chaptey

Making Systems of
Privilege Visible

~Stephanie M. Wildman with Adrienne D. Davis

The notion of privilege, although part of the consciousness bf popular cul-’
ture, has not been recognized in legal language and doctrine, This failure
to'acknowledge privilege, to make it visible in legal doctrine, creates a seri- -
ous gap in legal reasoning, rendering us unable to address issues of sys- -
temic unfairness. : . .

The invisibility of privilege strengthens the power it creates and main-
tains, The invisible cannot be combated, and as a result privilege is al-
lowed to perpetuate, regenerate, and re-create itself. Privilege is systemic,
- not an occasional occurrence, Privilege is invisible only until looked for,
but silence in the face of privilege sustains its invisibility,

Silence is the lack of sound and voice. Silence may result from a desire
for quiet; it may signify intense mental concentration; it may also arise
from oppression or fear. Whatever the reason, when there is silence, no
criticism is expressed. What we do not say, what we do not talk about, ak-
lows the status quo to continue. To describe these unspoken systems
Imeans we need to use language. But even when we try to talk about privi-
lege, the language we use inhibits our ability to perceive the systems of
privilege that constitute the status quo.

HOW LANGUAGE VEILS THE EXISTENCE OF SYSTEMS

- OF PRIVILEGE _

Language contributes to the invisibility and regeneration of privilege. To
begin the conversation about subdrdination, we sort ideas into categories
such as race and gender. These words are part of a system of categoriza-
tion that we use without thinking and that seems Enguistically neutral.
Race and gender are, after all, just words, '
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usually “Is ita girl or a boy?” Why do we ask that, instead of someth
“Are the mother and child healthy?” We ask, “Is it a girl or a boy?” 2
ing to philosopher Marilyn Frye, because we do not know how to re
this new being without knowing its gender.! Imagine how long you
have a discussion with or about someone without knowing her or
der. We place people into these categories because our world is gend

Similarly, our world is also raced, and it is hard for us to avoid taf
mental notes as to race, We use our language to categorize by race, pa
ularly, if we are white, when that race is other than white. Maroo/
has written of calling on 2 Latino student in her class.2 She called him:
Martinez, but his name was Rodriguez. The class tensed up at he
carlier that same day another .professor had called him Mr. Hern4ng
the name of the defendant in the criminal law case under discussion,
fessor Shultz talked with her class, at its next session, about her error
how our thought processes lead us to categorize in order to think, She
knowledged how this p: _
dividuals. We all live in this raced and gendered world, inside
powerful categories, that make it hard to see each other

But the problem does not stop. with. the general terms-“race” and:
der.” Each of these categories contains the images, like an entrance
tunnel with many passages and arrows pointing down each possible path
of subcategories. Race is often defined as Black and white; sometimes ftds
defined as white and “of color.” There are other rac

categories are each listed, for example, as African American, Hispani

Ameérican, Asian American, Native American,

whiteness is mentioned at all. All these words,

gories, seem neutral on their face,

subcategories are listed, however n

words mask a system of power,

Gender, too,

subcategories of
five genders might be a' more accurate
anatomy, but there is 2 heavy
The apparently neutral categories male and female mask the
of males that is part of the gender
gendered titles, like king and queen,
quickly see that male and female are not equal titles in our cultural imagi-
nation. B : : -
Poet and social critic Adrienne Rich has
compulsory heterosexuality .that is part of this gender power system.* Al-
most everywhere we look, heterosexuality is portrayed as the norm. In
Olympic iceskating and dancing, for example, a couple is defined as a
- man partnered with a woman.$ Heterodexuality is privileged -over any
other relationship. The words we use, such as “marriage,” “husband,” and
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and that system privileges whiteness,
is a seemingly neutral category thaf leads us to imagine

privileging

written convincingljr about the

rocess leads to stereotyping that causes pain to ij

as whole peopls

es, and sometimes the

and White American, 4f
describing racial subcate:
like equivalent titles. But however the
eutrally the words are expressed, thesé

male and female. A recent scientific article suggested that l,-_
characterization of human ¥
systemic stake in our image of two genders.?

