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For my parents


 


خۆشم دەوێن هەموو ڕۆژێ، یەکشەممانه دوو جار










The splinter in your eye is the best magnifying glass.


 Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia (1951)


 


Oppressive language does more than represent violence; it is violence; does more than represent the limits of knowledge; it limits knowledge . . . [W]hether it is the malign language of law-without-ethics, or language designed for the estrangement of minorities, hiding its racist plunder in its literary cheek – it must be rejected, altered and exposed.


 Toni Morrison, Nobel Lecture (1993)










Introduction: Show Your Working!


The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you alter, even by a millimeter, the way a person looks or people look at reality, then you can change it.


 James Baldwin, New York Times (1979)


 


 


When I was a child, I’d spend rainy weekends working through mathematical problems for fun. Every now and then I’d try to prove famous conjectures, the sort that had resisted the efforts of mathematicians for hundreds of years, but most of the time I chose tamer problems that I knew I could solve with enough scribbling. The clean thrill of getting the right answer gave me a sense of efficacy and rootedness. Even so, on tests at school I rarely got all of the marks, because I had a terrible habit of not showing my working. I’d write down the solution and move on, pleased at having figured it out in my head. Exasperated teachers pleaded with me to play along, reminding me that outlining a sensible method meant credit could be given if an error led to the wrong answer, and was also a way of proving I hadn’t cheated. It was less important to be right, they maintained, and more important to show that I knew what I was doing.


The exhortation has stayed with me: show your working! It’s a helpful precept in my work as a philosopher, where conclusions are less important than reasoning, and in my role as a teacher, where it is more effective to show than to tell.


This book is an attempt to share my working with regard to a set of debates that have dominated the ‘culture wars’ in recent years. These disputes are sometimes dismissed as distractions from more ‘serious’ issues, and have undoubtedly been stirred by those who seek to siphon off the energy available for dissent, but I hope to show that they undergird the more obvious threats to our collective thriving.


In the two or three years before I sat down to write, fascist leaders held power in the United States, India, Russia, the Philippines, Poland, Brazil, Hungary, Turkey and Italy, to name just a few; the ‘Black Lives Matter’ and ‘Me Too’ movements rose up in response to unaddressed racist police brutality and gendered sexual violence; tens of thousands of migrants drowned or suffocated as they fled conflict, environmental degradation and poverty; micro-plastics were found in our bloodstreams and air pollutants in our brains; the Covid-19 pandemic and the ensuing vaccine nationalism laid bare the extent of global health inequalities; one in three people lacked access to adequate nutrition as food insecurity rose precipitously; our ailing planet was pushed through life-threatening heat records, while 88 million barrels a day of oil were dragged out of the ground.


Philosopher Mary Midgley once wrote that philosophy, ‘in spite of all its tiresome features, is not a luxury but a necessity, because we always have to use it when things get difficult’.1 This book is a response to the difficulties just mentioned. The tools of philosophy can help us to uncover and confront the ideology that underwrites and connects these issues. Doing so requires that we study the social world and examine the words and concepts that are the atoms of how we think, speak, categorise and resist.


The chapters ahead have also arisen from my disappointment in the tendency, particularly among those who practise their politics largely through social media, to focus on being ‘right’. The effect of this trend has been to make conversations about social justice insular, punitive and sloppy, as people fixate on their identity as a person who is right, and consider mistakes – their own or those of others – to be ruinous, rather than inevitable and correctable. Where being right takes precedence, it can seem safer to adopt, wholesale, the views of others, instead of trying to work things out from scratch. To be clear, I do think that some perspectives are correct, morally speaking, but knowing and showing why is important, not least because the same tools will help us to see when and how we are wrong.


Showing your working is a way of being open with others, in the sense of being intellectually honest, which means making your assumptions and reasoning vulnerable to criticism. Being open in this way is also a challenge to another concerning trend. In online skirmishes about political issues, people sometimes respond to perfectly reasonable requests for explanation with the refrain, ‘It’s not my job to educate you!’ or are quick to assure others that ‘You don’t owe anyone anything!’ These proclamations are sometimes the result of an understandable frustration: marginalised people are often burdened with explaining their marginalisation and thereby expending energy that could be used for rest or resistance. It is, as feminist scholar Audre Lorde pointed out in 1984, ‘an old and primary tool of all oppressors to keep the oppressed occupied with the master’s concerns’.2 So much free or cheap labour is extracted from certain groups that the uncompensated work of teaching others about oppression can seem like part of that extractive trend.


Yet explaining marginalisation need not be a distraction from resistance. It can be part of that resistance. How else are we supposed to learn? And while self-care is important, it would be less so if we cared for each other more effectively. Teaching and learning is an important part of how we care for one another and our communities. Besides, it is in fact my job, as a university lecturer, to teach. It’s hard to see who the job of educating others falls to, if not to people like me, who have the privilege of being paid to learn. This book is, among other things, an attempt to discharge that duty.


There are many ways to write about the philosophy of social justice. This book focusses on some of the language and concepts that enable the subjugation and exploitation of particular people, as well as the words and ideas that might be used to construct a different way of living together. My aim is to sketch out some debates that will already be familiar to most readers, not with the aim of settling any particular issue, but instead to undertake some careful unsettling. I try to complicate topics that have been made to seem simple and bring some clarity to those that have been made to look difficult. I do not aim to be ‘objective’ or ‘apolitical’, if such a thing were even possible, but I have tried to make my reasoning clear enough that those who disagree with me will at least see where we part ways. Most obviously and importantly, I am vehemently opposed to capitalism, and some of my arguments for being so are outlined at various points in the book.


