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        More Praise for
        

        THE TYRANNY OF VIRTUE

        

        

        

        “Robert Boyers writes in the great tradition of Saul Bellow, Irving Howe,
            and Susan Sontag: a powerfully persuasive, insightful, and provocative prose that
            mixes erudition and firsthand reportage, combativeness and sympathy, moral vehemence
            and humor. From his vantage point as longtime editor of the preeminent journal Salmagundi, Boyers has been in close contact with every
            seismic shift in literary, intellectual, artistic, and academic quarters in recent
            decades, and for those of us who may require guidance, here is our guide.”

        —Joyce Carol Oates

        “Robert Boyers’s voice is a bracing one: courageous, unsparing, and
            nuanced to a rare degree. In this book, he patiently and wittily speaks sanity to
            the towering forces of cultural craziness, and he actually respects everyone—well,
            nearly everyone—whom he subjects to his rigorous critique. For anyone wondering how
            a person should be, The Tyranny of Virtue is an excellent
            example.”

        —Mary Gaitskill

        “This is a moment in which many robust voices claim attention for groups
            and causes that have been undervalued historically—a splendid moment for a culture
            that, at its best, places great value on reform that tends toward justice. In our
            universities, the debates it encourages have sometimes become vitriolic and
            judgmental. Robert Boyers has given us a reminder of the complexity of the issues at
            stake and the urgency of preventing a humane impulse from being overwhelmed by
            passions unworthy of it.”

        —Marilynne Robinson

        “The Tyranny of Virtue: think of virtue as an
            ideal, and yet also as a tyranny, and all that does not belong to that realm must
            cower and disappear. We live in a time when true virtue seems to have disappeared,
            and everything that is not virtuous has taken to wearing virtue as a cloak. Of
            course I might have begun by saying that I know of almost no one but Robert Boyers
            who can succinctly penetrate and dispose of this masquerade of a period we are
            living in. So much that is wrong and dark he reveals in extraordinarily limpid
            prose, showing us that what is out there will not be made right and clear without
            the courage to name the human mess we have made. The life of the academy should
            remain sacred, and this book makes a splendid case for it, for the proposition that
            virtue is permanently hinged to the ideal of truth—that many-hued and illusive
            reality. The admirable and triumphant accomplishment of this work is that it adds to
            the ongoingness of our common enterprise. The Tyranny of
                Virtue is a wonderful book, and I shall always have it nearby.”

        —Jamaica Kincaid

        “For decades Robert Boyers has been a bracing voice of sanity amid the
            ideological fashions of left and right. The Tyranny of
                Virtue is vintage Boyers—a brave and timely challenge to the suffocating
            moral orthodoxy that has come to envelop academic life and much of our broader
            public discourse as well. No one who cares about the future of independent thought
            can afford to ignore this book.”

        —Jackson Lears, Board of Governors ­Distinguished Professor of History,
            Rutgers University

        “Boyers’s assessment is all the more persuasive for the way it draws on
            his own long experience as a teacher, critic, and commentator on American
            culture.”

        —David Bromwich, Yale University

        “Robert Boyers has written a probing meditation on his experiences within
            the left-liberal cultural bubble, including his own college, where he has been a
            formidable presence for decades. He trenchantly challenges assumptions, slogans, and
            nostrums of those excessively certain and proud of their ‘wokeness.’ I found The Tyranny of Virtue to be instructive and inspiring.”

        —Randall Kennedy, Michael Klein Professor of Law, Harvard
            University
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For Peg Boyers
and for our friends and colleagues at Skidmore College—they know who they are—who labor, against heavy odds, to keep alive the liberal tradition



A PREFACE

Bitter struggles deform their participants in subtle, complicated ways. The idea that one should speak one’s cultural allegiance first and the truth second (and that this is a sign of authenticity) is precisely such a deformation.

