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Toward a New Vision
Race, Class, and Gender as Categories of Analysis and Connection

Patricia Hill Collins (1993)

The true focus of revolutionary change is never
merely the oppressive situations which we seek to
escape, but that piece of the oppressor which is
planted deep within each of us.

—Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, 123

Audre Lorde’s statement raises a troublesome is-
sue for scholars and activists working for social
change. While many of us have little difficulty
assessing our own victimization within some
major system of oppression, whether it be by
race, social class, religion, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, age or gender, we typically fail to see
how our thoughts and actions uphold someone
else’s subordination. Thus, White feminists rou-
tinely point with confidence to their oppression
as women but resist seeing how much their White
skin privileges them. African-Americans who
possess eloquent analyses of racism often persist
in viewing poor White women as symbols of
white power. The radical left fares little better. “If
only people of color and women could see their
true class interests,” they argue, “class solidarity
would eliminate racism and sexism.” In essence,
each group identifies the type of oppression with
which it feels most comfortable as being funda-
mental and classifies all other types as being of
lesser importance.

Oppression is full of such contradictions.
Errors in political judgment that we make con-
cerning how we teach our courses, what we tell
our children, and which organizations are worthy
of our time, talents and financial support flow
smoothly from errors in theoretical analysis
about the nature of oppression and activism.
Once we realize that there are few pure victims
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or oppressors, and that each one of us derives
varying amounts of penalty and privilege from
the multiple systems of oppression that frame our
lives, then we will be in a position to see the need
for new ways of thought and action.

[This discussion] addresses this need for new
patterns of thought and action. I focus on two ba-
sic questions. First, how can we reconceptualize
race, class and gender as categories of analysis?
Second, how can we transcend the barriers cre-
ated by our experiences with race, class and gen-
der oppression in order to build the types of
coalitions essential for social exchange? To ad-
dress these question[s] I contend that we must ac-
quire both new theories of how race, class and
gender have shaped the experiences not just of
women of color, but of all groups. Moreover, we
must see the connections between these cate-
gories of analysis and the personal issues in our
everyday lives, particularly our scholarship, our
teaching and our relationships with our col-
leagues and students. As Audre Lorde points out,
change starts with self, and relationships that we
have with those around us must always be the pri-
mary site for social change.

HOW CAN WE RECONCEPTUALIZE RACE, CLASS,
AND GENDER AS CATEGORIES OF ANALYSIS?

To me, we must shift our discourse away from ad-
ditive analyses of oppression (Spelman 1982;
Collins 1989). Such approaches are typically based
on two key premises. First, they depend on
either/or, dichotomous thinking. Persons, things



and ideas are conceptualized in terms of their
opposites. For example, Black/White, man/woman,
thought/feeling, and fact/opinion are defined in
oppositional terms. Thought and feeling are not
seen as two different and interconnected ways of
approaching truth that can coexist in scholarship
and teaching. Instead, feeling is defined as anti-
thetical to reason, as its opposite. In spite of the
~ fact that we all have “both/and” identities (I am
both a college professor and a mother—I don’t
stop being a mother when I drop my child off at
school, or forget everything I learned while scrub-
bing the toilet), we persist in trying to classify
each other in either/or categories. I live each day
as an African-American woman—a race/gender
specific experience. And I am not alone. Everyone
has a race/gender/class specific identity. Either/or,
dichotomous thinking is especially troublesome
when applied to theories of oppression because
every individual must be classified as being either
oppressed or not oppressed. The both/and posi-
tion of simultaneously being oppressed and
oppressor becomes conceptually impossible.

A second premise of additive analyses of op-
pression is that these dichotomous differences
must be ranked. One side of the dichotomy is typ-
ically labeled dominant and the other subordi-
nate. Thus, Whites rule Blacks, men are deemed
superior to women, and reason is seen as being
preferable to emotion. Applying this premise to
discussions of oppression leads to the assump-
tion that oppression can be quantified, and that
some groups are oppressed more than others. I
am frequently asked, “Which has been most op-
pressive to you, your status as a Black person or
your status as a woman?” What I am really being
asked to do is divide myself into little boxes and
rank my various statuses. If I experience oppres-
sion as a both/and phenomenon, why should I
analyze it any differently?