I focus on language and concepts because while we move through the material world of cars and concrete and growling stomachs, we make sense of that world through words and ideas. Language helps us to understand our observations and organise them into categories, and material realities spring up from those uses of language. Deploying the word ‘terrorism’ has given moral cover to mass surveillance, incarceration and murder; the term ‘illegal’ allows us to enjoy the same beaches on which the bodies of others wash up; the label ‘criminal’ means we can freely go about our lives while others are violently denied theirs. The categories of gender and race have facilitated an economy that sustains itself on the exploitation of particular groups. One of the key messages of this book is that words and concepts do things to the world, but could do other things, if we put our minds to it. As the anthropologist David Graeber wrote: ‘the ultimate, hidden truth of the world is that it is something that we make, and could just as easily make differently’.3


Another theme that is central to this work is the idea that mistakes are unavoidable features of our moral and political lives, and should be seen as occasions for learning, rather than reasons for exclusion. I hope readers will take the errors and oversights of the text itself in this spirit. If there are more than is usual, that may be because I finished writing with a newborn baby sleeping (or often not) in my lap, or crying for me from the next room while my partner made space for me to work. This served as a reminder of the limitations on and of projects like this, and of the people whose valuable perspectives aren’t heard because they are taken up with that most important and foundational element of any liberation movement: caring for others. Their voices are among the many omissions in this text. For that reason, among others, this book should be seen as a spur for discussion, rather than an exhaustive survey of how injustice works and how it can be challenged. Many of the arguments I make can be extended beyond the contexts in which I have developed them. Perhaps others will find ways to do that. I hope the chapters ahead will help readers to think about the world that makes them and imagine how they might work with others to make it differently.
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Can You Be Racist to a White Person?


What woman here is so enamored of her own oppression that she cannot see her heelprint upon another woman’s face? . . . I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own. And I am not free as long as one person of Color remains chained. Nor is anyone of you.


 Audre Lorde, ‘The Uses of Anger’ (1981)


 


 


In 2017, former British football player Trevor Sinclair was arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol. He challenged the police officers, demanding to know whether the arrest was taking place because he was Black. It’s a reasonable question: Black people in the UK are nine times more likely to be stopped and searched.1 In the police van on the way to the station, Sinclair, drunk and aggrieved, called the arresting officer a ‘white cunt’. He was eventually given a twenty-month driving ban and 150 hours of community service for driving while intoxicated, and a fine for a ‘racially aggravated public order offence’.2 He lost his position as a television sports pundit, and the anti-racism football charity Kick It Out stated that: ‘There is too much racism across society currently, with it being even more regrettable and unacceptable when it is perpetrated by individuals who should know better.’3


During his trial it emerged that on the evening of his arrest, while Sinclair and his family were eating in a restaurant, a stranger approached them, patted him on the head and referred to him as a ‘little chocolate man’. Sinclair explained that this humiliating incident, witnessed by those close to him, had led to his dangerous and self-destructive behaviour later that night.


This case contains two instances in which a person makes a reference to another person’s race, but only one is properly described as racism. Sinclair may well have been abusive: calling someone a ‘white cunt’ refers to their race in a way that is intended as a slur. Nonetheless, according to any reasonable definition of the concept, Sinclair was not racist to the police officer. The woman in the restaurant, on the other hand, used no expletives, but made a comment that was unequivocally racist.


Making and maintaining the above distinction is vitally important. ‘Reverse-racism’ and ‘reverse-sexism’, which is to say, racism towards white people and sexism towards men, aren’t the problems they’re sometimes made out to be. That isn’t to deny that there are insults and prejudices that turn on the race or gender of white people or men, but they tend to be one-off incidents, or collateral effects of privilege, and therefore belong to a separate category of wrongs to the profound and repetitious harms of racism and sexism. Keeping them apart is essential to taking seriously the role of power, which allows us to devise targeted actions to tackle racism and sexism and the system they thrive within. Engaging in productive conversations about these issues requires an understanding of the concepts of ‘privilege’ and ‘oppression’, and their role in producing and maintaining social and economic inequality.


Becky With the Bad Grades


In 2008, a young white woman named Abigail Fisher sued the University of Texas at Austin, claiming that she had been denied a place at the prestigious institution as a result of anti-racist admissions policies, which, she contended, favoured academically weaker applicants from minority groups. In essence, she was claiming that, as a white applicant, she’d experienced ‘reverse-racism’. ‘Affirmative action’ policies at universities in the United States take into account the context of candidates’ applications: their race, ethnicity, gender and social class, for example. Their aim is to address the historic and enduring barriers to higher education for those from under-represented groups. White women (like Abigail Fisher) have in fact been some of the primary beneficiaries of these policies; affirmative action has played a significant role in improving women’s access to educational and professional opportunities, and white women applicants – who tend to have more extensive social connections and material resources than women of colour – have seen the greatest advancement.4


Fisher lost the case and won the moniker ‘Becky with the bad grades’, a reference to Beyoncé’s lyric ‘Becky with the good hair’ from the song ‘Sorry’ on her album Lemonade. ‘Becky’ is a slang term for a white woman who, as writer Michael Harriot puts it, ‘uses her privilege as a weapon, a ladder or an excuse’.5 Fisher’s failure to secure the place she wanted came down not to her whiteness but to the fact that her grades were unimpressive compared to the field of candidates that year.


