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Prologue 

I. “Creating Space” So I’m curious as to how you came to see “creating space” as the first component of this conversation. When I read it I found it quite fitting because of what has been on my mind in terms of thinking about the role of silence in a classroom (or here, a conversation?). The idea of “creating space” resonated with me coming off of Pato’s talk he gave last Friday entitled “The Aesthetics of Interconnectedness.” Pato’s way of telling stories, seen here as a public powerpoint presentation for the community at Haverford, has this beautiful way of incorporating someone else’s words, voice, and presence into his own talk. I think what strikes me most about the two times I have seen Pato give one of these talks at either end of the semester is the way that he introduces the he weaves snippets of throughout the lecture. I feel like both times Pato has said something like, “I’ve been reading this book, I got it yesterday and some of the ideas really spoke to me.” What stands out to me from this is the fact that he got the book yesterday(ish)! And what I find meaningful is that these texts, one about Quakerism and the other of a similar feeling tone about teaching and also informed by Quakerism, is incorporated into Pato’s piece in a way that feels just outside the purview of his talk that it is really powerful because you see his work through this new, potentially out of place seeming, lens. This brings me back to the text that Pato quoted in his most recent presentation, the title of which is Radical Presence: Teaching as Contemplative Practice by Mary Rose O’Reilley. 
Audre: Adrienne, in my journals I have a lot of pieces of conversation that I’m having with you in my head…. I’ve never forgotten the impatience in your voice that time on the telephone… Do you remember? (“An Interview: Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich”, Sister/Outsider) Talk to me about this quote. Why is it here? Where are you coming from with it? I want to reference another quote between Audre and Lorde from this piece that you incorporate later in this document to say that for me, this is a place where you need to show me what you mean. 
Every Monday night, I work at the Bryn Mawr Writing Center for three hours. Let’s clarify here, shall we? Often times I exploit the fact that you work there to make you work there and I pass the Writing Center on my way home from my required gym class. More often than not, you help me write an email(s), practice a “speech” I have to give, or talk through my assignments for the week. One reason I bring this up is to address one strand of what I see us doing with this project: reimagining, reinterpreting, or rearticulating how certain spaces are constructed for certain kinds of conversations or relationships. Here, I’m thinking about the Writing Center as a space created with the fairly specific goal of providing human resources to help Bryn Mawr students on written work for our classes or applications for internships or graduate school. But what I like about how we use that space is that even though we do it somewhat glibly, we push the limits of what it means to have a writing tutorial and think through things in a specific kind of process. I think we also see this in how the Linda Flower piece of “reader based prose vs writer based prose” has somewhat entered our vocabularies, not only to refer to writing, shows the ways in which we are breaking down the walls of that space by both bringing in nontraditional conversations and assignments, as well as applying the language and method of a writing center tutorial to other parts of our lives. More often than not, Zanny comes in for an appointment. Zanny is one of my good friends, and a Sociology major, Education minor, taking one of her few English college courses this semester. In framing this project, Zanny and I have both cited one of our tutorials in particular as a moment when things started coming together, when we began to see explicitly how our different educations and ways of being in the world could be generative for us both. Zanny came in with a rough draft of a paper for her Haverford English course, “Arts of the Possible: Literature and Social Justice Movements”, taught by Professor Theresa Tensuan. Her paper worked with the act of coming to voice and issues of naming and articulation, using Adrienne Rich’s essay “Notes toward a Politics of Location” as a jumping off point. The following is from my tutorial report, a summary of the tutorial we are required to write for the Writing Center records: 
“Zanny, as a sociology major, seemed drawn to making this paper more of a sociology paper than an English paper. As an exercise, I went through her paper and showed her how she tended to use sociological language instead of literary analysis language (“identity” instead of “term”, etc). She was, however, very enthusiastic about and interested in issues of language and feminism. At one point I told her, “I think you’re falling in love with language, Zanny!”. 
That last bit of dialogue is not the usual language for a tutorial report. Indeed, because of our friendship, my tutorials with Zanny are not the usual tutorials. They are more casual, and decidedly more humorous. But they are not unproductive. In fact, because we do not have to be polite, and we can convey our comments and points without having to explain our histories or our relationships with professors, we often ‘get somewhere’ in our tutorials that my other tutorials do not. I also think these exchanges are cool because they feel way more like a “back and forth” between the two of us than I generally felt when I worked at the Writing Center and di tutorials with people. The tutorials that I remember liking most were the ones where I really engaged with the tutee about ideas in a meaningful feeling way. But this also speaks to a point you were recently making about the fact that we can do that because that’s the kind of students we are—and there are plenty of students who come into the Writing Center for a very specific reason, and it probably doesn’t have anything to do with having a discussion about ideas but has to do with punctuation. So what do we do that? Because aren’t we ultimately privileging the discourses and registers that resonate for us. We see them as being the “real work” or the “interesting work,” or as Anne and friends say in their article about interdisciplinary, “productive play.” I feel like we both really like that “productive play,” but others may not, or it doesn’t look how ours would. So what do we do with that? In this particular tutorial, we named explicitly how we looked at a work, Rich’s essay, which spoke to both of our disciplines, English and Sociology. Rich is the rare writer who has a way of phrasing and articulating questions that resonate on a personal and political level, without losing their urgency in either register. Zanny and I connected over this source, and Zanny ended the tutorial saying, only partially in jest, “Now that I love language, I feel like nothing can stop me!”  It’s true, I did say that. And I’ll elaborate on that a little bit to say that the process of writing that paper, taking the English class, and formalizing these conversations has really been about this “productive play” for me, which I feel like within my own discipline I don’t have as much anymore. Or maybe when I do have it, I don’t recognize it as such because I am so use to it. But I miss this more creative way of using words that I feel distanced from in Sociology. But at the same time I am still somewhat skeptical of it. 


