What is White Privilege?

This poster is for students who are interested in exploring the topic of racism, and would like to start developing a better understanding of Whiteness and White privilege.   Rather than taking a “colorblind” approach to racism, it is actually quite helpful to examine race and color, in order to understand their meaning and function in society.  Race-based inequalities and privileges are well maintained by the fact that we rarely acknowledge or critique them.   

In 1988, Peggy McIntosh, a professor at Wellesley College, wrote an article detailing how White privilege works in her life. Her helpful list of 46 White privileges is excerpted here.* She says: 

I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets that 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, assurances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports, visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, and blank checks. […]  I will give here a list of special circumstances and conditions I experience that I did not earn but that I have been made to feel are mine by birth, by citizenship, and by virtue of being a conscientious law-abiding "normal" person of goodwill. […] As far as I can see, my Afro-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 (McIntosh 1988). 

Some of the White Privileges Listed by McIntosh:

· I can, if I wish, arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time.

· I can avoid spending time with people whom I was trained to mistrust and who have learned to mistrust my kind or me.

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

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

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

· I can be fairly sure of having my voice heard in a group in which I am the only member of my race.

· I can go into a bookshop and count on finding the writing of my race, represented, into a supermarket and find the staple foods that fit with my cultural traditions, into a hairdresser's shop and find someone who can deal with my hair. 

· Whether I use checks, credit cards, or cash, I can count on my skin color not to work against the appearance that I am financially reliable.

· I can talk with my mouth full and not have people put this down to my color.

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

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

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

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

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

· I can criticize our government and talk about how much I fear its policies and behavior without being seen as a cultural outsider.

· I can be reasonably sure that if I ask to talk to "the person in charge," I will be facing a person of my race.

· I can easily buy posters, postcards, picture books, greeting cards, dolls, toys, and children's magazines featuring people of my race.

· I can be pretty sure that an argument with a colleague of another race is more likely to jeopardize her chances for advancement than to jeopardize mine.

· I can be fairly sure that if I argue for the promotion of a person of another race, or a program centering on race, this is not likely to cost me heavily within my present setting, even if my colleagues disagree with me.

· If I declare there is a racial issue at hand, or there isn't a racial issue at hand, my race will lend me more credibility for either position than a person of color will have. 

· I can choose to ignore developments in minority writing and minority activist programs, or disparage them, or learn from them, but in any case, I can find ways to be more or less protected from negative consequences of any of these choices.

· My culture gives me little fear about ignoring the perspectives and powers of people of other races.

· I am not made acutely aware that my shape, bearing, or body odor will be taken as a reflection on my race. 

· I can worry about racism without being seen as self­interested or self­seeking.

· I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without having my co­workers on the job suspect that I got it because of my race.

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

· I can think over many options, social, political, imaginative, or professional, without asking whether a person of my race would be accepted or allowed to do what I want to do.

· I can be late to a meeting without having the lateness reflect on my race.

· I can arrange my activities so that I will never have to experience feelings of rejection owing to my race.

· If I have low credibility as a leader, I can be sure that my race is not the problem.

· I can easily find academic courses and institutions that give attention only to people of my race.

· I can expect figurative language and imagery in all of the arts to testify to experiences of my race.

· I can choose blemish cover or bandages in "flesh" color and have them more or less match my skin.

*SOURCE OF ARTICLE: “WHITE PRIVILEGE AND MALE PRIVILEGE: A Personal Account of Coming to See Correspondences Through Work in Women's Studies,” by Peggy McIntosh, http://www.departments.bucknell.edu/res_colleges/socjust/Readings/Mcintosh.html
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