In 2020, the Becky put-down was overshadowed by the pejorative nickname for her older counterpart, ‘Karen’: a middle-aged, middle-class white woman who’d like to speak to your manager. Such people are sticklers for the rules because the rules serve them well. They wield their privilege without embarrassment, and have no compunction about summoning the relevant authorities when they feel wronged, especially when the perceived wrongdoer is a person of colour. Karens know how dire the consequences of disciplinary action can be for the people they target, and that’s what emboldens them: they like to see results when teaching others a lesson.


One of the most infamous Karens is Amy Cooper, a white woman who in 2020 refused to put her dog on a lead when asked to do so in line with the rules in that section of Central Park. The request was made by Christian Cooper (their identical surnames are a confusing coincidence), a Black birdwatcher, whose video recording of the incident captures Amy Cooper saying, ‘I’m calling the cops . . . I’m gonna tell them there’s an African American man threatening my life’ – a barefaced threat to exploit police racism.


Uses of ‘Karen’ and ‘Becky’ have been met with accusations of ‘reverse-racism’. Since the slurs are only used against those from a particular social group, it has been argued that they therefore constitute racism towards members of that group, i.e. white women. No doubt the epithets are unfair to many real, blameless Karens and Beckys, but it’s misguided to see the terms as instances of reverse-racism; rather, they refer specifically to those who harness white privilege in ways that can only be described as racist. To call someone a ‘Karen’ is to point out her racism. (Uses of ‘Karen’ have also been criticised for being sexist, which is a charge I’ll rebut later in the chapter.)


In order to see that reverse-racism or reverse-sexism aren’t meaningful concepts, it’s necessary to understand what constitutes a case of racism or sexism. Racism and sexism are forms of oppression, as are homophobia, transphobia, ableism and classism, among others. Oppression is a kind of harm that merits special attention because it accounts for serious, long-term, widespread, predictable suffering, which, crucially, is preventable. Other kinds of contingent suffering – losing people, falling ill, failing to achieve our goals – may loom large in our personal lives, but are less interesting from a political perspective.FN1 Nor are they as ‘contingent’ as we think; oppression tends to compound these harms, too. Cancer and road traffic accidents can affect any of us, but those whose risks are increased by living near polluting industries and busy roads are much more likely to be poor people of colour.6


In the sense in which they are used here, oppression and privilege are technical terms referring to specific forms of collective harm and advantage experienced by a set of people because of some feature of their identity that they have in common. Oppression doesn’t just arise out of the chaos and complexity of the world; it’s part of the design of our societies. It therefore has the distinctive feature of being largely inescapable for those it affects. It is characterised by ‘double binds’, which means that a person attempting to avoid one of its harms will only be harmed in another way. You’re damned if you do, and damned if you don’t. A family trying to flee their homeland after it was razed by an imperialist war then faces the risk of drowning in the open sea; a woman who is labelled as ‘bossy’ and ‘difficult’ if she advocates for herself otherwise has her needs and preferences overlooked; a Muslim teenager quietly endures his peers’ Islamophobic comments to avoid being seen as a troublemaker.


The Economic Logic of Racism and Sexism


Privilege and oppression describe the standing of a person, or group of people, in relation to a social hierarchy. Men are privileged within the hierarchy of sex and gender; people of colour are oppressed within the hierarchy of race. The primary purpose of these hierarchies is to enable the subjugation and exploitation of particular groups. Racism and sexism therefore play an important role in facilitating the operation of an exploitative regime like capitalism. Capitalism is an economic system which centres on the accumulation of ‘capital’, that is, wealth that is used to produce even greater wealth through direct or indirect exploitation. Capital accumulation begins with people carving up and claiming ownership of the world’s resources, appropriating goods that are essential to everyone’s survival and that might otherwise be held as commons and shared according to people’s requirements. These privatised resources are thereafter unavailable to others – no matter their level of need – without payment of some kind. Capitalist states endorse these ownership claims, and protect them via property laws and state violence. In this way, a small number of people are permitted to hoard almost all the world’s basic goods and charge the rest of us to access them. We have no option but to sell our labour and exchange the money we earn for food, shelter and other necessities.


The amount of capital held by any person would remain static without some kind of ongoing extraction. Capital accumulation therefore depends on keeping wages much lower than the value of a person’s labour (in terms of how wealthy that work makes their employer), and demanding payment for goods and services that exceeds their value (in terms of how much it costs the owner or seller to make or maintain them). For example, a garment worker in Vietnam might earn thirty pence an hour, but the items she sews will be sold for thirty pounds, and the difference between the value of her contribution and that of her salary is claimed by the clothing company. Similarly, renting a one-bedroom flat in London costs around £22,000 per year, even though the cost to the landlord of wear and tear to the property will be a mere fraction of this, and when the tenant leaves, the landlord still owns the property and can begin the extraction anew. Capitalist states make these forms of barefaced exploitation legal.


Accumulating capital also requires the continual growth of markets, because increased demands for goods and labour means more value can be extracted. This is not an abstract notion: growth means extracting more physical ‘stuff’ from the earth and using more energy, both of which degrade the environment. It also requires that we are urged to covet and buy commodities or services that we do not need, in the promise that doing so will stave off the misery of living under an exploitative regime. As philosopher Rosa Luxemburg wrote in 1913, capitalism


 


ransacks the whole world, it procures its means of production from all corners of the earth, seizing them, if necessary by force, from all levels of civilisation and from all forms of society . . . It becomes necessary for capital progressively to dispose ever more fully of the whole globe.7


 


Such a patently unjust system could not persist without some degree of assent from those it harms. This compliance is secured by producing and maintaining divisions between people in order to consolidate its rule. The objective of extracting as much labour as possible while paying the lowest possible wages is helped along by the entrenchment of gender categories. There are many ways to define and understand gender, but one of the most concrete characterisations follows from a simple question: which group of people performs the majority of the world’s unpaid labour? (This is not just a question about historic allocations of work: in the UK and the US, women who also do paid work outside the home perform the equivalent of an extra working day of additional housework compared with men.8) Without continual housework – maintaining safe and sanitary conditions, preparing food, gestating and birthing children, cleaning clothes, caring for the young, old and ill – no one would be able to work outside the home and sustain the process of capital accumulation. In order to have a functional supply of labour, you need a shadow workforce that recharges the more visible workforce. If you can get away with not paying those invisible workers, all the better.