These weekly conversations served to institutionalize something that had been occurring anyway in my friendship with Zanny: interdisciplinary conversations. How are we defining interdisciplinary here? I know in one of the initial conceptions of this project we talked about our respective “disciplines” as being our upbringings, specifically in relation to feminism (for you) and race (for me). But here I might read “interdisciplinary” as the fact that I am a Sociology major and you are an English major. If this is how we are defining it, what do we think that means/implies that we bring? Is it, as our friend Hannah Land suggested, a different language? Is it a specific sensibility? Is it jargon? And why does it matter? What are we positing about the nature of an interdisciplinary conversation, and what seems to be its implied intrinsic value? And if we are in fact not talking about our academic disciplines, what are we talking about? If it is our upbringings, how are we setting that apart. In true nerd form, Zanny and I often discuss our classes and papers and send each other NPR or New York Times articles via email. LP, maybe we want to take up this question of our tendency, if not current obsession, to regularly talk about ourselves and our friends as “nerds.” What we found in this tutorial was a place to take these conversations into the concrete, to work with a specific text to translate Zanny’s sociological background into an English context. That Zanny’s paper focused on the necessity and danger of coming to speech only deepened our conversation, as we found the overlaps between our own struggles with language in Rich’s essay. 

This tutorial took place in late September. In the weeks that followed, Zanny and I found more and more connections between this moment of interdisciplinary consciousness and our other conversations, in and outside the Writing Center, about her assignments, our courses, and our lives. These conversations came to the forefront in November, when I read an essay by Peggy Mcintosh, "Interactive Phases of Curricular Re-vision: A Feminist Perspective", for this course. Mcintosh also spoke on Bryn Mawr’s campus at that time, and in the course of my conversations with Anne Dalke, my conversations with Zanny, and Zanny’s conversations with one of her Education professors and her mentor, Jody Cohen, the interdisciplinary connections were almost dizzying. The email chains sparked by a conversation with Anne after class, looking for a version of Mcintosh’s curriculum phases not “written for my mother’s generation”, with recommendations coming from multiple departments, made these connections concrete and undeniably visible. I think part of the reason I gave you the Peggy McIntosh piece of white privilege as the text for our conversation was a little bit of my own “pushback” on this. Granted, I haven’t read the text you read in your feminism class that this was in response to, so I should probably do that. But as we talked about, I thought it was interesting how the Ed Dept was responding to Anne’s request with pieces mostly about race and maybe less about what that text was explicitly about, which was including women in the curriculum? Is that right? I guess I wanted to insert myself into that conversation and assert the fact that even though you had said to me that “even as a high school student” you would have been able to see the things that McIntosh was talking about in terms of white privilege. And I think my point is that it’s not just about one’s ability to check off the “agree” box that you’re with her and you aren’t disputing the existence of white privilege. I want to pushback on that in what I am going to refer to as a tradition of “sitting with it.” One thing we talked a lot about in creating the Social Justice Pilot was our desire to resist or move beyond or problemtize the instinct to create a checklist of social justice qualities, conversations, actions, that people could go through and check them off the list. But that we wanted people to engage with them in a way that made clear that there weren’t necessarily answers or clean lines. Not sure how that worked out…
