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violence runs through all of the isms. There is a need to acknowledge each other’s pain,
even as we attend to our own.

For those readers who are in the dominant racial category, it may sometimes be difficult
to take in what is being said by and about those who are targeted by racism. When the
perspective of the subordinate is shared directly, an image is reflected to members of the
dominant group that is disconcerting. To the extent that one can draw on one’s own
experience of subordination—as a young person, as a person with a disability, as someone
who grew up poor, as a woman—it may be easier to make meaning of another targeted
group’s experience. For those readers who are targeted by racism and are angered by the
obliviousness of Whites, it may be useful to attend to your experience of dominance where
you may find it—as a heterosexual, as an able-bodied person, as a Christian, as a man—and
consider what systems of privilege you may be overlooking. The task of resisting our own
oppression does not relieve us of the responsibility of acknowledging our complicity in the
oppression of others,

Our ongoing examination of who we are in our full humanity, embracing all of our
identities, creates the possibility of building alliances that may ultimately free us all.

Identltles and Social Locations

R T R

Who Am I? Who Are My People?

Gwyn Kirk and Margo Okazawa-Rey

Identity formation is the result of a complex interplay among individual decisions and
choices, particufar life events, community recognition and expectations, and societal cat-
egorization, classification, and socialization. It is an ongoing process that involves several
ey questions:

Who am I? Who do 1 want to be?

Who do others think | am and want me to be?

Who and what do societal and community institutions, such as schools, religious institu-
tions, the media, and the law, say T am?

Where/what/who are my “home” and “community”?

Which social group(s) do I want to affiliate with?

Who decides the answers to these questions, and on whar basis?

Answers to these questions form the core of our existence. . . .
The American Heritage Dictionary (1993) defines identity as

the collective aspect of the set of characteristics by which a thing is definitely known or
recognizable;
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a set of behavioral or personal characteristics by which an individual is recognizable as a
member of a group;

The same dictionary defines to identify as “to associate or affiliate (oneself} closely with
a person or group; to establish an identification with another or others.”

These definitions point to the connections between us as individuals and how we are
perceived by other people and classified by societal institutions. They also involve a sense
of individual agency and choice regarding affiliations with others. Gender, race, ethnicity,
class, nationality, sexual orientation, age, religion, disability, and language are all significant
social categories by which people are recognized by others. Indeed, on the basis of these
categories alone, others often think they know who we are and how we should behave.
Personal decisions about our affiliations and loyalties to specific groups are also shaped
by these categories. For example, in many communities of color women struggie over the
question of race versus gender. Is race a more important factor than gender in shaping
their lives? If a Latina speaks out publicly about sexism within the Latino community, is
she betraying her people? This separation of categories, mirrored by our segregated social
lives, tends to set up false dichotomies in which people often feel that they have to choose
one aspect of their identity over another. It also presents difficulties for mixed-race or
bisexual people, who do not {it neatly into such narrow categories.

BEING MYSELF: THE MICRC LEVEL

At the micro level, individuals usually feel the most comfortable as themselves. Here one
can say, for example, “I am a woman, heterosexual, middie class, with a movement disabil-
ity; but I am also much more than those categories.” At this level we define ourselves and
structure our daily activities according to our own preferences. At the micro level we can
best fee! and experience the process of identity formation, which includes naming specific
forces and events that shape our identities. At this level we also seemn to have more control
of the process, although there are always interconnections between events and experiences
at this level and the other levels.

Critical life events, such as entering kindergarten, losing a parent through death, separa-
tion, or divorce, or the onset of puberty, may all serve as catalysts for a shift in how we
think about ourselves. A five-year-old Vietnamese American child from a traditional home
and community may experience the first challenge to her sense of identity when her kin-
dergarten teacher admonishes her to speak only in English. A White, middle-class profes-
sional woman who thinks of herself as “a person” and a “competent attorney” may begin
to see the significance of gender and “the glass ceiling” for women when she witnesses
younger, less experienced male colleagues in her law office passing her by for promotions.
A woman who has been raped who attends her first meeting of a campus group organizing
against date rape feels the power of connection with other rape survivors and their allies.
An eighty-year-old woman, whose pariner of fifty years has just died, must face the reality

of having lost her lifetime companion, friend, and lover. Such experiences shape each

person’s ongoing formulation of self, whether or not the process is conscious, deliberate,
reflective, or even voluntary.

Identity formation is a lifelong endeavor that includes discovery of the new; recovery of
the old, forgotten, or appropriated; and synthesis of the new and old, as illustrated by sev-
eral writers in this chapter who reflect on how their sense of identity has developed over the
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course of their lives. At especially important junctures during the process, individuals mark
an identity change in tangible ways. An African American woman may change her name
from the anglicized Susan to Aisha, with roots in African culture, A Chinese Vietnamese
immigrant woman, on the other hand, may adopt an anglicized name, exchanging Nu Ly
for Yvonne Lu as part of becoming a U.S. citizen, Another way of marking and effecting
a shift in identity is by altering your physical appearance: changing vour wardrobe or
makeup; cutting your hair very short, wearing it natural rather than permed or pressed,
dyeing it purple, or letting the gray show after years of using hair coloring, . . .

COMMUNITY RECOGNITION, EXPECTATIONS, AND INTERACTIONS: THE MESO LEVEL

It is at the meso level—at school, in the workplace, or on the street—that people most
frequently ask “Who are you?” or “Where are you from?” in an attempt to categorize us
and determine their relationship to us. Moreover, it is here that peopie experience the
complexities, conflicts, and contradictions of multiple identities, which we consider later.

The single most visible signifier of identity is physical appearance. . . . Questions such as
“Where do you come from?” and questioning behaviors, such as feeling the texture of your
hair or asking if you speak a particular fanguage, are commonly used to interrogate peopie
whose physical appearances especially, but also behaviors, do not match the characteristics
designated as belonging to established categories. At root, we are being asked, “Are you one
of us or not?” These questioners usually expect singular and simmplistic answers, assuring
that everyone will fit existing social categories, which are conceived of as undifferentiated
and unambiguous. Among people with disabilities, for example, people wanting to identify
each other may expect to hear details of another’s disability rather than the fact that the
person being questioned also identifies equally strongly as, say, a woman who is White,
working class, and bisexual.

Communiry, like home, may be geographic and emotional, or bath, and provides a
way for people to express group affiliations. “Where are you from#” is a commonplace
question in the United States among strangers, a way to break the ice and start a conversa-
tion, expecting answers like “I'm from Tallahassee, Florida,” or “I'm from the Bronx.”
Community might also be an organized group like Alcoholics Anonymous, a religious
group, or a political organization like the African American civil rights organization, the -
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Community may
be something much more abstract, as in “the women’s community” or “the queer com-
munity,” where there is presumed to be an identifiable group. In all of these examples there
is an assumption of some kind of shared values, goals, interests, culture, or language.

At the community level, individual identities and needs meet group standards, expecta-
tions, obligations, responsibilities, and demands. You compare yourself with others and are
subtly compared. Others size up your clothing, accent, personal style, and knowledge of
the group’s history and culture. You may be challenged directly, “You say you’re Latina.
How come you don’t speak Spanish?” “You say you're working class. What are you doing
in a professional job?” These experiences may both affirm our identities and create or
highlight inconsistencies, incongruities, and contradictions in who we believe we are, how
we are viewed by others, our role and status in the community, and our sense of belonging.
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SOCIAL CATEGORIES, CLASSIFICATIONS, AND STRUCTURAL
INEQUALITY: MACRO AND GLOBAL LEVELS

Classifying and labeling human beings, often according to real or assumed physical, bio-
logical, or genetic differences, is a way to distinguish who is included and who is excluded
from a group, to ascribe particular characteristics, to prescribe social roles, and to assign
status, power, and privilege. People are to know their places. Thus social categories such as
gender, race, and class are used to establish and maintain a particular kind of social order.
The classifications and their specific features, meanings, and significance are socially con-
structed through history, politics, and culture. The specific meanings and significaice were
often imputed to justify the conquest, colonization, domination, and exploitation of entire
groups of people, and although the specifics may have changed over time, this system of
categorizing and classifying remains intact. For example, Native American people were
described as brital, uncivilized, and ungovernable savages in the writings of eatly coloniz-
¢rs on this continent. This justified the genocide of Native Americans by White settlers and
the U.S, military and public officials, as well as the breaking of treaties berween the U.S.
government and Native American tribes, Today, Native Americans are no longer called
savages but are often thought of as a vanishing species, or a non-existent people, already
wiped out, thereby rationalizing their neglect by the dominant culture and erasing their
long-standing and continuing resistance. . . .

These social catepories are at the foundation of the structural inequalities present in
our society. In each category there is one group of people deemed superior, legitimate,
dominant, and privileged while others are relegated—whether explicitly or implicitly—to
the position of inferior, illegitimate, subordinate, and disadvantaged.

Category Dominant ' Subordinate
Gender Man Women, transgendsr peopla
Race White Paonles of color
(lass Middle and upper class Paor, warking class
Nation U.5 /First World Second, Third Worlds
Ethnicity Europear All other ethnicities
Sexual orientation Heterosexual Lesbian, gay, hisexual, transgendsr
Religion Christian All other religions
Physical atility Anle-bodied Persans with disabilities
Age Youth Elderly persons
Language English All other languages

This hierarchy of advantage and disadvantage has meant that the preponderance of
analytical writing about identity has been done by those in subordinate positions: women
of color, leshians, bisexual women, and working-ciass women, . . . For White people
descended from European immigrants to this country, the advantages of being White are
not always fully recognized or acknowledged. . . . As a result, White people in the United
States tend to think of afl identities as equal: “I’m Ttalian American, you're Polish American.
'm Irish American, you’re African American.” This assumed equivalence ignores the very
big differences between an individualist symbolic identity and a socially enforced and
imposed racial identity. . . .
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MAINTAINING SYSTEMS OF STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY

Maintaining this system of inequality requires the objectification and dehumanization of
subordinated peoples. Appropriating their identities is a particularly effective method of
doing this, for it defines who the subordinared group/person is or ought to be. This hap-
pens in several ways: _

Using the values, characteristics, features of the dominant group as the supposedly neu-
tral standard against which all others should be evaluated. For example, men are generally
physically larger and stronger than women. Many of the clinical trials for new pharma-
ceutical drugs are conducted using men’s bodies and activities as the standard, The results,
however, are applied equally to both men and women. Women are often prescribed the
same dosage of a medication as men are even though their physical makeup is not the
same. Thus women, as a distinct group, do not exist in this research.