—Zadie Smith

A student at a graduation party tells you she thinks you’re “woke,” and you say thank you and you’re not sure you know what that means. “It’s no small thing,” she continues, “for an old white guy like you.” And so you think further about it the next day. Try to process the idea. Obvious that you can talk the talk. Invoke the system and the market, inequality and abuse, neoliberalism and privilege. That you don’t offend. After three classes with you the student probably means mainly that. You don’t offend. Willing to talk politics when teaching your courses. Not averse to assigning books sure to provoke unrest. Michel Houellebecq and Claudia Rankine. Susan Sontag and Slavoj Žižek. Zadie Smith and Philip Roth. And yet no prospect, you think, that you’ll spontaneously utter something that will lead decent people to walk out or turn their backs. Decent people. The kinds who sign up for your classes, attend your lectures, read your articles, and occasionally send you email letters to express their encouragement or disappointment. Even your kids, who are given to noting your deficiencies, assure you that you’ve written nothing to embarrass them—not yet, though they are wary of your insistence on coming out with things uncomfortable or contrarian. Your habit of criticism. Your tendency to quarrel with people in your own left-liberal cohort. The pleasure you take in saying no to things many of your friends embrace. Maybe too reluctant to let people know you’re with them. Pissed off about always needing to show your papers and confirm you’re on board. Wanting to have it both ways. Wanting to be “woke” and yet disdainful of the rituals and empty posturing that signify your determination never to offend. In truth, if truth be told, not always on board even with what passes for the higher wisdom in your own herd of independent minds. Your friendly demeanor no longer sufficient to cover over the fact that you’re unwilling to sit quietly, hands nicely folded, in the total cultural environment many of your friends and colleagues want to inhabit. Total, in that all are expected to speak with one voice about the right and the true. No misgivings permitted. An environment in which naysayers and dissidents are routinely asked to leave the room. Not always “asked,” you say, wondering, not for the first time, how you can have avoided that fate yourself.







The resolve not to be swept off your feet, to avoid fanaticism and ideology, often ends in ambivalence. Nothing new in that. The standard caricature of liberals has it that they are unable to make judgments at all, that they are weak and irresolute. Boring.I That the best they can aim for is coexistence. Getting along with opponents. Keeping open the channels of communication. Don’t you ever feel sick and tired of pushing tolerance? A question put to you late one night by venerable provocateur Stanley Fish at a New Year’s Eve party in Miami Beach. Fish notorious for promoting the caricature of liberals as people who want the mind to be empty of commitments, who are paralyzed by principles. You tell him you’re amazed he still promotes this nonsense, that he’s been peddling this caricature for so many years that he actually believes it. He says, amiably, that if you’re willing to stand and fight, you should just stop calling yourself a liberal. Admit there are things you won’t negotiate. You laugh. Tell him you’re always willing to talk. And fight. In the university, you tell him, to refuse to talk is to give up the game. A liberal who’s willing to fight is a contradiction in terms, he says.

In fact, you’ve been a partisan in the ongoing culture wars for about thirty years. Troubled by the turn in liberal culture toward what Fish calls “structures of exclusion.” Trying to square your liberal principles with your sense that people who are with you on most things—on the obligation to move the world as it is closer to the world as it should be—are increasingly suspicious of dissent. Bizarre, of course, that of all places the liberal university should now be the one where strenuous efforts are most emphatically made to ensure consensus. Your own efforts in recent years having mainly to do with attempting to understand how people who are as adept as you are at arguing ideas and reading books can have managed to sign on to protocols that are often intolerant and illiberal. Always you wonder that these people—many of them amiable and well-read—no longer incline to think about the fact, noted by political theorist Stephen Holmes and many others, that “public disagreement [as] a creative force may have been the most novel and radical principle of liberal politics.” Little question, is there, that there is not much appetite for serious debate when the opposition is unintimidated. You see it on their faces when someone comes out with something even mildly provocative. The rare, playful, contradictory utterance like a bad smell the mildest among them prefer not to acknowledge, while others, a bit more honest, are increasingly adept at wielding the familiar arsenal of dismissive epithets, invoking the not yet exhausted vocabulary of surefire conversation stoppers. Privilege, power, hostile environment. The really fierce apparatchiks poised to promote and finish the essential ideological cleansing.







Like others you’ve by now had it with the so-called free-speech controversies, which have been talked to death—especially by partisans of the right, who pretend that the well-publicized eruptions of violence at Yale and Middlebury and other such places confirm their own reactionary prejudices and proclivities. But occasional efforts to disinvite controversial lecturers or disrupt classes are but a small token of more important problems, which include not only the demands for “safe spaces” but the widespread insistence on rituals designed to affirm that teachers are okay with the formulas favored by the most vocal cadres on campus, not to mention the prescriptions sent down by university officials and human resources professionals. Especially galling are the mandated sessions with lawyers and bureaucrats designed to generate an atmosphere of unanimity, the sense that everyone, from the newly arrived freshman student to the department chair and provost, will be eager, when asked, to provide the correct answers to every question and thereby to avoid dispute, controversy, or legal challenge.