What we will attempt to do in this project is to represent these interdisciplinary conversations as a model for how academic discussions might be extended into non-academic spaces, by each choosing source texts that speak to us as individuals about how we see the world, and our way of “being in the world”, to put it in Lorde’s terms, and transcribing our conversations about these hopefully generative texts. This project overlaps with my own interests in connecting language with the political, as my thesis and many English papers argue that the act of storytelling, of representing a marginalized experience, can be political. Zanny, too, has found herself asking questions about conversations and their usefulness as a tool for social justice. Her final project proposal for that same English course, titled “Investigating the art of conversation and storytelling as social engagement and change”, asks the question, “how do I move a conversation forward that I am already so embedded in?” Zanny’s preliminary answer, her starting point, was the necessity of “new voices”. It’s funny because when I read this line I was like “new voices? Did I say that?” and I knew that if you were writing that here I must have said that at some point—and I realized I put it in writing, in my second proposal that I turned in about this project for Arts of the Possible. When I read the statement here I didn’t like it— it didn’t resonate with that I feel like I’m doing, so I want to think about why that is, and what did I mean by it. I think part of the reason I didn’t like it is it reminds me of this conversation I heard last spring of a panel of education researchers speaking at Harvard. When I was home over spring break I wandered into an Ed School building where they were having a conference about research in education. One of the people on the panel, a white woman who does a lot of work on anti-racist teaching, made a comment that problmetized the common idea of Education research as “a way to give voice.” She questioned who had given her the authority and stature to speak for someone else. This struck a cord with me, and only helped to complicate my own understanding of what I think I may or may not be doing, and how truly complicated it is. Having said that, what I think I meant by “new voices” when I wrote it in my proposal speaks directly what we’re trying to do. So my question was about moving on-going conversations out of a cyclical and self-congratulatory rut that I often feel like I find myself in on certain issues, specifically here about race. I was positing that a potential way out of that rut is bringing people into that conversation who think about things differently than I do to force the conversation in a new direction. So I think that’s what I mean by new voices. And as I write that out I don’t know how I feel about the idea of “bringing other people in.” I worry it sounds tokenistic. And part of the reason I didn’t do a version of this project at Parkway West is because it felt like an acting out of my own questions and processes, even though conversations about race are ones that have happened organically, and on terms I would not have expected, at Parkway I still don’t know if that’s something I felt “right” doing…and I wonder how that speaks to something we talked about yesterday in our conversation about the distribution of power in our exchange, we were saying it was between equals, how would it look/be different if that wasn’t the case? What criteria are we using to claim equality? Her thesis in Sociology will be generated from these new voices, as she interviews and writes an ethnography of students at a high school in West Philadelphia, where she has been working and building relationships with students since this summer. 
II. “A Risky Business” 
Adrienne: “There are times when I simply cannot assume that I know what you know, unless you show me what you mean” (“An Interview: Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich”, Sister/Outsider).  

At this stage, before we record our dialogue, I have some reservations about nature of this project. I want to make explicit some of the limitations, and the potential dangers of a conversation that aims to be interdisciplinary, which purports to model a useful way of opening up dialogue. Joan Scott, in an essay responding to a misinterpretation of her work, writes: 

"Interdisciplinary borrowing has always seemed to me a difficult and risky business, requiring that we respect high standards of scholarship as we acquire new ways of analyzing and thinking. Criticism of the methods and approaches developed by other disciplines is even more challenging because it demands that we fully engage with and understand, in their terms, the ideas we want to dispute. Indeed, it seems to me that one earns the right to criticize work in another field only by the hard effort of learning that field. The glib use of technical terms, superficial familiarity with a few phrases, and schematic portrayals of main themes, do not constitute serious interdisciplinary work; rather, they represent an abdication of professional responsibility." (Joan Scott, “The Tip of the Volcano”) 