Using terms that distinguish the subordinate from the dominant group. Terms such as
“non-White” and “minority” connote a relationship to another group, White in the former
case and majority in the latter. A non-White person is the negative of the White person; a
minority person is less than a majority person. Neither has an identity on her or his own
terms.

Stereotyping, Stereotyping involves making a simple generalization about a group and
claiming that all members of the group conform to this generalization. Stereotypes are
behavioral and psychological attributes; they are commonly held beliefs about groups
rather than individual beliefs about individuals; and they persist in spite of contradic-
tory evidence. Lesbians hate men. Latinas are dominazed by macho Latinos. Women with
physical disabilities are asexual. Fat women are good-humored but not healthy, As Andre
asserts, “A ‘stereotype’ is pejorative; there is always something objectionable in the beliefs
and images to which the word refers.”

Exoticizing and romanticizing. These two forms of appropriation are particularly
insidious because on the surface there is an appearance of appreciation. For example, Asian
American women are described as personifying the “mysterious orient,” Native American
women as “earth mothers” and the epitome of spirituality, and Black women as perpetual
towers of strength. In all three cases, seemingly positive traits and cultural practices are
identified and exalted. This “positive” stereotyping prevents people from seeing the truth
and complexity of who these women are.

Given the significance of identity appropriation as an aspect of oppression, it is not sur-
prising that many liberation struggles have included projects and efforts aimed at changing
identities and taking control of the process of positive identity formation and representa-
tion. Before liberation struggles, oppressed people often use the same terminology to name
themselves as the dominant group uses to label them. One crucial aspect of liberation
struggles is to get rid of pejorative labels and use names that express, in their own terms,
who people are in all their humanity. Thus the name a group uses for itself gradually takes
on mere of an insider perspective that fits the evolving consciousness growing out of the
political movement.

As with individual identity, naming ourselves collectively is an important act of empow-
erment. One example of this is the evolution of the names African Americans have used
to identify themselves, moving from Colored, to Negro, to Black to Afro-American, and
African American. Similatly, Chinese Americans gradually rejected the derogatory label
“Chink,” preferring to be called Orientals and now Chinese Americans or Asians, These
terms are used unevenly, sometimes according to the age and political orientation of the
person or the geographic region, where ane usage may be more popular than another.
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Among the very diverse group of people connected historically, cultnrally, and linguisti-
cally to Spain, Portugal, and their former colonies (parts of the United States, Mexico, the
Caribbean, and Centrat and South America), some use more inclusive terms such as Latino
or Hispanic; others prefer more specific names such as Chicano, Puerto Rican, Nicaraguan,
Cuban, and so om. . . .

COLONIZATION, IMMIGRATION, AND THE U.S. LANDSCAPE OF RACE AND CLASS

Other macro-level factors affecting people’s identities include colonization and immigra-
tion. . . . This ideology that the United States is “a land of immigrants” obscures several
important issues excluded from much mainstream debate about immigration: Not all
Americans came to this countsy voluntarily, Native American peoples and Mexicans were
already here on this continent, but the former experienced near-genocide and the latter
were made foreigners in theit own land, African peoples were captured, enslaved, and
forcibly imported to this country to be laborers. All were brutally exploited and violated—
physically, psychologically, culturally, and spiritualiy—to serve the interests of those in
power. The relationships between these groups and this nation and their experiences in
the United States are fundamentally different from the experiences of those who chose to
immigrate here, though this is not to negaie the hardships the latter may have faced. These
differences profoundly shaped the social, cultural, political, and economic realities faced
by these groups throughout history and continue to do so today.

... Early in the history of this country, for example, the Naturalization Law of 1790
(which was repealed as recently as 195 2) prohibited peoples of color from becoming U.S.
citizens, and the Slave Codes restricted every aspect of life for enslaved African peoples.
These laws made race into an indelible line that separated “insiders” from “outsiders.”
White peopie were designated insiders and granted many privileges while all others were
confined to systematic disadvantage. As Mary . Waters points out, the stories that White
Americans learn of how their grandparents and great-grandparents trinmphed in the United
States “are usually told in terms of their individual efforts.” The role of labor unions, com-
munity organizations, and political parties, as well as the crucial importance of racism, is
usually left out of these accounts, which emphasize individual effort and hard work.

On coming to the United States, immigrants are drawn into the racial landscape of
this country. In media debates and official statistics, this is still dominated by a Black/
White polarization in which everyone is assumed to fit into one of these two groups.
Demographically, the situation is much more complex and diverse, but people of color,
who comprise the more inclusive group, are still set off against White people, the domi-
nant group. Immigrants identify themselves according to nationality—for example, as
Cambodian or Guatemalan, Once in the United States they learn the significance of racial
divisions in this country and may adopt the term people of color as an aspect of their
identity here. . ..

This emphasis on race tends to mask differences based on class, another important
distinction among immigrant groups. For example, the Chinese and Japanese people who
came in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century to work on plantations in
Hawai'i, as loggers in Oregon, or building roads and railroads in several western states
were poor and from rural areas of China and Japan. The 1965 immigration law made way
for “the second wave” of Asian immigration. It set preferences for professionals, highly
skilled workers, and members of the middle and upper-middle classes, making this group
“the most highly skilled of any immigrant group our country has ever had.” The first wave
of Vietnamese refugees who immigrated between the mid-1970s and 1980 were from the
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middle and upper classes, and many were professionals; by contrast, the second wave of
irmmigrants from Vietnam was composed of poor and rural people. The class backgrounds
of immigrants affect not only their sense of themselves and their expectations but also
how they can succeed as strangers in a foreign land. For example, a poor woman who
arrives with no literacy skills in her own language will have a more difficult time learning
to become literate in English than one who has several years of formal schooling in her
country of origin that may have inctuded basic English.

MULTIPLE IDENTITIES, SOCIAL LOCATION, AND CONTRADICTIONS

The social features of one’s identity incorporate individual, community, societal, and global
factors. The point where all the features embodied in a person overlap is called social
location. Imagine a diagram made up of overlapping circles, with a circle representing one
spectfic feature of identity such as gender, class, ability, age, and so on. A person’s social
location is the point at which a part of each circle touches all others—where all elements
are present simultaneously. Social location is a way of expressing the core of a person’s
existence in the social and political world. It places us in particular relationships to others,
to the dominant culture of the United States, and to the rest of the world, It determines
the kinds of power and privilege we have access 1o and can exercise, as well as situations
in which we have less power and privilege.

Because social location is where all the aspects of one’s identity meet, our experience of
our own complex identities is sometimes contradictory, conflictual, and paradoxical. We
live with multiple identities that can be both enriching and contradictory and that push us
to confront questions of loyalty to individuals and groups. . . .

The Social Construction of Difference

e A T R T R

Affan G. Johnson

The late African American novelist James Baldwin once offered the provocative idea that
there is no such thing as whiteness or, for that matter, blackness or, more generally, race.
“No one is white before he/she came to America,” he wrote, “It took generations and a vast
amount of coercion, before this hecame a white country.”

Baldwin ist’t denying the reality that skin pigmentation varies from one person to
another, What ke is saying is that unless you live in a culture that recognizes such differ-
ences as significant, they are socially irreievant and therefore, in a way, do not exist, A
“black woman” in Africa, therefore, who has not experienced white racism, does not think
of herself as black or experience herself as black: nor do the people around her. African,
yes, a woman, yes. But not a black woman.

When she comes to the United States, however, where privilege is organized according
to race, suddenly she becomes black because people assign her to a social category that
bears that name, and they treat her differently as a result. . . .
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So Baldwin is telling us that race and all its categories have no significance outside
systems of privilege and oppression 1n which they were created in the first place. This is
what sociologists call the “social construction” of reality.

The same is true with the definition of what is considered “normal.” While it may come
as a surprise to many who think of themselves as nondisabled, disability and nondisability
are socially constructed. This doesn’t mean that the difference between having or not
having full use of your legs is somehow “made up” without any objective reality. It does
mean, however, that how people notice and fabel and think about such differences and
how they treat other people as a result depend entirely on ideas contained in a system’s
culture.

Human beings, for example, come in a variety of heights, and many of those considered
“normal” are unabie to reach high places such as kitchen shelves without the assistance
of physical aids——chairs and step-stools. In spite of their inability to do this simple task
without special aids, they are not defined as disabled. Nor are the roughly 100 million
people in the United States who cannot see properly without the aid of eyeglasses. ... -

Disability and nondisability are . . . constructed through the language used to describe
people. When someone who cannot see is labeled a “blind person,” for example, it creates
the impression that not being able to see sums up the entire person. In other words, blind
becomes what they are. The same thing happens when people are described as “brain
damaged” or “crippled” or “retarded” or “deaf*—the person becomes the disability
and nothing more. Reducing people to a single dimension of who they are separates and
excludes them, marks them as “other,” as different from “normal” (white, heterosexual,
male, nondisabled) people and therefore as inferior. . . .

There is a world of difference between using a wheelchair and being treated as a normal
human being (who happens to use a wheelchair to get around) and using a wheelchair and
being treated as invisible, inferior, unintelligent, asexual, frightening, passive, dependent,
and nothing more than your disability. And that difference is not a mateer of the disability
itself but of how it is constructed in society and how we then make use of that construction
in our minds to shape how we think about ourselves and other people and how we treat
them as a result.

What makes socially constructed reality so powerful is that we rarely if ever experience
it as that. We think the way our culture defines something like race or gender is simply
the way things are in some objective sense. . .. In the 19% century, for example, U.S. law
identified those having any African ancestry as black, a standard known as the “one-drop
rule,” which defined “white” as a state of absolute purity in relation to “black.” Native
American status, in contrast, required at least one-eighth Native American ancestry in
order to qualify. Why the different standards? . . . Native Americans could claim financial
benefits from the federal government, making it to whites” advantage to make it hard for
anyone to be considered Native American. Designating someone as black, however, took
away power and denied the right to make claims against whites, including white families of
origin. In both cases, racial classification has had little to do with objective characteristics
and everything to do with preserving white power and wealth.

This fact has also been true of the use of race to tag various ethnic groups. When the
Chinese were imported as cheap laborers during the 19% century, the California Supreme
Court declared them not white. Mexicans, however, many of whom awned large amounts
of land in Ca'ifornia and did business with whites, were considered white. Today, as Paul
Kivel points out, Mexicans are no longer considered white and the Chinese are “condirion-
ally white at times.”
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WHAT IS PRIVILEGE?