power system, Try to think of equivalent
prince and princess, and you will -
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- g ns(: nli?ch is that there are any lesbians or gay men at :g - ce
- ’turissuppx"esses conversation about class privilege as wi o money

der privileges. Although we must have money or aclcess lomoney
hmmgen fumanp necessities such as food, clothing, and she ter"bili fuo
2 ental ‘needs are recognized only as ar;l Edmdual e;&:sp:nidl cati he
; ivi ed on economic wealth is view: a1 .
m %.épn:::l ifigiazs)mmﬁc throwback to the past, a:on;un.nt%l :E;:ccl):ixc
g :-_h ;onarc‘hies, nobility, serfs, and peasants. thi e;ex;s he arciale
n:lary makes clear that no one wantslto be catc:g:;ﬁows ey
; i is not invisible —every
;ecomf 0;\’;:' gsete;;tl; ]:)ersism that all have access to that power
$ p .

i of potential economic
flirough “individual resourcefulness. This myth p
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yality supports the invisibility of the other power systems that preven

) tideal. o ' 7 son
th:rn\:g:dt? :ve use to describe subordination also mask the opera

. “ra cism” and “s,exis‘,[n” to
f privilege. Increasingly, people use terms like | f power. Yet this vo-
AP ibe disparate treatment and the perpetuation of p ble, disadvantag-
ﬁescn] h of ‘l‘)isms” as a descriptive shorthand for undesirable, disad
i; treatment creates several serious problems.
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First, calling someone a racist individualizes the hehavior and.ve '
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fact that racism can occur only where it 18 culturailg, somally,tha:t;s egallz
orted. It lays the blame on the mdmdu'al rah ermth?.nety Whitetemlpeo-
;21?&3 O e s indiﬁlc:;all agia}rsmt? ];het;rbecom:: concerned
t want to be labele : . . .
pl':hkgg:: tt{:eaifgi?i.?;at label, rather than worrying about systemic racism
wi :

= how;.o ﬁcttl:xilsﬁs“l.anguagc focuses on the larger categ?r)r, sléhcixs :s lax:ra;:;
Sz:?ie;nlal preference. Isms language .suggests that wx‘thafmirron g

gender, s two seemingly neutral halves exist, equal parts in T o
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inguistic j ition, as equivalen

o e htgg;nsqgogxﬁg?:lktz note of%t, Blacks a:f.td whltes,. me:;d e;.r;l:l1
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ism that defines their condition—sexism—may not look at the way they
are privileged by racism. They have defined themselves as one of the
oppressed. T .
Finally, the focus on individual behavior, the seemingly neutral subparts
of categories, and the apparent interchangeability underlying the vocabu-
lary of isms all obscure the existence of systems of privilege and power. It
is difficult to see and talk about how oppression operates when the vocab-
ulary itself makes these systems of privilege invisible. “White supremacy” is
associated with 2 lunatic fringe, not with the everyday life of well-meaning
white citizens. “Racism” is defined by whites in terms of specific, discrimi-
natory racist actions by others. The vocabulary allows us to talk about dis-
crimination and oppression, but it hides the mechanism that makes that
oppression possible and efficient. It also hides the existence of specific,
identifiable beneficiaries of oppression, who are not always the actual per-

petrators.of discrimination. The use-of isms language, or any focuson dis-- -

crimination, masks the privileging that is created by thesé systems of
power. :
Thus the very vocabulary we use to talk about discrimination obfuscates
‘these power systems and the privilege that is their natural companion. To
remedy discrimination effectively we must make the power systems and
the privileges they create visible and part of the discourse. To move toward
a unified theory of the dynamics of subordination, we have to find a way
to talk about privilege. When we discuss race, sex, and sexual orientation,
each needs to be described as a power system that creates privileges in
" some people as well as disadvantages in others. Most of the literature has
focused on disadvantage or discrimination, ignoring the element of privi-
lege. To really talk about these issues, privilege must be made visible.

WHAT IS PRIVILEGE?

What then is privilege? We all recognize its most blatant forms. “Men oﬁly
admitted to this club.” “We will not allow African Americans into that

school.” Blatant exercises of privilege certainly exist, but they are not what

most people think of as our way of life. They are only the tip of the ice-.

berg, however, _ ‘
When we try to look at privilege we see several elements. First, the

characteristics of the privileged group define the societal norm, often

benefiting those in the privileged group. Second, privileged group mem- -

bers can rely on their privilege and avoid objecting to oppression. Both
the conflation of privilege with the societal norm and the implicit option
to ignore oppression mean that privilege is rarely seen by the holder of
the privilege. '

A. THE NORMALIZATION OF PRIVILEGE _
The characteristics and attributes of those who are privileged eroun mem-

| Wildman and Davis / Mai:ing Systems-of Privilege Visible 98

normal in society.” This normalization of privilege means that members of
Society are judged, and succeed or fail, measured against the characteris-

norm; those who stand outside are the aberrant or “alternative.”

balfo; example, a Fhlrteen-year-old-girl who aspires to be a major-league
player can pave only a low expectation of achieving that goal, no mat-

“ter hpw s1'1pe:10r a batter and fielder she is. Maleness is the ,foremost

qualification c->f majorleague baseball players. Similarly, those who

fication to be married.