Of course now and then, in spite of the strenuous efforts to create a total culture, some incident will upend the order of things for a day or a month, and you think that maybe this time the dueling factions will actually attempt to engage in serious talk and renounce the slogans. Will they perhaps become disgusted with their inclination to call out others who’ve failed to “check their privilege” and instead think about privilege as something other than a lethal put-down? Will there be, at least temporarily, a halt to the protocols designed to shame or bully susceptible students or colleagues? Any chance, you wonder, that those given to condemning and harassing people who’ve said “the wrong thing” or dared to teach an offensive book or film will stop performing their vulnerability and abandon the studied censoriousness now so pervasive in precincts of the contemporary liberal university?II







You remember that you’re by no means alone in lamenting what makes the criticism of your own cohort so painful and difficult. In part, you suppose, the situation in the academy has something to do with larger problems in liberal culture. The political thinker Michael Walzer contends that “no one on the left has succeeded in telling a story that brings together the different values to which we are committed and connects them to some general picture of what the modern world is like and what our country should be like.” You take that in and you think that you would like to tell the story Walzer wants. And yet the trouble is that the values you embrace are not always compatible with one another. That the instinct to be charitable and forgiving is contradicted by the instinct to be critical and to call things by their rightful names. That the respect you accord to opponents can seem irresponsible when those opponents are themselves intolerant and are bent on shutting up people like you.

More troubling still, many of those in your cohort refuse to acknowledge that contradiction is an elementary fact of our common life, and are in denial about all the things their own avowals fail to take into account. Hard not to feel disappointed when brilliant law students at Harvard mobilize to forbid the use of the word “violate,” or when students and teachers at Brandeis deploy the term “microaggression” to attack an installation designed to expose racial stereotypes. Are there in fact microaggressions? No doubt. Are some people uncomfortable when we use ordinary terms like “violate” and thereby trigger in them unwanted thoughts? To be sure. But it is—it must be—legitimate to ask what is lost and what is gained when we capitulate to demands that have as their objective the cleansing of the common language and the creation of a surveillance culture.

When a lawyer at your own New York State Summer Writers Institute, working on a memoir about her own personal tribulations, mounts a public campaign against the screening of a “disturbing” 1960s Italian comedy that may trigger, in a person with her background, traumatic memories, you are courteous and sympathetic, and yet find that what counts for her is the opportunity to invoke a principle and to put others—yourself very much included—on the defensive. When you tell her that the principle she invokes—it’s never a good idea to screen films that portray desire, abuse, or subordination—is not a principle you share, and that other students in the program clearly have an entirely different view of such matters, she tells you that as a man you’ll never understand the problem. You wonder what such encounters reveal about the culture and about your own resistance to the kinds of complaint articulated by a person who is deeply invested in her convictions. A friend tells you that you must learn to relax. Avoid unnecessary agitation. Let small things be small things and move on. And if they’re not small things? They’re always smaller than you make them out to be, he says. That lawyer is symptomatic of nothing.







The attempt to create a total cultural environment and to silence or intimidate opponents is part of a campaign that had once seemed promising, even to those—yourself included—alarmed at the irrationality and anti-intellectuality unleashed by many of the most vocal proponents of the new fundamentalism. But concepts with some genuine merit—like “privilege,” “appropriation,” and even “microaggression”—were very rapidly weaponized, and well-intentioned discussions of “identity,” “inequality,” and “disability” became the leading edge of new efforts to label and separate the saved and the damned, the “woke” and the benighted, the victim and the oppressor. Concepts useful in careful and nuanced discussions proved strikingly “amenable to over-extension,” as the cultural historian Rochelle Gurstein put it, and ideas suitable for addressing “psychological distress” were forced into the service of efforts to “[redress] the subordination of one people by another,” yielding not significant redress but a new wave of puritanism and a culture of suspicion.

It’s tempting to fall back on the notion that cultural battles are predictable and recurrent and that those who wage them are always apt to lose sight of what is truly important. Your middle son, a CEO and social justice activist in St. Louis, reminds you that speech codes and academic protocols distract you from what you know to be the major issues out there in the real world, and you argue, not always successfully, that “privilege,” “toleration,” “identity,” and “appropriation” are in fact real-world issues. Different, to be sure, from equality or sexual violence or racism, but important. Even good ideas, you say, when they are misused and misunderstood, can create a toxic environment. And the university is, in many ways, an increasingly toxic environment. Toxic in what sense? your son asks. You’ll read my book, you tell him, and you’ll hear my stories, and follow out the arc of my thinking, for what it’s worth. And you’ll see that, as always, I’m mainly trying to identify and wrestle with my own uncertainties, while demanding that others do no less. And if they’re not as doubt-filled as you are? Well, they should be, shouldn’t they? you reply. Does it ever occur to you, he asks, that you put too high a value on doubt and contradiction? Let me get back to you about that, you say.