No matter what privileged group you belong to, if you want to understand the problem
of privilege and difference, the first sturnbling block is usually the idea of privilege itseif.
When people hear that they belong to a privileged group or benefit from something like
“white privilege” or “male privilege,” they don’t get it, or they feel angry and defensive
about what they do get. Privilege has become one of those loaded words we need to reclaim
so that we can use it to name and illuminate the truth. . ..

Privilege exists when one group has something of value that is denied to others simply
hecause of the groups they belong to, rather than because of anything they’ve done or failed
to do. If people take me more seriously when I give a speech than they would someone
of color saying the same things in the same way, then I'm benefiting from white privilege.
That a heterosexual black woman can feel free to talk about her life in ways that reveal the
fact that she’s married to a man is a form of heterosexual privilege because lesbians and
gay men cannot casually reveal their sexual orientation without putting themselves at risk.

WHAT PRIVILEGE LOOKS LIKE IN EVERYDAY LIFE

... Privilege shows up in the daily details of people’s lives in almost every social setting.
Consider the following examples of race privilege. . . .

«  Whites are less likely than blacks to be arrested; once arrested, they are less likely to
be convicted and, once convicted, less likely to go to prison, regardiess of the crime
or circumnstances. Whites, for example, constitute 85 percent of those who use illegal
drugs, but less than half of those in prison on drug-use charges are white.

e Whites are more likely than comparable blacks to have loan applications approved
and less likely to be given poor information or the runaround during the application
process.

«  Whites are charged lower prices for new and used cars than are people of color,
and residential scgregation gives whites access to higher-quality goods of alt kinds at
cheaper prices.

+  Whites are more likely o control conversations and be allowed to get away with it
and to have their ideas and contributions taken seriously, including those that were
suggested previously by a person of color and ignored ot dismissed.

«  Whites can usually assume that national heroes, success models, and other figures held
up for general admiration will be of their race.

e Whites can assume that when they go shopping, they’ll be treated as serions customers
not as potential shoplifters or people without the money to make a purchase. When
they trv to cash a check or use a credit card, they can assume they won’t be hassled for
additional identification and will be given the benefit of the doubt.

+  Most whites are not segregated into communities that isolate them from the best job
opporturities, schools, and community services.

¢ Whites have greater access to quality education and heajth care.

«  Whites can succeed without other people being surprised.

17
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»  Whites don’t have to deal with an endless and exhausting stream of attention to
their race. They can simply take their race for granted as unremarkable to the extent
of experiencing themselves as not even having a race. Unlike some of my African
American students, for example, I don’t have people coming up to me and treating me
as if [ were some exotic “other,” gushing about how “cool” or different [ am, wanting
to know where I'm “from,” and reaching out to touch my hair.

o Whites don’t find themselves slotted into occupations identified with their race, as
blacks are often slotted into support positions or Asians into technical jobs.

«  Whites can reasonably expect that if they work hard and “play by the rules,” they’ll get
what they deserve, and they feel justified in complaining if they don’t. It is something
other racial groups cannot realistically expect.

In the following list for male privilege, note how some items repeat from the list on race
but other items do not.

 In most professions and upper-level occupations, men are held to a lower standard
than women. It is easier for a “good but not great” male lawyer to make partner than
it is for a comparable woman.

+  Men are charged lower prices for new and used cars.

« If men do poorly at something or make a mistake or commit a crime, they can genet-
ally assume that people won’t attribute the failure to their gender. The kids who shoot
teachers and schoolmates are almost always boys, but rarely is the fact that all this
violence is being done by males raised as an important issue.

*  Men can generally assume that when they go out in public, they won’t be sexually
harassed or assaulted just because they’re male, and if they are victimized, they won't
be asked to explain what they were doing there.

+  Male representation in government and the ruling circles of corporations and other
organizations is disproportionately high.

»  Men are more likely than women are to contro! conversations and be allowed to get
away with it and to have their ideas and contributions taken seriously, even those that
were suggested previously by a woman and dismissed or ignored.

»  Most men can assume that their gender won’t be used to determine whether they’ll fit
in at work or whether teammates will feel comfortable working with them,

»  Men can succeed without other people being surprised.

«  Men don’t have to deal with an endless and exhausting stream of attention drawn to
their gender (for example, to how sexually attractive they are).

«  Men don’t find themselves slotted into a narrow range of occupations identified with
their gender as women are slotted into community relations, human resources, social
work, elementary school teaching, librarianship, nursing, and clerical, and secretarial
positions.

+  The standards nsed to evaluate men as mmen are consistent with the standards used to
evaluate them in other roles such as occupations. Standards used to evaluate women
as women are often different from those used to evaluate them in other roles. For
example, 2 man can be both a “real man”™ and a successful and aggressive lawyer, while
an aggressive woman lawyer may succeed as a lawyer but be judged as not measuring
up as a woman.
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In the following list regarding sexual orientation, note again items in common with the
other two lists and items peculiar to this form of privilege.

+  Heterosexuals are free to reveal and live their intimate relationships openly-—by refer-
ring to their partners by name, recounting experiences, going out in public together,
displaying pictures on their desks at work—without being accused of “flaunting” their
sexuality or risking discrimination.

» Heterosexuals can marry as a way to commit to long-term relationships that are
socially recognized, supported, and legitimated. This fact confers basic rights such as
spousal health benefits, the ability to adopt children, inheritance, joint filing of income
tax returns, and the power to make decisions for a spouse who is incapacitated in a
medical emergency.

«  Heterosexuals can move abous in public without fear of being harassed or physically
artacked because of their sexual orientation.

«  Heterosexuals don’t run the risk of being reduced to a single aspect of their lives, as
if being heterosexual summed up the kind of person they are. Instead, they can be
viewed and treated as complex human beings who happen to be heterosexual,

«  Heterosexuals can usually assume that national heroes, success models, and other
figures held up for general admiration will be assumed to be heterosexual.

«  Most heterosexuals can assume that their sexual orientation won't be used to deter-
mine whether they’ll fit in at work or whether teammates will feel comfortable work-
ing with them.

+  Heterosexuals don’t have to worry that their sexual orientation wiil be used as a
weapon against them, to undermine their achievements or power.

«  Heterosexuals can live where they want withous having to worry about neighbors who
disapprove of their sexual orientation.

+  Heterosexuals can live in the comfort of knowing that other people’s assumptions
about their sexual orientation are correct.

In the following list regarding disability status, note again items in common with the
other lists and items peculiar to this form of privilege.

+  Nondisabled people can choose whether to be conscious of their disability status or to
ignore it and regard themselves simply as huinan beings.

+  Nondisabled people can live secure in other people’s assumption that they are sexual
beings capable of an active sex life, including the potential to have children and be
parents.

+  Nondisabled people can assume that they will fit in ar work and in other settings
without having to worry about being evaluated and judged according to preconceived
notions and stereotypes about people with disabilities.

+  Nondisabled people don’t have to deal with an endless and exhausting stream of atten-
tion to their disability status. They can simply take their disability status for granted as
unremarkable to the extent of experiencing themselves as not even having one.

+  Nondisabled people can ask for help without having to worry that people will assume
they need help with everything,

+  Nondisabled people can succeed without people being surprised because of low expec-
tations of their ability to contribute to society.
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»  Nondisabled people can expect to pay lower prices for cars because they are assumed to
be mentally unimpaired and less likely to allow themselves to be misled and exploited.

«  Nondisabled people are more likely to control conversations and be allowed to get
away with it and have their ideas and coniributions taken seriously, including those
that were suggested before by a person with disabilities and then dismissed or ignored.

s+ Nondisabled people can assume that national heroes, success models, and other figures
held up for general admiration will share their disability status.

+  Nondisabled people can generally assume that when they go out in public, they won’t
be tooked at as odd or out of place of not belonging. They can also assume that most
buildings and other structures will not be designed in ways that limit their access.

»  Nondisabled people can assume that when they need to travel from one place to another,
they will have access to buses, trains, airplanes, and other means of transportation.

»  Nondisabled people can count on being taken seriousty and not treated as children.

»  Nondisabled people are less likely to be segregated into living situations—such as nursing
homes and special schools and sports programs—that isolate them from job opportuni-
ties, schools, community services, and the everyday workings of life in a society.

Regardless of which group we're talking about, privilege generally allows people to
assume a certain level of acceptance, inclusion, and respect in the world, to operate within
a relatively wide comfort zone. Privilege increases the odds of having things your own way,
of being able to set the agenda in a social situation and determine the rules and standards
and how they’re applied. Privilege grants the cultural authority to make judgments about
others and to have those judgements stick. It allows people to define reality and to have
prevaiting definitions of reality fit their experience. Privilege means being able to decide
who gets taken seriously, who receives attention, who is accountable to whom and for
what. And it grants a presumption of superiority and social permission to act on that
presumption without having to worry about being challenged.

To have privilege is to be allowed to move through your life without being marked in
ways that identify you as an outsider, as exceptional or “other” to be excluded, or to be
included but always with conditions. . . .

OPPRESSION: THE FLIP SIDE OF PRIVILEGE

For every social category that is privileged, one or more other categories are oppressed in
relation to it. . . . Just as privilege tends to open doors of opportunity, oppression rends to
slam them shut.

Like privilege, oppression results from the social relationship between privileged and
oppressed categories, which makes it possible for individuals to vary in their personal
experience of being oppressed (“I've never been oppressed as a woman”). This also means,
however, that in order to have the experience of being oppressed, it is necessary to belong
to an oppressed category, In other words, men cannot be oppressed as men, just as whites
cannot be oppressed as whites or heterosexuals as heterosexuals, because a group can be
oppressed only if there exists another group with the power to oppress them,

As we saw earlier, people in privileged categories can certainly feel bad in ways that can
feel oppressive. Men, for example, can feel burdened by what they take to be their respon-
sibility to provide for their families. Or they can feel limited and even damaged by the
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requirement that “real men” must avoid expressing feelings other than anger. But although
access to privilege costs them something that may feel oppressive, to call it oppression
distorts the nature of what is happening to them and why.

The complexity of systems of privilege makes it possible, of course, for men to experi-
ence oppression if they also happen to be of color or gay or disabled or in a lower social
class, but not simply because they are male. In the same way, whites can experience oppres-
sion for many reasons, but not because they’re white.