Myths are created or entrenched in order to support the devaluation of women and their roles: that housework is not really work, that it is the ‘natural’ duty of certain people by virtue of some biological propensity, that it is not important, that anyone could do it. (Consider the phrase ‘Oh, she doesn’t work’, when a person means ‘She doesn’t work outside the home for pay.’) And those myths, among others, reinforce the idea that some people – men – have certain roles and strengths, while others – women – have different roles and strengths. The positions and properties that are associated with men are more highly valued, and tend to be linked to greater power, prestige and pay. This is ‘male privilege’. The system is more permissive to men than equivalently positioned women, even though they’re also being exploited and corralled into restrictive social roles. Most notably, much less is asked of men in terms of unremunerated care and consideration for others, and their wrongdoing, especially their violence, is more readily ignored or forgiven. It is through these relative advantages that men’s complicity is bought, and many defend their status by keeping women in their place and policing the norms and boundaries of heteronormativity.


This kind of analysis dates back to Black American sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois, who described the way in which ‘white privilege’ serves to divide Black and white workers from one another, and thereby protect the interests of powerful (white) people. In 1935, Du Bois wrote:


 


the white group of laborers, while they received a low wage, were compensated in part by a sort of public and psychological wage. They were given public deference and tides of courtesy because they were white. They were admitted freely with all classes of white people to public functions, public parks, and the best schools. The police were drawn from their ranks, and the courts, dependent upon their votes, treated them with such leniency as to encourage lawlessness.9


 


White privilege can be understood as a ‘psychological wage’ in the form of greater leeway (from the police, say), a sense of superiority and relative fortune, and a ready set of scapegoats on which to pile blame or take out frustration. White workers’ wages were, and still are, higher than their Black counterparts’, but those wages are nonetheless, in the general case, much lower than the value of that labour in terms of its social worth or how rich it makes their bosses. But there’s a non-monetary top-up: the ‘psychological wage’ of white privilege. It comes in the form of an unspoken promise – life will be better because you are better – and on the strength of that promise, white people are often willing to put aside class loyalty in favour of race loyalty. This divide-and-rule system suppresses everyone’s actual wages and has people fighting over crumbs.


Grasping these economic uses of privilege is essential to understanding how oppression came about, how it works, and why it persists. Under capitalism, almost everybody is exploited, but the stability and longevity of such an intuitively intolerable system requires that some groups of people are marked out to be exploited to a much greater degree. This is necessary both because capitalism subsists on exploitation, so it needs a large reserve of exploitable people, but also because a hierarchy of exploitation is a more stable arrangement since, if the balance is right, those with a modicum more power and freedom will better tolerate their own exploitation and defend a regime that favours them. Creating these hierarchies of exploitation requires division into social groups, and requires that some of those groups be subjugated relative to others or, in other words, that some groups are oppressed.


Oppression: A Primer


Instances of oppression can be identified through a set of characteristic features. They involve some kind of unjustified negative treatment that happens to a person as a result of belonging to a particular social group; such treatment has historical precedents and is part of a pattern that emanates from the way our society is organised, rather than merely the actions of individuals, which is to say that it is structural.


The subjugation of women has a long and dispiritingly unvarying history. In Medieval Europe, women taking charge of their own reproductive capacity in devising and using methods of contraception and abortion, or those who were deemed to be unruly, unpleasant or insufficiently feminine, could be killed as ‘witches’. Until the twentieth century, married women in the UK and the US were legally erased by ‘coverture’ laws, which treated them as ‘covered women’, i.e. subsumed by their husbands, who could make all legal decisions on their behalf. The term ‘sexual harassment’ didn’t exist until the 1970s, which meant there was no legislation to protect women against this common form of sexist harm. A 1736 British legal treatise mandated that ‘the husband of a woman cannot himself be guilty of an actual rape upon his wife, on account of the matrimonial consent which she has given, and which she cannot retract.’ A woman getting married amounted to open-ended sexual consent. This remained in force until 1991, so within my lifetime, a man in the UK could rape his wife and it didn’t count as rape.10


Contemporary incarnations of sexism bear the imprints of their progenitors. Women are no longer considered to belong to their husbands, but 90 per cent of married women in the UK adopt their husband’s surnames, while just 3 per cent of US men take their wife’s name on marriage.11 And while women’s bodies are now in many places ostensibly liberated from the dominion of their husbands and fathers, reproductive freedom remains in peril for those who have wombs. The right to decide when and whether to become or remain pregnant are under constant threat, and while we no longer speak of ‘witches’, in many jurisdictions, including various states within the US, women and the health workers who assist them can be jailed for ending an unwanted pregnancy. In the text that overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022 and thereby removed pregnant people’s constitutionally protected right to abortion, US Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito cited Matthew Hale, a seventeenth-century jurist. Hale not only penned influential writings on witchcraft, and sentenced women to death on that charge, but was also responsible for writing the marital rape exception into law.


