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What We Don’t Talk About When We Don’t Talk About Service*
Adam Davis

There is this odd thing happening: a vogue for service. Look around and
you can’t help but see it: more community service, more service learning, more
compulsory volunteering. Elementary schools, high schools, and colleges across
the country have adopted community service programs quickly, seamlessly, and
with relatively little opposition or argument. Students are no longer simply
concerned with their classes or even with their clubs—now they are collecting
clothes, ladling out meals, wrapping gifts, building houses, tutoring younger kids,
chatting with elders, and serving the community in numerous other ways as well.
And the trend goes far beyond students: young people in record numbers are
applying to City Year, Teach for America, and other AmeriCorps organizations;
retirees are volunteering with various service organizations; and professionals, too,
at and away from work, are engaging in community service.

This trend toward service, unlike many trends, is generally praised, though often
In imprecise terms. Service Is Good (SIG), we seem to assume—good for those of
us doing the serving, good for those of us being served, good for everyone. It has
become so clear that Service Is Good (SIG) that we can demand service activity—
even “voluntary” service activity—as we require classes in math, science, and the
humanities. We can demand it after school or work and on weekends. We can
demand it from our brightest young people, our busiest professionals, and our
most experienced elders.

It seems to be so clear that Service Is Good (SIG) that we do not need to
question service or to talk about it; we only need to do it. It even seems that
talking about service might be a problem—first, because if you’re talking about
service, you might not be doing service, and second, because if you’re talking
about service, you might start to wonder about its goodness.

But neither possibility, | believe, is something to fear. We ought to wonder
about service, and we ought to talk about service with those we’re serving with
and perhaps also with those we’re serving. It may (or even must) be worthwhile to
call the goodness of service into question, and with that, to ask why we so rarely
ask guestions about service. For the length of this piece, then, | want to call into
question the assumption or conclusion that Service Is Good (SIG). | want to look
briefly at what we mean by service and what we mean by goodness and also at
activities we engage in but refrain from discussing. And then | want to suggest that
talk, not in place of but in addition to service, might also be good.

" from the The Civically Engaged Reader, ed. A. Davis and E. Lynn, Great Books Foundation, 2006.



Service

The kind of service at issue here is community service, that is, “voluntary”
service, which usually implies service to those in need. Neither the waiter (who
serves those with means) nor the criminal (who may serve those in need but
doesn’t exactly choose to do so) is engaging in precisely the kind of service
activity I’m talking about. What separates our form of service from other forms of
service is above all its voluntary character, which is revealed or confirmed by the
fact that service work is nonremunerative, or barely remunerative. People either
don’t get paid or get paid badly to do this kind of service work, but that’s okay;
it’s not, we’re told, about the money. AmeriCorps volunteers, for example, receive
a stipend and some help with tuition, but in general that’s not why, really why,
they’re doing it. We don’t do service to make money but because service is good
in and of itself. To put it another way, community service isn’t service work; even
if checks are cut and hours are counted, community service somehow exists
outside the realm of wages and timecards. On its own terms, for reasons internal to
the activity itself, Service (S), we say, Is Good (IG).

If we don’t serve for money, why do we serve? There are no doubt more
reasons to engage in service than can be catalogued, and every act of service
probably involves some combination of reasons, but here I’ll try to identify and
separate out what | see as the most fundamental and common reasons. And it
seems sensible, on account of their richer lexicon, their history of service, and
their expertise, to begin with the devout among us. The devout might say that we
serve because we love God. Or they might say: there but for the grace of God go |,
and since the grace of God has temporarily given me more than it has given you, |
will freely choose to serve you. In both cases, the explanation for service derives
from the belief that we are all children of God and we are all in need. | happen to
have more by way of earthly goods than you at this moment, and so | will share.
But both of us are in need of spiritual goods, in need of God, and by serving others
we serve God.

Earthier but still pious folks might say that we serve because we love others;
we serve because we want to help others; we serve because we share with others.
Here the emphasis is not on the next world but on this world, though again the
impulse to serve derives from a principle of commonality, of what we share. We
may or may not all be children of God, according to this approach, but we are all
children of the earth, and so, whether we choose to admit it or not, we share. This
world is small, so your ills are my ills; your goods are my goods.

The potentially more cynical companion to this view is that we serve not
because we share with others but because we identify with others. | know what it’s
like to be in your shoes. In fact, thanks to my imagination, | am in your shoes. |
choose to serve you because | see you suffering, | can’t help but imagine myself
suffering, and I don’t want to suffer. By alleviating your suffering, | take care of
myself. This is a potentially cynical view because the server emphasizes her own



good rather than that of whomever she serves. It’s good for you, yes, but I’'m
doing it because it’s good for me.

We become significantly more cynical when we turn to those who explain
service by appealing to the reputation it wins for the server. Here the good of the
server remains primary, but the good of the served is tertiary rather than
secondary. | ladle food onto your plate because others who see me do so will think
better of me. And, oh yeah, you won’t be quite so hungry.

With this last explanation, we move back toward the devout, though from the
other side. Now it is not love that explains humble service but guilt. I am bad, I am
evil, I am a sinner—and | know my sinful nature is seen. By serving |
acknowledge my consciousness of my sinful nature and mitigate it somewhat. |
suck, please let me serve you, perhaps I will suck somewhat less.

Why serve? Here are five reductive answers: (1) we are God’s children; (2) we
share the earth; (3) I find myself in you; (4) | win praise by serving you; (5) I suck.

Goodness

In each of the above cases, we explain service by referring, usually in a tacit
way, to a good or some goods. But the location and content of these goods appear
to change as we move from one set of reasons to the next. Here | mean only to
point out that service might be good for me (doing the serving), it might be good
for them (being served), it might be good for us (as a society), or, weirdly enough,
it might be good for God (though this would seem to be presumptuous to the point
of impiety). Some might also make the case that service is simply good, in some
abstract and objective way, without necessarily being good for anyone. Service, to
repeat, might be good for the server, good for the served, good for all of us, good
for God, or objectively good.

Whomever service is good for (or wherever the goods produced by service
reside), we should also note that different reasons for service appeal to different
understandings of what the good consists (or the goods consist) in. Service Is
Good (SIG) because of the aid it brings to those served, because of the habits (of
discipline, humility, and generosity) it instills (probably in the server rather than
the served), because of the pleasure it provides (again, most likely to the server),
because of the sense of unity it begets among all parties involved, because it is
divinely sanctioned, because of its capacity to move the way things are toward
how they ought to be. That is, service might produce goods that are necessary,
educational, pleasurable, beautiful, holy, or right.

Service activity, then, might produce goods external to the transaction itself,
internal to the transaction itself, both, or neither. Any particular act of service
could be demeaning to the served and uncomfortable for the server, but it may at
the same time provide the served with what she needs. You serve me a meal at a
soup kitchen, and this puts my need on display, which demeans me and makes you
uncomfortable, yet my hunger is appeased. We might therefore call this act of



service good chiefly because of the positive consequences of the act, the external
goods, and despite the difficulties internal to the act.

Or the reverse could be true: an act of service could lead to no positive external
outcome—or even to a negative external outcome for both parties—but might fill
both the server and the served with a feeling of dignity or justice, pleasure or love.
You serve me a meal at a soup kitchen, and this pleases me (it’s nice to be given a
free meal) and makes you feel holy (it’s nice to choose to give someone a free
meal), but relative to everyone else at the kitchen, I’m not really in need. | come
out of there having learned how | might preserve a little more cash to bet with, you
come out feeling you’ve done your part to save the world, and so this act of
service feels good to the parties involved but would most likely not be called good
according to any reliable external standard.

This distinction between external and internal goods is in many ways too
extreme, because sought-after goods are rarely only internal or only external, but
the distinction might begin to help us see that service activity is complex. And
only after we acknowledge the complexity of service—with its multiple parties
and various goods—can we begin to sort out better acts of service from worse.

If, on the other hand, we remain at the acronymic level—SIG—we may find
ourselves shortchanging all three abbreviated terms (service, is, and good). It is
simply the case that some service activity—ill-conceived or unwanted or badly
executed or questionably motivated service—might not be good. Some—and
perhaps all—service activity might be both good and bad. At the very least, then,
we should recognize that no matter where one comes down on the goodness of
service, service, in principle and in practice, is not simple (SINS). In short, the
belief that service is good (SIG) should not mean that we blind ourselves to the
complexity of service (SINS).

Anyone who has served or been served by another—in short, anyone—can
testify to the range of feelings such an exchange produces: serving someone, |
might feel close to that person or ashamed at how close | am to someone | do not
know, or | might expect more signs of gratitude, or I might feel any number of
other things; being served, | might feel close to the person serving me, or
ashamed, or grateful but estranged, or any number of other things. This range of
possible feelings attests to the fact that service is complex as well as deep. If, on
account of its apparently voluntary, unpaid character, service can seem like play, it
can also, on account of its emotional and moral significance, seem more serious
than anything else we could conceive of or do.

Yet service is something we rarely discuss.

What We Do: What We Do Not Discuss

Many of us pick our noses. Few of us talk about it. Our silence on the subject
of nose picking seems to be related to the unsavory character of the activity. It is
bad; we don’t discuss it.



All of us wipe (I hope). Few of us talk about it. Our silence on the subject of
wiping, however, does not derive from our collective disapproval of the activity.
In fact, I think we would all say, if pushed, that wiping is good (WIG). But we
only want people to do it, not to discuss it. To discuss it would be in bad taste
(consider this paragraph).

We could talk about the very first thing we do when we sit down in the driver’s
seat of our cars, but we don’t. We don’t discuss this because nobody cares,
because it’s insignificant, because it’s boring.

We could talk about what we imagine while the attractive person behind the
counter serves us coffee, but we don’t. We don’t discuss this because, again, it is
bad, or in bad taste, or boring.

Then, too, many of us follow an unwritten rule not to talk about politics or
religion. But this impulse to avoid talk of politics or religion does not develop
because the avoided subject is bad, or in bad taste, or boring; rather, politics and
religion are things we care about, and because we care about them, we might
disagree with each other, even disagree hotly, and if we disagree hotly, something
must be wrong. So we don’t talk about them.

Many of us also do not talk about money—about how much we make, how
much we pay to live where we live, how much our families do or do not have. We
don’t talk about money, | want to suggest, because of our peculiar blend of
democratic political culture and capitalist ethos. (There may also be some residual
aristocratic notion that talk of money is vulgar, or cheap, though that would
mainly explain why the wealthy among us remain reticent here.) We think of
ourselves as democrats, or as citizens of a democracy, so we like to think that we
are all equal, whatever that might mean. But we also think of ourselves as free
marketers, and we seem to believe that those who have money have earned it, or
deserve it, and so money can seem like a measure of merit. To talk of money
would then be to talk of difference, and not just any difference, but difference of
worth and power. To talk of money would be to put our inequality in front of us.

Now we return to our silence on service. To talk of service, to really look at it,
would require us to look closely at inequality. This is a difficult and uncomfortable
place to look.

Inequality and Service

Here is an exaggerated pass at the relation between inequality and service: |
serve you because | want to; | choose to. You receive my service because you
have to; you need it. I live in the realm of freedom; you live in the realm of
necessity. Serving you, | confirm my relative superiority. Being served, you
confirm your inferiority. By my apparent act of humility, I raise myself up. “The
happiness,” as Nietzsche writes, “of slight superiority,” only we don’t say so.

Instead we say very little about why we and especially our Kkids serve. It’s
good, that’s why; our kids learn valuable lessons and those they serve receive



valuable help. But these lessons are complicated and the help is not always
helpful. To pretend otherwise is to pass on a dirty little secret with the tacit
message that it best be kept secret.

What is the dirty little secret? Maybe this: we cherish inequality. We don’t say
this, of course, and we may not even think it, but we show it by what we do and
especially what we accept. Look at schools, jobs, cars, clothes, teeth, bellies, eyes.
Look anywhere at all and you’ll see signs, indisputable signs, of inequality.

We are told that “all men are created equal,” and we are taught to believe it.
We may be taught to believe this more deeply than any other single thing. But this
claim—"all men are created equal”—is a self-evident falsehood. It is simply and
obviously not the case that men—people—are created equal: we do not possess
equal gifts and we do not find ourselves with equal opportunities to make our way
in the world. We are equal only with respect to our end. Our beginnings, our
points of entry, could not be more unequal, and the beginning, as Aristotle tells us,
is more than half. The beginning, as any newspaper or attentive glance can tell us,
IS much more than half.

Here again we return to service. Those who serve set out to help, yes, but they
also set out to bridge a gap, to remedy the consequences of inequality. To the
extent that we engage in service because we think it’s good for those we’re
serving—and here we have learned to tread carefully: we’re not improving those
we serve; we’re only improving the conditions in which they find themselves
(again, the wishful insistence that all are created equal)—we seem by our activity
to declare that the gap is wrong. We who have more—more money or more time
or more education or more energy or more freedom—should close the distance
between ourselves and those we serve. We should move toward equality.

Do acts of service move us toward equality? Might some acts of service
enshrine and even extend the very gap they mean to bridge? Where will the server
be, five years from any particular service transaction? Where will the served be?
How has this transaction, this series of transactions, contributed to the
socioeconomic and perhaps especially to the psychological positions in which
these people find themselves? What do we learn, when we serve? What do we
learn when we are served?

What don’t we talk about when we don’t talk about service?