Scott’s warning against the “glib use of technical terms” resonated with my own reservations about this conversation. I worry that we will, in reaching for a false sense of progress, manufacture an “aha!” moment, based on only a “superficial” understanding of our two disciplines. I like what you’re saying here about the “aha!” moment—but I’m not fully convinced. When you say that our manufactured moment would be based on “only a ‘superficial’ understanding of our two disciplines,” implicitly in that I hear that a goal of this conversation/project is some kind of “genuine” understanding of each others’ discipline. I’m not sure that I disagree with that as one of our goals—but if it is in fact what you are striving for I want to unpack it some more. How will we know if have truly entered the other’s discipline? I think the premise itself makes me nervous, because it implies that I have some kind of genuine or authentic understanding/embodiment of my “discipline,” whatever that may be, and that feels fraudulent on many levels. This speaks to the conversation we had about this project with our Biology major friend, Hannah Land about the language of disciplines. I want to figure out how to represent parts of that conversation in this one—but I’m not yet sure how.  I hope that our shared goal of understanding and learning from one another, combined with the artificial act of recording a conversation, does not led us to make easy conclusions, find the surface-level questions and ignore the places where we could go deeper. I do not want to overlook ultimately unfinished connections that could become catalysts in favor of a false sense of closure.  


Not in direct response to your specific articulation of limitations of potential dangers, I will express my own. Part of what I want to explore through this project is the question of what role conversation has in social movements and social change. I have discussed with you before how I have somewhat of a split reaction to a common refrain I hear on this campus, often coming from people I am good friends with and/or respect a great deal. The sentiment is this: “All we do is talk here. I’m sick of talking, I want action,” A huge part of me agrees with this. I hear this. I feel this. I down for calling us out as posers who intellectualize everything, and talk about the change we want to see, but don’t take the steps we need to create it. But another part of me finds the regular articulation of this sentiment just as annoying and frustrating. I worry that it dismisses the richness of dialogue, discussion, and conversation in a way that I find initially tempting or justified, but in the end, potentially dangerous. By dangerous I’m thinking of people who want to jump in to the “active” work but don’t want to do the personal or inter-personal work that may be a necessary foundation to do the “active” work effectively and meaningfully. But I can just as easily play the other side out, and that’s what I am going to do here for a moment about my fears about limitations or potential dangers. In a conference I had with Professor Tensuan about our first few writing assignments for the class she told me about something visiting artist Pato Hebert had said to her about meeting Haverford and Bryn Mawr students after meeting with a bunch of us during his first visit. He had expressed how he enjoyed talking with us and hearing our ideas, but we functioned almost exclusively in our heads. We were hardly aware and acknowledging our bodies. Which makes me think of something Junot Diaz said when I heard him a few weeks ago at Swat, and which is kind of different. But he talked about how people are always saying there is all this tits and ass in his books, and he said something like,” I just put it on the paper, folks. We are all living in that sexualized space. But then when someone tries to show it to us, we freak out.” I’m not sure how that connects to Pato’s point yet, aside from the fact that they both feel like they are a way of showing us a mirror of ourselves and asking us to look at the disconnect between how we see ourselves and how we are. And Pato’s comment about our existing only up in our heads and feeling resistant to being in our bodies in a real way is one way that I want to establish a potential critique of what we are doing—something at least to be aware of. I don’t yet believe that what we are doing—modeling an interdisciplinary conversation—is not simply reifying the academic structure and value system of intellectualizing with “equals” in a rarefied setting, that I like to think of myself as pushing back against and problemitizing in my time here. I guess this means that part of what I want us to address is: what does this conversation mean beyond the confines of our two classes and these schools? How, if at all, is this an “intervention” in the way that Pato’s work is? My interpretation of how Pato’s uses interventions is that they are pieces that they push you, or gently encourage you, outside of your known way of seeing the world and encourage you to slow down for a minute, and see yourself, your neighbor, or the whole world in a slightly different light. At this point, I think what I fear separates this from that conception is that the scope of this project is between the two of us—so I’m wondering about the broader implications, if they exist. Thoughts?

I hope that our source texts, and our trust in each other, at once anchor our dialogue and allow us to find these points which might signal a new kind of interdisciplinary consciousness, a conversation that could be continued in other contexts. 

