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Privilege

PRIVILEGE: WHAT IS IT, WHO HAS IT,
AND WHAT SHOULD WE DO ABOUT IT?
DAN LOWE

The popular podcast Death, Sex & Moncey featured an interview in 2017 with a
woman who supported herself by regularly shoplifting.! While that alone would
have made the episode notable, the controversy that followed focused on what
“Alice” (as she asked to be called) said about what would happen if she were
caught: “I'm a white female,” she said, “so I feel like I would get off a lot easier
than some other people would.” The interviewer fell silent for a moment, and
then asked her: “How does that feel to say out loud?” Alice replied: “It’s . . . kind
of disgusting to me, but, I mean, it’s how the world is . . . ”

What Alice is talking about here is privilege, a word that seems like it’s every-
where these days. It's common to hear about “white privilege,” “male privilege,” or
that you should “check your privilege.” Yet there’s little agreement on what “privi-
lege” actually means, and as a result, such conversations tend to be heated and
unproductive. This is also the case in academia, where scholars have often dis-
agreed about the nature and definition of “privilege.”? Here, I propose an account
of privilege that aims to capture as much previous academic discussion as pos-
sible. I argue that once we have a clear understanding of what “privilege” means,
many misunderstandings can be cleared up and common objections answered.

1. What Is Privilege?
Let us define privilege as a person’s advantage due to their membership in a social

group, in contexts where that membership shouldn't normally matter. If Alice’s
judgment is accurate, and she would be punished less harshly if she were caught
shoplifting, then her example fits the definition of privilege. First, if she were
caught she would have an advantage compared to others: Lenicnt trealment isan
advantage. Second, the advantage is due to her membership in a social group: It
is because she is a member of the social group white women. And third, in that
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context, her membership in a social group shouldn’t normally matter: The pun-
ishment should fit the crime and should not be based on the perpetrator’s gender
or race.

The point about context is important because sometimes a person’s mem-
bership in a social group should matter. Members of a country club have certain
perks—golfing on especially nice grass, I guess?—that non-members (like me,
obviously) don't have. As long as that's the context we're talking about, those
advantages aren’t morally problematic. Yet if we were to find out that members
of country clubs got an additional ten points automatically added to their SAT
scores, that would be problematic, because in that context—taking the SAT—
whether one is a member of the country club or not shouldn’t matter. (In fact,
it’s natural to say that in this context and the context of shoplifting, the social
group a person belongs to shouldn’t ever matter—but as we will sce later on, the
qualification that membership in a given social group shouldn’t normally matter
is important.)

The definition of privilege I've proposed here is a philosophical use of the
term that has been developed only recently. The original sense of the term was
that a “privilege” was a special perk available to a lucky few. We still use the word
in this way; if you get the chance to meet a brilliant artist, you might say, “It's a
privilege to meet you.” A lot of confusion about privilege comes from mixing up
the new, philosophical use of the term with its original, ordinary use.

One such confusion is that if someone has privilege, they must have an easy
life. In the ordinary sense of the term, a “life of privilege” would be an easy life,
but in the philosophical sense of the term, one can have advantages without
having an easy life. Even if Alice is correct about the advantages she would have
over others, she has not had an easy life, as indicated by her stealing just to get
by. Here, an analogy from the sociologist Michael Kimmel is helpful. Privilege,
he says, is like walking with the breeze at your back, giving you a push in the
direction you want to go.” While the wind at your back is helpful, it can’t do your
walking for you—you still have to expend energy to get where you're going, This
doesn’t mean that privileges are insignificant—when a number of privileges com-
bine, the advantage can be quite significant, Nevertheless, while privilege may
make some things easier, that’s not the same as making life easy.