We do not like to be seen as hypocrites and we certainly do not like to see
ourselves as hypocrites. So when we say that everyone is equal, we want to
believe it. But equality is threatening; it might rob my loved ones of their security;
it might rob me of my freedom, my relative rank. It feels good to look down,
better still if I can tell myself I’m ready to serve those less fortunate (that is, less)
than me. That way I’m not just better, I’m also good.



Service Is Not Simple

| have not meant to suggest that service is bad, or at least not that it is
necessarily bad, or that inequality is bad, or, for that matter, good. Instead | want
to suggest that inequality is present and in many ways desired and that this
accounts in large part for the fact that service is not simple (SINS), no matter what
we pretend.

The crux of this piece, however, might be simple. Here it is: by pretending
service is simple (SIS), we risk turning service bad—bad for the served and for the
server. And by pretending service is simple (S1S), we saddle ourselves with a
burden we do not acknowledge. It may originate as a salutary burden, for it derives
from and endeavors to satisfy our aspiration to live more justly, to do right by
those we are with and among. But it remains a burden, and the less we
acknowledge it, the heavier it gets.



The Onion

Soup-Kitchen Volunteers Hate College-Application-Padding Brat
APRIL 2, 2003 | ISSUE 3912

SEATTLE—Volunteers at the Pike Street Salvation Army have grown to hate college-
application padder Justin Malveaux, 17, sources reported Monday.

Malveaux, who is passionately dedicated to getting into Stanford.

"It's not that Justin doesn't work hard, because he does," said Karla Perkins, 44,
weeknight coordinator at the downtown Seattle soup kitchen. "He does whatever you
ask of him, and he's pleasant and polite, always complimenting everyone. Still, | can't
stand the little Stanford-application-padding fucker."

Perkins met Malveaux in February, when the Bellingham West High School junior
submitted a résumé and cover letter requesting a volunteer position.

"Justin said he wanted to help those less fortunate than him, and also to get his
volunteering out of the way so he can concentrate on AP classes next year," Perkins
said. "Stanford is his first choice, and UCLA is his 'safety.' He also plans to apply to
Washington State ‘just for laughs," whatever that means."

An honors student and active participant in five extracurricular groups, Malveaux said
he is committed to making himself an indispensable member of the soup kitchen's
Tuesday-evening crew for the four months he plans to be there.

"This experience will be invaluable when | have to write my personal essay, which
counts for a lot with Stanford," Malveaux said. "It's the kind of real-world growth
experience that goes over huge with the admissions people. And, if | ever need a
recommendation, there are several people here who | think I've bonded with enough to
ask."

The staff's disdain for the upper-middle-class Malveaux went largely unspoken during
his first month and a half at the center, manifesting itself primarily in the occasional eye
roll. On March 18, however, a floodgate of vitriol was opened when Malveaux asked
staff coordinator Jamal Washburn to leave the employee break room, mistaking him for
a homeless man.


http://www.theonion.com/issue/3912/

"l hate that little rich-kid bastard,” Washburn said. "He'll be out the door the second he
can say he volunteered here for four months. Or, as he'll put it, 'February 2003 to May
2003."

Despite their hatred of him, staffers admitted that Malveaux has been helpful. According
to Perkins, he has used his "fresh perspective" to increase efficiency, placing a
clipboard at the end of the kitchen table and inviting shelter patrons to sign up for the
next evening's meal so that the kitchen might better predict attendance.

To combat staff tardiness, Malveaux suggested that volunteers be permitted three
missed shifts before being barred from working at the center.

"As much as | hate to admit it, he has made some improvements," Perkins said. "But he
does it in this smug way, like we're so lucky to be graced with the presence of this
brilliant, college-bound prodigy, even if only for a few precious months."

"That sunny, can-do attitude is really starting to grate on me," employee Randy Louis
said. "Just pass out the tater tots, prepster.”

The staff generally uses the 20 minutes Malveaux spends sweeping the parking lot
each Tuesday as an opportunity to exchange stories of his naivete.

"A homeless woman came in wearing a Diabetes Awareness Fun Run T-shirt she got
from a box at the shelter," Perkins said. "Justin was saying how inspiring it was that this
woman could still care about others, even with all her troubles."

Perkins said she finds Malveaux's attempts to connect with her condescending.

"He's finally stopped asking me where | see myself in five years," Perkins said. "l
honestly think he thought he was challenging me to ask myself questions | wouldn't
ordinarily ask. Like people in my social strata aren't capable of introspection without the
help of somebody better-educated."

"Now, he just talks about himself," Perkins continued. "He wants to be a writer, but he
might be an international human-rights lawyer. He gave me his solemn word that,
whatever he decides, he will use his skills for the betterment of the world. Thank God,
now | can sleep at night.”

At the end of each shift, Malveaux records his "hours worked" in his PDA and makes a
point of getting Perkins to sign off on it—a ritual Perkins has grown to detest.

"He can talk all he wants about how enriching this experience has been, but it's
completely obvious that all he's thinking about is how good this is going to look on his
transcript,” Perkins said. "Here at the Salvation Army, we try to appreciate all the help
God sends our way, but | draw the line with that little shit."@
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Academe On_

Against Apathy: Role Models for Engagement

Although students volunteer in homeless shelters, most still avoid broader social and political involvement. Can faculty
members encourage a change?

By Paul Rogat Loeb

We hear a lot about the retreat of students from public life. The annual surveys suggest they care less each year about the
environment, racial understanding, community-action programs, or even discussion of political issues. So their generation has
been repeatedly accused of apathy—simply not caring. Yet as | travel to speak, visit classes, and lead workshops at campuses
throughout the country, | see less indifference and more learned helplessness—the feeling that they can’t change the world, so
why try?

Wherever | go, small groups of students do tackle the critical issues of our times: environmental threats, illiteracy, growing gaps
between the rich and the poor. But most feel too overwhelmed. They’ll do important work volunteering one on one, because
that’s tangible and concrete. But when asked to imagine themselves taking on the deeper roots of issues they care about, they
come up blank. Our culture hasn’t given them the models to take action.

To foster their engagement, we need to give them models and help them overcome what psychologist Robert Jay Lifton calls the
"broken connection" between their values and actions, between the world they’ll inherit and the one they’ll pass on. To do that,
we need to understand the barriers they face, like our society’s pervasive cynicism.

Civic Resignation

Thirty-five years ago, the largest obstacle to social commitment among the young was a misplaced trust in received authorities:
in government and major corporations. Vietham-era movements challenged this blind trust, but as they faded and as their most
significant accomplishments were caricatured or forgotten, they ceased to provide models of engagement. America’s current
cynicism feeds on the assumption that these movements and their successors failed or betrayed noble ideals. It also grows out of
the contrast between pious talk of democracy and realities in which corporate lobbyists write legislation and politicians are
bought and sold like trading cards. It feeds on as well our dominant culture’s disdain toward those who’d try and create a more
humane world.

Bill Clinton fueled this cynicism with his sex scandals and the gap between talking populism and incessantly courting wealthy
donors. The Bush administration threatens to increase it still further, mixing platitudes about "compassionate conservatism™ with

relentless service to the most powerful economic interests, attacks on the environment, and cuts in funding for child-abuse
prevention and low-income health care. Too often, our students know serious injustices exist but decide they are simply the way
of the world, and there’s no way to change it. Their withdrawal helps make this judgment a reality.

Students also face economic barriers. Each year, they seem to put in more hours at outside jobs and go deeper into debt.
They’ve grown up in a flourishing yet precarious and divided economy, which encourages them to take the most practical path.
When the "dot.coms" were booming, working for poverty wages in an impoverished community seemed a sucker’s choice,
although many students did so nonetheless. Now, as the economy staggers and falters, day-to-day survival presses more harshly,
which makes social commitment still tougher.

These pressures are real. "You worry that if you don’t do everything right, you’ll end up at the bottom, where it looks pretty
mean," a young woman from the State University of New York at Buffalo recently told me. "It’s hard to graduate with $40,000 in
loans and try to pursue a social change career,” said an environmental activist from Pennsylvania’s Albright College. She took
on varied causes nonetheless, but others equally pressed often don’t. We need to respect the stresses on students’ lives, while
acknowledging the roots of those stresses in policy choices—Ilike decisions to let the value of the minimum wage and of federal
student grants stagnate.

At the same time, we have to address the perceptual barriers, which dissuade student involvement even more than do the
material ones. Our cultural myths suggest people are either socially active or not: a few saints or crazies storm out of the womb
with protest signs in their hands, but the rest of us are normal and leave the messy business of changing society to others. The
two paths never cross. But as educators, we know our students can change their values, perspectives, and commitments—and
grow in powerful ways.
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I think of a student at Connecticut’s Fairfield University, a wealthy doctor’s son I’ll call Tim. "We gave the blacks a lot,” Tim
said, when | interviewed him as a first-year student. "Is it my fault if me or my parents make the bucks so they can’t?" He
wondered whether racial inequality was "maybe biological."

"l want the things | have now," Tim explained, "a nice house, a nice car, a nice boat. | want to make enough to buy a place of my
own, where . . . if someone’s bothering me, | can say ‘Buddy, buzz off, this is mine. This is what I’ve paid for.”"

Then Tim began to learn and to think. He was a premed student when a young professor brought environmental issues into his
organic chemistry class. At first Tim resisted, then he started listening. Soon he joined a campus environmental group and went
into environmental remediation as a career. Now he cringes at his earlier attitude. He says that had his teacher not had the
courage to raise difficult public issues, he never would have changed.

Doubts and Uncertainties

Wherever we are in our institutions, we can influence students in similarly powerful ways. Most enter our campuses with an
attitude of civic resignation, believing their actions on major public issues can’t matter. They’re "just not that kind of person who
takes a public stand,” they explain, saying they lack the knowledge, standing, and skills to take effective action.

This lack of confidence stems from what | call the perfect standard. Students decide that before they take a public stand on an
issue, they need to know every fact, figure, and statistic, and be eloquent enough to debate Henry Kissinger on Nightline. This
assumption makes civic engagement into a quiz show performance—Who Wants to Be an Activist?

Students caught in this mindset feel that before they act, they need perfect confidence about their passion for the issue, perfect
motives for taking it on, and the certainty that it’s the best cause imaginable. "I’d like to get involved in issues of children’s
poverty," said a young woman at Ohio’s Denison University. "But there are so many aspects: illiteracy, unemployment, youth
violence, and abuse. | start thinking about everything I could do and end up so exhausted I never begin." Particularly on issues
where they’re likely to take some heat, most students doubt their knowledge and question whether the risk of speaking out is
worth critical judgments from their peers.

Politically disengaged students also apply this perfect standard to the personal lives of those who do take public stands
—disdaining them for lacking Gandhian standards of purity, or for expressing any mixed feelings on the issues they take on. The
disengaged find it hard to imagine that human beings with ordinary hesitations and flaws might end up helping to change the
world.

I’m not advocating ignorance. But the perfect standard is like a high-jump bar that always exceeds the students’ reach. The more
they know about an issue, the more they feel they need to know. Students who do get involved, like any other citizen activists,
find a different way. They admit to not knowing everything from the start, then take the leap nonetheless. They proceed step by
step. They learn as they go, including from those with whom they disagree. Their involvement engages their hearts and minds.

A young African American woman in Atlanta, a recent Emory graduate, worked setting up a series of concerts that brought
together rock groups with their mainly white audiences, hip-hop groups with their largely black followings, and community
organizers, all on the same bill, to help bridge racial divides. She’d recently heard a talk by one of Martin Luther King’s old
professors, and was delighted to learn that King had gotten a C in his philosophy class at Morehouse. "If he could get a C and go
on to do everything he accomplished," she said, "it makes me feel like anything is possible."

I’m not suggesting we encourage our students to get C’s. Though one might think social involvement could divert students from
their academic path, studies suggest that community involvement in fact makes it more likely that students will have successful
undergraduate experiences and even go on to graduate programs. But they do need to learn that they needn’t be saints or
impossibly knowledgeable experts to make a difference. If they want to succeed, they may stumble and fall occasionally. And
when they do act, they may gain a powerful voice.

Role Models

To learn these lessons, they need examples of people who take action despite their doubts and uncertainties, and keep on despite
apparent failures. They can get these models from the present or the past, but they have to get them somewhere. Yet most know
little about the movements that have most changed America.

Take Rosa Parks, one of the few activists whose name students know. Most believe, in concert with our prevailing myths, that
Parks came out of nowhere to change history instantly when she refused to move to the back of a Montgomery, Alabama, bus.
Yet before refusing to give up her bus seat, Parks had spent twelve years helping lead the local NAACP chapter. The summer
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before, she’d attended a ten-day training session at Tennessee’s labor and civil rights organizing school, the Highlander Center,
where she’d met an older generation of civil rights activists and discussed the recent U.S. Supreme Court decision banning
"separate but equal™ schools.

In other words, Parks didn’t come out of nowhere. She didn’t single-handedly give birth to the civil rights movement. She didn’t
act alone, or on a whim. Instead, she was part of an existing effort for change at a time when success was far from certain. That
in no way diminishes the power and historical importance of her refusal to give up her seat. But it reminds us that this
tremendously consequential act might never have taken place without the humble and frustrating work that she and others did
earlier on. It reminds us that her initial step of getting involved was just as courageous and critical as the fabled moment when
she refused to move to the back of the bus. It refutes the myth that anyone who takes a committed public stand—or at least an
effective one—must be a larger-than-life figure, someone with more time, energy, courage, vision, eloquence, and knowledge
than any normal person—and certainly more than an eighteen- or twenty-year-old student—could ever possess.