III. “Cartographies of Silence” 

My source text for Zanny, by Adrienne Rich from The Dream of a Common Language: 

1.

A conversation begins
with a lie. And each 

speaker of the so-called common language feels
the ice-floe split, the drift apart 

as if powerless, as if up against
a force of nature 

A poem can begin
with a lie. And be torn up. 

A conversation has other laws
recharges itself with its own 

false energy, Cannot be torn
up. Infiltrates our blood. Repeats itself. 

Inscribes with its unreturning stylus
the isolation it denies. 


2.

The classical music station
playing hour upon hour in the apartment 

the picking up and picking up
and again picking up the telephone 

The syllables uttering
the old script over and over 

The loneliness of the liar
living in the formal network of the lie 

twisting the dials to drown the terror
beneath the unsaid word 


3.

The technology of silence
The rituals, etiquette 

the blurring of terms
silence not absence 

of words or music or even
raw sounds 

Silence can be a plan
rigorously executed 

the blueprint of a life 

It is a presence
it has a history      a form 

Do not confuse it
with any kind of absence 


4.

How calm, how inoffensive these words
begin to seem to me 

though begun in grief and anger
Can I break through this film of the abstract 

without wounding myself or you
there is enough pain here 

This is why the classical of the jazz music station plays?
to give a ground of meaning to our pain? 


5.

The silence that strips bare:
In Dreyer's Passion of Joan 

Falconetti's face, hair shorn, a great geography
mutely surveyed by the camera 

If there were a poetry where this could happen
not as blank space or as words 

stretched like a skin over meanings
but as silence falls at the end

of a night through which two people
have talked till dawn


6.

The scream
of an illegitimate voice 

It has ceased to hear itself, therefore
it asks itself 

How do I exist? 

This was the silence I wanted to break in you
I had questions but you would not answer 

I had answers but you could not use them
This is useless to you and perhaps to others 


7.

It was an old theme even for me:
Language cannot do everything– 

chalk it on the walls where the dead poets
lie in their mausoleums 

If at the will of the poet the poem
could turn into a thing 

a granite flank laid bare, a lifted head
alight with dew 

If it could simply look you in the face
with naked eyeballs, not letting you turn 


till you, and I who long to make this thing,
were finally clarified together in its stare 


8.

No. Let me have this dust,
these pale clouds dourly lingering, these words 

moving with ferocious accuracy
like the blind child's fingers 

or the newborn infant's mouth
violent with hunger 

No one can give me, I have long ago
taken this method 

whether of bran pouring from the loose-woven sack
or of the bunsen-flame turned low and blue 

If from time to time I envy
the pure annunciation to the eye 

the visio beatifica
if from time to time I long to turn 

like the Eleusinian hierophant
holding up a simple ear of grain 

for the return to the concrete and everlasting world
what in fact I keep choosing 

are these words, these whispers, conversations
from which time after time the truth breaks moist and green.
1975

______________________________________________________________________________

My source text for LP, White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack 
By Peggy McIntosh 


Through work to bring materials from Women’s Studies into the rest of the curriculum, I have often noticed men’s unwillingness to grant that they are over privileged, even though they may grant that women are disadvantaged.  They may say they will work to improve women’s status, in the society, the university, or the curriculum, but they can’t or won’t support the idea of lessening men’s.  Denials, which amount to taboos, surround the subject of advantages, which men gain from women’s disadvantages. 

These denials protect male privilege from being fully acknowledged, lessened or ended. 


Thinking through unacknowledged male privilege as a phenomenon, I realized that since hierarchies in our society are interlocking, there was most likely a phenomenon of white privilege, which was similarly denied and protected.  As a white person, I realized I had been taught about racism as something which puts others at a disadvantage, but had been taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white privilege which puts me at an advantage. 


I think whites are carefully taught not to recognize white privilege, as males are taught not to recognize male privilege.  So I have begun in an untutored way to ask what it is like to have white privilege.  I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets which I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious.  White privilege is 

like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks. 


Describing white privilege makes one newly accountable.  As we in Women’s Studies work to reveal male privilege and ask men to give up some of their power, so one who writes about having white privilege must ask, “ Having described it what will I do to lessen or end it?” 