Another confusion is that privileges can never be rights, For instance, when
using the ordinary sense of the term, we say, “Voting is a right, not a privilege,”
to draw a distinction between certain nice things in life and the basic goods to
which everyone is entitled. This can make it seem like privileges are about rather
trivial advantages, rather than fundamental rights.! But in the philosophical
sense of the term, having a right could be a privilege. Consider the time in U.S.
history when only men could vote. Because those men had an advantage over
women, it makes sense to talk about them as privileged, even though the specific
privilege we're talking about is also a right. Peggy Mcintosh, the theorist who
coined the newer use of the term “privilege,” wanted to avoid this confusion;
some privileges, she said, “should be the norm in a just society and should be
considered as the entitlement of everyone.™

CHAPTER 14 » Privilege 459

2. Who Has Privilege?

It’s easy to talk about the existence of privilege in long-ago periods of history,
where privilege was formaily recognized in the law, but what about the here and
now? Is Alice right when she implies that privilege exists today? It would be im-
practical to undertake a comprehensive account of every form of privilege that
exists, but we can briefly survey a few examples of contemporary privilege:

+ White privilege: Alice’s story is reminiscent of a remark made by McIntosh,
who notes that as a white woman, “I can go shopping alone most of the
time, fairly well assured that I will not be followed or harassed by store
detectives.”

+ Male privilege: When walking home at night alone, men do not generally
have to consider the risk of being sexually assaulted.

» Straight privilege: Straight people can hold the hand of their partner in
public without worrying whether it is safe to do so.

« Able-bodied privilege: Able-bodied people can use the entrance of the
building that is nearest to them without it being inaccessible and having to
look for another entrance (if there even is one).

Not all examples of privilege are as clear-cut as these, because it is not always ob-
vious whether certain advantages are due to one’s membership in a social group,
or to other factors, like one’s character, upbringing, or just luck. However, even if
we only focus on the clear cases, there are some patterns that help us understand
how privilege works in the real world,

First, privilege tends to be invisible to the person who has it” In each of the
examples above, the privileged group does not have to deal with obstacles that
the disadvantaged group must reckon with. Yet it is human nature to notice
obstacles—not their absence. (And for good reason-~to notice everything that
is absent would be to notice an infinite number of things!) Because I am able-
bodied, I couldn’t tell you where the wheelchair-accessible entrance to my office
building is. I'm pretty sure there is one, and I've probably even used it. But be-
cause a stairs-only entrance poses no obstacle to me, I don't notice which en-
trances have stairs and which do not. Yet a person in a wheelchair can’t help but
notice which entrances are accessible and which are not. To return to Michael
Kimmel’s analogy, we tend not to notice when the wind is at our backs; all we
feel is our forward momentum. But if we turn around and try to walk against the
wind, we notice it right away.

Second, privilege is contextual. Our definition already says that privilege
is contextual in one way, because privilege concerns contexts where the social
group one belongs to shouldn’t normally matter. But privilege turns out to be
contextual in yet another way: Whether membership in a social group provides
one with an advantage at all depends upon the context. The examples above are
taken from the context of the United States, but being white or a woman is surely
different in Saudi Arabia or Zimbabwe or China.

Yet even within the United States, there are different contexts that affect who
has privilege and how it functions. A few years ago, the professional basketball
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player Nik Stauskas said that in the NBA he was treated as if he needed to prove
himself because he was white.” I'm not in the NBA—not yet, I like to tell myself—
so I don't know for sure whether Stauskas is correct. But the majority of NBA
players are black, and stereotypes paint whites as less athletic than blacks, so
what Stauskas is saying seems plausible enough: Within the NBA, there may be a
kind of black privilege. Of course, that doesn’t mean that the same is true within
society in general; however, it does illustrate how membership in a social group
may give a person an advantage in some contexts but not in others.

Third, privilege is intersectional. Intersectionality acknowledges that a person
isa member of multiple social groups at the same time—an individual not only has
a race but also a gender, not only a sexual orientation but also a class. Accordingly,
intersectionality says that a person’s experiences are affected by the intersection
of these identities, and thus can’t be reduced to any one of them.® Consider, for
instance, the way that lesbians are often accused of being “man-haters.”'® This is
not reducible to their identity as women; heterosexual women do not in general
face a stereotype of being man-haters. Nor is it reducible to their identity as ho-
mosexuals; gay men do not generally face a stereotype of being woman-haters. In
other words, how lesbians are treated is due not to one aspect of their identity or
another, but to the intersection of their identities as homosexual women.