Only a handful of students know this history. Most know even less about the efforts of the Populists, the abolitionists,

the women’s suffrage movement, and the union movements. As a result, they have little sense of what it takes to act and persist
for a difficult cause. As a student from West Virginia told me recently, "They teach the conclusions: ‘Lincoln freed the slaves.
Women got the vote. Some unions were organized.” We never learn how change actually occurred.” Another described seeing a
picture of a large Washington, D.C., march in his textbook, and having no idea how participants mustered the hope, vision, and
organizational energy to make it possible. Even when they think they know the stories, as with the Rosa Parks example, our
culture misleads them.

Students have also been taught little about more recent examples of courage and commitment. | can go to any campus in the
country, ask about the American student antiapartheid movement, and get nothing but blank looks. This movement of the
mid-1980s and early 1990s touched colleges across America. It played a key role, in the judgment of every serious observer, in
finally passing sanctions on South Africa and helping pave the way for democracy. Nobel Peace Prize winner Desmond Tutu
even told one student I interviewed, "I just want to thank you for what you American students did. We might not have achieved
our freedom without it." But most young women and men can’t take sustenance from this history, because they don’t know about
it. Inall the articles maligning students of the past two decades for apathy, the media rarely deign to mention this
counterexample.

Nor have most students learned in any substantive way about the powerful current efforts of their peers—sweatshop boycotts,
environmental initiatives, union organizing campaigns, challenges to the death penalty, or local community projects. From
watching the TV news reports of the World Trade Organization protests of 1999, they’d never know that thousands of young
nonviolent activists helped foster a global dialogue on critical trade issues. The media showed only the handful of black-clad
crazies breaking windows.

Granted, many of these efforts take place below the national radar: a single mother at Buffalo’s Erie Community College helps
lead a campaign to save threatened paralegal and nursing programs; students at Seattle Central Community College fight to
protect endangered Northwest salmon runs; American University students get the food contract with Sodexho Marriott canceled
because of the corporation’s role as the major investor in Corrections Corporation of America, a company that runs privatized
prisons. But even when students are participating in coordinated national campaigns, like protests over the inadequacy of federal
student financial aid, they’re unlikely to get significant thoughtful coverage. Lacking context, students may doubt their potential
role in social change.

The Small Picture

The exceptions, of course, are the growing community-service efforts, perhaps because participants don’t have to deal with
frustrating and painful questions of how to shift an entire society. Today’s students volunteer in large numbers at food banks,
homeless shelters, literacy campaigns, Big Brothers and Sisters programs, senior centers, and an array of other worthy projects.
Historically, volunteerism has ebbed and flowed in tandem with broader social advocacy. Now, however, they’ve separated. The
one-on-one efforts definitely matter, but in a more limited context. And even those students most involved often feel they can do
little to shape the larger public choices that so affect the communities they serve. | think of a Stanford student who exclaimed, in
all innocence, "I've learned so much volunteering in this shelter. I just hope my grandchildren get the chance to volunteer in the
same shelter." He meant well, but as his friends reminded him, they hoped that by time their grandchildren came around, people
wouldn’t have to be lining up for food in the richest nation on earth.

When a SUNY Buffalo environmental studies professor asked his students how to respond to George Bush’s environmental

depredations, they suggested driving their cars less and recycling more—but not taking any larger actions to challenge the
policies they opposed. It’s far easier for students to decide that the way to change the world is to get everyone to become a
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vegan than to tackle powerful economic interests, even around related issues like the sustainability of our food production.

A decade ago, many of us thought that simply getting students out into the community would lead to further engagement. It does
teach them valuable lessons about compassion and connection, and we’d do well to build on the burgeoning K-12 volunteer
initiatives that involve students in a broader world, and bring these efforts to our campuses with a greater inclination at least to
get out and help. But mere volunteerism doesn’t automatically lead to speaking out on public choices, no matter how related the
activity is to students’ areas of concern. We need to help them take the lessons of their service a step further, to become
advocates and witnesses.

Ordinary People Turned Extraordinary

Whatever causes stir the hearts of our students, we can play a critical role in conveying their power as potential historical actors.
We can provide the models and perspectives lacking in our culture. They respond when | tell them the real Rosa Parks story. Or
when I describe a San Antonio woman with an eighth-grade education who ended up testifying before Congress, and a
101-year-old environmental activist who took on cause after cause with humor and grace almost until the day she died last year.
These stories remind them that lives of commitment are possible.

We need to bring such models of engagement into our curriculums, drawing on the growing service-learning efforts promoted by
organizations like Campus Compact. Otherwise, even if we address the problems of our time, we may largely foster despair.
Finding examples of engagement may be easier in some disciplines than others, but if the young organic chemistry professor
hadn’t challenged his Fairfield students, Tim might still be embracing the worldview of "Buddy, buzz off." An accounting
professor at a Minnesota community college has her students study the federal budget. At the University of Utah, professors in
disciplines as diverse as architecture and economics encourage their students to earn an extra course credit by working with
local community projects, reading books on citizen involvement, and writing journals or papers on their experiences. Other
faculty bring local citizen activists into their classes, or present engaged models through appropriate readings. Our students
aren’t all going to agree on the same principles or political positions. But the more we create a space for them to reflect on
broader community involvement, and the more we give them a sense of how their actions can matter, the more they will respond.
No student should graduate from our campuses without a sense of how to address the core issues of our time.

Whatever our academic role, we can work to give students the strength and courage to think through what they care about
most—and act on it. The more we ourselves are involved, the more we can inspire them. When our students see us testifying at
campus or community hearings, working in a soup kitchen, writing letters to the editor of our local papers, or taking a stand on
issues we believe in, this helps them surmount their fears of speaking out. They see people they know and respect trying to act
for the greater common good, and this inspires them. It gives them a sense that these questions can be part of their lives as well.

Two thousand years ago, Rabbi Hillel asked, "If 1 am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, who am I? If
not now, when?" Our students understand the first question all too well. They fear they’re on their own in an unforgiving world.
But no one has taught them the answer to the second one—that they cannot fulfill their humanity by adopting the enclave stance
of "Buddy, buzz off." Many would like to be involved, but talk of infinitely deferring their involvement to some time when they
will have more status, power, and standing. So do we, for that matter. We need to teach them the meaning of "If not now, when?"
because justice deferred is justice denied, and involvement endlessly deferred is passivity. But if we give them models enough,
they just might join that stream of ordinary people turned extraordinary who’ve helped shape a better world for us all.

Paul Rogat Loeb is an associated scholar at Seattle’s Center for Ethical Leadership who lectures and leads workshops at
colleges throughout the country. His most recent book is Soul of a Citizen: Living with Conviction in a Cynical Time. For more
information about his work, visit <www.soulofacitizen.org>.
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The Vanity of Volunteerism

For the last six years, the author has acted as mentor to a small
group of her former students. It makes her feel good, but has it really
made a difference? By SARA MOSLE Photographs by SYLVIA PLACHY

I am sound asleep. The
phone rings. | fumble for
the receiver in the dark.
James is calling collect.

"I'm at 125th Street and 8 \ ) A
need a token," he says. Photos: The author takes “the group" to Amagansett . . .
| strain my neck to see my bedside clock and flop back on my pillow,
groaning.

"James, it's after midnight.”

It is June 1999 and James is 13 years old. For the last six years, | have been a
mentor to him and his older brother, Adam, and to several other kids who at
one time all lived on or around a single block on West 164th Street in upper
Manhattan. (To protect their privacy, | have used their middle names, except
when they don't have a middle name, in which case | have used a nickname.)
Although James and | go weeks at a time without talking -- his family can't
afford a phone -- he sometimes calls me collect three times a day. We are in
the middle of one of his calling jags. When the phone rings, | am a sleepy,
grumpy and inadequate volunteer, partly because what James really needs
isn't a token.

ADD YOUR THOUGHTS

Can You Make a
Difference? Have you
been a volunteer? Do
you think your time and
effort really mattered? Is
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"You shouldn't be out this late,” | say wearily. g petitute for

James is often out when | think a 13-year-old government programs?
should be in bed. Despite the boom, his family

has been in free fall for a year -- ever since his  Add your thoughts, meet
father lost his longtime job as a butcher when ~ author Sara Mosle, and
the store closed after its owner died see what other readers
unexpectedly. Soon, the family was evicted I SRR () /2l

from its apartment, and the parents, who had been together all the time I had
known them, split up -- although the break doesn't appear to be permanent.
As a result, James and Adam have lived in two different shelters with their
mother. Their father is working again, and their mother is newly employed,
part time, as a consequence of welfare reform. The boys, who used to be on a
tight leash, now frequently go unsupervised. Or at least, | think this is all
correct. To be honest, | don't really know. I've cobbled a lot of it together
from things James and Adam have said in passing and from conversations
with one of Adam's teachers. (Partly because of the phone situation, | haven't
spoken to the boys' parents in months.)

James is now saying something about how he was supposed to spend the
night at his dad's apartment, on West 120th Street, but his father isn't in, and
he thinks he misunderstood and that his father is at his mother's place in the
projects south of Houston Street, and he doesn't have any money to get
home, and it's dark and there are all these crazy drunk people wandering
around.

My eyes are closed.

"Why don't you explain to the token clerk and see if he'll let you in," |
suggest groggily. It would be hard to overestimate how much | don't want to
go up there.

"I already tried that," he says miserably.

I am no longer even holding the phone -- it's lying next to me on my pillow.
"You could try another entrance,"” | say softly. A sweet nothing.

"0O.K." His voice is far away. | hear a click and a distant dial tone. I am
drifting, I am dreaming. | am dreaming of a little boy named James who is
lost in the dark. . . .

| sit bolt upright in bed, electrified by the
Sara Mosle, a former editor for  knowledge that | am an evil person. | have to go
;Tﬁ) ngzé']r(‘)%l'z)l’;:g;?gna book  get him. But where? On 125th Street? Or did he
during the East Texas oil boom 52 120th? I have no |dea: Twenty terrlbl_e _
in the 1930's. minutes later, the phone rings again. He is still

on 125th Street. "Start walking down
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Broadway," | say. "I'll meet you at 110th." Soon, | am in a cab headed
uptown. Of course, in the broader context of James's life, this kind of rescue
mission is "vain," as one writer has put it, "in both senses of the word." But
it's a balmy night, and suddenly there is no place I'd rather be -- which is to
say, I'm getting something out of it, even if he isn't.

| am a volunteer. for three years, | taught public school in New York City,
and since 1994, the summer after my last third-grade class, | have served as
an unofficial mentor to the families of four of my former students -- Adam
and James, Jaber (and his younger brother, Lloyd), Keemy (and his older
siblings, Clara, Elizabeth and Angelo) and Burger, plus a few of their friends.
At any given time, "the group,” as we have all come to call it, has numbered
from 6 to 12 kids, a few of them Dominican, the rest of them black. | am 36
and white.

Over the years, we have gone ice skating, bowling, to movies, to museums
and on the occasional overnight trip (to Washington, the east end of Long
Island) and have generally hung out. I have been on hand for happy moments
(the 100th birthday of Jaber's great-great-grandmother) and sad ones (his
grandfather's funeral). When I met "my" kids, they were 7 and 8 years old,
smaller than | am, and liked to hold my hand when we crossed the street.
Now they are 15 and 16, nearly all are in high school and they hulk over me
in puffy parkas or with long legs and gangly arms protruding out of shorts
and tank tops. Not one of them would be caught dead holding my hand.

For more than a decade, politicians
and civic leaders have been looking
to volunteers like me to take over the
government's role in providing vital
services to the poor. Although the
movement arguably began in 1988
with the candidate George Bush's
invocation of "a thousand points of
light" as a response to Reagan-era
cutbacks in social spending, it has
been embraced by the current
Democratic administration, which
has continued those cutbacks, and ...where they compete for Scrabble points...
culminated in the 1997 President's

Summit for America’s Future in Philadelphia, where President Clinton and
Gen. Colin Powell touted the power of volunteerism. Now George W. Bush
has picked up his father's theme of "a kinder, gentler” America by pushing
"charitable choice" -- the provision in the 1996 welfare reform bill that
allows faith-based organizations to contract with government to provide
social services to the poor. (Al Gore supports it, too, though less vigorously.)




"Compassionate conservatives" would probably claim that | am the kind of
"caring adult” who can transform the lives of disadvantaged kids more
effectively than any government program. I'm all for volunteering, but I
would disagree. While | don't doubt that | have had some positive effects on
my kids' lives -- studies show that mentoring can reduce dropout rates and
drug use among teenagers -- they have mostly been of the "boosting self-
esteem" variety that conservatives, in other contexts, usually disdain.
Besides, I'm not a very good volunteer. To work, mentoring has to be
performed consistently, over a sustained period of time and preferably one on
one. For the first couple of years, | saw my kids as often as twice a week. But
now I'm lucky if | see them once a month, and | almost never see them
individually. In their lives, I'm less a caring adult than a random one. And my
failure is representative.

Although 55 percent of Americans reported that they volunteered at some
point in 1998 -- a 7 percent rise over 1995 -- this jump does little more than
recover ground that was lost in the early 1990's and represents just a 1
percent increase over 1989. Moreover, the total number of hours that people
are giving has actually declined. "It's a new trend," says Sara Melendez, the
president of Independent Sector, which compiled this data. "People are
volunteering, but when they do, it's more of a one-shot deal -- half a day one
Saturday, instead of once a week for x number of weeks." Overall,
Americans donated 400 million fewer hours in 1998 than they did in 1995.