Racism also straightforwardly meets the historical criterion. An estimated 13 million Africans were kidnapped and torn away from their land, homes and families and chained in piles below the decks of ships, rolling in their own excrement and vomit. Those who died or became diseased were thrown overboard. Those who survived were thrust into an alien world, trapped into back-breaking labour without pay, and their children sold and given away to others who would do the same. Their capture, enslavement and subjugation were facilitated by scientific views of Black people as subhuman, barbaric peoples, which set an expedient ceiling on their moral worth that enabled their exploitation with minimal guilt on their oppressors’ part.


This history is often presented as though it belongs to a defunct moral regime of the distant past (though at the point of writing, slavery continued for longer than the time since its abolition, and slave labour in prisons remains constitutionally sanctioned in the United States). But just as the labour of slaves produced the wealth of European and North American nations, so too did slavery produce the moral conditions of the present day, and determine the character and persistence of anti-Black racism. Contemporary racism exists because of colonialism. Colonialism follows from the logic of capitalism. Racism was a way of justifying an economic regime that was so obviously heinous as to require the creation and insistence of differences between human groups that were bolstered by spurious scientific claims. To say colonialism is part of the past is to neglect and misunderstand the origins and purposes of race and racism. ‘Freedom’ in the United States eventually came in the form of a vicious apartheid state, in which the police, judiciary and prison system inherited the role of subjugating Black people. As African American studies scholar Saidiya Hartman puts it, ‘I, too, live in the time of slavery, by which I mean I am living in the future created by it.’12


Slavery was abolished in the British Empire by the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act, not primarily for humanitarian reasons, as is often argued, but because it was becoming unprofitable and rebellions were increasingly difficult to suppress.13 Britain rushed to compensate slave-owners for the ‘property’ they could no longer legally own. The cost of doing so was eye-watering, and the Treasury had to borrow the equivalent of £16 billion, a debt that was only paid off in 2015, so that most British workers have paid taxes towards the ‘compensation’ of slave-owners. Former slaves received no compensation for a life of unpaid labour and their descendants haven’t been offered a penny in reparation. The African communities that lost family members received no recompense and continued to experience overt colonialism for over a century, and still face economic marginalisation and resource extraction today. Black people in the UK and beyond must now negotiate a world replete with anti-Black racism, which limits their health, life expectancy, and education and employment prospects.


While it is now less socially acceptable openly to suggest that there are innate differences between different races (partly because the idea of a scientific basis for race has been firmly and repeatedly debunked), myths about biological differences between white and Black people are still widespread. A 2016 study found that half of white medical students and doctors surveyed in the US held false beliefs about biologically based differences between races, including the view that Black people’s nerve endings are less sensitive than white people’s, that white people have larger brains and that Black people’s skin is thicker.14 The consequences of these misnomers is serious: Black patients’ pain is systematically discredited and undertreated due to bias. For instance, it has been shown that Black children with appendicitis are given fewer, less effective painkillers than white children.15


Serious forms of unjustified harm towards people from particular social groups do not arise out of thin air, and the fact that they have a protracted history is proof of how difficult it is to shake them. Among other things, this means learning our history well enough that it becomes a tangible, significant part of the present, rather than allowing present realities to seem mysterious, unavoidable and apparently unchangeable.


History is also important because it gives additional weight to the harms of oppression. Every time a girl experiences sexual harassment or assault, she joins a procession of girls and women, stretching back millennia, who have endured some variant of the same fury, shame and violation. The length of that shadow makes the violation graver and leaves the victim feeling even more hopeless.


In some cases, historical context is a key part of what makes an incident harmful. If a white person wears an afro wig or paints their face black or brown for a fancy-dress party, the harm of this decision may not be automatically evident if the person is ignorant of history or its importance. Blackface was a form of costume used in minstrel shows in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in which white performers would entertain white audiences by acting out and thereby reinforcing exaggerated racist stereotypes of Black people, representing them as ugly, stupid, dishonest, frivolous, cowardly, hyper-sexualised and lazy. Without engaging with this history, it may be hard to see why instances of blackface are so hurtful and offensive, or to recognise the role they play in perpetuating racism. (Blackface is particularly disturbing when it occurs at parties in elite educational institutions, where the excuse of ignorance is unconvincing and where these practices look more like a shared joke which consolidates dominance.) A Black person wearing white face-paint as part of a costume (as a clown, perhaps, or in order to imitate a white person) carries no such connotations, and would instead be merely another form of fancy dress. History breaks the symmetry between two otherwise comparable acts.16


Blackface, sexual assault and all other forms of oppression tap into deeper, longer memories of pain, humiliation and tyranny that have not yet been adequately acknowledged, let alone atoned for. This is one of the chief characteristics that sets oppression apart from other forms of harm. As sociologist Sara Ahmed writes in Living a Feminist Life, ‘I am not willing to get over histories that are not over.’17


Last, but most importantly, oppression is structural, which is to say that it arises from causes that are deeper and more influential than the actions of any individual person. ‘Structures’ are the forces that regulate the distribution of value – both in terms of resources and esteem – in our societies. Just as gravitational forces arise because of objects which have a mass, but also thereby operate on all objects that have a mass, so too are structures created by our collective actions, but also constrain and determine those actions. We do not knowingly contribute to structures, rather we react to the influences we are subject to, in much the way that planets are drawn into orbits by a star’s gravity, and are thereafter bound to move in predictable ways. When we say that oppression is structural, we mean that understanding how it works, and tackling its harms, requires us to study the overall system, rather than focussing on the actions of individuals or institutions.