Intersectionality reminds us not to reduce a whole host of privileges to one
fundamental kind of privilege. It is tempting to do this with class, since it is natu-
ral to wonder whether poverty neutralizes all the advantages one might have from
other aspects of one’s identity. Can it really be the case that poor white people,
who are sometimes callously referred to as “white trash,” nevertheless have white
privilege? The example of Alice indicates that poor whites can have privilege. The
reason she steals, after all, is that she is poor, yet despite that poverty, she still has
white privilege with respect to how she would be treated if caught. Of course, that
doesn’t mean that Alice’s white privilege is the exact same as that of a rich white
man-rich whites may receive advantages from their whiteness that poor whites
don’t get." This itself is an insight of intersectionality, which reveals how privi-
lege will change depending on the other aspects of a person’s identity, including
whether they are rich, poor, or somewhere in between.

Objections to the Account of Who Has Privilege

The examples considered so far seem to paint a picture of straight, white, able-
bodied men as the group in America with the greatest privilege. Yet many people
do not see things this way; a poll in 2017 showed that the majority of white
Americans believe that whites face discrimination based on their race.'? Indeed,
it is more and more common to believe that straight white men are in fact one of
the less privileged groups in America.

The sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild has studied the evolution of these
beliefs about contemporary American society, and what she calls “the deep story”
underlying them." The deep story relies on a metaphor that goes like this. Imagine
that you and many others are patiently trudging up a very long hill in single file,
At the top of the hill is the American Dream. You hope to reach the top, or at least,
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to keep moving forward, and end up further ahead than where you started. But
as time goes on, you wonder whether you are actually moving forward at all, and
at times you seem to be moving backwards. That is when you see people cutting
in line ahead of you. And what'’s worse, they are doing so with the help of the very
people who are supposed to be monitoring the line—the American government.
If you are a white person standing in line, you see black and brown people given
spots ahead of you by affirmative action. If you are a man standing in line, you
see women gaining ground as their cultural achievements are celebrated in the
name of diversity. If you are a straight person standing in line, you see gay people
moving forward and being lauded just for coming out. Whether in terms of mate-
rial benefits or cultural recognition, all these people seem to be cutting in front—
and as they slide into their new place in line, they yell over their shoulder that no
one is more privileged than the straight white man behind them.

According to the deep story, it is the allegedly disadvantaged groups that
have more privilege than straight white men do. As I said earlier, it would be
impractical to attempt a comprehensive survey of every form of privilege that
exists and survey them all to see who is the most privileged. However, there are
still reasons to be skeptical of what the deep story says. The deep story neglects
the reason why programs like affirmative action exist in the first place—to com-
pensate groups for some previous disadvantage. Likewise, cultural recognition
of women’s achievements is partly done to compensate for the fact that women’s
contributions were undervalued for so long. So the deep story seems to assume
that these are in fact overcompensations, where the advantages gained by these
groups are more significant than the disadvantages they faced.

We have one major reason to doubt that this is accurate: Attempts to compen-
sate for a group’s disadvantage are almost always going to be more visible to privi-
leged groups than the disadvantage itself. As I noted earlier, one feature of privilege
is that it tends to be invisible to those who have it. Thus, they will see little that
is in need of compensation. Yet measures to compensate for a group’s disadvan-
tage are highly visible—they must be undertaken explicitly, as when companies or
universities practice affirmative action as an official policy. The result is that the
advantages of being a white person interviewing for a job tend to be invisible; the
advantages gained by affirmative action tend to be highly visible. Or to use another
example, I may not notice which entrances are wheelchair-accessible, but I see
very clearly the handicapped parking spots near the front of the store that I cannot
use. S0 although there is a great deal more to be said about this objection and the
deep story than I have space for here, we can already see why the deep story lacks
perspective if privilege is generally less visible than our attempts to correct it.