Consequently, while Powell has made recruiting 100,000 new mentors a top
priority of America's Promise, his volunteer outfit, there is little evidence that
people are sufficiently answering his call. In New York, for instance, Big
Brothers/Big Sisters receives just 4,000 inquiries each year from potential
mentors. Of these, two-thirds never follow up once they learn they have to
commit to seeing their kids at least twice a month. Another 700 lose interest
after the initial training session or are eliminated through the program's
rigorous screening process. Only 600 people ever become mentors -- this in a
city with more than one million schoolchildren -- and nationally, the program
has a waiting list of some 50,000 kids.

To help nonprofits cope with this new unreliable work force, groups like
Impact Online and New York Cares have sprung up that act like temp
agencies, matching the interests (and busy schedules) of what might be called
the impulse volunteer -- someone with an urge to give but only a few hours
to kill -- with openings, arranged by time slot and geographical location. But
this Filofax approach to giving often robs volunteerism of the very thing that
was supposed to recommend it over government in the first place -- namely,
the personal connection that develops when you regularly visit, say, the same
homebound AIDS patient.

And in a volunteer's market, not every need has a buyer. "People will come



in and do a project -- a school painting, a school wiring -- and think they've
done a good service and go away," says Paul Clolery, editor of The
NonProfit Times. "But it's not the type of traditional, week-in and week-out
volunteering that a lot of organizations really need.” No case perhaps better
illustrates how idealism has run amok than that of Bank of America, which
under the rubric of "volunteerism™ encouraged its employees in San
Francisco to "adopt an A.T.M." -- mentoring it, so to speak, by visiting it
regularly, sprucing up its surroundings, wiping away the little smudges from
its face -- until the California labor commissioner ruled that the company had
violated labor laws by trying to get its employees to work without pay.

The experience of Meals on Wheels in Dallas is typical. It can't find enough
volunteers to commit to even a few hours a month to help deliver meals to
the city's elderly shut-ins. "People can't get away during the middle of the
day," says Helen Bruant, the program's director. "So, they ask, 'Why don't
you deliver in the evenings?' Well, we looked at that. But for a lot of our
clients, this is their only meal. They eat half at lunch and save the other half
for dinner. Plus, it's not good for the elderly to eat a big meal at the end of the
day." Therefore, the program must hire 30 percent of its drivers. Even paying
people, Bruant cannot find enough help. "We can't compete with
McDonald's,” she says. "It can be draining working with the elderly. A lot of
people would prefer to flip burgers.” Yet, if anything, the need is increasing.
"The aged population has grown by leaps and bounds in the last decade,"
Bruant says, "but giving and government financing haven't increased."

Indeed, according to a study
by the U.S. Conference of
Mayors released in
December, requests for
emergency food and
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heads of some of the most
reputable nonprofits -- the
United Way, the Salvation
Army, Catholic Charities --
have reported that they can't
keep up with rising demand for their services. "We're having to turn people
away, or ration portions, to stretch supplies,” says Deborah Leff, the
president of America's Second Harvest, the nation's largest network of soup
kitchens. And while charitable giving is up sharply, the growth has not kept
pace with reductions in government aid to the poor. "People have replaced
some of it with volunteering, some of it with cash, but not all of it,” says
Richard Steinberg, a professor of economics at the joint campus of Indiana
and Purdue Universities in Indianapolis. He estimates that for every dollar of
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assistance that's cut, charitable organizations can recoup at most a third.

As someone who once worked in the New York public school system, | am
not inured to the problems of government bureaucracy. | have not forgotten
the asbestos crisis (which sealed my own classroom), the idiocy of the
custodians' contract, the mind-numbing hours | spent at the Board of
Education trying to get someone, anyone, to answer a straightforward
question about licensing. But what's so odd about the current volunteer
movement is how the broad claims often made on its behalf run counter to
the on-the-ground testimony of those, like Bruant, who actually do the hard
work of ministering to the poor. Compared with someone like her, of course,
| am pathetic. Still, in the words of a protester's placard at the volunteer
summit, I've "volunteered enough to know volunteering isn't enough.” As a
substitute for the social safety net, | am as inefficient, indifferent and
arbitrary as any government program. The problem isn't with volunteering,
but with what we're asking it to do.

I'm going to punch you," said Jaber (the name rhymes with Babar). His arm
was cocked, his fist like a hard plum. It was the fall of 1993, and we were
standing near the front of my third-grade classroom. His eyes were dark, like
windows with the shades suddenly pulled down. I knew he wasn't going to
hit me, but he didn't know it. Jaber was often angry and sullen. (He is nothing
like this now.) He would crawl under his desk or into the coat closet, and no
amount of pleading could coax him out. You would peer in and see his tight
little face, the size of a saucer, staring back from beneath a pile of parkas.

"You can hit me if you want," I said, "but then we'll have to call your mom,
and that probably won't be much fun.” I was trying to be reasonable. "Or," |
said -- | always tried to give my students an "or" -- you could not hit me, and
we could get together at lunch and maybe there would be some other way of
working this out." He considered his options. He lowered his fist. This was
his secret strength. Even when enraged, Jaber was willing to talk through
anything.

My school was "under registration review," meaning that its reading scores
were so low that it was in danger of being taken over by the state. The school
grouped students by ability, and that year, | had Room 306, indicating that |
was teaching the third grade and had the sixth, or "bottom," monolingual
class. There was nothing subtle -- no "apple” or "banana™ groups -- about the
distinction; everyone knew what the number meant. | had twice as many
boys as girls -- not because boys are less intelligent than girls at that age, but
because they're rowdier. They get labeled behavior problems and are often
put in the worst classes. This is one reason | ended up mentoring boys
instead of girls.

And in truth, the class was challenging. Although Adam and Keemy were



sociable and outgoing, they had severe learning disabilities and entered third
grade still reading in primers. They were best friends and lived in two-parent
households. Burger and Jaber were stronger academically but remained far
below grade level. Jaber, a gifted athlete, lived with his mother and his
younger brother, Lloyd. Both of Burger's parents had died. He was being
reared by a disabled grandmother who struggled to care for him. While other
kids labored to trace action heroes, Burger was a wonderful artist and could
draw almost anything freehand. He was also a better reader than his scores
indicated; he just got bored easily and couldn't sit through the exams.

Had I not first seen my kids for five hours a day, 180 days a year, | doubt that
| would have ever learned that vision problems accounted for a lot of Adam'’s
reading difficulties or that Jaber's older brother was beating up on him
(which accounted for some of his anger then) or that James loved to watch
cooking shows on television (an odd fact that emerged on one of the many
afternoons that he and Adam visited my classroom after school). As a
teacher, | had a legitimate role in my kids' lives. As a volunteer, however, my
involvement has been far more artificial and superficial. I'm a day-tripper.

Volunteering has always been inefficient. Most
volunteers are concentrated in affluent suburbs far
from blighted urban neighborhoods, where their
assistance is needed most. "There is an /
extraordinary mismatch," says Lester Salamon, 2
the director of the Johns Hopkins Center for Civil
Society Studies, "between the geographical locus
of the need and the geographical locus of the
giving." It would often take me 45 minutes each
way by subway just to pick up my kids. If we then
headed back downtown, that's another round trip.

| would often travel three hours just to take my
group on a two-hour excursion.

Partly because of this mismatch, volunteering is
also regressive. Far from alleviating the gap
between rich and poor, it tends to aggravate it.
That's because people are most likely to give if
they are asked to by someone who knows them or
if they already have strong ties to an organization.
This is why universities do such a good job of
fund-raising: they get your old college classmate
Biff to call you up and ask you to contribute to an
institution to which you already have a R AN
connection. It's a double whammy. and go for walks in the great
outdoors.

Consequently, time and money tend to stay in a



donor's immediate social -- and economic -world. When people talk about
giving, they are often talking about contributing to institutions, like the
Metropolitan Museum of Art or the New York City Opera, that confer
prestige on the donor and improve the quality of life primarily for the middle
class. Despite the roaring economy, organizations that work with the poor
have actually seen their proportion of the charitable pie narrow in recent
years. "Poverty relief, disaster relief -- it's a very thin slice," says Ann
Kaplan, the editor of the annual report Giving U.S.A.

In fact, a lot of what passes for volunteering used to be called simply
"parenting™: people helping out in their own children's schools or coaching
their own children's soccer teams. Kids with parents who already have
resources end up benefiting the most. (One reason | even have time to
volunteer is that I'm single and don't have children of my own.) And while
the rich give to the rich, the poor, it is worth pointing out, give to the poor.
Keemy's older brother, Angelo, won a national award for volunteering some
30 hours a week handing out used clothes to people in his neighborhood who
are even needier than he is.

While it might seem, at first glance, as if I am an exception to some of these
rules -- after all, I am crossing race and class lines to see my kids -- I am not.
| didn't decide, after some careful needs-benefit analysis, to become a
volunteer. | would have never called Big Brothers/Big Sisters on my own, for
the same reason that most Americans don't: reluctance to commit to a regular
schedule. (As a journalist, I'm often on the road.) | also have a proper respect
for the flake factor in my personality. Rather, I fell into volunteering -- the
way a socialite suddenly finds herself in charge of the charity ball. | was
asked to give by someone | knew well (Adam) to an institution (in my case, a
neighborhood, Washington Heights) to which I already had strong ties
(because of teaching). He didn't ask me to mentor him in so many words. He
just walked 100 blocks to my apartment one day after school to see me. It
was the hard sell.

A round this time, | wrote an Op-Ed article for The Times about how my
students didn't have enough opportunities to play. In response, | got a
letter from a group in Washington called the American Committee to
Invigorate the King Holiday, which seemed to be some quasi-civil-rights
organization with an executive committee in perpetual "formation.” The
group offered me a few thousand dollars to start a program for my former
students. The money was funneled through my old school, as it had to go to a
nonprofit organization, and | invited Adam, Jaber, Burger and Keemy, some
of their siblings and three girls from my old class to participate.

Some might argue that this is how the system should work: plucky Op-Ed
writer gets nongovernment money to run efficient after-school program,
entrepreneur-style, for former students. But | wasn't efficient. | enjoyed no



economies of scale. My little program served just 12 kids. And to the extent
that I succeeded, my success can't be replicated on a large scale. There were
1,500 other children at my old school who could have greatly benefited from
an after-school program. Where were these kids' mentors? And even if the
volunteers were suddenly to materialize en masse, who would finance their
programs? There aren't enough American Committees to Invigorate the King
Holiday out there to support them.

Although I was never a better volunteer than | was that first year, my success
owed far more to the financial and institutional support | was receiving than
to my idealism. My apartment in New York was too small for me to have all
my Kids over at once. Because the school was the ostensible sponsor of my
program, it let me borrow a classroom after hours for my group. This meant
desks! And access to scissors, crayons and glue. There was a chalkboard for
writing out assignments, a tape player for playing music, an easel for
displaying charts, a class library and so on. Because we were officially
associated with a school, we could also ride the subway free whenever we
took field trips on weekday afternoons. Together, these items -- the room, the
basic supplies, the free transportation -- constituted a considerable capital
investment in my program, all of it provided at taxpayer expense. This in
turn helped me make the most of my grant money. "Government spending
causes volunteering," the economist Richard Steinberg explains. "You can't
have a volunteer in a school without a schoolhouse. Government institution-
building increases volunteering.”

It certainly made my own
efforts more effective. My
kids and I were able to do
all sorts of projects. We
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went to museums, made vital servicesto the poor.

panel narratives like Jacob
Lawrence and cut-out
compositions like Matisse. We studied jazz -- | played them "My Favorite
Things" from "The Sound of Music" and then the Coltrane version -- and we
talked about the importance of imitation, or practice, and improvisation. We
saw documentaries, traveled to Queens to see an exhibit on Louis Armstrong,
attended the Young People's Concerts at Lincoln Center, where Wynton
Marsalis had the kids riffing on plastic kazoos. | was demanding and strict.
We saw only movies that | deemed appropriate, even when the kids moaned,
as in the case of "Babe," that they didn't want to see "no pig movie" and that
"that's wack." | often felt like a slightly fraudulent magician, pulling back the




curtain on each new delight of the city. It was a season of firsts: the first time
ice skating, the first time bowling, the first trip on the Circle Line cruise
around Manhattan, the first trip to the zoo. Some of it was almost obscenely
easy: What do you mean you've never been on a swing?

That's not to say everything always went smoothly. There was the time Lloyd
had a meltdown on 161st Street and St. Nicholas Avenue -- hysterically
screaming, kicking, my physically having to restrain him so he wouldn't bolt
into traffic, as people stared, shaking their heads at my poor "parenting"
skills -- all because I wouldn't let him go to McDonald's. And there was the
time | started yelling at the grandmother of Tyree, a boy who was briefly in
our group, on the steps of the National Air and Space Museum in
Washington. The occasion was the 1996 Children's March. | was working as
a writer and had persuaded a magazine to send me -- and my kids -- to cover
the event. (The grant money had long since run out.) I drove 12 kids, and
Tyree's grandmother, who was acting as a chaperon, down in a rented van.
Most of the kids had never been out of New York. The creative financing
required that we actually attend the march, squandering a precious afternoon.
But the kids had fun, creating water-bottle worlds for the slugs and tadpoles
from the reflecting pool -- until Tyree's grandmother reduced several to tears
by dumping out their aquariums.