For example, in UK hospitals, white people are over-represented in the highest-paid positions, as doctors and managers, while Black people are over-represented in the lowest-paid positions, as cleaners and porters. This might initially be attributed to racism among the individuals who are responsible for hiring staff, but it’s obvious that other factors play a more important role. Clearly, disparities in access to education and training must be taken into account, but these are in turn determined by the uneven distribution of other resources: nutrition, housing, healthcare. (And then there are higher-level features that deserve scrutiny. We might reflect on disparities in the distribution of esteem, and ask whether it is fair that doctors and managers earn more than cleaners and porters, and whether there should be pay hierarchies at all.)


The structures which oppress people are the stuff of the system itself and must be continually navigated, negotiated and endured. Imagine finding your way through a city: you try to take the shortest way from one point to another, but there’s a river without a bridge. You decide to take public transport, but you don’t have the right change and everyone else has a bus pass. You revert to walking, but the route is not pedestrianised, and you must traipse along the side of a motorway, fearing for your life and breathing exhaust fumes. This is how oppression works. There are a great many obstacles which must be overcome, but unless a person is oppressed along that dimension, they will not experience these features as hindrances and may not notice them at all, or understand why others seem to struggle.


This metaphor is not entirely abstract. The effects of structural oppression are evident in the lengths that women go to, as a matter of course, in order to avoid street sexual harassment. We choose routes that might not be the most direct, picturesque or pedestrian friendly; wear sunglasses and headphones to shut out unwanted attention; pretend we’re on the phone; choose the cuts and colours of our clothes according to how likely they are to be met with comments or violence (some women report that the colour red makes them feel too ‘bright’ and conspicuous); adjust our faces so that we don’t look like easy targets but are careful to avoid appearing sad or angry, which could elicit the dreaded ‘cheer up’ or ‘give us a smile’ or, worse, aggression at the denial of an assumed right to feminine cheerfulness; splay our keys between our fingers, and are asked by friends and sisters for messages of confirmation that we survived the journey.18 And still, we are not safe. For racialised women, the stakes are higher, the range of adjustments more intricate and specific, the gear-shift to violence more sudden. We learn these strategies when we are still children and deploy them throughout our lives as we use public spaces. We get so good at it that we do it automatically, while most men go about their lives with no awareness of the effort and anxiety they are spared.


Oppression being structural means that it’s everywhere. The variety of scenarios in which its obstacles and humiliations might arise are potentially infinite. This is not the case for ‘reverse-racism’ and ‘reverse-sexism’. If someone calls a white person a ‘white cunt’, chances are it’s the first time that’s happened and in all likelihood it’ll never happen again. It might be unpleasant or intimidating, but managing isolated affronts is very different from weathering a succession of indignities. For people of colour, calls of ‘go home’ or ‘go back to your country’ peal through countless moments of their lives, and that’s often the friendlier end of the spectrum of racist abuse. Further, these offences always contain the threat of more direct, serious violence. Reverse-racism has no fulcrum in the world through which it can automatically summon the menace of graver harms.


Crying, Caring and Custody


One of the most common responses to the idea that men are privileged is the objection that men’s lives tend to be nasty, brutish and short. Across the world, men don’t live as long as women, and are more likely to be murdered and to kill themselves. They often work in dangerous, dirty, demeaning jobs and face strong social pressure to earn enough to care for dependents; they must tolerate mental and physical suffering without showing weakness; and they are more likely to be drafted into fighting in wars.


Masculinity is undoubtedly harmful to men, as well as women. But it’s a bit like chemotherapy: toxic and associated with an array of grim side effects while having a good chance of being beneficial. Men are harmed by precisely the behaviours that promise them power, autonomy and social status. Feeling greater pressure to be a breadwinner is a heavy burden, but it tends to come with greater financial power and autonomy, giving a person more control over his life and the ability to leave an unhappy domestic arrangement. The benefits of meeting the ideals of masculinity generally outweigh the side effects, while women have just side effects to choose between. Succeeding at femininity means being physically attractive, amiable, gentle, empathetic and caring. It means making yourself available to meet the needs – sexual, emotional and domestic – of others, especially men. It demands self-effacement, sacrifice and the relinquishing of autonomy. Failing to meet those ideals can at times lead to invisibility and ostracism, or hostility and violence.


Keeping this difference in mind, we can tackle some specific examples which are used to argue that men are oppressed through their social roles as men in ways that are structural, group-based and historic. For example: men generally cannot cry in public, are often deemed to be unfit to work in caring professions or to provide unpaid care, are sometimes overlooked when seeking legal custody of their children.


It’s true that men are judged more harshly for crying in front of others, which is one part of a broader culture of emotional suppression that damages their wellbeing and, in turn, that of those around them. But women being permitted to cry in public is comparable to the way in which babies can defecate in public without anyone batting an eyelid: we don’t care what babies do because we don’t think very much rests on their behaviour, and we know they can’t help it. There are widespread stereotypes about women being excessively emotional by nature, which are used to argue that women don’t make good decision-makers or leaders and which are, accordingly, used to withhold power from women. Being allowed to cry in public stems from the notion that women are emotionally incontinent, so it doesn’t matter if they display this shortcoming openly. Men are thought to be stronger and more stable, and are therefore held to higher standards.