Finally, being in a privileged category that has an oppressive relationship with another
isn’t the same as being an oppressive person who behaves in oppressive ways, That males
as a social category oppress females as a social category, for example, is a social fact. That
doesn’t, however, tell us how a particular man thinks or feels about particular women or
behaves toward them. This can be a subtle distinction to hang on to, but hang on to it we
must if we’re going to maintain a clear idea of what oppression is and how it works in
defense of privilege.

Theoretical Foundations

.
[

Lee Anns Bell

WHAT IS SOCIAL JUSTICE?

We believe that social justice is both a process and a goal. The goal of social justice is full
and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their
needs. Social justice includes a vision of society in which the distribution of resources is
equitable and all members are physically and psychologically safe and secure. We envision
a society in which individnals are both seif-determining (able to develop their full capaci-
ties) and interdependent {capable of interacting democratically with othets}. Social justice
involves social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a sense of social
responsibitity toward and with others, their society, and the broader world in which we
live. These are conditions we wish not only for our own society but also for every society
1n our interdependent global community.

We realize that developing a social justice process in a society and world steeped in
oppression is no simple feat. For this reason, we need clear ways to define and analyze
oppression so that we can understand how it operates at individual, cultural, and insti-
tutional levels, historically and in the present. Although inevitably an oversimplification
of a complex social phenomenen, we believe that the conceptual frameworks presented
here can help us make sense of and, hopefully, act more effectively against oppressive
circumstances as these arise in our teaching and activism.
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Intersectionality: An Everyday
Metaphor Anyone Can Use

Kimberlé Crenshaw, interviewed by Bim
Adewunmi

Kimberlé Crenshaw is a Civil Rights activist and renowned scholar of gender, race,
énd the law, Her writing about the infersection of these three sccio-political con-
ditions has led to an entirely new way of understanding social oppression and
justice, and so been named Infersectionality.
Departing from the conventional approach of viewing social phenomenon from
& smgular jens, such as through gender or race exclusively, Crenshaw writes about
e'experience of black women as simultancously shaped by race and gender, and
_I_o_oks at the legal and political dimensions that produce patterns of oppression,
marginalization, and subordination.
“t Hare in her classic article “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality. Identity Poli-
'tfcs and Violence Against Women of Color” Crenshaw describes the problem an
tersectional framework addresses:

The problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend difference,
as some critics charge, but rather the opposite — that it frequently con-
fates or ignores intra group differences. In the context of violence against
women, this elision of difference is problematic, fundamentally because
the violence that many women experience is often shaped by other di-
mensions of their identities, such as race and class. Moreover, ignoring

Jifferences within groups frequently contributes to tension among groups,
-another problem of identity politics that frustrates efforts to politicize vio-~
fence against women. Feminist efforts to politicize experiences of women

nd antiracist efforts to politicize experiences of people of color have fre-
quently proceeded as though the issues and experiences they each detail
‘occur on mutually exclusive terrains. Although racism and sexism readily
intersect in the lives of real people, they seldom do in ferninist and antira-
‘cist practices. And 5o, when the practices expound identity as “woman” or
“Berson of color” as an either/or proposition, they relegate the identity of
‘wormen of color to & location that resists telling.

Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality has infiuenced research in sociology. femi-
ist theory, and critical race theory, among others. In the following interview con-

ted" with Crenshaw in 2014, she reflects upon the theory of intersectionality,

orfgms and the ways in which it has been utilized over the last few decades.

m the New Statesman, http:/fwww.newstatesman.com/lifestyle/2014/04/kimberi-crenshaw-
tnrsechonahty i-wanted-come-everyday-metaphor-anyone-could
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“. For Crenshaw, a law professor at UCLA and Columbia, inrersectionality theory came
' "ghout specifically to address a particular probler. “Its Important to clarify that the term
" was used to capture the applicability of biack femninism to anti-discrimination law,” she
. says. In the lecture she delivered at the LSE (London School of Econornics) later that
i evening, she brought up the case of Degraffenteid vs General Motors, in which five black
. women sued GM on the grounds of race and gender discrimination. “The particular chal-
s was one that was grounded in the fact that anri-discrimination law looks
/" arrace and gender separately,” she says. “The consequence of that is when African Ameri-
' can WOTTen OT ary other women of colour experience either compound or overlapping
discrimination, the law initially just was not there to come to their defence.”
~ The court’s thinking was that black women could not prove gender discrimination
because not all women were discriminared against, and they couldnt prove race discrim-
ination because not ail black people were discriminated against. A compound discrimin-
comstitute preferential treatment, something nobody

lenge n the law

- selse could do. Crenshaw laughs when she adds:
- Intersectionality was a way of addressing what it was that the courts weren't seeing.”
- Cases like these informed much of her earlier work on intersectionality — trying 1o
¢how how these African American plaintifis’ arguments rested on the ability to show that
the combination of two different kinds

o of policies. But there was an additional point to the theory as well: poiniing out that

. the tools being used to remedy the overlapping discrimination — and-discrimination

law — were themselves inadequate. “You've gotio show that
- people have concepiuelised is limited hecanse they stop their thinking when

with a common everyday metaphor
me 1o understand the kind of discriminations that occur
axis — but what happens when it flows into another axis, another avenue?”
Laid our like this, it may seem
¢he idea of intersectionality. What is it, 1 asked Crenshaw, that raakes it so difficul
for people to grasp? She pauses briefly before she answers. “Pm only speculating
but there are lots of different reasons. 1 mean, intersectionality is not easy,” she says
“It's not as though the existing frameworks that we have —
politics or our law — automatically lead people 1o being conversant and literaie
jntersectionality.”
On the charge that

lot of things aren’t new,” she says.
continue to contest and talk about it, 5o what's so unusuel about intersectionality o

being new and therefore thats not a reason to talk about it? Intersectionality draw
ferninism, in anti-racism, N class pelites, 50
work to consistently challenge curselves to e attentive 6
don’t ourselves experience.” But, she stresses, this has beer,

atterion to invisibilities that exist in
obviously it takes a lot of

aspects of power that we
o imet of Wark ferminism since its very inception: drawing attention to the el

«0f course, no one else had to do that.

wanted to come up

baflling that so many have had a problem with

from our culture, cur

intersectionality is not New, she gets philosophical. “Well,-a;
“(Class is not new and race 1s Not NEW. And we stll
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ﬁm;vihlm tsj;ny power systern,” she continues, “there is always a moment — and some
: a - i i icati .
el e Sirp?is ceeczfz.};royut iﬁi resistance to the implications of that. So we shouldn't
,angiie[f S[Emetimes a fai%ure to make analogies, she says. Feminists who have
~al r the questions of class politics and how i i
'__son}etimes exhibit an unwﬂlingnesg Lo apply th:;’;ltep;?:;;: laorrr;ifznfder‘ h'nes
and race. “That ability to be intersectional — even though its not called hemu—l']Srfl
_rep'héated in [this] conversation,” she says. I think that the same kjndaofeo enmess and
_:ﬂuld;ty and willingness to interrogate power that we as feminists ex ecpie;l i
‘in alliance cn questions of class should also be the expectation that wp rofm out
can rely upon with our white feminist alties.” emen ofcolar
:fgrlablliu}g 1;1p a tweet I recently read, about the “perils of yelling at white wormen
e ] S'\;lnn%Aic; Szl; '\xcflha; Esng pushbalclk takes when discussing intersectionality in
. nd of the day, it really is a i0 '

o end the debate? To walk awa})rr? To Sa){ Tm Céi?:?ik?ig?ﬁéitzh;}?i Tg;e Yo on
Wlth my rhe?on’c: in a ‘business as usual’ kind of respense?” She sm'ﬂes “Son?e%’o o
! .erelsv like those in power frame themselves as being tremendousl d{sem o 1me§
by critique. A cringue of one’s voice isn't taking it away. If the underl});i_ng assgmwi:n
__be;hmd‘the category ‘wornen’ ot feminist’ is that we are a coalition then there ha}\)f

_b}g coalitional practices and some form of accountability.” o
a But she also stresses the importance of black feminists being the originators of
'*dl.ﬁ.l.qf‘:f?“es about their own experience. “When I was writing in the late 805g there WO
2 strain of discourse among women who were not the subjects of traditilmal fe .
nisim, (o simply make critique a difference,” she says. “So just the claim of ‘woma ¢ or
g:rm;u.'st’, prompted some women of colour to say, “but thats not me”. Well Zhor
that might not be you. But say what difference it makes that its no.t ou,—y . h_
difference does it make in what kinds of interventions come out cf a ferzinist fw .
:that doesn't attend to race?” She pauses, spreads her hands. “That is our re one.

§ lht_y{_- Its up to us. Granted, the space has to be open and there has to be a sseponﬂ%
Teceptivity among the sisterhood, but I really don't want other women tc [eel tlIll Sfe h
_"ﬂj;e;.r,'__r_asponsibﬂity to theorise what’s happening to us. It% up to us to consi ta lis
el ;?Qse st.m.'ies, articulate what differezce the difference makes, so it’s inco Soreaz?ezl]
thqs_femlr;srr} and within anti-racism. 1 think it's important tliat we do thli apart
o feégzgzo non t want to be susceptible to the idea that this is just about the politics

| Ng discussion of Crenshaw’s work can be complete without discussing the
gres_s1pnal hearings of October 1991, organised to address the claim thatg Su e
ourt _n._om'mee Clarence Thomas had sexually harassed a colleague, Anita I-?ill‘fn;e
s'denial of the allegations, Thomas said it was a “high tech lynchi;a ”. Cren. h .
as-part of the legal team that represented Hill — and arguably changgd' the (:juaw
hli;(_)'ry Wit}é regards 1o the recognition of sexual harassment in the Workplacersfi
nbilsltjsryhf]?é irﬁiighas beent made of the events of the time, a period Crenshaw