She and I finally came to verbal blows next to the Apollo spacecraft. We
were waiting to see an IMAX movie on the space program, and the
grandmother, who had filled in for another parent at the last minute and had
been insisting that we return to New York since before we had arrived, was
again demanding that we leave immediately. | had just bought the tickets and
had no intention of wasting them. "Let's take it outside,” I said,
preposterously, as the kids looked on, goggle-eyed, barely able to contain
their snickers. To this day, Keemy likes to refer to "the time Ms. Mosle and
Tyree's grandmother got in a fight." But by and large, the trip was a success.
We visited the White House and the Lincoln Memorial, among other
landmarks -- although for the kids, the highlight was spending the night at
the Holiday Inn.

Still, after two years, my mentoring was beginning to seem awfully vague
and open-ended. | was earning about $40,000 a year freelance, and several of
my kids had begun to age out of the "child" category. They could no longer
ride the subway free and were beginning to require "adult" admissions,
effectively tripling the cost of many outings. A bowling trip, including meals
and transportation, often cost me more than $200. Plus, the kids were tired of
bowling. Although the three girls had dropped out, the group was becoming
unwieldy. Whenever | went up to the block, a crowd of kids would form,
begging me to take them with me, as the drug dealers on the corner looked
on, smirking. | wasn't very good at saying no -- it all seemed so arbitrary,
who could come and who couldn't -- and | began to understand why the age-



grouping of kids by grade had ever arisen as a custom: it provided a way for
adults to care about children, and then to stop caring about them, without the
kids' ever feeling abandoned.

My apartment was littered with "to do" lists -- get all the kids tutors, get them
into summer camp -- that | never quite made good on because of the
logistical or financial hurdles involved. Even the Washington trip had been
little more than a grand gesture on my part to make up for the fact that | was
no longer seeing as much of the kids. And when | did see them, | found | was
becoming less and less ambitious: instead of a "unit™ on jazz, we had seen an
awful lot of movies lately. Their titles testified to the growing poverty of my
imagination: had I really taken them to see "Spawn" and "Home Alone 3"?

In "the tipping point,” Malcolm Gladwell's book about social epidemics, he
cites an experiment devised by two Princeton psychologists to test why
people give. The experimenters met individually with a group of seminarians
and asked them to prepare a short talk. Some were asked to discuss the
parable of the Good Samaritan. Others were given a more neutral topic.
Then, just as they were about to leave for their presentations, they were told
either that they were running late or had a few minutes to spare. On the way,
the seminarians would encounter a man slumped in an alleyway, coughing
and groaning in obvious distress. The idea was to see who would stop and
help. Invariably, people assume that those who were asked to talk about the
Good Samaritan were the most likely to assist the man. In fact, the only
factor that influenced the outcome was time. Among those who thought they
were in a hurry, only 10 percent stopped to help. Among those with extra
time, 63 percent stopped. As Gladwell concludes, context, far more than
conviction, influences behavior.

One obvious reason for the decline in volunteering is that Americans are
working harder. "With the rise of the two-income family," Paul Clolery says,
"the traditional volunteer who stayed at home with the kids no longer exists."
According to one study, middle-class parents now punch the clock 335 hours
more each year -- that's eight solid workweeks -- than they did in 1979. "I
don't know how you ask people who are working 50-, 60-hour weeks, who
already have children and elderly parents to care for, to volunteer on a more
regular basis," Sara Melendez says. "The rhetoric about volunteering hasn't
caught up with the reality of people’s lives."

Between 1995 and 1997, for example, | cut back the amount of time | saw
my kids by three-fourths, to about once a month. The reason wasn't that in
1995 | was a good person and in 1997 | was a bad one. Rather, in 1995 | had
a flexible job with a lot of downtime, and in 1997 I took a full-time job as an
editor and often worked into the evening or on weekends.

Before | made the shift, | began to look for an exit out of my kids' lives. At



one point, | was approached about a job in Washington and figured that was
how my mentoring would end: | would leave the city. But the opportunity
fell through. I eventually decided I would get my four original students into a
good, small junior high. (I also helped Angelo get into a good high school.)
The younger siblings, | figured, could then follow suit. My idea was not to
improve the city's schools systematically -- my children would almost
certainly take the places of other poor, equally deserving students -- but to
pass the kids off, into new caring hands, like batons.

Look at this pizza!" Jaber exclaimed in mock horror as we sat in a booth at
John's Pizzeria on the Upper West Side. The pie had arrived slightly burned
around the edges, and Jaber was feigning outrage. "Why do they give us the
black pizza?" He intoned, as the other kids dissolved into helpless giggles.
"Do they give the black pizza to the white man? Nooooooo!" he said. "They
give the black pizza to the black man!" | had never heard Jaber talk this way.
"Should the black man accept the black pizza. No! The black man should
demand the white pizza!” | was laughing, too.

| took the performance to be an impression of Al Sharpton, who had been
preaching outside Jaber's window during the previous month to protest the
death of Kevin Cedeno, a 16-year-old boy who was shot in the back by
police on the corner of 164th Street and Amsterdam Avenue in the wee hours
of April 6, 1997. | had innocently picked up my paper the next morning, and
there on the front page were pictures of the block -- my block, our block --
cordoned off with yellow police tape, the familiar hubcap store and bodega
where the kids and | often bought sodas in the background. I thought, He
could have been "my" kid.

At the time of the shooting, | had not seen the group in months. In some
ways my strategy had worked. At their new school, Jaber and Adam had
come under the wing of a wonderful teacher named Natalie Novod, whom |
had known my first year teaching and who worked with them individually as
a "resource room" instructor. (Burger and Keemy didn't have her, which they
frequently lamented.) Novod later told me that the kids had been completely
unstrung by the shooting, and | took Jaber's routine to be just another way of
coming to grips with Cedeno's death. But the kids continued to call. Before
long, we started seeing each other again, though less frequently, and |
realized that | wouldn't be breaking my bond with them. I resisted this
knowledge for a while. Then I didn't.

Crack dealers be wandering all over the ocean,” James said. We were
walking on a path toward the sand dunes near Amagansett, on the eastern end
of Long Island, on a summer night in 1998. Seven city-bred kids, scared of
the country dark, were simultaneously hanging off my arms. | had driven
them early that morning to a cottage | had rented. Several had claimed to
have never seen the Atlantic -- even at Coney Island. How could you live on



an island off the coast of America and have never gone to the ocean? All
afternoon we had played in the waves. The kids learned about tides (why was
the water receding?) and the principles of sand-castle construction (namely,
don't build too close to the water). James, marveling that nature would leave
"free" shells on the beach, hauled 100 or so back to the cottage. We
barbecued in the backyard. Burger revealed heretofore undiscovered skills of
food presentation as Jaber dragged a boogie board around the yard, the wrist
leash attached to his neck like a giant ornament worn by Flava Flav. It was a
cloudless night, and I pointed out the Big Dipper and the Milky Way. (More
firsts.) Down the beach, there was a bonfire, and a party, and for a while we
lingered at its edges.

The cottage had only two rooms, so we separated the mattress and box
springs to create four double beds. | slept on the sofa in the living room. | felt
like a single mom at her son's first slumber party. The kids talked among
themselves. There were thumps and giggles and some mooning. There was
discussion of a girl who appeared to be the object of much sexual fantasy.
When things threatened to get out of hand, | mouthed the cliches of
parenthood: "Don't make me come in there!" This elicited only tantalized
squeals. The kids appealed to me with loud wails, "Ms. Mooozzzlleeee,
nigger put toothpaste in my hair!" or alternately tried to "get away" with
things. "Shhhh! Ms. Mosle will hear you," in a loud stage whisper. 1'd say, "I
can hear you." More peals of laughter. Finally, at about 3 in the morning, the
house was quiet. Sometime later, a car alarm went off. | heard a tiny voice in
the dark. It was James: "I told you crack dealers be wandering all over the
ocean."

My renewed commitment, however, didn't mean | was any more effective as
a volunteer. Nineteen ninety-eight was not a good year for most of my kids
or their families, but I did little more than stand on the sidelines and watch
helplessly as events unfolded in sometimes tragic ways. After Adam and
Jaber's family was evicted, the boys began to unravel. Adam, who had
always had good attendance, stopped going to school and was apparently
hanging out on the streets in the South Bronx. He was avoiding our outings.
James also seemed at loose ends. One afternoon at work, | got a call from the
Toys "R" Us near the shelter where his family was living in Brooklyn. It
seemed that James had damaged some product -- he often spent long hours in
toy stores yearningly looking at video games he couldn't afford -- and was
being held by security. The store couldn't reach his mother (since there was
no phone). Could I pick him up? Otherwise, he would be turned over to the
police. | did the quick calculations in my mind: at least 40 minutes by

subway just to get there. It was 4:30, and | was editing an article that had to
go to press that afternoon. It was out of the question. (The security guard
took pity and let him go.)

Burger, meanwhile, was having trouble in school, and the school



recommended that he be placed in foster care because his grandmother was
having a hard time caring for him. For a while, he lived with an uncle, in a
kind of compromise, but was eventually placed in a group house in Brooklyn
during the week and returned home on weekends.

Keemy's father, although a present and caring parent, has struggled with
drugs. In 1998 his addiction worsened. He started stealing from the family,
and Keemy's mother threw him out. He broke back into the apartment,
shattering a window, which cut up Keemy's sister Clara. For the first and
only time, one of my kids called me to ask directly for assistance. Keemy left
a heartbreaking message on my machine, asking, all in a rush, if I could lend
the family some money. (I did.) His mother was now scared his father would
return again and wanted to move. After months of wrangling, they finally got
a new place, but it turned out to be in a terrible neighborhood, and everyone
came to regret the move, particularly after the father and the family were
reconciled.

Sometimes my kids would just drop these devastating bombs. One day as we
were riding the subway downtown, another kid, William, a late arrival to the
group, was sitting off to one side. He looked different. | realized that his
clothes were too big. | asked him what was up. He quietly explained that his
father had recently been released from jail. William had begged his mother
and sister to let him live with them. "I didn't know my father and wanted to
have a relationship with him," he explained. His mother and sister were
reluctant but relented. Shortly thereafter, everyone but the father went on a
family outing in Queens. In their absence, the father stole every item in the
apartment -- clothes, CD's, even the food in the refrigerator. William now felt
horribly guilty. A few months later, in a separate incident, his apartment
building burned. For the next several months, the family lived, with no heat,
in the charred shell as they waited for new housing. Only Jaber's life
remained relatively stable during this time.

But this recitation of sorrow creates a hopeless picture. None of these kids
are in any serious kind of trouble. They are all good, sweet, decent kids.
After six months or so, Adam stopped hanging out in the Bronx, not because
of any intervention on my part, but because he broke his leg and was
homebound in a cast for several weeks. This broke the spell of the streets.
Angelo, Keemy's older brother, has continued to excel and is headed to
college in the fall on a partial scholarship. (I am also helping, by paying his
room and board.) Burger seems happy in his group home, and this may in
fact be a good solution for him -- although it is worth noting that as a
volunteer, | had nothing to do with it. Jaber and Keemy are both doing well.
And William -- well, William is the Rock of Gibraltar: bright, self-possessed.
He will almost certainly go to college. | say that. He should and wants to. But
unless he wins a full scholarship, he will have a hard time affording it. His
family is destitute.



For all the talk about children in this country, we do very little for them -- or
their families. What my kids really need, | can't give them: better housing,
less crowded schools, access to affordable health care, a less punitive
juvenile justice system, and for their parents, better child care (so they can
work without leaving their kids unattended) and a living wage. Even the
churches, in whose name the claims of volunteering are often made, have
begun to protest. In February, a surprisingly large and diverse coalition of
religious leaders -- from the conservative National Association of
Evangelicals to the liberal United States Catholic Conference -- came
together in Washington to inaugurate a new group, Call to Renewal, to insist
that government do more to fight poverty. "Since welfare reform passed, all
these problems have been dumped at churches' feet,” says the Rev. Jim
Wallis, one of the organization's founders. "But we can't do it all.”

As it stands, the government isn't even doing what it said it would. One
reason that hunger and homelessness are on the rise is that many states,
including New York, have prevented even the deserving working poor from
receiving basic benefits, like health care and food stamps, to which they are
legally entitled. Nationwide, a million people have lost Medicaid benefits
and are now uninsured. As a result, many working families are worse off
financially than they were under the old system. Minnesota, by contrast, has
offered ample assistance -- cash allowances to supplement income, job
training, more opportunities for health and child care -- in addition to
requiring that welfare recipients work. The approach hasn't been cheap, but
the results, according to a widely praised study released in June, have been
remarkable: not only have poverty and homelessness declined but the
marriage rate has also risen, domestic abuse is down, truancy rates have
fallen and children are doing better in school. The best way to help kids, in
short, is not to recruit strangers to take the place of parents, but to help those
-- their families and teachers -- who are already in the best position to help
them.