3. What Should We Do About Privilege?

There are a number of misunderstandings about how we should respond to privi-
lege. Some argue that all this talk of privilege paints straight white men as the
ultimate villains in contemporary America," implying that one should feel guilty
about privilege or be condemned for it. However, when we carefully consider the
definition of privilege we've been discussing, we can see that this is irrational.
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Recall that privilege is a person’s advantage due to their membership in a social
group (in contexts where that membership shouldn’t normally matter). Yet the
social groups one belongs to aren’t generally the result of one’s own choices, and
the advantages one gets from being a member of those groups are conferred not
by oneself but by society at large. These are things over which no individual has
control. Accordingly, condemnation is unfair and guilt is irrational—one should
not be criticized or feel ashamed for what one has no control over. And for the
same reason we cannot simply choose not to have privilege; if it is not an indi-
vidual’s choice to have privilege, one cannot just choose to jettison it.

But even if the existence of our privilege isn’t up to us, how we respond to our
privilege is. You can, as a first step, try to be conscious of your own privilege. The
point is not to wallow in the knowledge of your socially-conferred advantage—
that self-indulgently puts the focus on yourself. Rather, the point is to empathize
better with members of other social groups, to understand that they may not
have the same advantages or face the same obstacles that you do. This is what it
means to “check your privilege”—not to feel ashamed for having it or use it as an
excuse for inaction, but to acknowledge that your experiences and perceptions of
the world may be quite different from those of members of other social groups.

And most importantly, we should consider what we might use our privilege
for. Think again about Alice. In addition to the fact that she probably shouldn’t
have been shoplifting, she shouldn’t have been willing to benefit from using privi-
lege in the way she did. After all, stores she shoplifted from will probably become
more suspicious about shoplifters, and given the stereotypes about black criminal-
ity that linger in the background of our society, that suspicion will fall more heav-
ily on black customers. Trevor, a listener to the podcast about Alice, called into a
subsequent episode to express his frustration about how Alice’s actions contribute
to the way he (as a black man) is treated when he is in a store. In Trevor's words,
“I've never stolen from a store, but 'm followed around a store constantly, and
it’s very frustrating, because you're just like, ‘I make good money, why would I be
stealing from you?”"'* All things being equal, people who have privilege should use
it to change the social norms that create privilege, and not reinforce those norms.

Objections to the Account of What to Do About Privilege

An objection one might have is that we should not always try to dismantle sys-
tems of privilege, because privilege is sometimes justified. For instance, the phi-
losopher Michael Levin has argued that it is rational to more strongly suspect
black men like Trevor of being likely to commit crimes than whites, given sta-
tistics about the percentages of crimes committed by black men.'® Accordingly,
Levin argues, the police should engage in racial profiling. Since this would create
a comparative advantage for whites based on their race, it would create a kind of
privilege—but one that Levin thinks would ultimately be justified.

Iwill not weigh in on the legitimacy of racial profiling, but it’s worth mention-
ing Levin’s argument for two reasons, First, it indicates where some may disagree
with the account of privilege given so far. And second, it highlights an important
feature of the definition of privilege. I noted that privilege involves cases where a
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person’s membership in a social group shouldn’t normally matter. Accordingly,
the definition allows the possibility that people’s race or gender could legitimately
be taken into account even in contexts like law enforcement. In other words, the
definition of privilege itself doesn’t settle the debate about whether practices that
create privilege, like racial profiling, are legitimate. Nevertheless, whenever there
is a privilege, in that context group membership shouldn’t normally matter, and
so people like Levin face an uphill battle in arguing that an exception should be
made. In other words, according to the account here, the burden of proof is on
the person who wishes to defend the creation or continuation of privilege.

Another objection one might have is that even if privilege is real, the fact that
some have advantages and others have disadvantages doesn’t amount to an injus-
tice. And this is because ultimately everyone in a society like ours has the ability
to overcome their disadvantages and succeed. Accordingly, we shouldn’t accord
privilege the attention that should normally be reserved for genuine injustices.