I. Susan Sontag: “Liberalism is boring, declares Carl Schmitt in The Concept of the Political, written in 1932 (the following year he joined the Nazi party).”

II. In Winning the Race the linguist and cultural critic John McWhorter speaks of “the self-indulgent joy of being indignant” and of “therapeutic alienation.” 



PRIVILEGE FOR BEGINNERS

It kicked in early, my confusion.

—Allan Gurganus

. . . awareness gone massively awry.

—Phoebe Maltz Bovy

In my freshman year at Queens College I had a strange awakening—strange in that the attendant, overmastering emotion was a combination of humiliation and pleasure. My English professor had called me to his desk and handed me the A+ paper I had written on Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia and suggested that I make an appointment to see him. This was no ordinary suggestion at the City University of New York, where professors never scheduled regular office hours and only rarely invited students to private conferences.

Of course I was uneasy about the meeting, though I thought it likely that Professor Stone wished simply to congratulate me further, perhaps even to recommend that I join the staff of the college literary magazine or to enlist my assistance as a tutor for students who needed help with their writing. Delusions of grandeur. Modest grandeur.

Professor Stone’s office had been carved out of a ramshackle warren of semi-enclosed rooms in the fourth-floor attic of the English department building, where I was greeted with a warm handshake and a “delighted you could come” and a “just take a seat and wait for a moment.” Though the encounter took place almost sixty years ago, I remember everything about it, remember the few books randomly scattered on a small wooden table, the neatly combed silver hair on the professor’s head, and the amiable ironic eyes. Most clearly I remember the surprising moment when another professor named Magalaner was called in and stood next to Professor Stone, both men smiling and looming ominously over me, the point of the meeting now further shrouded in mystery, just for a minute, until I was asked to describe—in a few sentences or more, don’t hesitate—the paper I’d written on Orwell.

Which of course I did, as commanded, picking up steam after the first few sentences of diffident preamble, until Professor Stone asked me to just stop, that’s quite enough, and then turned to his colleague with the words “See what I mean?” and Magalaner replied, “Totally.” At which the two men now at last pulled over the two chairs and sat down, close enough that our knees almost touched, and seemed to look me over, as if taking my measure, both of them smiling, so that again I speculated that perhaps I was to be offered a prize or a summer job or who knew what else.

“I’ve a feeling,” Professor Stone said, “that you may be the first person in your family to go to college.”

“It’s true,” I replied.

“You write very well,” he offered.

“Very well,” said Magalaner.

“But you know,” Stone went on, edging his chair just a bit closer to mine, “I didn’t call you here to congratulate you, but to tell you something you need to hear, and of course I trust that you’ll listen carefully—with Professor Magalaner here to back me up—when I tell you, very plainly, that though you are a bright and gifted young fellow, your speech, I mean the sounds you make when you speak, are such that no one will ever take you seriously—I repeat, no one will ever take you seriously—if you don’t at once do something about this. Do you understand me?”

I’ve told this story on several occasions over the years, told it to my teenage sister—now a psychotherapist in New York City—on that very first night, explaining what I understood: namely, that a man I admired, who had reason to admire me, thought that when I opened my mouth I sounded like someone by no means admirable, and that in truth, to an educated person, I perhaps sounded like an idiot, like someone uncouth and pathetic, who could make even his own carefully composed sentences on Orwell sound like nothing anyone would bother to take in.

Easy, of course, to accept that no one close to me would have mentioned this before, given that—presumably—we all shared this grave disability and failed to think it a disability at all, noticing, perhaps, that a man like Professor Stone didn’t sound like anyone in our family simply because, after all, he was an educated man and was not supposed to sound or think like us.