That's not to say that volunteering has no value. But it doesn't offer a
systematic solution to entrenched problems like hunger, poverty or
homelessness. If | had to say what I've done for my kids, I'd point to "the Six
Flags effect," named after our first trip to the amusement park two years ago.
"It's going to be a scorcher -- 103 degrees,"” my clock radio announced on the
morning of our departure. An hour or so later, | and six teenage boys
crammed into a Ford Escort -- two in front, four in back -- that | had rented
from Rent-a-Wreck. It didn't have air-conditioning. Jamming to Hot 97, their
favorite station, we drove along the sweltering highway as they tried to top
one another with brave boasts about which rides they would soon conquer.
None of them had ever been to Six Flags. By the time we got to the park,
even | couldn't wait, despite the heat, to witness their first roller-coaster ride.

But once inside, the mood suddenly darkened. I led them to a set of airborne



swings that on the scare-o-meter ranked just above a merry-go-round.
Suddenly, my tough inner-city kids were balking. "I'm not going on no swing
ride," Jaber announced first. Keemy chimed in, "That's wack!" It's just a
giant swing, | implored. Remember swings? We'd been on swings. It was this
way ride after ride. Adam and Burger were slightly more adventurous.
Through sheer force of will, | managed to get them and James onto the
Runaway Mine Train; their shocked, amazed expressions afterward at their
own bravery were worth the price of admission. But I couldn't even lure the
others onto the Ferris wheel. | kept trying to explain that the scariest ride we
had been on all day was the New Jersey Turnpike. But they were unmoved. |
was dumbfounded. When | was their age, | had already graduated to the full-
throated screamers. What was going on here?

Then I realized: when | was their age, | had been going to Six Flags since the
time 1 was 2. | had watched an older brother try every ride before 1 did,
giving me confidence that I wouldn't die on, say, the parachute plunge. Over
the years, | was slowly introduced to each new level of fright. To my kids,
however, Six Flags was a foreign world to which they had been introduced
all at once, relatively late in life. They were 13 and 14, already at that tender
age of adolescence when they weren't inclined to set themselves up for
embarrassment or ridicule by trying a ride they couldn't fully predict their
reaction to. But if Six Flags scared them, how frightening must a real roller
coaster -- like college -- seem? How do you imagine a world that you've
never been to or seen? If I've done anything for my kids, it's to introduce
them to new worlds: chopsticks, Avery Fisher Hall, the Staten Island Ferry,
Mexican food, Duke Ellington, even the Hamptons.

They have done the same for me. A year later, we returned to Six Flags, and
sure enough, the kids were now nonchalant, pronouncing rides "boring" that
they found terrifying just a year before. Some of this was clearly bravado.
But it's as if their entire youth had been condensed into a few months. They
had gone from being "babies," as they would put it, to adults, without ever
getting to enjoy the time in between. | sometimes felt this about their entire
lives. When | first started seeing my kids, people would smile at us on the
subway, as in, "Look at the nice white lady with the cute little black
children.” Now I found, when | was standing at the center of a group of
teenage boys, people sometimes shot me expressions of alarm, as in, "Are
you O.K.?"

In the public's eyes, my kids had morphed, in the matter of one or two years,
from being "cute" to being potential superpredators. | often noticed as we
walked around the Upper West Side how people gave us a wide berth, how
store managers stiffened when we walked in, how people moved when we
sat down in a theater, how, if I hailed a cab and my kids stepped off the curb,
it would screech away or how, incredibly, the ticket agents at the Museum of
Modern Art once refused us admission, insisting that a group of six with one



chaperon was too large -- would six Chapin girls have received the same
treatment? -- until | threatened unspecified legal action. | wanted to hit
people when these things happened. My kids just shrugged. It wasn't news to
them, and it shouldn't have been to me. But all | can say is that it's not the
same until it happens to you.

| finally did leave New York, as | hoped | would. (I now live in Texas.) But |
am not happy to have abandoned my kids. While I would be lying if I said I
didn't sometimes still wish that my kids' lives had never become linked to
mine, in truth, when | try to imagine my life without them in it, I can't: it
would all seem so pointless and empty, I think -- my 30's with nothing to
speak of but career.

"When did | first meet you?" James asked in February, a few weeks before |
left. I was paying him to help me pack up. As he worked, I was trying to
reassure him that | would be coming back, that we would stay in touch, that |
would even have a toll-free number, so he could continue to call me
"collect.” For his part, he was trying to earn enough money to buy one of his
beloved video games.

"You remember," | said. He claimed not to. "You were 7," | said. "You used
to come with Adam to my classroom after school.”

"Oh, yeah," he replied.
| suddenly realized | had known him half his life.

"If we're going to insist on smaller government and lower taxes," says Sara
Melendez at Independent Sector, "then we're going to have to give more
individually. But if what we're really saying is that we're giving as much as
we can, that we're volunteering as much as we can, then we have a choice.
We can either say, 'l don't care what happens to people in need," or we can
make sure that we have the government policies in place to pick up the
slack.”

One night, as | stood on the block of West 164th Street, the usual crowd
having formed, a kid who hoped to join our group cried out, "Ms. Mosle, you
need to start a center!” | laughed. | knew what he meant. What these kids
need -- what all these kids need -- isn't me, but a real after-school program.
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MAKING POLITICS MATTER TO STUDENTS

Voting as civic engagement

By Barbara Jacoby

ANY OF US saw the 2004 presidential
election as an opportunity for students to
engage in our democracy in a fundamental

and concrete way—by registering to vote and partici-
pating fully in the electoral process. In 2000, college stu-
dents turned out in dismayingly low numbers to vote
in spite of substantial national and local efforts to mobi-
lize the youth vote. For the 2004 election, therefore, we
launched more extensive and intensive efforts on virtu-
ally every college campus
across the country. The
New Voters Project, Cam-
pus Compact’s Raise Your
Voice Campaign, and
Rock the Vote worked tire-
lessly in the weeks leading
up to the election. On my
campus, the nonpartisan
student group UM Votes
organized a dizzying array
of activities designed to
inform and engage students
as voters, including seem-
ingly endless registration
drives, a comprehensive
Web site with a plethora of
information and links to
every state, and a widely circulated calendar of events
on and off campus.

As a result of these efforts, the first national post-
election study of college student turnout in the 2004
presidential election, conducted by the Center for Infor-
mation and Research on Civic Learning and Engage-
ment, revealed that 77 percent of the students polled
said they voted. In addition, data provided by Richard
Niemi and Michael Hanmer of this Center indicated
that college students were nearly twice as likely to vote

THE FIRST NATIONAL POST-ELECTION
STUDY OF COLLEGE STUDENT
TURNOUT IN THE 2004
PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION REVEALED
THAT 77 PERCENT OF THE STUDENTS

POLLED SAID THEY VOTED.
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as young people who did not attend college.

College students’ energy in regard to the election
was especially high in the hotly contested “battle-
ground” states. | heard heartwarming stories of Brown
University students who drove overnight to New
Hampshire, the nearest battleground state, to drive poor
and elderly people to the polls. In Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, students gathered in Harvard Square to call col-
lege students in swing states and urge them to vote.

HESE NUMBERS

and examples tell only
part of the story, however.
Since election day, I have
been reflecting on the con-
versation I had that morning
with a college student on a
campus other than mine. As
she waited on me behind
the counter at her campus
job, I rather chirpily asked
her, “Have you voted yet?”
She quickly responded, “My
mother voted. I don’t have
time.”

I can only speculate on
the meaning of my ex-
change with this sample of one, but I keep thinking that
civic engagement, democratic participation, or just plain
politics—“whatever,” as students say—simply aren’t

Barbara Jacoby is senior scholar for the Stamp Student Union
and Campus Programs and chair of the Coalition for Civic
Engagement and Leadership at the University of Maryland in
College Park. Her e-mail address is bjacoby@umd.edu.
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things that are real to her. They are not part of her iden-
tity, how she views herself. They aren’t “relevant,” as we
in my generation said when we were in college.

As 1 continue to contemplate the young woman'’s
response, my thoughts center on a big-picture question
that seems to beg for an answer: How can we engage
students like the one who didn’t “have time” to vote?

Again, I can only speculate, but I do have an edu-
cated guess. We know that college students are involved
in large and growing numbers in service to their com-
munities. (As a case in point, I learned in a subsequent
conversation that the young woman in question is active
in community service.) But—and this is a rather large
“but”—we have failed to provide enough opportunities
for students to take owner-
ship of the democratic
process, of civic engage-
ment, and of politics (that’s
both “capital P” and “small
p” politics) on their own
terms. They have not yet
internalized these rights
and responsibilities; they
have not yet defined them
for themselves and em-
braced them. So what can
we do?

For years, I have been
saying that the Holy Grail
for service learning educa-

WE HAVE FAILED TO PROVIDE
ENOUGH OPPORTUNITIES FOR
STUDENTS TO TAKE OWNERSHIP OF
THE DEMOCRATIC PROCESS, OF
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT, AND OF
POLITICS ON THEIR OWN TERMS.

believe they can make a difference but are not con-
vinced that they can both do good and do well. We
must help each student to find his or her own way to
do so. At the University of Maryland, the Coalition for
Civic Engagement and Leadership, a campuswide orga-
nization involving students, faculty, and administrators,
is working to implement a newly defined mission to
develop civically engaged citizens, scholars, and leaders.
By civic engagement, we mean acting on a heightened
sense of responsibility to one’s communities, including
those on campus and in Maryland, the nation, and the
world. Similarly, Tiffin Brough and other undergradu-
ate students at the University of Utah conducted an
investigation of civic engagement at their institution and
defined it broadly as “indi-
vidual interaction with a
larger community” (p. 10).
Interestingly, they went on
to cite self-interest as a con-
dition for civic engagement
and noted that individuals
are likely to become en-
gaged when public issues
affect their way of life,
they feel their
involvement is needed in

when

regard to something near
and dear to them, and when
they feel they have some-
thing meaningful to con-

tors is for students to cross
the bridge between com-
munity service and civic engagement. We often use the
anonymous story about the college student who serves
food to homeless people in a shelter as part of a service
learning course and says to a fellow student, “This is
such a worthwhile task that I look forward to doing this
with my own children and grandchildren some day”” We
use this anecdote to highlight the student’s inability to
envision a world, even generations hence, in which peo-
ple in her hometown are neither hungry nor homeless.

Students who engage in community service have
the opportunity to do, as a student once told me, “real
work in real time with real people with real conse-
quences.” However, we must enable students to move
beyond direct service and to understand its limitations.
‘We must enable them to develop not just the values and
commitment but also the knowledge, skills, and efficacy
to address the complex web of social issues that under-
lie the need for the service they provide.

In their 1998 book When Hope and Fear Collide: A
Portrait of Today’s College Student, Arthur Levine and
Jeanette S. Cureton found that college students need to
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tribute. Perhaps this is the

secret of youth involvement
in both voting and getting out the vote in the swing
states.

CONCLUDE with three concrete examples of
what we can do to recreate the enthusiasm of college
students that was present during the 2004 election and
how we can begin to meet the challenge presented by
the young woman who views voting as something her
mother does:

* Provide opportunities for students to learn about
and practice the civic, moral, and ethical dimensions of’
their discipline and future profession. Most colleges and
universities offer disciplinary capstone or professional
courses that integrate learning throughout the college
experience and, in the case of professional courses, relate
the integrated learning to professional practice. These
courses provide excellent opportunities for faculty and
students to grapple together with how a discipline’s
knowledge base can be applied to hot-button civic and
social issues such as stem-cell research, HIV/AIDS pre-
vention and control, the “war on terror,” and the mul-
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tiple ramifications of poverty at home and around the
globe. Service learning, internships, and community-
based research enable students to apply their knowledge
in practical settings.

» Help foster habits of
civic engagement in young
people prior to college. As
college students define and
embrace their roles as civi-
cally engaged citizens,
scholars, and leaders, they
can open their dialogue to
secondary school students.
Working with
younger than themselves—
on the athletic field, as

tutors and mentors, through

students

the performing arts—is the
most popular form of com-
munity service for college
students. The bonds that
develop between college
students and their younger
counterparts can easily be enriched by intentional inclu-
sion of civic action and reflection. If college students
view themselves as the powerful role models that they
are, they can have a tremendous impact on the young
people they work with in community settings.

* Encourage students to define civic engagement
in their own terms and to practice it in their own ways.
For example, sstudents who work with the Lowell Ben-
nion Center for Community Service at the University
of Utah have formed an organization called SPACE,
Service Politics and Civic Engagement. They use a def-
inition of “service politics” coined by students in Cam-
pus Compact’s The New Student Politics by Sarah E.
Long: community service undertaken “as a form of
unconventional political activity that can lead to social
change” (p. vi). The SPACE coordinators plan to work
as consultants to both students and faculty in order to
facilitate work that directly addresses community issues
by changing the conditions that have perpetuated the

CAPSTONE COURSES PROVIDE
EXCELLENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR
FACULTY AND STUDENTS TO
GRAPPLE TOGETHER WITH HOW
A DISCIPLINE'S KNOWLEDGE BASE
CAN BE APPLIED TO HOT-BUTTON

CIVIC AND SOCIAL ISSUES.
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need for community service.
Other strategies can be found in Campus Com-
pact’s After the Votes Are Counted, by Michael Gregory,
which was published fol-
lowing the 2000 election.