Additive analyses of oppression rest squarely
on the twin pillars of either/or thinking and
the necessity to quantify and rank all relation-
ships in order to know where one stands. Such ap-
proaches typically see African-American women
as being more oppressed than everyone else be-
cause the majority of Black women experience
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the negative effects of race, class and gender op-
pression simultaneously. In essence, if you add
together separate oppressions, you are left with a
grand oppression greater than the sum of its
parts.

I am not denying that specific groups experi-
ence oppression more harshly than others—
lynching is certainly objectively worse than being
held up as a sex object. But we must be careful not
to confuse this issue of the saliency of one type of
oppression in people’s lives with a theoretical
stance positing the interlocking nature of oppres-
sion. Race, class and gender may all structure a
situation but may not be equally visible and/or
important in people’s self-definitions. In certain
contexts, such as the antebellum American South
and contemporary South America, racial oppres-
sion is more visibly salient, while in other con-
texts, such as Haiti, El Salvador and Nicaragua,
social class oppression may be more apparent.
For middle class White women, gender may as-
sume experiential primacy unavailable to poor
Hispanic women struggling with the ongoing is-
sues of low-paid jobs and the frustrations of the
welfare bureaucracy. This recognition that one
category may have salience over another for a
given time and place does not minimize the theo-
retical importance of assuming that race, class
and gender as categories of analysis structure all
relationships.

In order to move toward new visions of what
oppression is, I think that we need to ask new
questions. How are relationships of domination
and subordination structured and maintained in
the American political economy? How do race,
class and gender function as parallel and inter-
locking systems that shape this basic relationship
of domination and subordination? Questions
such as these promise to move us away from futile
theoretical struggles concerned with ranking op-
pressions and towards analyses that assume race,
class and gender are all present in any given set-
ting, even if one appears more visible and salient
than the others. Our task becomes redefined as
one of reconceptualizing oppression by uncover-
ing the connections among race, class and gender
as categories of analysis.
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1. Institutional Dimension of Oppression

Sandra Harding’s contention that gender oppres-
sion is structured along three main dimensions—
the institutional, the symbolic, and the individual
—offers a useful model for a more comprehen-
sive analysis encompassing race, class and gender
oppression (Harding 1986). Systemic relation-
ships of domination and subordination struc-
tured through social institutions such as schools,
businesses, hospitals, the workplace, and govern-
ment agencies represent the institutional dimen-
sion of oppression. Racism, sexism and elitism all
have concrete institutional locations. Even
though the workings of the institutional dimen-
sion of oppression are often obscured with
ideologies claiming equality of opportunity, in
actuality, race, class and gender place Asian-
American women, Native American men, White
men, African-American women, and other groups
in distinct institutional niches with varying de-
grees of penalty and privilege.

Even though I realize that many . .. would not
share this assumption, let us assume that the in-
stitutions of American society discriminate,
whether by design or by accident. While many of
us are familiar with how race, gender and class
operate separately to structure inequality, I want
to focus on how these three systems interlock in
structuring the institutional dimension of op-
pression. To get at the interlocking nature of race,
class and gender, I want you to think about the
antebellum plantation as a guiding metaphor for
a variety of American social institutions. Even
though slavery is typically analyzed as a racist in-
stitution, and occasionally as a class institution, I
suggest that slavery was a race, class, gender spe-
cific institution. Removing any one piece from
our analysis diminishes our understanding of the
true nature of relations of domination and subor-
dination under slavery.

A brief analysis of key American social institu-
tions most controlled by elite White men should
convince us of the interlocking nature of race,
class and gender in structuring the institutional
dimension of oppression. For example, if you are

from an American college or university, is your
campus a modern plantation? Who controls your
university’s political economy? Are elite White
men overrepresented among the upper adminis-
trators and trustees controlling your university’s
finances and policies? Are elite White men being
joined by growing numbers of elite White women
helpmates? What kinds of people are in your
classrooms grooming the next generation who
will occupy these and other decision-making po-
sitions? Who are the support staff that produce
the mass mailings, order the supplies, fix the
leaky pipes? Do African-Americans, Hispanics or
other people of color form the majority of the in-
visible workers who feed you, wash your dishes,
and clean up your offices and libraries after
everyone else has gone home?