I bad an example of bein i .

I _ : g outside the norm recently when I was called
to jury service. Juf'ors are expected to serve until 5 P.l\z During that ye::.t{~1

Even as these child care needs were ouisici
: e the norm, I was privil
;conomca.lly to be able to meet my children’s needs. What mai.)nl;r wﬁg
a:cvie bcig;cnbec: as gothering, not privilege—my ability to pick them up
resent in thei ives— iati
with priiege ¢ eir afterschool lives—was 2 benefit of my association
.ﬂl\l/h:lllnbers qf the p'rivileged group gain many benefits by their affiliation
with the dominant side of the power system. This affiliation with power is -

&. CHOOSING% \?VHETHER TO STRUGGLE AGAINST CjPPRESSiON
embers of privileged §Toups can opt out of struggles against oppression -

- if they choose. Often this privilege may be exercised by silence. At the

same time that I.wa..v, the outsider in jury service, I was also a privileged in-
sx?fer. Dux:mg voir dire, each Prospective juror was asked to introduce her-
self or hlmsc}f.. The plaintiff's and defendant’s attorneys then asked
a;ddmon.al questions. I watched the defense attorney, during voir dire, ask
each Asian-looking male prospective juror if he spoke English. No ’one
eke was asked. The judge did nothing. The Asian American man sitting:

Bext to me smiled a.ndﬁmched as he was asked the questions. I wondered
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Wildman, I'm a professor of law, and yes, I speak English.” I wanted to fo-
cus attention on the subordinating conduct of the attorney, but I did not.
I exercised my white privilege by my silence. I exercised my privilege to
opt out of engagement, even though this choice may not always be con-
sciously made by someone with privilege.

Depending on the number of privileges someone has, she-or he may
experience the power of choosing the types of struggles in which to en-
gage. Even this choice may be masked as an identification with oppres-
sion, thereby making the privilege that enables the choice invisible.

- « - Privilege is not visible to its holder; it is merely there, a part of the
world, a way of life, simply the way things are. Others have a lack, an ab- .
sence, a deficiency. o '

SYSTEMS OF PRIVILEGE

Although different privileges bestow certain common characteristics .
(membership in-the norm, the ability to chioose whether to object to the
power system, and the invisibility of its benefit), the form of a privilege
may vary according to the power relationship that produces it. White privi-
lege derives from the race power systém of white supremacy. Male privi-
lege® and heterosexual privilege result from the génder hierarchy.® Class
privilege derives from an economic, wealth-based hierarchy.

L I I

VISUALIZING PRIVILEGE
For me the struggle to visualize privilege has most often taken the form of
~ the struggle 1o see my white privilege. Even as I write about this struggle, I
fear that my own racism will make things worse, causing me to do more
harm than good. Some readers may be shocked to see 2 white person con-
tritely acknowledge that she is racist. I do not say this with pride. I simply
believe that no matter how hard I work at not being racist, I stili am. Be-
cause part of racism is systemic, I benefit from the privilege that T am
struggling to see. . Sl
Whites do not look at the world through 2 filter of racial awareness;
even though whites are, of course, members of a race. The power to ig-
nore race, when white is the race, is a privilege, a societal advantage. The
term “racism/white supremacy” emphasizes the link between discrimina-
tory racism and the privilege held by whites to ignore their own race.

' As bell hooks explains, liberal whites do not see themselves as preju
diced or interested in domination through coercion, yet “they cannot rec:
ognize the ways their actions support and affirm the very structure of |
racist domination and oppression that they profess to wish to see eradi:’
cated.”™ The perpetuation of white supremacy is racist. =
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Allwhitesareraéistinthisuse .
white s cge, Gon of the term, because we benefit from Sys-

temic P erally whites thi
_ y whites think of racism 1
tonal conduct, done by horrible others, Whites spend :S l;?:;l;;% rying

%0 convince ourselves and each other that we are not racist, A 4

would be for whites to i i g stép
to o s ¥ ad@t that we are racist and then to consider what
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