In any event, at our momentous encounter in that fourth-floor attic room, my teacher moved at once to extract from me “a promise” that I would enroll in “remedial” speech courses “for the remainder of your college career” and not “so much as consider giving them up, not even if you find them tedious.” A proposal that left me feeling oddly consoled, if also somewhat ashamed. Consoled by the thought that there might be a cure for my coarse “Brooklynese,” as my teacher referred to it, and that the prescription was after all indisputably necessary. Unsure in the moment about whether to thank my interlocutors or just to stand up and slink ignominiously away, the best I could muster, after agreeing to enroll right away in one of those speech courses, was an awkward “Is that all?”

A former student, hearing my story a few years ago at our dinner table, after telling her own tale of a recent humiliation, asked, “Who the fuck did that guy think he was?” and added that he was “lucky you didn’t just kick his teeth out.” Concerned, clearly, that even now, after so many years, my sense of self might still be at risk, the injury still alive within me. And yet, though in truth I’ve often and insistently played out the whole indelible encounter in my head, I had decided, within hours of my escape from that dark, low-ceilinged space, that it was a never-to-be-forgotten gift I had been offered. An insult as well, to be sure, but delivered not with an intention to hurt but to save and uplift. Easy to be offended about the class element inscribed in the transaction, the attempt to impress on someone so young the idea that he would want, no question about it, to become the sort of person whose class origins would henceforth be undetectable, Professor Stone thus my very own Professor Higgins, stepping in to do something about the grotesquely unlovely sounds emitted by the promising young Eliza, with that dreadful little mouth. But I had not been programmed to be offended, and was, in my innocent way, ambitious, eager, at any rate, to be taken seriously, and though I rapidly came to loathe the speech exercises to which I was soon subjected, I thought it my duty and my privilege to be subjected to them. Night after night, standing before the mirror in my parents’ bathroom, I shaped the sounds I was taught to shape, and I imagined that one day Professor Stone would beam with satisfaction at the impeccably beautiful grace notes I would produce.

A long story, perhaps, unduly long, it may be, for the opening of an essay on “privilege.” But then, the idea of privilege has moved a great many people in the culture to say things nonsensical and appalling, and I’ve thought to begin by noting what is often ignored or willfully obscured: that privilege is by no means easy to describe or understand. Say, if you like, that privilege is an advantage, earned or unearned, and you will be apt to ask several important questions. Earned according to whom? Unearned signifying shameful or immoral? The advantage to be renounced or held on to? To what end? Whose? Privilege the name of an endowment without which we would all be miraculously released from what exactly? Evidence, anywhere, that the consciousness-raising directed in recent years at privilege has issued in a substantial reduction in inequality or created a more generous public discourse? Say “privilege” and you will likely believe you have said something meaningful, leveled a resounding charge, when in fact you may not think about what is entailed in so loaded a term. What may once have been an elementary descriptor—“he has the privilege of studying the violin with a first-rate music instructor”—is at present promiscuously (and often punitively) deployed to imply a wide range of advantages or deficits against which no one can be adequately defended.

Is privilege at the root of the story I have told about my adolescent adventure? Consider that Professor Stone was himself the beneficiary of the privilege, so-called, that allowed him to deliver a potentially devastating message to a boy he barely knew, and with little fear of contradiction. The protocols lately associated with what literary critic Phoebe Maltz Bovy calls the “privilege turn” in contemporary culture would demand that the professor acknowledge his privilege and proceed with perhaps greater sensitivity to the feelings of his student. In 1959, to be sure, had he been challenged, the professor would simply have noted that the action he took was a reflection of his concern for his student, and he would not have felt that there was any special privilege involved in the exercise of his authority. The fact that our positions were unequal would have seemed to him not only natural but also in no way problematic, in that this was in the very nature of the teacher-student relationship, and moreover reflected only a temporary arrangement, requiring of me no permanent resignation to my fate as a subordinate, consigned for all time to yield to the whims of a master.

In short, whatever the privilege entailed in the exercise of power enjoyed by my teacher, the very notion of privilege in his case would have seemed to him—quite as it seems to me now—of little or no importance. Of course, if I were so inclined, I might now level the charge at my teacher, retroactively, as it were. After all, inequality is today often regarded as unjust or intolerable, even criminal, in spite of the fact that in most ordinary life situations we have no particular reason to feel aggrieved. I recall noting to myself, in a brief period when I saw a psychotherapist, the profound inequality built into our situation. After all, I thought, I know nothing at all about the emotions of my palely imperturbable therapist, whereas he is forever asking me personal questions and drawing astounding conclusions about my so-called motives. Our ritual meetings were designed to make me feel that our relations were anything but reciprocal, and of course my analyst had the privilege of treating everything I said as suspect, or symptomatic, whereas I was required to treat the few things he said as mature and reliable. Again, the inequality was a constitutive feature of the situation, and if his was the position of the master, mine that of the subordinate, there was nothing for me to do but nurture my resentment or accept that I too enjoyed the very different privilege of placing myself in the hands of someone who might help me.