If your college is anything like mine, you know
the answers to these questions. You may be affili-
ated with an institution that has Hispanic women
as vice-presidents for finance, or substantial
numbers of Black men among the faculty. If so,
you are fortunate. Much more typical are colleges
where a modified version of the plantation as a
metaphor for the institutional dimension of op-
pression survives.

2. The Symbolic Dimension of Oppression

Widespread, societally-sanctioned ideologies used
to justify relations of domination and subordina-
tion comprise the symbolic dimension of oppres-
sion. Central to this process is the use of stereotyp-
ical or controlling images of diverse race, class and
gender groups. In order to assess the power of this
dimension of oppression, I want you to make a list,
either on paper or in your head, of “masculine”
and “feminine” characteristics. If your list is any-
thing like that compiled by most people, it reflects
some variation of the following:

Masculine Feminine
aggressive passive
leader follower
rational emotional
strong weak
intellectual ~ physical




Not only does this list reflect either/or, dichoto-
mous thinking and the need to rank both sides of
the dichotomy, but ask yourself exactly which
men and women you had in mind when compil-
ing these characteristics. This list applies almost
exclusively to middle class White men and
women. The allegedly “masculine” qualities that
you probably listed are only acceptable when ex-
hibited by elite White men, or when used by Black
and Hispanic men against each other or against
women of color. Aggressive Black and Hispanic
men are seen as dangerous, not powerful, and are
often penalized when they exhibit any of the al-
legedly “masculine” characteristics. Working-
class and poor White men fare slightly better and
are also denied the allegedly “masculine” sym-
bols of leadership, intellectual competence and
human rationality. Women of color and working
class and poor White women are also not repre-
sented on this list, for they have never had the
luxury of being “ladies.” What appear to be uni-
versal categories representing all men and
women instead are unmasked as being applicable
to only a small group.

It is important to see how the symbolic images
applied to different race, class and gender groups
interact in maintaining systems of domination
and subordination. If T were to ask you to repeat
the same assignment, only this time, by making
separate lists for Black men, Black women,
Hispanic women and Hispanic men, I suspect that
your gender symbolism would be quite different.
In comparing all of the lists, you might begin to
see the interdependence of symbols applied to all
groups. For example, the elevated images of White
womanhood need devalued images of Black wom-
anhood in order to maintain credibility.

Assuming that everyone is affected differently
by the same interlocking set of symbolic images
allows us to move forward toward new analyses.
Women of color and White women have different
relationships to White male authority, and this
difference explains the distinct gender symbol-
ism applied to both groups. Black women en-
counter controlling images such as the mammy,
the matriarch, the mule and the whore, that
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encourage others to reject us as fully human
people. Ironically, the negative nature of these im-
ages simultaneously encourages us to reject them.
In contrast, White women are offered seductive
images, those that promise to reward them for
supporting the status quo. And yet seductive im-
ages can be equally controlling. Consider, for ex-
ample, the views of Nancy White, a 73-year-old
Black woman, concerning images of rejection and
seduction:

My mother used to say that the black woman is
the white man’s mule and the white woman is his
dog. Now, she said that to say this: we do the
heavy work and get beat whether we do it well or
not. But the white woman is closer to the master
and he pats them on the head and lets them sleep
in the house, but he ain’t gon’ treat neither one
like he was dealing with a person. (Gwaltney
1980, 148)

Both sets of images stimulate particular politi-
cal stances. By broadening the analysis beyond
the confines of race, we can see the varying levels
of rejection and seduction available to each of us
due to our race, class and gender identity. Each of
us lives with an allotted portion of institutional
privilege and penalty, and with varying levels of
rejection and seduction inherent in the symbolic
images applied to us. This is the context in which
we make our choices. Taken together, the institu-
tional and symbolic dimensions of oppression
create a structural backdrop against which all of
us live our lives.