‘ x JE ALL KNOW
that voting is a nec-

essary but not sufficient

condition for civic engage-
ment. We should breathe a
collective sigh of relief that
more college students made
their electoral voice heard
in 2004—and then build
on this gain by engaging
our students and colleagues
in dialogue about steps we
can take now on our cam-
puses to develop future
generations of civically
engaged citizens, scholars,
and leaders.
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Among Privileged Classmates, I'm an Outsider

By Bobby Allyn

I'm a first-generation college student from a working-class
background in northeastern Pennsylvania. Attending a private
university in Washington has, for the first time, made me feel
socially excluded from my peers. I've never traveled out of the
mid-Atlantic region, the latest issues of The New Yorker and
Harper's have never appeared on my family's coffee table, and
before arriving on the campus, | thought every working person got
paid by the hour.

College is supposed to be a time of self-reinvention, when students
discover who they are and decide on career paths. But for me, it has
been a time of social readjustment. | don't want to alienate myself
by letting my college friends know that I'm not well traveled and
don't understand their references, so | act as if | were in the know,
hoping they won't suspect that I'm from a different class. This
"cultural passing" gives me a feeling of accomplishment but also
leaves me dejected, knowing that I am still an outsider. My campus
selfhood is a mask that hides the reality of my upbringing.

As a high-school senior trying to decide where to attend college, |
felt besieged by information. | am the first person in my extended
family to attend college, so all my advice and guidance came from
counselors. Although my high school was an invaluable resource in
terms of college selection and getting through the admissions
process, when it came to realistically breaking down the cost of
attending, and calculating the amount of debt | would shoulder, |
sought counseling at a local organization that offered free
financial-aid advice to low-income students. One of the counselors
combed through my parents' income and lack of savings, noted my
intended major (journalism), then bluntly told me that community
college was my only feasible option.

My dad, who had labored as a machinist for nearly four decades,
immediately protested, insisting that | would go to the college of my
choice. But he didn't understand the magnitude of the cost. And
even with my award packages, none of the places that accepted me
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offered a bargain. Carrying scholarship and grant money, along with
private loans, | headed to Ithaca College.

At Ithaca, | attended a mandatory freshman workshop on diversity
that consisted of participatory role-playing and other tolerance-
improving drills. Many of the students impatiently tapped their feet
until the session was over, but the ineffectual games and videos
gave me pause. They encouraged acceptance of ethnic diversity and
LGBT students, but ignored another, less visible presence on the
campus: socioeconomic diversity.

As my social life at Ithaca started to expand, and | began to learn
about my friends' families and histories, | realized that | was
different. Sure, there were other students who had scholarships and
need-based grants, but most of the students | encountered were
from affluent suburbs and were raised in conditions foreign to me.
They'd had trips to Europe, private preparatory schools, and
well-connected, educated parents. Advantages that | thought of as
exceptional were suddenly the norm.

Having to confront uncomfortable realities, like not being able to
pay for dinner and having parents who don't know what the LSAT's
or MCAT's are, let alone give advice about them, contributed to the
divide I felt between myself and my friends. At the end of spring
semester that year, | hadn't found a nourishing social niche. There
were undoubtedly other working-class students on the campus, who
could have provided me with the support | needed, but I couldn't
find them. So | transferred—to, well, another private school,
American University. It's similar to Ithaca in size and
demographics, so | didn't expect to find a working-class bastion. But
I couldn't turn down the allure of city living; it offered extraordinary
work and social opportunities outside of the campus, which | knew
might be oppressive in its confines.

My financial situation improved at American, thanks to a more
gracious award package, but my social life remained difficult. The
cultural otherness I first encountered at Ithaca was mirrored at my
new school. The students | met at American seemed to have
outgrown dormitory life and were living in apartments, bankrolled
by their parents. (I never did understand how a part-time job ata
boutique cheese shop could finance $800-a-month rent payments.)

I spent my first semester working almost full time as a nanny for a
family in the Tenleytown neighborhood. In exchange for driving,
preparing food, and babysitting, the parents—two overscheduled
doctors—offered me free housing. It didn't seem fair that my peers
had private living arrangements that didn't involve bawling children
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or daily sibling duels. Eventually the university granted me
additional money to pay for an apartment. But it couldn't offer me
anything to change my identity and background.

Many working-class families, including mine, have no expectation
that their children will attend college. My dad's only wish was for
me to graduate from high school and find work that didn't involve a
factory. Even when working-class students are inspired to apply, the
local community college often appears to be the only option. But
when they have the opportunity to enroll in a more-competitive
institution, worlds collide.

I would love to see spaces where like-minded students from
comparable socioeconomic backgrounds can come together and
foster a community. If | knew that kids like me existed on the same
campus, | would feel relieved, and less marginalized. But colleges
need to do more than encourage discussions among class-aligned
students. If students' biographies become a part of the classroom
experience, students can gain insight into the unique and diverse
backgrounds of their peers. That exposure could be the first step
toward wider acceptance and greater understanding. Students of all
backgrounds should be able to celebrate their class, and not feel
forced to "pass,” under social pressure, as members of haute
privilege.

Bobby Allyn is a senior at American University studying
philosophy.

Copyright 2011. All rights reserved.
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White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack
By Peggy MclIntosh

This article is now considered a ‘classic’ by anti-racist educators. It has been used in workshops and
classes throughout the United States and Canada for many years. While people of color have described
for years how whites benefit from unearned privileges, this is one of the first articles written by a white
person on the topics.

1t is suggested that participants read the article and discuss it. Participants can then write a list
of additional ways in which whites are privileged in their own school and community setting. Or
participants can be asked to keep a diary for the following week of white privilege that they notice (and in
some cases challenge) in their daily lives. These can be shared and discussed the following week.

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. IcanifI 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. Ican be pretty sure that my neighbors in such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me.
4. 1 can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed.
5. Ican 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. 1can 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. 1 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. 1 can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit to my race.
15. T 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. 1 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. 1 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. 1 can be sure that if [ 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. 1 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. 1 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.

Peggy Mclintosh is Associate Director of the Wellesley College Center for Research for Women.

Reprinted by permission of the author. This essay is excerpted from her working paper. “White Privilege
and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming to See Correspondences Through Work in Women's
Studies.”

Copyright 1988 by Peggy Mcintosh. Available for 36.00 from the address below. The paper includes a
longer list of privileges. Permission to excerpt or reprint must be obtained from Peggy Mclntosh,
Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, Wellesley, MA 02181 Ph: 781 283-2520 Fax: 781
283-2504.
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“—”5.08 this little book for one reason. We all know that a great
deal of trouble surrounds issues of difference in this society,
trouble relating to gender and race, sexual orientation, eth-
nicity, social class. A huge store of knowledge, from scientific
research to passionate memoirs, documents this trouble and
leaves no doubt that it causes enormous amounts of injustice
and unnecessary suffering.

For all that we know, however, we still don’t seem to have an
understanding of the trouble we're in that allows us to do some-
thing about it. We are, both individually and collectively, stuck
in a kind of paralysis that perpetuates the trouble and its human
consequences,

All of us are part of the problem. There is no way to avoid
that as long as we live in the world. But we could also make our-
selves part of the solution if only we knew how. This book pro-
vides a way of thinking about the trouble that has the potential
to help us become part of the solution by getting us unstuck.
It provides a framework that is conceptual and theoretical on
the one hand and grounded in the experience of everyday
life on the other. Thus it allows us to see not only where the
trouble comes from, but how we as individuals are connected to
it, which is the only thing that gives us the potential to make a
difference.
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When most people read the phrase “how we as individuals
are connected to it,” they think they're about to be told they've
done something wrong, that blame and guilt aren’t far behind,
especially if they are white or male or heterosexual or of a privi-
leged class. This defensive reaction has done more than vonrmvm
anything else to keep us stuck in our current paralysis by pre-
venting each of us from taking the steps required to become
part of the solution.

As a white, male, heterosexual, middle-class professional, I
know about such feelings from my own life. But as a sociologist,
T'also know that it’s possible to understand the world and myself
in relation to it in ways that get past the defensive feelings and
give us all a common ground from which to work for change.
My purpose in this book is to articulate that understanding in
ways that are clear and compelling and, above all, useful. The
sociological framework the book offers is conceptual and theo-
retical. It is about how we think. But always the purpose is to
change how we think so that we can change how we act, and by
changing how we participate in the world, become part of the
complex dynamic through which the world itself will change.

Because my primary goal is to change how people think
about issues of difference and privilege, I've been less con-
cerned with describing all the forms that difference can take
and the problems associated with them, In choosing, I've been
drawn to forms of difference that are the most pervasive, that
affect the greatest number of people, and that produce the
most harm. Also, like any author, I tend to stick to what I know
best. As a result, I focus almost entirely on gender, race, social
class, and, in a less extensive way, sexual orientation.

Because the nature of class is unique, I don’t analyze it in
the same way that I look at other forms of difference. Class dif-
ferences have huge effects on people’s lives, but class is funda-
mentally different from gender, race, and sexual orientation.
The most important difference is that while we all have the
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potential to change our class position, the other forms of differ-
ence are almost impossible to change. Unlike class, differences
of gender, race, and sexual orientation are associated with the
body itself. From the moment of birth, for example, the assign-
ment of people to categories of female or male is based almost
entirely on their physical attributes and appearance.

But class still figures prominently in the book, because class
differences and the nmv:&wma economic system that produces
them play a key role in how the trouble around difference works
and how each of us experiences it. The historical roots of mod-
ern racism, for example, are primarily economic, and while
racism is a problem that involves all white people, how it plays
out in white people’s lives varies depending on their social class.
In some ways, for example, the social advantage of being white
will tend to be more significant for lower- and working-class
whites than it will for whites in the middle and upper classes. A
lack of class privilege can make it more important to draw upon
white privilege as a form of compensation. Without taking such
patterns into account, it’s difficult to know Jjust what something
like “race privilege” means.

To some degree, this book cannot help having a white,
straight, male, middle-class point of view, because that’s what my
background is. But that combination of social characteristics
does not simply limit me, for each also provides a bridge from
my own experience to some portion of almost every reader’s
life. I cannot know from my own experience, for example, what
it's like to be a woman or a person of color or a homosexual in
this society. But I can bring my experience as a white person
to the struggle of white people—including white women and
lower-class white men—to deal with the subject of racism, just as
I can bring my experience as a man to men’s work—including
gay men and men of color—around the subject of sexism and
male privilege. In the same way, I can bring my experience as
a straight person to the challenge faced by heterosexuals—of
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whatever gender or race or class—who want to come to terms
with heterosexism and homophobia.

What I don’t know from my own experience I have to sup-
plement by studying the experience and research and writings
of others, which I've been working at since I received my Ph.D.
in sociology almost thirty years ago. During that time, I've
designed and taught courses on class and capitalism, the so-
ciology of gender, feminist theory, and, with a female African
American colleague, race in the United States. I've written a
book on gender inequality (The Gender Knot: Unraveling Our
Patriarchal Legacy). I've been active in the movement against
violence against women and have done diversity training in cor-
porations and universities.

None of this means I'm in a position to say the last word on
anything or that this book will reflect everyone’s experience of
difference and privilege. If, however, I've succeeded in what
I set out to do here—and only you will know if I have—then 1
believe the result will be a book that has something to offer
almost everyone who wants to deal with these difficult issues
and help change the world for the better.

Allan G. Johnson
Collinsville, Connecticut
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ney King's Question

n 1991, a black motorist named Rodney King suffered a brutal

mous as it echoed acrfss the long historyand deep divide of
racism in the United States. “Can’t we all just et along?”

His words forpded a simple yet eloquent Summary of the
current state of ofur racial dilemma, what the blxck leader and
scholar W. E. B/ Du Bois called a century ago “thg problem of
the color ling/” But in King's few words, he said morg than that.
Past his exgsperation lies a real and serious questiomy one that
has haunpéd us ever since the Civil War brought down
tution

e insti-
slavery. Like any serious question, it sits and wats for
what it/deserves, which is a serious answer.
the dawn of the twenty-first century, it is clear that how-
evey much people might wish it otherwise, the answer is still n
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CHAPTER 2

We're In Trouble

msw.w morning before breakfast I walk with our dogs, Sophie

and Elsie, in acres of woods behind our house in the north-

west hills of Connecticut, It’s a quiet and peaceful place. I can

feel the seasons come and go- Winter lies long and deep

beneath one snowfall layered on another. Come spring, fiddle-

head ferns uncoil from the forest floor and thén summer ex-

hausts itself before sliding into the cool, crisp clarity of autumn.

I like the walks mostly for the solitude. I can reflect on my

life and the world and see things in perspective and more

: clearly. And I like to watch the dogs crash through the woods as

they chase each other in games of tag, sniff out fresh deer scat

or the trail of an animal that passed through the night before.

They go out far and then come back to make sure I'm still there.

It’s hard not to notice that everything seems pretty simple to

them—or at least from what I can see, They never stray far from

_what I imagine to be their essence, the core of what it means to

be a dog in relation to everything around them, living and
otherwise. And that’s all they seem to need or care about.

3
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It's also hard not to wonder about my own species, which, by
comparison, is deeply troubled most of the time. I suspect we
don’t have to be, because even though I'm trained as a sociolo-
gist to see the complexity of things, it seems to me that we’re
also fairly simple. Deep in our bones, for example, we are social
beings. There’s no escaping it. We can’t survive on our own
when we’re young, and it doesn’t get a whole lot easier later on.
We need to feel that we belong to something bigger than our-
selves, whether it's a family or a team or a society. We look to
other people to tell us that we measure up, that we matter, that
we're okay. We have a huge capacity to be creative and generous
and loving. We spin stories, make art and music, help children
turn into adults, save one another in countless ways, and ease
our loved ones into death when the time comes. We have large
brains and opposable thumbs and are incredibly clever in how
we use them. I'm not sure if we're the only species with a sense
of humor—TI think I've seen dogs laugh-—but we’ve certainly
made the most of it. And we're astonishingly adaptable. We can
figure out how to live just about anywhere under almost any
conditions you could imagine. We can take in the strange and
unfamiliar and learn to understand and embrace it, whether it’s
a new language or an odd food or the mysteries of death and
dying or the person sitting next to us on the crosstown bus who
doesn’t look like anyone we’ve seen before.

