straight men—impervious to social shrapnel—have reached the other side, only to wonder aloud—mockingly, condescendingly—why the rest of these folks can’t hurry the hell up because how awful could bigoted shrapnel be, really?


There’s a mountain of statistics and studies I can cite, from the wage gap to the way professors respond to student inquiries, that exclusively benefit white men in our society. But this really hammers the point home: TIME magazine wound up publishing Fortgang’s op-ed, in full, on its website, just a week after unveiling its predominately privileged “TIME 100,” which excluded Laverne Cox, a transgender woman of color and star of Orange Is the New Black who finished among the highest in its website’s fan poll.


If Fortgang—unknown but white, straight, and male—were a transgender woman of color, it’s doubtful this story would have validated such a life experience or been published in TIME.


And you wouldn’t know his name. Or mine.
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Dear Tal,


Like many others, I read your piece this week “Checking My Privilege: Character as the Basis of Privilege”—a retort to the motto “check your privilege,” which, you argue, aims to devalue your opinion as a white male and make you feel guilty for your privilege. I was moved to respond because of the similarities we share. Although we do not know each other, we both come from families of Holocaust survivors, grew up in Jewish-American homes, and studied at Princeton. Indeed, our families lived through many of the same horrors and transformations. And I agree—we do not need to apologize for our origins. Nothing about this notion, however, justifies blindness to inequality.


My maternal grandfather grew up in Nuremberg, Germany. After barely escaping a Hitler Youth attempt to drive a nail through his head, he fled with his family in 1938 for the United States. Though he arrived as a poor immigrant who barely spoke English, he managed to receive an education at City College, like your father. He later became chief psychologist at the Northampton State Hospital in Western MA.


My paternal grandfather was not so lucky. Born to an orthodox Jewish family in Sosnowiec, Poland, he witnessed at age 13 the annihilation of everything and everyone he held dear under Nazi rule. He describes in his memoir, My Father’s Testament, the brutality he faced over three years in the concentration camps, the horrors of the death march, the grief of witnessing his dying cousin tossed alive into a mass grave. Through incredible fortitude and luck, he managed to survive. And although the nightmares plague him to this day, he eventually became a successful businessman in the United States, providing a young family with a better life.


Two generations later, I am free from the violence that tormented my grandfathers and have so far enjoyed a life of remarkable opportunity. Like you, I am fiercely proud of how my family came to be where we are today.


One could take a number of different perspectives on how our family histories relate to the notion of privilege. Yours is understandable: Your ancestors fought relentlessly, and against all odds, to build a new life for your family. This is a legacy to be celebrated, and you should not feel guilty for their resilience or success.


But I find another angle more compelling. I grew up with a set of privileges of which my grandfather could only have dreamed. The injustices he faced—and the senseless lottery of birth that condemned him to such suffering—make me inclined to seek out inequality and injustice in whatever forms they take. Included among these are many of the structures that the phrase “check your privilege” means to challenge. While I agree this expression should not be used to silence anyone’s opinion, I believe it can make us more cognizant of the privilege that comes with our social position, how that privilege shapes our perspective, and the manifold obstacles that burden so many others which we never need face. Yes, it is possible to achieve prosperity in the face of such inequalities and worse, as our grandparents so remarkably did. This does not mean we should tolerate them.


You vehemently defend the American meritocracy. Indeed, there is something marvelous about a country in which immigrants as extraordinarily disadvantaged as our grandparents could build a new life for themselves and their children. You also write, “It’s not a matter of white or black, male or female or any other division which we seek, but a matter of the values we pass along, the legacy we leave, that perpetuates ‘privilege.’” I wish this were the entire story.


What your piece misses is a recognition that, despite the successes of families like our own, harmful structural inequalities persist on the basis of class, race, sex, sexual orientation, and gender identity in the U.S. Children growing up in poor areas often attend public schools with significantly less funding than those born in affluent areas (a disparity that does not exist in most developed countries); almost one in five American women are survivors of completed or attempted rape; individuals with non-conforming sexual and gender identities face high rates of workplace discrimination and violent crime; blacks are given harsher prison sentences for the same offenses than whites; resumes with black-sounding names are 50 percent less likely to get called back than equivalent ones with white-sounding names, and emails to university professors [from students] with minority or female names are 25 percent less likely to get responses than those with white male names; the list goes on.


Being aware of these issues—and of the fact that we, by nature of our race and gender, are shielded from many of them—is the first step towards rectifying them. And while I share your enthusiasm for the meritocratic elements of American society that allowed our families to flourish, I find deeply troubling the fact that income mobility is lower in the U.S. than in the vast majority of developed countries; 70 percent of people born into the bottom quintile of the income distribution in America never reach the middle.


Like you, I strive to carry on the spirit of my grandparents’ hard work. But I also know I have unfairly benefited from a society that favors affluent, white, heterosexual men. While this privilege is not the entire story of why I am where I am today, it does exist, as do the damaging inequalities that continue to fuel it. My family’s painful history does not nullify these injustices; on the contrary, it highlights the imperative to expose and erase them.


Several years ago, my paternal grandfather brought our extended family on a trip to Poland. He took us to the village where he grew up, the ghetto his family was forced into, and finally, to Auschwitz. Shaking with tears, he implored us: “Whenever you see evil in the world, you must cry out, you must act! Never be silent in the face of injustice.”


The first step to address injustice is to acknowledge the way it manifests in the world. I am privileged—in part due to the opportunities my grandparents provided me, but also in part due to my social position in American society. And in honor of my grandparents’ legacy, I refuse to be content with a society where equality of opportunity is still not extended to all, and where racism, sexism, and prejudice continue to exist—in any form.


Sincerely,


Daniel Gastfriend
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