3. The Individual Dimension of Oppression

Whether we benefit or not, we all live within in-
stitutions that reproduce race, class and gender
oppression. Even if we never have any contact
with members of other race, class and gender
groups, we all encounter images of these groups
and are exposed to the symbolic meanings at-
tached to those images. On this dimension of
oppression, our individual biographies vary
tremendously. As a result of our institutional and
symbolic statuses, all of our choices become
political acts.
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Each of us must come to terms with the mul-
tiple ways in which race, class and gender as
categories of analysis frame our individual biog-
raphies. I have lived my entire life as an African-
American woman from a working-class family,
and this basic fact has had a profound impact on
my personal biography. Imagine how different
your life might be if you had been born Black, or
White, or poor, or of a different race/class/gender
group than the one with which you are most fa-
miliar. The institutional treatment you would
have received and the symbolic meanings at-
tached to your very existence might differ dra-
matically from what you now consider to be
natural, normal and part of everyday life. You
might be the same, but your personal biography
might have been quite different.

I believe that each of us carries around the cu-
mulative effect of our lives within multiple struc-
tures of oppression. If you want to see how much
you have been affected by this whole thing, I ask
you one simple question—who are your close
friends? Who are the people with whom you can
share your hopes, dreams, vulnerabilities, fears
and victories? Do they look like you? If they are all
the same, circumstance may be the cause. For the
first seven years of my life I saw only low-income
Black people. My friends from those years re-
flected the composition of my community. But
now that I am an adult, can the defense of circum-
stance explain the patterns of people that I trust
as my friends and colleagues? When given other
alternatives, if my friends and colleagues reflect
the homogeneity of one race, class and gender
group, then these categories of analysis have in-
deed become barriers to connection.

I am not suggesting that people are doomed to
follow the paths laid out for them by race, class
and gender as categories of analysis. While these
three structures certainly frame my opportunity
structure, I as an individual always have the
choice of accepting things as they are, or trying to
change them. As Nikki Giovanni points out,
“we’ve got to live in the real world. If we don’t like
the world we’re living in, change it. And if we can’t
change it, we change ourselves. We can do some-
thing” (Tate 1983, 68). While a piece of the

oppressor may be planted deep within each of us,
we each have the choice of accepting that piece or
challenging it as part of the “true focus of revolu-
tionary change.”

HOW CAN WE TRANSCEND THE BARRIERS
CREATED BY OUR EXPERIENCES WITH RACE,
CLASS, AND GENDER OPPRESSION IN ORDER

TO BUILD THE TYPES OF COALITIONS ESSENTIAL
FOR SOCIAL CHANGE?

Reconceptualizing oppression and seeing the bar-
riers created by race, class and gender as inter-
locking categories of analysis is a vital first step.
But we must transcend these barriers by moving
toward race, class and gender as categories of
connection, by building relationships and coali-
tions that will bring about social change. What
are some of the issues involved in doing this?

1. Differences in Power and Privilege

First, we must recognize that our differing experi-
ences with oppression create problems in the re-
lationships among us. Each of us lives within a
system that vests us with varying levels of power
and privilege. These differences in power,
whether structured along axes of race, class, gen-
der, age or sexual orientation, frame our relation-
ships. African-American writer June Jordan
describes her discomfort on a Caribbean vacation
with Olive, the Black woman who cleaned her
room:

... even though both “Olive” and “I” live inside a
conflict neither one of us created, and even
though both of us therefore hurt inside that con-
flict, I may be one of the monsters she needs to
eliminate from her universe and, in a sense, she
may be one of the monsters in mine. (1985, 47)

Differences in power constrain our ability to
connect with one another even when we think we
are engaged in dialogue across differences. . ..