The problem with this objection is that it assumes that as long as it is possible
to succeed despite the obstacles one faces, the obstacles themselves don’t constitute
injustices. This is a mistake. Suppose that a teacher, when giving a test to her students,
gave all of the women fifteen minutes more to complete the exam than the men.
Imagine that the men protested this unfairness, and the teacher responded: “It’s still
possible for you to get good grades on the exam. Yes, you may have to study more
and take the test faster. But everyone in this class has the ability to succeed on this
exam.” This would be an unreasonable response, confusing the issue of whether the
test was administered fairly with the issue of whether it is possible to succeed on
the test. If we live in a society where individuals face disadvantages because of the
social groups they belong to, then it’s very likely that those disadvantages are unfair.
Having to work twice as hard as another person for the very same thing merely be-
cause of the social group one belongs to is ifself an injustice. If those disadvantages
can be overcome, then that’s good news, but that’s not the point—the point is that
people shouldn’t have to overcome those disadvantages in the first place.

4. What’s the Point of Talking About Privilege?

We are all familiar with the idea that in our society, individuals are disadvan-
taged because of the social groups they belong to. Talk of privilege helps us see
the flip side of this pattern—that there are those whose membership in a social
group is beneficial. But why think about this at all?

We have already considered some answers to this question: thinking about
privilege helps us understand the nature of our society better; it can make us
more empathetic people, aware of what members of other social groups go
through. But I'd like to suggest a further reason that is worth contemplating;
Thinking about privilege may help us understand why the disadvantages that
exist in society are likely to persist over time.

If we only think about disadvantages and the ways in which society fails certain
groups, it becomes somewhat puzzling why these disadvantages haven't yet been
remedied. Yet when we focus on the advantages gained by dominant groups, we
recognize that some groups have a vested interest in socicty staying the way it is. As



we have seen in Hochschild’s account of the decp story, groups who have a certain
position in society can be profoundly defensive of their “place in line.” Privileged
groups will tend to resist changes to a status quo that gives them advantagces. Thus,
thinking about privilege not only helps us understand how the status quo is struc-
tured, but why a society with injustice may nevertheless be slow to change.”

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

I. How does Lowe define privilege? In his example, what features give Alice
privilege?

2. What confusion comes irom using the word “privilege” in a way that deviates
from its original and ordinary usc?

3. Why is context important when understanding privilege?

What is the "deep story,” and what is the status quo?

5. Why is a reflection on the nature of privilege important to the present?

=

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

L. Lowe defines privilege as “a person's advantage due to their membership in a
social group, in contexts where that membership shouldn't normally matter”
How can we know if a person’s advantage is duc to their own character, hard
work, lucky breaks, or their membership in a social group?

2. Some people say that when you're accustomed to privilege, cquality fecls like
oppression. How well does this explain why many people embrace Hochschild’s
“deep story” about privilege in America loday?

Case 1

Consider this letter to a New York Times advice column:

| I'm riddled with shame. White shame. This isn't helpful to me or to anyone,
especially peopie of color. | feel like there is no“me” outside of my white/upper
‘ middle class/cisgender identity. | feel like my literal existence hurts people, like
I'm always taking up space that should belong to someone else.
| I consider myself an ally. | research proper etiquette, read writers of color,
| vote in a way that will not barm PO.C. {and other vuinerable people). | engage
| in conversations about privilege with other white people. I take courses that
|| will further educate me. | donated to Black Lives Matter. Yet | faar that nothing
Is enough. Part of my fear comes from the fact that privilege is invisible to itself,
|| What if I'm doing or saying insensitive things without realizing it?
| Another part of it is that I'm currently immersed in the whitest environ-
| ment I've ever been in. My family has lived in the same apartment in East
| Harlem for four generations. Every school i attended, elementary through high
| school, was minority white, but I'm now attending an elite private college that
| is 75 percent white. | know who | am, but | realize how people perceive me and
[ this perception feels unfair.
| I don't talk about my feelings because it's hard to justify doing so whife
| people of color are dying due to systemic racism and making this conversation
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Case 1 (continued)

|r about me would be again centering whiteness. Yet bottling it up makes me
feel an existential anger that | have a hard time channeling since | don't know
| my place, Instead of harnessing my privilege for greater good, I'm curled upin
| a ball of shame. How can | be mare than my heritage?
Whitey’

|| What would Lowe say about this letter? What's good about it? What's bad
aboutir?

hittps://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/14/style/white-guilt-privilegehtm!
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