“When i : e T
L aen nv:e were defending Anita Hill, it felt like there was 10 of us against the

cho cntre ®Thors o
e ~vmervrhelenime Avitisd i
iern Af Anita HiT1 £
ram
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- Clarence Thomass camp, the Republican camp, from the White House, from the
- Senate Judiciary Committee. And the Democrats were not defending her.” Thomas’s
.- ‘lynching’ comment, she says, coramunicated to many African Americans this was
g tace issue — leaving Hill with no base to rally. “Lynching is representative of the
“guintessential moment of Tacism — and that in turn Centres African American male
" experienices,” she says. ‘
" Crenshaw talks about a sort of “collective forgetring” —~ the fact that black wormen
“: .yere not spared from lynching themselves, and the way that racist sexism played out
efor black women involved sexual violence that was never prosecuted. Rosa Parks,
. she says, “was a Tape crisis advocate before she sal down on that Montgomery bus.
" The very fact that there are 2 Tange of experiences around sexualised Tacism thats not
- remnembered — and we only remember one experience — is what then replayed itself
Y inthe 199087
. #ighe describes coming Out of the Capitol to find it ringed by largely African Amer-
- Cican women “holding hands singing gospel songs in support of Clarence Thomas. [t
< iwas like one of these momenis where you literally feel that you have been kicked out
L pfyour coMUTIUTILY, all because you are trying to introduce and talk about the way
" that African Amenican women have experienced sexual harassment and violence. 1t
" was a defining moment.”
47 One consequence of this was Anita Hill's claim being taken up by mainsiream
-+ hite feminists — only she was stripped of her race, reinforcing the idea that the case -
was a race vs. gender issue. “She simmply hecame a colouriess woman, and we as Al
" rican Amnerican women femninists were trying to say, “you cannot talk about this Just
. ir gender terms — you have to be intersectional — there s 2 long history you cannot
" ignore,” but they didn't have the skills to be able to talk about it,” she says. That led
to ancther big moment: the morment when, as Crenshaw puts it, African American
" ferninists had to “buy their way into the conversation.” -
*Nearly 2,000 African American Cerminists across the US collectively raised $60,000"
and bought ad space in the New York Times. The ad, called African American Women:
in Defense of Ourselves, was signed by 1,600 women, and covered among other.
things, :he historical discrimination against black women, as well as what had been”
happening in the hearings. «That was a Moment where black women came forward
Twenty years later,” says Crenshaw, “that has been forgotren.” The legacy of the Aniia’
Hill case is one that subsequent generations of women in the workplace will bene
fit from. “Many womer: Who walk about the Anita Hill thing, they celebrate whais
" Hgppened with women in general: the fact that we have more elected officials no
because they were outraged when they saw what the men were doing, Fmilys 1 b
carme in and really helped women get clected, and so on. So sexual harassment is
now recognised; whats not doing as well is the recognition of black wornen’s unique
experiences with discrimination.” _
_ The forgetting is important Lo note. Crenshaw recalls the strong anti-harassmet
~ work of the civil rights movement, and speaks of a “certain alistoricism” in somg
of the conversations around feminism and anti-racism work. “Intersectionality Was..
T mee 107 amd thave's 5 whole generation now that has come'to

the conversati ini

iy Szitgr;saflt‘eArn Zle;cl;lfemmism _and other forms of intersectional work tilled

- the soil,” she say- .the it ink sometimes it’s hard for people to itnagine what the

Buirelint-ytub .p01£t When none of that work had been dome. So I think it}

e g gies that include social histories — so people have a sense th hs
about it then was as against the constraints of the time. And th: [‘;a;

C.U [alk a5 bu}.lt upon ﬂflat Thele 4 IT [111]]. 5 l]la are 101rg0ttet
are 1ma i
artld many Of_hel’ mlﬂgs that are elev a[ed
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- dominant group one is taught not to see. In my class and place., 1. did not seefmyself
a¢.2 racist because I was taught to vecognize racism:only in 1nd1ﬁdual acts o 1:11{3&1—11—1
" ess by members of my group, never in invisible systems conferring unsought racia
“ gominance on my group from birth. o ‘

" - Disapproving of the systems wor't be enough to change thém. I, was taughtlto
7 think that-racism could end if white individuals changed ;helr attitudes. [Butl a
7~ wwhite” skiry in the United States opens many doors for Wh.ltﬁ"_S whether or ncE we

S approve of the way dominance has been conferred on us. Individual acts can paliate,

© but canmot end, these problems.

To redesign social systems we need first © acknowledge their colossal unseen

-. ’ dimensions. The silences and denials surrounding privilege are the key political tool

here. They keep the thinking about equality or equity incomplete, prot.ecting un-
earned advantage and conferred dominance by making these taboo subjects. %\/Iost
alk by whites about equal opportunity seems to me Row to be about equal op-

pertumnity to try to get into a position of deminance while denying that systems of -

dominance exist. . . N
1t seens to me that obliviousness about white advantage, like obliviousness about

male advantage, is kept strongly inculturated in Fhe Ugited States l50 as Flo g?ealtlgtzii
_ the myth of meritocracy, the myth that democratic choice is equal_y gal afor o2 a.
o Keeping most people unaware that freedom of confident action 1;5 erewer ]Jn L
small number of people props up those infpovxlier, dand serves to keep po

: same eroups that have most of it aiready. _ o
hé?ﬁofgszystemii chsnge takes many decad'es, there e pressing c:[uesuolzlis£ gzr I::
and 1 imagine for some others like me if we raise out daily consc_1()u§rle_fi,A o ! kr]gl)ow
quisites of being light-skinned. What will we do with sucl'} knowledge? As now
from watching men, it is an open uestion whether we will choose to ‘L}]Sie 1;: —_—
advantage to weaken hidden systemns of advantage, and whether we will w v

se.
our arhirrarily-awarded power to {1y to TECONSITUCT POWeT SySLEIiis On & broader ba:

My Class Didn’t Trump My

Race: Using Oppression to
Face Privilege
Robin J. DiAngelo

“1.was bom to working class parents; my father was a construction worker and Ty
mother was a switchboard operator. When I was 2, my parents divorced and my
other began o raise us on her own; at that point we entered inio poverty. I have
‘never tnderstood people who say, “we were poor but we didn’t know it because we
ad lots of love.” Poverty hurts. It isnt romantic, or some form of “living simply.”
Poor people are not innocent and child-like. The lack of medical and dental care, the
unger, and the ostracization, are concrete. The stress of poverty made my household
‘much more chaotic than loving,
- We were evicted frequently, and moved four to five times a year. There were pe-
lods when oatmeal was the only food in our house. I had no health or dental care
during my childhood, and today all of my frent teeth are filled because by the time 1
‘was 10 they were rotten. If we got sick, my mother would beat us, screaming that we
could not get sick because she could not afford to take us to the doctor. We occasion-
ly had to live in our car, and 1 was left with relatives for 8 months while my mother
fed to secure housing for us. My teacher once held my hands up to my fourth-grade
class as an example of poor hygiene and with the class as her audience, told me to g0
ome and tell my mother to wash me.
.1 used to stare at the girls in my class and ache to be like them; to have a father,
to wear pretty clothes, to go to camp, to be clean and get to sit with them. I knew we
didn have enough money and that meanr that I couldn't join them in scheol or g0
10 their houses or have the same things rhey had. But the moment the real meaning
ol poverty crystallized for me came when we were visiting another family. As we were
leaving [ heard one of their daughters ask her mother, “What is wrong with them?” |
stopped, riveted. I too, wanted to know. Her mother held her finger to her lips and
whispered, “Shhh, they're poor.” This was a revelatory moment for me. The shock
ame not just in the knowledge that we were poor, but that it was exposed. There was
mething wrong with us, indeed, and it was something that was obvious to others
and that we couldn't hide, something shamefu! that could be seen but should not be
-named. It took me many years to gain a siructural analysis of class that would help
shift this sense of shame,
‘I begin this narrative with my class background because it so deeply informs my
iderstanding of race. From an early age T had the sense of being an outsider; I was

DiAngelo, Robin,”My Class Didn’t Tramp My Race: Using Oppression to Face Privilege”from
- Mylticultural Perspectives by Robin DiAngelo. ® 2006. Reproduced by permission of the National
“Association for Multicultural Education (www.nameorg.org) and the author.
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acutely aware that 1 was poor, that 1 was dirty, that 1 was not normal, and that there
7 was something “wrong” with me. But 1 also knew that 1 was not Black. We were at the
- Tower Tungs of society, ut there was always someone on the periphery, just below us.
I knew that “colored” people existed and {hat they should be avoided. | can remember
“many occasions when 1 reached for candy. or uneaten food laying on the street and
. was admonished by my grandmother not to rouch it because a “colored person” may
_ have touched It. The message was clear to me; if a colored person touched something
" it ‘became dirty. The irony here is that the marks of poverty were clearly visible cn
= me: poot hygiene, torn clothes, homelessness, humger. Yet throu gh comments such as
*7 my grandmother’s, a racial Other was formed in my consciousness, at Othes through
7 whom 1 became clear. Race was the one identity that aligned me with the other gitls
~ ~in'tny school.
" Tleft home as a teenager and struggled Lo survive. As 1 looked at what lay ahead, 1
", could see no path out of poverty other than education. The decision 1o take that path
L ‘was frightening for me; 1 had never gotten the message that I was smatt and academia
", was a completely foreign social context. But once 1 was in academia, | understocod
that a college degree is not conferred upon those who are smarter or who try harder
~ than others, it comes through a complex web of intersecting systems of privileges
: th:a_t include internal expectatlons as well as external Tesources. In academia, racisin,
a key systern that T benefit from, helped to mediate my class-hased disadvantages. . . -
“* Gince those early days, 1 have led dialogues on race with police officers, social

" <workers, teachers, and in both the private and government Sectors. 1 recently com-

" pleied my dissertation on how White student teachers reproduce Tacisim in interracial
dialogues about race. As 1 look at the world now, 1 see racism as ever-present and

' multidimensional. T realize that poor and working class White people don't necessar-
ily have any less racism than rmiddle or upper class White people, our racism is just
conveyed in different ways and we enact it from a different social location than the
middle or upper classes.