In extreme cases, members of privileged
groups can erase the very presence of the less
privileged. When I first moved to Cincinnati, my






family and I went on a picnic at a local park. Pic-
nicking next to us was a family of White Ap-
palachians. When I went to push my daughter on
the swings, several of the children came over.
They had missing, yellowed and broken teeth,
they wore old clothing and their poverty was evi-
dent. I was shocked. Growing up in a large eastern
city, I had never seen such awful poverty among
Whites. The segregated neighborhoods in which I
grew up made White poverty all but invisible.
More importantly, the privileges attached to my
newly acquired social class position allowed me
to ignore and minimize the poverty among
Whites that I did encounter. My reactions to those
children made me realize how confining phrases
such as “well, at least they’re not Black,” had
become for me. In learning to grant human
subjectivity to the Black victims of poverty, I had
simultaneously learned to demand White victims
of poverty. By applying categories of race to the
objective conditions confronting me, I was quan-
tifying and ranking oppressions and missing the
very real suffering which, in fact, is the real issue.

One common pattern of relationships across
differences in power is one that I label “voyeurism.”
From the perspective of the privileged, the lives of
people of color, of the poor, and of women are
interesting for their entertainment value. The
privileged become voyeurs, passive onlookers
who do not relate to the less powerful, but who
are interested in seeing how the “different” live.
Over the years, I have heard numerous African-
American students complain about professors
who never call on them except when a so-called
Black issue is being discussed. The students’
interest in discussing race or qualifications for
doing so appear unimportant to the professor’s
efforts to use Black students’ experiences as sto-
ries to make the material come alive for the White
student audience. Asking Black students to per-
form on cue and provide a Black experience for
their White classmates can be seen as voyeurism
at its worst.

Members of subordinate groups do not will-
ingly participate in such exchanges but often do
so because members of dominant groups control
the institutional and symbolic apparatuses of
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oppression. Racial/ethnic groups, women, and
the poor have never had the luxury of being
voyeurs of the lives of the privileged. Our ability
to survive in hostile settings has hinged on our
ability to learn intricate details about the behav-
ior and worldview of the powerful and adjust our
behavior accordingly. I need only point to the dif-
ference in perception of those men and women in
abusive relationships. Where men can view their
girlfriends and wives as sex objects, helpmates
and a collection of stereotyped categories of
voyeurism—women must be attuned to every nu-
ance of their partners’ behavior. Are women
“naturally” better in relating to people with more
power than themselves, or have circumstances
mandated that men and women develop different
skills?. ..

Coming from a tradition where most relation-
ships across difference are squarely rooted in
relations of domination and subordination, we
have much less experience relating to people as
different but equal. The classroom is potentially
one powerful and safe space where dialogues
among individuals of unequal power relation-
ships can occur. ...

2. Coalitions Around Common Causes

A second issue in building relationships and
coalitions essential for social change concerns
knowing the real reasons for coalition. Just what
brings people together? One powerful catalyst
fostering group solidarity is the presence of a
common enemy. African-American, Hispanic,
Asian-American, and women’s studies all share
the common intellectual heritage of challenging
what passes for certified knowledge in the acad-
emy. But politically expedient relationships and
coalitions like these are fragile because, as June
Jordan points out:

It occurs to me that much organizational grief
could be avoided if people understood that part-
nership in misery does not necessarily provide
for partnership for change: When we get the
monsters off our backs all of us may want to run
in very different directions. (1985, 47)
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Sharing a common cause assists individuals
and groups in maintaining relationships that
transcend their differences. Building effective
coalitions involves struggling to hear one another
and developing empathy for each other’s points of
view. The coalitions that I have been involved in
that lasted and that worked have been those
where commitment to a specific issue mandated
collaboration as the best strategy for addressing
the issue at hand.

None of us alone has a comprehensive vision
of how race, class and gender operate as cate-
gories of analysis or how they might be used as
categories of connection. Qur personal biogra-
phies offer us partial views. Few of us can manage
to study race, class and gender simultaneously.
Instead, we each know more about some dimen-
sions of this larger story and less about others.. ..
Just as the members of the school had special
skills to offer to the task of building the school,
we have areas of specialization and expertise,
whether scholarly, theoretical, pedagogical or
within areas of race, class or gender. We do not all
have to do the same thing in the same way.
Instead, we must support each other’s efforts,
realizing that they are all part of the larger enter-
prise of bringing about social change.