Besides, the requirement that men do not cry is policed primarily by men, and those men who are able to refrain from showing vulnerability thereby acquire and maintain social status. As feminist philosopher Marilyn Frye wrote in 1983:


 


Can men cry? Yes, in the company of women. If a man cannot cry, it is in the company of men that he cannot cry. It is men, not women, who require this restraint; and men not only require it, they reward it . . . It is to their benefit to practice this discipline.19


 


Men are also often ridiculed for working in caring professions because this choice means they have degraded themselves by doing ‘women’s work’. There’s a scene in Friends in which Rachel and Ross are interviewing nannies for their baby.20 Several women apply for the role, but the only male candidate, played by Freddie Prinze Jr, is clearly the most qualified. Ross is uncomfortable with hiring a man to take care of their child and finds his sensitivity unsettling. He ends up firing him without good reason.21


Men who raise children instead of working in the paid workforce are a rarity, and are still liable to be seen as having failed to secure ‘proper’ work or being ‘under the thumb’ of a partner who ‘wears the trousers’. Those who care for children who aren’t their own as a paid profession are often viewed with suspicion. Similarly, men who train as nurses are often teased, assumed to be gay or else are taken to be doctors. One male nurse, writing about gender stereotypes in nursing, recalled being asked, ‘Were you not clever enough to be a doctor?’22 This last is telling. Women who are nurses are not quizzed as to whether they were clever enough to be doctors. Two questionable assumptions are at play: the idea that doctors are cleverer than nurses, which rests on a problematic division and hierarchy between ‘curing’ and ‘caring’,FN2 and the assumption that men are better suited to ‘clever’ professions, while nurturing professions are more appropriate for women.


As we saw earlier, caring jobs, such as looking after the young, the old and the sick, are largely invisible where they’re performed for free in the private sphere and are vastly underpaid in the public sphere. They’re often considered to be ‘unskilled’ and unimpressive, and unsurprisingly, are generally carried out by women. Though it is not included in indices of economic activity, like gross domestic product, unpaid care work alone has been valued at $10.8 trillion a year glo-bally, which is more than three times the size of the UK economy.23


Men may be ridiculed for working in these roles but, again, this is because care work is thought to be beneath them, so that the sneering is partly a response to a perceived abasement or failure. By contrast, women who end up in stereotypical ‘men’s’ jobs such as engineering, aviation or surgery are applauded for having conquered gender stereotypes and found rewarding employment. These responses reveal the hierarchy in which we hold men and women, and the jobs we associate with them.


Last, it’s often said that men are less likely to be granted legal custody of their children. In the UK this is in fact a myth – a 2015 report showed no evidence of gender bias in determining which parent a child should live with.24 And in the US, only 4 per cent of custody cases are decided by courts, which means the overwhelming majority of decisions about custody are figured out between parents, without any legal involvement.25 Yet there is a widespread presumption that a mother will be awarded custody of her children and that it’s right that it should be so. This view is a hindrance to fathers who wish to be primary or equal caregivers to their children (as is the view, described above, that men who are primary caregivers are oddballs or failures). Yet it derives from the empirical fact that women shoulder a disproportionate share of parenting: fourteen hours a week in the US compared with men’s seven hours (in situations in which parents ‘share’ the care-giving).26 We think of women as primary caregivers because they generally are primary caregivers. One corollary of this fact is that many people believe that the best place for children is with their mother, but another is that women tend to be burdened with significant amounts of largely invisible additional labour whether they like it or not. Fathers are afforded more choice in how much parenting labour they want to provide (note that many people describe fathers’ supervision as ‘babysitting’ or ‘daddy day-care’ as though their involvement is a hobby or favour), and even minimal care-giving from men tends to be highly visible and widely praised, so that men who perform any parental labour at all are often deemed to be excellent fathers.27


Men’s options in terms of the roles and behaviours they adopt are restricted, but these restrictions, and the distress they may cause to some men, are symptomatic not of oppression, but of privilege. They follow from the fact that a small number of fairly limited and low-status roles and behaviours – being vulnerable, being a caregiver – are cordoned off for women and are belittled and undervalued. Men are warned off those things, but are encouraged to think of the rest of the world as theirs for the taking. Of course, for most men, the world is manifestly not theirs for the taking, but being a man isn’t what scuppers them.


Avoiding the Spherical Cow: The Importance of Intersectionality


One of the chief reasons that people struggle to understand the one-way nature of oppression stems from a failure to take account of another important theoretical tool which guards against oversimplification. That tool is ‘intersectionality’.


Among scientists, there’s a joke about a farmer who asks a team of physicists to help her work out why milk production is low among her cattle. The physicists set to work and quickly come up with an answer, but emphasise that their solution only applies if we assume that cows are perfectly spherical and graze within a vacuum. The joke trades on the fact that physicists often do model the world in this way in order to make difficult problems more tractable. Spheres are mathematically straightforward because they have so much symmetry, and in a vacuum you don’t have to worry about the effects of friction and turbulence. But cows are not spherical and would suffocate in a vacuum. It’s a limited, unserviceable solution that only works well if we assume the world is much simpler than it is.


Too often our discussions of oppression take on the character of theoretically simple but practically useless spherical cows. We discuss people as though their identities were much tidier than they are, referring to ‘men’ or ‘Black people’ as though those within the category are sufficiently similar to one other as to be treated as a homogenous class. Those who fall between the clean axes we’ve constructed are at risk of being overlooked altogether, as our simplifying assumptions round things up or down in such a way as to erase some people entirely.


As feminist theorist Audre Lorde put it in 1982, ‘There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives.’28 All of us have multiple identities, and privilege and oppression coexist along different dimensions of a person’s experience. My father is a person of colour and a Muslim, but he is a heterosexual man. My mother is white, but she is a working-class woman. Both of them have forms of privilege and oppression marbled through their experiences in ways which are hard to untangle. Speaking of ‘male privilege’ or ‘white privilege’ will capture some of their experiences relative to one another, but not all, and speaking of these elements in isolation from their other identities may lead us awry.