As 1 reflect back on the early messages 1 received about being poor and being
White, | now realize that my grandmother ang | needed people of calor to cleanse and
realigrl us with the dominant ‘White culrure that our poverty had separated us [rom.
I now ask myself how the classist messages I internalized growing up lead me to col-
hide in Tacism. For example, as a child who grew up in poverty, [ received constant
seminders that 1 was stupid, lazy, dirty, and a drain on the resources of hardworking
people. 1 internalized these messages, and they work to silence me. Unless 1 work
t6 uproot them, 1 am less lilely to trust my OWn percepticns or feel like [ have a
“right” to speak up. 1 may not attempt to interrupt racism because the social context
in which it is occurring intimidates me. My fear on these occasions
from a place of internalized class inferiority, but in practice oy silen

racism and wltimately benefits me by protecting my White privilege and maintaining '

racial soiidarity with other White people. This solidarity connects and realigns me
with White people across other lines of difference, such as the very class locations
that have silenced me in the first place. 1 am also prone to use others o elevaie me,

may be coming
ce colludes with *
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as in th i
me(ﬁatef(::i e&ximple Imlmh mg grandmother. So although my specific class background
way | learned racism and how T enact it, in it sti i
_ ,in the end it stil i
to collude with the overall structure. bl socilized me
Cditrmpmy ci]lis]hse.rvation that class dictates proximity between Whites and people of
. . Poor ites are most often in closest imi
_ roximity to people of color b
. they tend to share povert h . ot witho
_ v. I hear the term “White trash” frequently: It i i
ey po quently. It is not without
1 Eﬁfﬁiﬁce that' this is ?Il]: of the few expressions in which race is named for Whites
e proximity of the people labeled as Whi :
ite trash to people of color i ;
e 1 - : people of color is why;
race | ggoples ?_arked or “exposed” by virtue of a closeness o people of color. In);l
s lc1ethy, this closeness both highlights and pollutes Whiteness. Owning class
Eleslf- ea sod .?:lvi1 people of color near them because people of color are often their do
ics and gardeners—their servants. Bui they d i i _
. . . o not interact socially with it
- of colo i : i g o the
fur[hest ;1; thefsame Wayltha; poor Whites do. Midd!e class Whites are generalily p[he
ay irom people of color. They are the most i
| : ikely to say that, “th
o : : , “there were
o r}l)tesple ﬁf coEor in my nglghborhood or school. I didn't meet a Black person until I
: racﬁmg)c?— egls {often ?ddlng, “so [ was lucky because I didn't learn: anything about
e L,O ooking specifically at how class shaped my racial identity has been very
: (0 me in attempting to unravel the specific i i i
B —— p way | manifest my internalized
;i I amlllg longer poor. Although [ still carry the marks of poverty, those marks are
70;): }cl)n y;ﬁf;gf}l.?T these marks limit me in more than what I helieve T deserve
T where elong; they also interfere with ili . '
orw ;| 1y ability to stand up against in-
'-‘Jllsucf, ror as }ong as § believe that T am not as smart or as valuable as other Whire
P top e,l - vzlont‘challen-ge racism. i believe that in order for Whites to unravel our
];1 W;ma ize Faaal dominance, we have two interwoven tasks. One is to work on our
own czlntemﬁhzed .Oppressmn—vthe ways in which we impose limitarions on ourselves
> on tbe societal messages we receive about the inferiority of the lower status
: ?r oup; we elopg. to. The other task is to face the internalized dominance that results
C ;nilc' emlg zjil—ahzei in a racist sociery—the ways in which we consciously or un
consciously believe that we are more important, m i )
| : , more valuable, more intelli
e : ent, and
_aﬂcize %3;3\&1155 than pecple of color. I cannot address the interwoven comglexi[y of
.:___a_c r _[h tlj peopges SfoCLaI locations. However, after years facilitating dialogues on
e with thousands of White people from a it
r range of class positions (as well
o . ) 2 g as var-
.to__d £endfr, sexugl orlentation, religious, and ability positions), and bearing wimess
that bl::fnttiess stories amill challenges from people of color about my own racism and
i other ites, | have come to see some ve i
that.of othe T\?\/‘hehse Ty common patterns of internalized
don . patterns are shared across other social iti
gominance. These patie ; al positions due to the bottom
Ine : Regardless of one’s other locations, Whit 1
level that being White in thi iety i et e oo s
lev, in this society is “better” than bein
lev ‘ a person of color, and thi
elong with the very real do i ; , "
alg ors Whiteness opens, serves to medi i
ong, : . , ediate the oppression
experienced in those other social locations. In the next section of this artilcj:i Iwill

P ) N .
I_den-r-lf} 5LV EIa] ()E ihese Pﬂl Lterns ()f lIll'.El'llahzed dOminaIlCe [l'l y
.. Wh ' al are g(:‘neraﬂ Shal’ed
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" 'We Live Segregated Lives

i i media
" ‘Growing up in segregated environments {schools, workplaces, nefhborhoods, media
| i i that our experi
i istor] 1c.), we are given the message A
images, historical perspectives, etc./, e v dog i and
: i ly ones that matter. We receive thl .
. -and perspectives are the on Ve 1 e
' it is not limi ingle moment, it is a relentless exp .
day out, and it is not limited to a sing . cs e,
i le models, movie and book char: ,
a1 of our teachers, history boolks, o 1 aters ate Wit
i i are taught not 1o feel any loss a
like us. Further, as White people, we o e debacs
i Tives. In fact, the absence of people ol co
of people of color in our ! - o
i “sood.” And we get this message Ieg;
our schoocls and neighborhoeds as “g : e aee.
i her areas of our lives. Because we ave P
- where we are oppressed in ot . Be primaryy s
ives i ite-domi jety, we receive little or no au :
ated lives in a White-dominated society, : ite e
gon about racism and are thus unprepared to think cr1t1caﬂybor c(omgle}iy ;l?;;lﬂ -
ther
ion i diated somewhat for poor urban (and o
Although segregation is often me : e fand e e
i iendships with people of color on .5
who may live near and have frien - _ : oo
regation};s still operating on the macrolevel and informing our cellective perspe
and what is deemed the most valuable or “official” know%edge. - ves on the -
i ho may have more integrate
. Whites from the lower classes W ) O sweerty
i i that achievement means moving overt
crolevel still receive the message : O o oniny 1
i hoads and schools that deiine us. Up ,
and away from the neighbor e b D e gty
j ited States, and the social enviro A
the great class goal in the Uni . : ; e B e
i i hether it be in academia or manag .
Whiter the higher up one goes, w. . oy aluzble
i i ked as the most socially and eco
environments, ifl TUrm, are mar : : ) : luable.
Reaching towards the most valuable places i society thus entails leaving peop
color behind. . ..

We Are Raised to Value the "ln_dividual
and to See Ourselives as lndw@ua!s,
Rather Than as Part of a Socialized Group

ing “j i the scene,”
Individuality allows us to present ourselves as having “just arrived oln he seene
unique and original, cutside of socialization and unaflected by the relen

i ions of our
messages We Tecelve. This also allows us to distance c_m.rselvei3 frcCme the actic SOl
i fit of the doubt (because we -
that we be granted the bene X . .
B demand : are “accused” of racism, becanse
i be seen as :
25 individuzls; we are “different” from other White people and expec;t t; oy
’ : i havior Or perspectiv
i suggestion that our be ‘
such. We find intolerable any e
of our group as a whole, and this ensures that we cannot deepen our understanding

viduals) in all cases. Thus we get very irale wnen we

of racism. .
Seeing ourselves as individuals erases our »
. roup.,
wealth has accumulated over generations and henefits us, as ¢ group

history and hides the way in Which
today. Further;
being an individual is a privilege only afforded to White peopl;. By focx_tsn‘ngO?lri:S
n11‘ri:§]vPQ ac individuals. Whites are able to conceptualize the racist patlerns 1 our
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behavior as “just our personality” and not connected to intergroup dynamics. For
example, [ might be an extrovert and cut people off when 1 am engaged in a dis-
cussion. Tean say, “that is just my personality, T do that to everyone. That is how we
talked at the dinner table in my family” But the moment I cut off 2 person of color,
it becomes racism because the history and the impact of that behavior for both of
us is different. The freedom to remain oblivious to thar fact, with no sense that this
obliviousness has any consequences of importance, is White privilege (racism).

1 we use the line of reasoning that we are all individuals and social cate gories such
as race, class, and gender don't matter and are just “labels” that stereotype us, then it
follows that we ail end up in our own “natural” places. Those at the top are merely
- acollection of individuals who rose under their own individual merits, and those at
- the bottom are there due to individual lack. Group membership is thereby rendered
- inoperative and racial disparities are seen as essential rarher than structural. Thus

the discourse of individuality is not only connected to the discourse of Inerilocracy,
 but also with the Darwinism of the “bell curve.” It behooves those of us oppressed
in other places to understand group membership, for the discourse of individuality

* may benefit us in terms of racial privilege but ultimately holds all of our oppressions
o in place. ...

'f_,'We Feel That We Should Be Judged by Our
Intentions Rather Than the Effects of Our Behavior

~A common White reasoning is that as long as we didn't intend to perperuate racism,

then our actions don’t count as racism. We focus on our intentions and discount the
impact, thereby invalidating people of colors experiences and communicating that
the effects of our behavior on them are unimportant. We then spend greal energy
explaining to people of color why our behavior is not racism at all. This invalidates
their perspectives while enabling us to deny respensibility for making the =ffort to

understand enough about racism to see our behavior’s impact in both the immediate
interaction and the broader, historical context.

We Believe That if We Can’t Feel Our Social Power,
“Then We Don’t Have Any

White social power is so normalized that it is outside of our conscious awareness.

et we often expect that power is something that one can feel, rather than something
ne takes for granted. The issue of social power is where a lower class location often
écomes confused with a lack of racial privilege. For example, in discussions on race
T often hear White working class men protest that they don’t have any social power.

hey work long and grueling hours, often in jobs in which they have no long-term
ecurity, and come home feeling beaten and quite disempowered. These men can
ften not relate to the concept of holding social power. But if being able to feel racial
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an acknowledge its reality, we will not be able to

iy privilege is quuired before Whites c
rmalcy—

~: - gpe {and thus change) it. The key to recognizing power is in. 1eco gnizing 1o

_what is not attended 1o or in need of constant navigation. These men are indeed
. siruggling against social and economic barriers, but race is simply not cne of them;
<7 in-fact, race is a major social current running in their direction and not only moving

“"" them along, but helping them navigate their other social struggles. Not feeling power
r respond Lo us, or our relation-

*is'not necessarily aligned with how others perceive o
7. ship to social and instituticnal networks.

We Think It Is Important Not to Notice Race

on of a colorblind discourse is that race is a defect and it

don't notice it. But if we pretend we don't notice race, we
cannot notice racism. 1f we den’t notice racism, we can't understand or interrupt it
in curselves or others. We have to start befng honest about the fact that we do notice
" race (when it isn't White) and then pay attention to what race means in our everyday

" Tives. White people and people of color do not have the same racial experience, and
this has profound and tangible consequences that need to be understood if we warnt

. to stop colluding with racism. . . .