3. Building Empathy

A third issue involved in building the types of re-
lationships and coalitions essential for social
change concerns the issue of individual account-
ability. Race, class and gender oppression form the
structural backdrop against which we frame our
relationship—these are the forces that encourage
us to substitute voyeurism . . . for fully human re-
lationships. But while we may not have created
this situation, we are each responsible for making
individual, personal choices concerning which el-
ements of race, class and gender oppression we
will accept and which we will work to change.
One essential component of this accountability
involves developing empathy for the experiences
of individuals and groups different than our-
selves. Empathy begins with taking an interest in

the facts of other people[’s] lives, both as individ-
uals and as groups. If you care about me, you
should want to know not only the details of my
personal biography but a sense of how race, class
and gender as categories of analysis created the
institutional and symbolic backdrop for my per-
sonal biography. How can you hope to assess my
character without knowing the details of the cir-
cumstances I face?

Moreover, by taking a theoretical stance that
we have all been affected by race, class and gen-
der as categories of analysis that have structured
our treatment, we open up possibilities for using
those same constructs as categories of connec-
tion in building empathy. For example, I have a
good White woman friend with whom I share
common interests and beliefs. But we know that
our racial differences have provided us with dif-
ferent experiences. So we talk about them. We do
not assume that because I am Black, race has only
affected me and not her or that because I am a
Black woman, race neutralizes the effect of gen-
der in my life while accenting it in hers. We take
those same categories of analysis that have cre-
ated cleavages in our lives, in this case, categories
of race and gender, and use them as categories of
connection in building empathy for each other’s
experiences.

Finding common causes and building empathy
is difficult, no matter which side of privilege we
inhabit. Building empathy from the dominant
side of privilege is difficult, simply because indi-
viduals from privileged backgrounds are not en-
couraged to do so. For example, in order for those
of you who are White to develop empathy for the
experiences of people of color, you must grapple
with how your white skin has privileged you. This
is difficult to do, because it not only entails the in-
tellectual process of seeing how whiteness is ele-
vated in institutions and symbols, but it also in-
volves the often painful process of seeing how
your whiteness has shaped your personal biogra-
phy. Intellectual stances against the institutional
and symbolic dimensions of racism are generally
easier to maintain than sustained self-reflection
about how racism has shaped all of our individual
biographies. Were and are your fathers, uncles,




and grandfathers really more capable than mine,
or can their accomplishments be explained in
part by the racism members of my family experi-
enced? Did your mothers stand silently by and
watch all this happen? More importantly, how
have they passed on the benefits of their white-
ness to you?

These are difficult questions, and I have tre-
mendous respect for my colleagues and students
who are trying to answer them. Since there is no
compelling reason to examine the source and
meaning of one’s own privilege, [ know that those
who do so have freely chosen this stance. They are
making conscious efforts to root out the piece of
the oppressor planted within them. To me, they
are entitled to the support of people of color in
their efforts. Men who declare themselves femi-
nists, members of the middle class who ally them-
selves with antipoverty struggles, heterosexuals
who support gays and lesbians, are all trying to
grow, and their efforts place them far ahead of the
majority who never think of engaging in such im-
portant struggles.

Building empathy from the subordinate side of
privilege is also difficult, but for different reasons.
Members of subordinate groups are understand-
ably reluctant to abandon a basic mistrust of
members of powerful groups because this basic
mistrust has traditionally been central to their
survival. As a Black woman, it would be foolish
for me to assume that White women, or Black
men, or White men or any other group with a his-
tory of exploiting African-American women have
my best interests at heart. These groups enjoy
varying amounts of privilege over me and there-
fore I must carefully watch them and be prepared
for a relation of domination and subordination.