After I realized the extent to which men work from a base of unacknowledged privilege, I understood that much of their oppressiveness was unconscious.  Then I remembered the frequent charges from women of color that white women whom they encounter are oppressive.  I began to understand why we are justly seen as oppressive, even when we don’t see ourselves that way.  I began to count the ways in which I enjoy unearned skin privilege and have been conditioned into oblivion about its existence. 


My schooling gave me no training in seeing myself as an oppressor, as an unfairly advantaged person or as a participant in a damaged culture.  I was taught to see myself as an individual whose moral state depended on her individual moral will.  My schooling followed the pattern my colleague Elizabeth 

Minnich has pointed out:  whites are taught to think of their lives as morally neutral, normative, and average, and also ideal, so that when we work to benefit others, this is seen as work which will allow 

“them“ to be more like “us.” 


I decided to try to work on myself at least by identifying some of the daily effects of white  privilege on my life.  I have chosen those conditions which I think in my case attach somewhat more to skin-color privilege than to class, religion, ethnic status, or geographical location, though of course all these other factors are intricately intertwined.  As far as I can see, my African American co-workers, friends and acquaintances with whom I come into daily or frequent contact in this particular time, place and line of work cannot count on most of these conditions. 

1. I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time.
2. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of renting or purchasing housing in an area, which I can afford and in which I would want to live. 

3. I can be pretty sure that my neighbors in such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me. 

4. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed. 

5. I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely represented. 

6. When I am told about our national heritage or about “civilization,” I am shown that people of my color made it what it is. 

7. I can be sure that my children will be given curricular materials that testify to the existence of their race. 

8. If I want to, I can be pretty sure of finding a publisher for this piece on white privilege. 

9. I can go into a music shop and count on finding the music of my race represented, into a supermarket and find the staple foods which fit with my cultural traditions, into a hairdresser’s shop and find someone who can cut my hair. 

10. Whether I use checks, credit cards or cash, I can count on my skin color not to work against the appearance of my financial reliability. 

11. I can arrange to protect my children most of the time from people who might not like them. 

12. I can swear, or dress in second hand clothes, or not answer letters, without having people attribute these choices to the bad morals, the poverty, or the illiteracy of my race. 

13. I can speak in public to a powerful male group without putting my race on trial. 

14. I can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit to my race. 

15. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group. 

16. I can remain oblivious of the language and customs of persons of color who constitute the world’s majority without feeling in my culture any penalty for such oblivion. 

17. I can criticize our government and talk about how much I fear its policies and behavior without being 

seen as a cultural outsider. 

18. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to “the person in charge,” I will be facing a person of my race. 

19. If a traffic cop pulls me over or if the IRS audits my tax return, I can be sure I haven’t been singled out because of my race. 

20. I can easily buy posters, post-cards, picture books, greeting cards, dolls, toys, and children’s magazines featuring people of my race. 

21. I can go home from most meetings of organizations I belong to feeling somewhat tied in, rather than isolated, out-of-place, outnumbered, unheard, held at a distance, or feared. 

22. I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without having coworkers on the job suspect that 

I got it because of race. 

23. I can choose public accommodation without fearing that people of my race cannot get in or will be mistreated in the place I have chosen. 

24. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help my race will not work against me. 

25. If my day, week or year is going badly, I need not ask of each negative episode or situation whether it has racial overtones. 

26. I can choose blemish cover or bandages in “flesh” color and have them more or less match my skin. 


I repeatedly forgot each of the realizations on this list until I wrote it down.  For me white privilege has turned out to be an elusive and fugitive subject.  The pressure to avoid it is great, for in facing it I must give up the myth of meritocracy.  If these things are true, this is not such a free country; one’s life is not what one makes it; many doors open for certain people through no virtues of their own. 


In unpacking this invisible backpack of white privilege, I have listed conditions of daily experience which I once took for granted.  Nor did I think of any of these perquisites as bad for the holder.  I now think that we need a more finely differentiated taxonomy of privilege, for some these 

varieties are only what one would want for everyone in a just society, and others give license to be ignorant, oblivious, arrogant and destructive. 


I see a pattern running through the matrix of white privilege, a pattern of assumptions which were 

passed on to me as a white person.  There was one main piece of cultural turf; it was my own turf, and I
was among those who could control the turf.  My skin color was an asset for any move I was educated to 

want to make.  I could think of myself as belonging in major ways, and of making social systems work for 

me.  I could freely disparage, fear, neglect, or be oblivious to anything outside of the dominant cultural 

forms.  Being of the main culture, I could also criticize it fairly freely. 