Privilege, then, like inequality, is not usually a simple matter. Not in the past, not at present, not even in the domain of male privilege, with all that particular species of entitlement entails. I suppose it fair to say that I know as much, and as little, about my own exercise of male privilege as most men who have enjoyed its benefits without sufficiently acknowledging them. But I suppose as well what it is also fair to say: namely, that the exercise of privilege among men is no unitary thing. My own working-class father had the privilege, after all, of working, through the best years of his adult life, in a Brooklyn dry-goods store for six days each week, from 8 a.m. to 9 p.m., fifty weeks each year. Would he have agreed, if alerted to the fact, that he was also the beneficiary of male privilege? I like to think that I could have persuaded him to accept that this was so, much though the two of us would then have gone on to reflect that his advantage, in that respect as in many others, was somewhat limited.

It is by no means a simple matter to speak of privilege in the domain of race relations. The black linguist John McWhorter notes that at present “the privileged status” enjoyed by white people—an idea rooted in fact and, to a great many of us, entirely obvious—has become a formula resistant to meaningful conversation, which fuels insupportable assumptions and resentments. “Your existential State of Living While White,” McWhorter writes, “constitutes [for many in the academy] a form of racism in itself. Your understanding will serve as a tool . . . for something. But be careful about asking just what that something is, because that will mean you ‘just don’t get it.’ ” McWhorter deplores, among other things, the fact that the standard “White Privilege paradigm [is] more about feelings than action,” and that proponents of the paradigm are unduly attached to “the idea that black people cannot solve their problems short of white people developing an exquisite sensitivity to how privileged they are.” The public attention devoted to privilege seems to McWhorter to “shunt energy from genuine activism into—I’m sorry—a kind of performance art.”

A few years ago I found myself embroiled in an argument at a symposium, where “white privilege” had been referred to by one speaker as a self-evident and unitary phenomenon. Was it really necessary, I asked, to point out that there is privilege and privilege, whiteness and whiteness? If my white colleague felt that she had a great deal to apologize for, and thought a public symposium a suitable occasion for a display of soul-searching, that was well and good, so long as she did not also suggest that we must all follow her lead and in fact feel about our own so-called privilege exactly what she felt. Was it reasonable to suppose that whiteness confers, on all who claim it, comparable experiences and privileges? Was my own background as a working-class Jewish boy, growing up in a predominantly black community, remotely similar to the background or disposition of a white colleague who had never known privation, or in fact had no contact at all with other black children? Did it matter, thinking of ourselves simply as possessors of white privilege, that one of us had written extensively on race issues while the other had devoted herself to scholarly researches on metaphysical poetry? Was it not the case, I asked, that what the poet Claudia Rankine calls “the boundaries” of our “imaginative sympathy” had been “drawn” in drastically different ways? How could whiteness, or blackness, signify to us the same things? To consider either of us primarily as white people, deliberately consigning to irrelevance everything that made us different from one another—and different from the kinds of white people who regard their whiteness as an endowment to be proud of—was to deny what was clearly most important about each of us. Rankine rightly challenges those who “argue that the imagination is or can be somehow free of race,” and mocks white writers “who make a prize of transcendence,” supposing that the imagination can be “ahistorical” or “postracial.” But to insist that elementary distinctions be made, as between one experience of race and another, would seem indispensable to a serious discussion of privilege.I

Though whiteness was not an active or obvious factor in my encounter with Professor Stone, it is possible that, had I been a black student in his class, he might have resisted the impulse to call me in and inform me, in effect, that my speech seemed to him low or disreputable. In this sense, the mere fact of my whiteness, however unacknowledged by Professor Stone, would have conferred on me the inestimable advantage of having been chosen for the insult he directed at me. A peculiar advantage, to be sure. When I told my story to a half dozen student assistants recently, the two black students at our dinner table showered me with sympathy and asserted that they would have found the professor’s admonition offensive and perhaps “done something about it.” Though I attempted then to explain my own sense of the privilege afforded me, my students were by no means persuaded, and the white students at our table were sure only that things are different now than they were back then and that “respect” would now happily ensure that no professor would dare to do what my teacher had done.
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