The term for the ways in which social identities interact with one another to produce a blend of oppression and privilege is ‘intersectionality’. It was named by Black feminist theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989,29 but the concept has a much longer history in the work of activists. In 1977, the Combahee River Collective, a group of Black lesbian feminist socialists, described the aims of their organisation as ‘the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives.’30


Intersectionality warns against movements that are anchored to experiences that are shared by all and only those within a particular oppressed group, as this inevitably ends up prioritising the interests of the most privileged people within that category. As philosopher Amia Srinivasan puts it: ‘A feminism that deals only with “pure” cases of patriarchal oppression – cases that are “uncomplicated” by factors of caste, race, or class – will end up serving the needs of rich white or high-caste women.’31 Similarly with race and other axes of marginalisation. Suppose an initiative to tackle Islamophobia was to set aside considerations of class, race, gender and nationality in order to focus its resources on Muslim identities alone. In doing so, it would underserve Muslim women, as well as Muslims who are poor, Black and undocumented. There is no Muslim who is only a Muslim, and such a scheme would fail those who need it most.


Intersectionality is sometimes misunderstood as meaning that each of us has a unique fingerprint of intertwined oppressions, so that we should approach questions of social justice as individuals, without making assumptions or drawing parallels. It’s a misapplication that’s been welcomed in establishment circles because it individualises the burden of challenging injustice, prevents ordinary people from seeing their commonalities, and requires no systemic change. Taking intersectionality into account encourages collective organisation, but challenges us to build movements that recognise interlocking dimensions of oppression, and begin with the needs of the most marginalised. Three features of intersectionality deserve closer attention: heterogeneity, non-additivity and conflicting interests.


Heterogeneity


Discussions of intersectionality go back at least as far as 1851. Three major social movements were simultaneously underway in the mid-nineteenth century in the United States, as activists fought for the abolition of slavery, women’s suffrage and Black people’s suffrage.32 Neither the women’s suffrage movement nor the Black suffrage movement took due account of other dimensions of oppression. ‘Woman’ meant ‘middle-class white woman’ and ‘Black’ meant ‘Black man’. Black and Indigenous women residing in the intersections of these identities were rendered invisible by the way others had carved up the categories.


Even so, there were vocal Black women abolitionists, suffragists and feminist activists working against this invisibilisation. Among them was Sojourner Truth, who had been born into slavery and had escaped to freedom and a life as an itinerant activist. In 1851, in a speech at a women’s rights convention in Ohio, Truth reminded other campaigners that their conception of womanhood did not accommodate her experiences. She inserted herself, and other Black women, back into the picture, with the declaration: ‘I am a woman’s rights.’33 She went on to point out that the conception of womanhood that was being weaponised to deny women their rights was not inclusive of Black women.34 The arguments that were used to justify excluding women from voting – for example, that they were too weak to bear the rigours of deliberating about who to vote for – could not be consistently applied to Black women, who were generally required to work as intensively as men and without any special concession to their supposed feminine delicacy or sensibilities. She assured the room that, thanks to a life of forced manual labour, she was as strong as any man. Truth’s speech was a provocation: those speaking of ‘women’ should admit they meant ‘white women’ or else adopt a conception of womanhood that could accommodate all women.


Women’s lives and needs are heterogeneous, and the most urgent harms women face (e.g. poverty, state violence) are often those that arise primarily because of their race or class, which are then exacerbated by gender (e.g. sexual harassment within an exploitative job). When comparing the feminisms of Black and white women in a 1980 paper, Audre Lorde wrote:


 


Some problems we share as women, some we do not. You fear your children will grow up to join the patriarchy and testify against you, we fear our children will be dragged from a car and shot down in the street, and you will turn your backs upon the reasons they’re dying.


 


Contemporary feminism still tends to centre on the concerns of middle-class white women, which means it is overwhelmingly focussed on the representation of women in elite positions – at the helm of companies, in politics, in broadcasting companies, on rich lists – while almost no attention is given to the needs of working-class women, many of them women of colour, for whom issues of pay, working conditions, housing and childcare are much more urgent. Almost all the clothes we wear were sewn in sweatshops in South and East Asia by women who work under dangerous conditions for minimal pay and are at risk of sexual harassment. Shouldn’t this be the archetypal feminist issue?


Non-additivity


After hearing me speak about racism at an event, my father marvelled at my willingness to be angry in public. He was proud to see it, and glad the issues were being raised in the appropriate emotional register, but mused that he had spent decades, as a Brown immigrant, making sure no one ever saw him angry. His anger is so readily interpreted as a potential threat to the safety of others (which could accordingly lead to his own safety being actually threatened) that he is forbidden from expressing it at all. He bites his tongue when people cut in front of him in queues, quells his rage when he hears racist comments, and is excessively polite in situations in which others are rude to him. I’m light-skinned and am often read as white, which means I’m given more leeway in expressing my rage. Angry women are not popular either, but my anger is more likely to be met with ridicule or contempt than with fear.


In the last two decades, Muslims (or those perceived to be Muslims) have experienced unprecedented levels of racism, as the attacks on the Twin Towers have been used by Western media and politicians as opportunities to incite, and profit from, fear and hate. Those wearing Islamic dress have been spat at in the street, mosques have been attacked, and the birth weights of babies born to those perceived as Arab or Muslim (the two are spun together in the Western imagination even though most Muslims are not Arabs and many Arabs are not Muslims) have fallen as the stress and anxiety of Islamophobia has damaged people’s health.35
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