In proportion as my racial group was being confident, comfortable, and oblivious, other groups 

were likely being made unconfident, uncomfortable, and alienated.  whiteness protected me from many 

kinds of hostility, distress, and violence, which I was being subtly trained to visit in turn upon people of color. 


For this reason, the word ”privilege” now seems to be misleading.  We usually think of privilege as being a favored state, whether earned or conferred by birth or luck.  Yet some of the conditions I have 

described here work to systematically over empower certain groups.  Such privilege simply confers dominance because of one’s race or sex. 


I want, then, to distinguish between earned strength and unearned power conferred 

systematically.  Power from unearned privilege can look like strength when it is in fact permission to 

escape or to dominate.  But not all of the privileges on my list are inevitably damaging.  Some, like the 

expectation that neighbors will be decent to you, or that your race will not count against you in court, 

should be the norm in a just society.  Others, like the privilege to ignore less powerful people, distort the 

humanity of the holders as well as the ignored groups. 


We might at least start by distinguishing between positive advantages which we can work to spread, and negative types of advantages which unless rejected will always reinforce our present 

hierarchies.  For example, the feeling that one belongs within the human circle, as Native Americans say, should not be seen as a privilege for a few.  Ideally it is an unearned entitlement.  At present, since only a few have it, it is an unearned advantage for them.  This paper results from a process of coming to see that 

some of the power which I originally saw as attendant on being a human being in the U.S. consisted in unearned advantage and conferred dominance. 


I have met very few men who are truly distressed about systemic, unearned male advantage and 

conferred dominance.  And so one question for me and others like me is whether we will be like them or 

whether we will get truly distressed, even outraged about unearned race advantage and conferred dominance and if so, what will we do to lessen them.  In any case, we need to do more work in identifying how they actually affect our daily lives.  Many, perhaps most of our white students in the U.S. 

think that racism doesn’t affect them because they are not people of color, they do not see “whiteness” as 

a racial identity.  In addition, since race and sex are not the only advantaging systems at work, we need 

similarly to examine the daily experience of having age advantage, or ethnic advantage, or physical 

ability, or advantage related to nationality, religion or sexual orientation. 


Difficulties and dangers surrounding the task of finding parallels are many.  Since racism, sexism 

and heterosexism are not the same, the advantaging associated with them should not be seen as the same. 

In addition, it is hard to disentangle aspects of unearned advantage which rest more on social class, 

economic class, race, religion, sex and ethnic identity than on other factors.  Still, all of the oppressions 

are interlocking, as the Combahee River Collective Statement of 1977 continues to remind us eloquently. 


One factor seems clear about all of the interlocking oppressions.  They take both active forms 

which we can see and embedded forms which as a member of the dominant group one is not taught to see. 

In my class and place, I did not see myself as a racist because I was taught to recognize racism only in 

individual acts of meanness by members of my group, never in the invisible systems conferring unsought 

racial dominance on my group from birth. 


Disapproving of the systems won’t be enough to change them.  I was taught to think that racism 

could end if white individuals changed their attitudes.  (But) a “white” skin in the United States opens many doors for whites whether or not we approve of the way dominance has been conferred on us. 

Individual acts can palliate, but cannot end, these problems. 


To redesign social systems we need first to 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, protecting unearned advantage and conferred dominance by making these taboo subjects.  Most talk by whites about equal opportunity seems to me now to be about equal opportunity to try to get into a position of dominance while denying that systems of dominance exist. 


It seems to me that obliviousness about white advantage, like obliviousness about male advantage, is kept strongly inculturated in the United States so as to maintain the myth of meritocracy, the myth that democratic choice is equally available to all.  Keeping most people unaware that freedom of confident action is there for just a small number of people props up those in power, and serves to keep power in the hands of the same groups that have most of it already. 


Though systemic change takes many decades there are pressing questions for me and I imagine for some others like me if we raise our daily consciousness on the perquisites of being light-skinned. 

What will we do with such knowledge?  As we know from watching men, it is an open question whether we will choose to use unearned advantage to weaken hidden systems of advantage and whether we will use any of our arbitrarily-awarded power to reconstruct power systems on a broader base. 