The underlying assumpti
is best to pretend that we

Racism Has Been Constructed as Belonging to
Extremists and Being Very Bad

. Racism is a deeply embeddeg, multidimensional, and internalized system that all

" members of this society are shaped by. Yet dominant culture constructs racism as pri-
marily in the past and only currently occurring as isotated acts relegated to individual
bad people (usually living somewhere in the South, or “old”). Although many White
people today sincerely believe that racism is a bad thing, our abhorrence of racism
coupled with a superficial conceptualization of it causes us to be highly defensive
ahout any suggestion that we perpetuaie it. Many Whiies (and beral Whites in par-

dicular) think that we can deal with racism in our heads {(and without ever interacting

with people of color) by deciding that we have not been affected because we don’t

want 1o have been affected.
A superficial understanding of racism coupled with a desive to distance ourselves

from being perceived as “bad” is further complicated by resentments we may feel
zbout places in our lives where we sufer from other forms of social injustice. It is

often very difficult for Whites who have not been validated for the oppression they
rm of oppression from which they

experience elsewhere to keep their attention on a fo

benefit. But 1 have found that when I explore how classism and other oppressions [

am more able to Interrupt the mani-

experience set e Up to participate in racism, 1
the center of my analysis, [ have been

festation of both in my life. By placing racism

able 10 begin to unravel my other group socializations and how they work together ;

tr mrmmart encial hisrarchies.

10 DiAngel idn’
gelo / My Class Didn’t Trump My Race: Using Oppression to Face Privilege 187

Interrupting Internalized Dominance

I have found i i i
e ound tilatf a keylto mterrupting my internalized racial dominance is to defer to
St i 1o people whom I have been taught, in countless ways, are less know
.: o eable nH ess Efallluable than I amn. [ must reach for humility and I;e willing 1o na;

enﬁn;_ L ty ever fully und_erstand the workings of racism, as T have been trained m

e ti}t IzerEetuate racism while denying its reality. I do not have to understang
oo ot R:ac gﬂr}ea%, and n’11y expectation that [ could is part of my internalized
~doy . g for racial humility as a Whi i

being miced f s S y ite person is not the same for me as
My cla o . .
o éfl i ss position is only one social location from which I learned to colhide with
:;_as : C&:[hs; :xal(zilple, I have also asked myself how [ learned to collude with racism
ae s Cathe ma};n a wormnan. How did it shape my sense of racial belonging, of racial
Sorrectne ﬂ:le ! ; presented with God, the ultimate znd universal authority, e;s White?
powceme ve erasure Pf Jesus’ race and ethnicity shape my racial cons’cio1:1510.@55é
o At un;versah_zatlon of Catholicism as the true religion for all peoples o-f
te world ng;\r;h‘er rgaal superiority within me when all the authorities within that
! L%:Ohds ;'en W ite like myself? At the same time, how did my conditioning under

to question authoriry le i i
orbor Whitee v lead 1ze to silently collude with the racism of
< As a Whi id i i i
e ;Iel 2}0\1;};{1{, how did I internalize racial superioriry through the culture’s
! ite wemen as the embodiment of ul
s on, O Wilte women. timate beauty? Whar has it
] v signifier of female perfection—Whi i
me? How have images of Whi i ned vebe Do 10
ite women in the careers d

bapec] 1y Eosier 1 . ers deemed valuable for woman
: ? How has mainstream feminism’s arti i
: ‘ ism’s articulation of Whi K
issues as universal women’s issu ime. whot
is es shaped what T care about? A i

: Ivers: ? At the same ¢

as it meant to live under patriarch e,
as y and to be taught that i
o g as a wornan I am less in-
__icegand, &;i I?s];iould not speak up, that [ should defer to others, and at all times be
Oppressmi ;felse o;v h?ve fﬂ of these messages ultimately set me up to collude in the

! ople of color? By asking questions su

. ch as these [ have b

gain a much deeper and more us i e

_ eful analysis of racism

_ _ _ _ and rather than findi
gana ' , an finding that

rofoui lli'aasm denies my other oppressions, I find that centering racism hasgbeen

p way to address the complexity of all my social locations.
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“ Age, Race, Class, and Sex
Women Redefining Difference
Audre Lorde

Much of Western European history condluons us to see human differences in simplis-
tic oppressicn to each other: dominant/subordinate, good/bad, up/down, superior/
inferior. In a society where the good is defined in terms of profit rather than in terms
of human need, there must always be some group of people who, through system-
atized oppression, can be made to feel surplus, to occupy the place of the dehuman-
ized Inferior. Within this society, that group is made up of Black and Third World
people, working-class people, older people, and women.

As a [orty-nine-year-old Black leshian ferninist socialist mother of two, including
one boy, and a member of an interracial couple, 1 usually find myself a part of some
- group defined as other, deviant, inferior, or just plain wrong. Traditionally, in ameri-
‘can soclety, it is the metmbers of oppressed, objectified groups who are expected to
stretch out and bridge the gap between the actualities of our lives and the conscious-
ness of our oppressor. For in order to survive, those of us for whom oppression is as
american as apple pie have always had to be watchers, to become familiar with the
language and manners of the oppressor, even sometimes adopting them for some
iliusion of protection. Whenever the need for some pretense of communication arises,
-those who profit from our oppression call upon us to share our knowledge with thern.
In other words, it is the responsibility of the oppressed to teach the oppressors their

istakes. | am responsible for educating teachers who dismiss my children’s culrure
in school. Black and Third World people are expected to educate white people as
0 our humanity. Women are expected to educate men. Leshians and gay men. are
expected to educate the heterosexual world. The oppressors maintain their posmon
and evade responsibility for their own actions. There is a constant drain of energy
which might be better used in redefining ourselves and devising reahstlc scenarios:
for aitering the present and constructing the future.

Institutionatized refection of difference is an absolute necessity in a profit economy
whlch needs outsiders as surplus people. As members of such an economy, we have
all been programmed to respond to the human differences between us with fear and
loa{hmg and to handle that difference in one of three ways: ignore it, and if that is not
possible, copy it if we think it is dominant, or destroy it if we think it is subordinate.
;But we have no patterns for relating across our human differences as equals. As a
result, those differences have been misnamed and misused in the service of separa-
tion and confusion.

~ Certainly there are very real differences between us of race, age, and sex. Bur it
is.not those differences between us that are separating us. It is rather our refusal 1o

From Sister Outsider, by Audre Lorde, pubhshed by Crossing Press. Copyright © 1984, 2007 by
Audre Lorde. Used herein by permission of the Charlotte Sheedy Literary Agency.
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recognize those differences, and to examine the distortions which result {from ou
misnaming them and their effects upon human behavior and expectation, :
Racism, the belief in the inherent superiotity of one race over all others and thereby the:
right to dominance. Sexist, the belief in the inherent superiority of one sex over the othe
and thereby the right to dominance. Ageism. Heterosexism. Elifism, Classism. o
It is a lifetime pursuit for each one of us to extract these distortions frorm our living
at the same time as we recognize, reclaim, and define those differences upon Whi(;h
they are imposed. For we have all been raised in a society where those dlstoruo.l}
were endemic within our living. Too often, we pour the energy needed for recoguiz::
ing and exploring difference into pretending those differences are 1nsu_rmoun-table
barriers, or that they do not exist at all, This results in a voluntary isolation, or fal.s
and treacherous connections. Either way, we do not develop tools for using hun__la_I}
difference as a springboeard for creative change within our lives. We speak no? of
human difference, but of human deviance. : : :
Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a_mythi«:al norm,.
which each one of us within our hearts knows “that is not me.” In america, this horm:
is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, chﬁstign, an_d ﬁnam:lally
secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within society:
Those of us who stand outside that power often identify one way in which we are:
different, and we assume that to be the primary cause of all oppression, forgetting
other distortions around difference, scme of which we ourselves may be practicing
By and large within the women’s movement today, white women focus upon L’h§
oppression as women and ignore differences of race, sexual preference, class, .and ag
There is a pretense to a homogeneity of experience covered by the word s1stelr_hoo_
that does not in fact exist. i
Unacknowledged class differences rob women of each others’ energy and f:l’ea?l,?fg
insight. Recently a women’s magazine collective made th_e decision for one issue. to
print only prose, saying poetry was a less “rigorous” or “serious” art form. Y_et even__th
form cur creativity takes is often a class issue. Of all the art forms, poetry is the Tmigst
economical. It is tlhe one which is the most secret, which requires the least physical
labor, [he least material, and the one which can be done between shifts, in the_:l:}.ps
pital pantry, on the subway, and on scraps of surplus paper. Over the 1a§t few years;.
writing a novel on tight finances, I came to appreciate the enOImous dlfferenc:g; in
the material demands between poetry and prose. As we reclaim our literature, poet
has been the major voice of poor, working class, and Colored women. A room of .c_jn_e
own Tray be a necessity for writing prose, but so are reams of paper, a typewriter, and:
plenty of time. The actual requirements to produce the visual arts_also help d?t__ﬁl‘-:
mine, along class lines, whose art is whose. In this day of inflated prices for materia
who are our sculptors, our painters, our photographers? When we speak of br'o.e_{dll-
based women’s culture, we need to be aware of the effect of class and econoraic di
ferenices on the supplies available for producing arr, o
As we move toward creating a society within which we can each {lourish, ageisr
is another distortion of relationship which interferes with our vision. By ignoﬁnﬁg_{-tlrf.le :
past, we are encouraged to repeat its mistakes. The “generation gap” is an important:

social tool for any repressive society. If the younger members of 2 community view the
older members as contemptible or suspect or excess, they will never be able to joir
hands and examine the living memories of the community, nor ask the ali important
question, “Why?” This gives rise to a historical amnesia that keeps us working to
invent the wheel every time we have to £0 to the store for bread.
We find ourselves having to repeat and relearn the same old lessons over and over