Like the privileged, members of subordinate
groups must also work toward replacing judg-
ments by category with new ways of thinking and
acting. Refusing to do so stifles prospects for
effective coalition and social change. Let me use
another example from my own experiences.
When I was an undergraduate, I had little time or
patience for the theorizing of the privileged. My
initial years at a private, elite institution were
difficult, not because the course work was
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challenging (it was, but that wasn’t what dis-
tracted me) or because I had to work while my
classmates lived on family allowances (I was used
to work). The adjustment was difficult because I
was surrounded by so many people who took
their privilege for granted. Most of them felt en-
titled to their wealth. That astounded me.

I remember one incident of watching a White
woman down the hall in my dormitory try to pick
out which sweater to wear. The sweaters were
piled up on her bed in all the colors of the rain-
bow, sweater after sweater. She asked my advice
in a way that let me know that choosing a sweater
was one of the most important decisions she had
to make on a daily basis. Standing knee-deep in
her sweaters, I realized how different our lives
were. She did not have to worry about maintain-
ing a solid academic average so that she could
receive financial aid. Because she was in the ma-
jority, she was not treated as a representative of
her race. She did not have to consider how her
classroom comments or basic existence on cam-
pus contributed to the treatment her group would
receive. Her allowance protected her from having
to work, so she was free to spend her time study-
ing, partying, or in her case, worrying about
which sweater to wear. The degree of inequality in
our lives and her unquestioned sense of entitle-
ment concerning that inequality offended me. For
a while, I categorized all affluent White women as
being superficial, arrogant, overly concerned
with material possessions, and part of my prob-
lem. But had I continued to classify people in this
way, I would have missed out on making some
very good friends whose discomfort with their in-
herited or acquired social class privileges pushed
them to examine their position.

Since I opened with the words of Audre Lorde,
it seems appropriate to close with another of her
ideas. ...

Each of us is called upon to take a stand. So in
these days ahead, as we examine ourselves and
each other, our works, our fears, our differences,
our sisterhood and survivals, I urge you to tackle
what is most difficult for us all, self-scrutiny of
our complacencies, the idea that since each of us




84 CHAPTER 2 | Systems of Privilege and Inequality in Women's Lives

believes she is on the side of right, she need not
examine her position. (1985)

I urge you to examine your position.
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Oppression
Marilyn Frye (1983)

It is a fundamental claim of feminism that women
are oppressed. The word “oppression” is a strong
word. It repels and attracts. It is dangerous and
dangerously fashionable and endangered. It is
much misused, and sometimes not innocently.
The statement that women are oppressed is
frequently met with the claim that men are op-
pressed too. We hear that oppressing is oppres-
sive to those who oppress as well as to those they
oppress. Some men cite as evidence of their op-
pression their much-advertised inability to cry. It
is tough, we are told, to be masculine. When the
stresses and frustrations of being a man are cited
as evidence that oppressors are oppressed by
their oppressing; the word “oppression” is being
stretched to meaninglessness; it is treated as
though its scope includes any and ail human ex-
perience of limitation or suffering, no matter the
cause, degree or consequence. Once such usage
has been put over on us, then if ever we deny that
any person or group is oppressed, we seem to im-
ply that we think they never suffer and have no
feelings. We are accused of insensitivity, even of
bigotry. For women, such accusation is particu-

larly intimidating, since sensitivity is one of the
few virtues that has been assigned to us. If we are
found insensitive, we may fear we have no re-
deeming traits at all and perhaps are not real
women. Thus are we silenced before we begin: the
name of our situation drained of meaning and
our guilt mechanisms tripped.

But this is nonsense. Human beings can be
miserable without being oppressed, and it is per-
fectly consistent to deny that a person or group is
oppressed without denying that they have feel-
ings or that they suffer. . ..

The root of the word “oppression” is the ele-
ment “press.” The press of the crowd; pressed into
military service; to press a pair of pants; printing
press; press the button. Presses are used to mold
things or flatten them or reduce them in bulk,
sometimes to reduce them by squeezing out the
gasses or liquids in them. Something pressed is
something caught between or among forces and
barriers which are so related to each other that
jointly they restrain, restrict or prevent the
thing’s motion or mobility. Mold. Immobilize,
Reduce.