- that our mothers did because we do not pass on what we have learned, or because we
are unable to listen. For instance, how many times has this all been said before? For
+ another, who would have believed that once again our daughters are allowing their
" bodies to be hampered and purgatoried by girdles and high heels and hobble skirts?
Ignoring the differences of race between women and the implications of those dif-

ferences presents the most serious threat to the mobilization of womens joint power,
.- As white women ignore their built-in privilege of whiteness and define woman in
- terms of their own experience alone, then womer: of Color become “other,” the out-
sider whose experience and tradition is too “alien” to comprehend. An example of this
is the signal absence of the experience of women of Color as a resource for womens
~studies courses. The literature of women of Color is seldom included in wommen’s lit-
. erartre courses and almost never in other literature courses, nor in women studies
-as a whole. All too often, the excuse given is that the literatures of women of Color
- can only be taught by Colored women, or that they are too difficult to understand, or
< that classes cannot “get into” them because they come out of experiences that are “too
+different.” T have heard this argument presented by white women of otherwise quite
clear intelligence, women who seem to have no trouble at all teaching and review-
ing work that comes out of the vastly different experiences of Shakespeare, Molitre,
‘Dostoyelsky, and Aristophanes. Surely there must be some other explanation.
This is a very complex question, but 1 believe one of the reasons white women
have such difficulty reading Black women’s work is because of their reluctance
o see Black women as women and different from themselves. To examine Black
‘womens literature effectively requires that we be seen as whole people in our actual
complexities—as individuals, as wonlen, as human—rather than as one of those
‘problematic but familiar sterectypes provided in this society in place of genuine im-
ages of Black women. And 1 believe this holds true for the literarures of other women
of Color who are not Black.
‘The literatures of all women of Color recreate the textures of our lives, and many
white women are heavily invested in ignoring the real differences. For as long as
any difference between us means one of us must be inferior, then the recognition of
any ditference must be fraught with guilt. To allow women of Color to step out of

stereotypes is too guilt provoking, for it threatens the complacency of those women
~‘who view oppression only in terms of sex.
» Refusing to recognize difference makes it impossible to see the different problems
and pitfalls facing us as women.
- .Thus, in a patriarchal power system where whiteskin privilege is a major prop,
the entrapments used to neutralize Black women and white women are not the same.
“For example, it is easy for Black women to be used by the power structure against
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women and children often becomes a standard within tour communities, one by
which manliness can be measured. But these woman-hating acis are rarely discussed
as crimes againsi Black women. :

. As a group, women of Color are the lowest paid wage earners in america. We are
the primary targets of abortion and sterilization abuse, here and abroad. In certain
parts of Africa, small girls are still being sewed shut between their legs to keep them
docile and for mens pleasure. This is known as female circumcision, and it is ot &
cuitural affair as the late Jomo Kenyatta insisted, it is a crime against Black women,

Black woment literature is full of the pain of frequent assault, not only by a rac-
ist patriarchy; but also by Black men. Yet the necessity for and history of shared
battle have made us, Black women, particularly vulnerable to the false accusation
that anti-sexist is anti-Black. Meanwhile, womanhating as a recourse of the power-
less is sapping strength [rom Black communities, and our very lives. Rape is on the
increase, reported and unreported, and rape is not aggressive sexuality, it is sexualized
aggression. As Kalamu ya Salaam, a Black male writer, points out, “As long as male
domination exists, rape will exist. Only women revolting and men made conscious
of their responsibility to fight sexism can collectively stop rape.”™

Differences between ourselves as Black women are also being misnamed and used
to separate us from one another. As a Black lesbian feminist comfortable with the
~many different ingredients of my identity, and a woman committed to. racial and
sexual freedom from oppression, I find T am constantly being encouraged to pluck
out some one aspect of myself and present this as the meaningful whole, eclipsing ar
denying the other parts of self. But this is a destructive and fragmenting way to live.
My fullest concentration of energy is available to me only when Tintegrate all the patts.
of who T am, openly, allowing power from particular sources of my living to flow back
:and forth freely through all my differenit selves, without the restrictions of externally’
imposed definition. Only then can 1 bring tyself and my energies as a whole to the
service of those struggles which I embrace as part of my living. S

- A fear of leshians, or of heing accused of being a leshian, has led many Black
women info testifying against rthemselves. It has led some of us into destructive al-
liances, and others into despair and isolation. In the white women’s communities,
heterosexism is sometimes a result of identifying with the white patriarchy, a rejection
«of thar interdependence between women-identified women which allows the self to
be, rather than to be used in the service of men. Sometimes it reflects a diehard belief
in the protective coloration of heterosexual relationships, sometimes a self-hate which
all women have to fight against, taught us from birth.
= -Although elements of these attitudes exist for all women, there are particular
resonances of heterosexism and homophobia among Black women. Despite the fact
that woman-bonding has a long and honorzble history in the African and African-
american communities, and despite the knowledge and accomplishments of many
strong and creative women-identified Black women in the political, social and cul-
tural fields, heterosexual Black women often tend to ignore or discount the existence
and work of Black leshians. Part of this atritude has come from an understandable
terror of Black male attack within the close confines of Black society, where the

Black men,-not because they are men, but because they are Black. Therelore, for:
Black women, it is necessary at all times to separate the needs of the oppressor from
our :own legitimate conflicts within our communities. This same problem does ot
exist for white women. Black women and men have shared racist oppression and sti
share it, althcugh in different ways. Out of that shared oppressicn we haje deve}ope
joint defenses and joint vulnerabilities to each other that ave not dqpllcated n Lh :
white community, with the exception of the relationship between Jewish women and
Jewish men. - o e
On the other hand, white women face the pitfall of being seduced into joining the
oppressar under the pretense of sharing power. This possi‘p111ty does not exist iy the
same way for worhen of Coler. The tokenism that is sometimes extended to us isnor
an invitation to join power; our racial “otherness” is a visible reahty‘ that makes th;
quite clear. For white women there is a wider range of pretended choices and rewards
for identifying with patriarchal power and its tools. ‘ E
Today, with the defeat of ERA, the tightening econorny, and increased COHSEI’V.B.[.I’:‘:.
it is easier once again for white women to believe the dangerous fantasy thgt ifye
are good enough, pretty enough, sweet enough, quiet enough, teadnT the ChlldTEI.l-itO:-
behave, hate the right people, and marry the right men, then you will be allovifec_l [0
co-exist with patriarchy in the relative peace, at least until a man needs your ]_ob
the neighborhood rapist happens along. And true, unless one 11\.fes fmd_ loves:in
trenches it is difficult to remember that the war against dehumanization is ceasele;_sg
But Black women and our children know the fabric of our lives is .stitchecfl‘f"\?_‘{lt_lj',_1
violence and with hatred, that there is no rest. We do not deal with it only on. ;.he-
picket lines, or in dark midnight alleys, or in the places where we c:.larei to Veﬂ?g_l ;
our resistance. For us, increasingly, violence weaves through the daily tssues qf out
living—in the supermarket, in the classroom, in the elevator, in the thlc- and,,_;he
schoolyard, from the plumber, the baker, the saleswoman, the bus driver, ﬂ.l.e_.-ban
teller, the waitress who does not serve us. e .-‘1
Some problems we share as women, some we do not. You fear your c}uldre.,zn.m.}
grow up to join the patriarchy and testify against you, we fear our children Wl l-be
dragged from a car and shot down in the street, and you will rurn your backs UpE
reasons they are dying. _ o i
the'ﬂie threat 0¥ differi;cge has been no less blinding to people of Color. Tho"se';gflus
who are Black must see that the reality of our lives and our struggle 4065 not Tl
us immune to the errors of ignoring and misnaming difference. Within Black.
mmumities where racism is a living reality; differences among us ofien seem :darllg_ero
and suspect. The need for unity is often misnamed as a need f_or homogen@_ty,_. .'.imc.l
a Black femninist vision mistaken for betrayal of our common interests-as a pgaople
RBecause of the continuous battle against racial erasure that Black women a\n.df Bla
men share, some Black women still reluse to recognize that we are also opprg_ss._(;_d :_
women, and that sexual hostility against Black women is practiced not only b L
white racist society, but imnplemented within our Biack communities aslwe.ll,r_.l_t
disease striking the heart of Black nationhood, and silence will niot make 1;:q;sappe
Exacerbated by racism and the pressures of powerlessness, violence against Bla
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" .punishment for any female self-assertion is still to be accused of being a lesbian and
therefore unworthy of the attention or support of the scarce Black male. But part:
cof this need to misname and ignore Black lesbians comes from a very real fear that
“sgpealy women-identified Black women who are no longer dependent upon men
- for their self-definition may well reorder our whole concept of social relationships.” '
-Black women who once insisted that lesbianism was a white woman’s problers-
“#+ mow insist that Black leshians are a threat to Black nationhood, are consorting with
" the enemy, are basically un-Black: These accusations, coming {rom the very women.
- to whom we look for deep and real understanding, have served to keep many Black
" lesbians in hiding, caught between the racism of white women and the homophobia®
' -~ of their sisters. Often, their work has been ignored, trivialized, or misnamed, as Wﬁh
- the work of Angelina Grimke, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Lorraine Hansberry. Yet women-
~honded women have always been some part of the power of Black communities, from
- our unmarried aunts to the amazans of Dahomey. L
" And it is certainly not-Black lesbians whe are assaulting women and rapmg Chl
dren and grandmothers on the streets of our communities, : I
Across this country, as in Boston during the spring of 1979 following the unsolved :
murders of twelve Black women, Black lesbians are spearheading movements aga st
" violence against Black wornen. =
. --What are the particular details within each of our lives that can be scrunmzed and:.
- altered to help bring about change? How do we redefine difference for all womien?
is not our differences which separate women, but our reluctance to recognize those
differences and to deal effectively with the.distortions which have resuited: fr 10 Ihe'
1gnor1ng and misnaming of those differences. : .
As a tool of social control, women have been encouraged to recogniz only' T
area of human difference as legitimate, those dﬂ-ferences whlch exist bet Ween Worlel

~ ognize differences among women who are our equais, neither inferi
and devise ways to use each others’ difference to.enrich our vision
struggles. i
The future of our earth may depend upon the abﬂuy of all WO
develop new definitions of power and new patterns of relating across
old definitions have not served us, nor the earth. that SUPPOTts Us. Th

cally altered repetitions of the same old exchanges, the same old gu
crimination, lamentation, and suspicion.
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For we have, built into all of us, old blueprints of expectation and respanse; old’
structures of oppressicn, and these must be altered art the same titne as we alier the
living conditions which are a result of those structures. For the master’s tools will
never dismantle the masters house.

As Paulo Freire shows so well in The Pedagogy of the Oppressed,? the true {ocus
of revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive situations which we seek o
escape, but that piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us, and
which knows only the oppressor’ tactics, the oppressors’ relationships.

Change means growth, and growth can be painful. But we sharpen self-definition
by exposing the sell in work and struggle together with rhose whom we define as
different from ourselves, although sharing the same gozals. For Black and white,

old and young, lesbian and heterosexual women alike, this can mean new paths
to cur survival.

We have chosen each other
and the edge of each others battles

* the war is the same

if we lose

~ someday women5 blood will congeal

upon a dead planet

- if we win
there is no telling
- we seek beyond history
far a new and more possible meaning.”

' 1 From “Rape: A Radlcal Analysis, An African- Amencan Perspecuve by Kalamu ya .
Salaam in Black Books Bulletin, vol. 6, no. 4 (1980).

“2. Seabury Press, New York, 1970.
From “Outlines,” unpublished poem.