For all our potential, you'd think we could manage to get
along with one another. By that [ don’t mean love one another
in some profoundly idealistic way. We don’t need to love one
another—or even like one another—to work together or just
share space in the world. I also don’t mean something as mini-
mal as mere tolerance or refraining from overt violence. I mean
that you'd think we could treat one another with decency and
respect and appreciate if not support the best we have in us, It’s
what I imagine Rodney King meant by “get along.”
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It doesn’t seem unreasonable to imagine a school or a work-
place, for example, where all kinds of people feel comfortable
showing up, secure in the knowledge that they have a place
they don’t have to defend every time they turn around, where
they're encouraged to do their best, and valued for it. We all
like to feel that way: accepted, valued, supported, appreciated,
respected, belonging. So you’d think we’d go after it like dogs
on the scent of moama:m_m good to eat. We'd go after it, that s,
unless something powerful kept us from it.

Apparently, something powerful does keep us from it, to
Jjudge from all the trouble there is around issues of difference—
especially in relation to race, gender, sexual orientation, and
class. Something powerful keeps us far from anything like a
world where people feel comfortable showing up and feel good
about themselves and one another. The truth of this powerful
force is everywhere, but we don’t know how to talk about it, and
S0 we act as though it’s always somewhere other than here and
now in the room with us.

A few years ago I was sitting across a restaurant table from
an African American woman. We were talking about a course on
race and gender that we wanted to teach together. And while we
talked about what we wanted our students to think about and
learn, I felt how hard it was for me to talk about race and gen-
der in that moment—about how the legacy of racism and sex-
ism shapes our lives in such different ways, how my whiteness
and maleness are sources of privilege (another of those words
that can get people going) that elevates me not above some
abstract groups, but above her, my friend.

The simple truth is that when I go shopping, I'll probably
get waited on faster and better than she will. I'll benefit from
the cultural assumption that I'm a serious customer who doesn’t
need to be followed around to keep me from stealing some-
thing. The clerk won't ask me for three kinds of ID before
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accepting my check or accepting my credit card. But all these
indignities that my whiteness protects me from are part of her
everyday existence. And it doesn’t matter how she dresses or
behaves or that she’s an executive in a large corporation. Her
being black and the realtors’ and bankers’ and clerks’ being
white in a racist society is all it takes. ,

She also can’t go for a walk alone at night without thinking
about her safety a lot more than I would—without planning
what to do in case a man approaches her with something other
than good will. She has to worry about what a man might think
if she smiles in a friendly way and says hello as they pass on the
sidewalk, or what he’ll think if she doesn’t. She has to decide
where to park her car for the greatest safety, to remember to
have her keys out and ready as she approaches it, and to check
the back seat before she gets in. In other words, she has to draw
a tight boundary around her life in ways that never occur to me,
and her being female is the only reason why.

As these thoughts filled my mind, I struggled with how to sit
across from her and talk and eat our lunch while ajl of this is
going on all the time. I wanted to say, “Can we talk about this
and us? But I didn’t, because it felt risky, the kind of thing you
both know but keep at bay by not actually saying it, like a mar-
ried couple where one’s been unfaithful and both know it but
collude in silence to keep the thing going. They realize that if
either speaks the truth they both already know, they won't be
able to go on as if this gulf and hurt between them weren’t there,

It's not that I've done something or thought bad thoughts or
harbored ill will toward her because she’s black and female. No,
the problem is that in the world as it is, huge issues involving
race and gender shape her life and mine in dramatically differ-
ent ways. And it'’s not some random accident that befell her
while I escaped. A tornado didn’t blow through town and level
her house while leaving mine alone. No, her misfortune is con-
nected to my fortune; the reality of her having to deal with
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racism and sexism every day is connected to the reality that I
don’t. 1 didn’t have to do anything wrong for this to be true and
neither did she. But there it is just the same.

All of that sits in the middle of the table like the proverbial
elephant that everyone pretends not to notice.

The “elephant” is a society and its people for whom a decent
and productive social life that is true to the best of our essential
humanity continues to be elusive. In its place is a powerful kind
of trouble that is tenacious, profound, and seems only to get
worse. I can’t help wondering how much worse it will get.

The trouble we're in privileges some groups at the expense
of others. It creates a yawning divide in levels of income, wealth,
dignity, safety, health, and quality of life. It promotes fear, suspi-
cion, discrimination, harassment, and violence. It sets people
against one another. It builds walls &v.voa with broken glass
and barbed wire. It weaves the insidious and corroding effects

- of oppression into the daily lives of tens of millions of women,

men, and children. It has the potential to ruin entire genera-
tions and, in the long run, to take Jjust about everyone down
with it,

Itis a trouble that shows up everywhere and touches every
life in one way or another. There is no escape, however thick
the denial. It’s in families and neighborhoods, in schools and
churches, in government and the courts, and especially in col-
leges and the workplace, where many people have their first
true experience with people unlike themselves and what this
society makes of such differences.

The hard and simple truth is that the “we” that’s in trouble
is all of us—not just straight white middle- and upper-class
males—and it will take all or at least most of us to get us out of
it. It’s relatively easy, for example, for white people to fall into
the safe and comfortable rut of thinking that racism is a prob-
lem that belongs to people of color, or for men to see sexism
as a women'’s issue, or for members of the middle and upper
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classes to see poverty as people’s own fault. But such thinking
mistakes fantasy for reality. It pretends we can talk about “up”
without “down” or that a “you” or a “them” can mean something
without a “me” or an “us.” There is no way that a problem of dif-
ference can involve just one group of people. The “problem” of
race can’t be just a problem of being black, Chinese, Sioux, or
Mexican. It has to be more than that, because there is no way to
separate the “problem” of being, say, black from the “problem”
of not being white. And there is no way to separate the problem
of not being white from being white. This means privilege is
always a problem for people who don’t have it and for people
who do, because privilege is always in relation to others. Privi-
lege is always at someone else’s expense and always exacts a cost.
Everything that’s done to receive or maintain it—however pas-
sive and unconscious—results in suffering and deprivation for
someone.

We live in a society that attaches privilege to being white and
male and heterosexual regardless of your social class. If I don’t
see how that makes me part of the problem of privilege, I won't
see myself as part of the solution. And if people in privileged
groups don’t include themselves in the solution, the default is
to leave it to blacks and women and Asians, Latinos, Native
Americans, lesbians, gay men, and the lower and working
classes to do it on their own. But these groups can’t do it on
their own, because they don’t have the power to change
entrenched systems of privilege by themselves. If they could do
that, there wouldn’t be a problem in the first place.

The simple truth is that the trouble we’re in can’t be solved
unless people who are heterosexual or male or Anglo or white
or economically comfortable feel obligated to make the prob-
lem of privilege their problem and to do something about it. For
myself, it means I have to take the initiative to find out how priv-
ilege operates in the world, how it affects people, and what all
that has to do with me. It means I have to think the unthinkable,
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speak the unspeakable, break the silence, acknowledge the ele-
phant, and then take my share of responsibility for what comes
next. It means I have to do something to create the possibility
for my African American friend and me to have a conversation
about race, gender, and us, rather than leave it to her to take all
the risks and do all the work. The fact that it’s so easy for me
and other people in dominant groups not to do this is the single
most powerful barrier te change. Understanding how to bring
dominant groups into the conversation and the solution is the
biggest challenge we face.

My work in this book is to help find a way to meet that chal-
lenge. It is to identify tools for understanding what’s going on
and what it’s got to do with us without being swallowed up in a
sea of guilt and blame or rushing into denial and angry self-
defense. It is to open windows to new ways of thinking about dif-
ference and what's been made of it in this society. It is to remove
barriers that stand between us and serious, long-term conversa-
tion across difference and effective action for change that can
make a difference.

WE CAN’T TALK ABOUT IT
IF WE CAN'T USE THE WORDS

As I suggested in the opening pages of Chapter 1, you can'’t
deal with a problem if you don’t name it; once you name it, you
can think, talk, and write about it. You can make sense of it by
seeing how it’s connected to other things that explain it and
point toward solutions. Usually the language needed for this
comes from people working to solve the problem, especially
people most damaged by it. Words like privilege, racism, sexism,
anti-Semitism, heterosexism, classism, dominance, subordination, op-
pression, and patriarchy are part of their everyday vocabulary.
When you name something, the word draws your attention
to it, which makes you more likely to notice it as something
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significant. That’s why most people have an immediate negative
reaction to words like racism, sexism, or privilege. They don't want
to look at what the words point to. Whites don’t want to look at
racism, nor men at sexism, nor heterosexuals at heterosexism,
especially if they have worked hard to improve their class posi-
tion. People don’t want to look because they don’t want to know
what it has to do with them and how doing something about it
might change not only the world, but themselves.

So people ignore the trouble by trying to get rid of the lan-
guage that names it. They discredit the words or twist their
meaning or turn them into a phobia or make them invisible.
That's what’s happened with most of the words that name the
trouble around difference. It's become almost impossible, for
example, to say sexism or male privilege without most men becom-
ing so uncomfortable and defensive that conversation is impos-
sible. They act as though sexism names a personality flaw found
among men, and just saying the word (“Can we talk about sex-
ism today?”) is heard as an accusation of a personal moral fail-
ure. The same is true of all the other “isms.” Since few people
like to see themselves as bad, the words are taboo in “polite”
company, including many diversity training programs at corpo-
rations and universities. So instead of talking about the racism
and sexism that plague people’s lives, people talk about “diver-
sity” and “tolerance” and “appreciating difference.” Those are
good things to talk about, but they're not the same as the isms
and the trouble they’re connected to.

More than once, I've been asked to talk about the conse-
quences of social domination, subordination, and oppression
without actually saying the words dominant, subordinate, or oppres-
sion. At such times, I feel like a doctor trying to help a patient
without ever mentioning the body or naming what’s wrong. We
can’t get anywhere that way—and we haven’t been. Our collec-
tive house is burning down, and we're tiptoeing around ‘afraid
to say “Fire.”

JN«
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The bottom line is that a trouble we can’t talk about is a
trouble we can’t do anything about. Words like sexism and privi-
lege point to something difficult and painful in our history that
continues in everyday life in our society, That means there is no
way to talk about it without difficulty and without pain. It is pos-
sible, however, to talk about it in ways that make the struggle
and the pain worth it. To do that, however, we have to reclaim
these lost and discredited words so that we can use them to
name and make sense of the truth of what’s going on.

Reclaiming the words begins with seeing that they rarely
mean what most people think they mean. Racist isn't another
word for “bad white people,” just as patriarchy isn’t a bit of nasty
code for “men.” Oppression and dominance name social realities
that we can participate in without being oppressive or dominat-
ing people. And feminism isn't an ideology organized around
being lesbian or hating men. But you’d never know it by listen-
ing to how these words are used in the mass media, popular cul-
ture, and over the dinner table. You’d never know such words
could be part of a calm and responsible discussion of how to
resolve a problem that belongs to all of us.

I use these difficult words freely in this book because I'm
writing about the problems they name. Readers who happen to
be white or male or heterosexual or economically comfortable
or members of some other privileged category will have an eas-
ier time of it if they try to tolerate the discomfort such words
evoke. I don’t use them as accusations. (If I did, I'd have a hard
time looking in the mirror each morning.) I don't intend that
anyone take them personally. As a white, male, middle-class het-
erosexual, I know that in some ways these words are about me.
There’s no way to avoid playing some role in the troubles they
name, and that’s something I need to look at. But in equally
important ways, the words are not about me because they name
something much larger than me, something I didn’t invent or
create, but that was passed on to me as a legacy when I was born
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into this society. If I'm going to be part of the solution to that
difficult legacy, it’s important to step back from my defensive
sensitivity to such language and look at the reality it points to.
Then I can understand what it names and what it has to do with
me and, most important, what I can do about it.

CHAPTER 3

The Trouble We're In

Privilege, Power, and Difference

..H;rn trouble around difference is really about privilege and

power—the existence of privilege and the lopsided distri-
bution of power that keeps it going. The trouble is rooted in a
legacy we all inherited, and while we're here, it belongs to us. It
isn’t our fault. It wasn’t caused by something we did or didn’t
do. But now that it’s ours, it’s up to us to decide how we're
going to deal with it before we collectively pass it along to the
generations that will follow ours.

Talking about power and privilege isn’t easy, which is why
people rarely do. The reason for this omission seems to be a
great fear of m:ﬁ,rm:m that might make whites or males or het-
erosexuals uncomfortable or “pit groups against each other,”
even though groups are already pitted against one another by
the structures of privilege that organize society as a whole. The
fear keeps people from looking at what's going on and makes
it impossible to do anything about the reality that lies deeper
down, so that they can move toward the kind of world that
would be better for everyone.

15
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DIFFERENCE IS NOT THE PROBLEM

Ignoring privilege keeps us in a state of unreality, by promoting
the illusion that difference by itself is the problem. In some
ways, of course, it can be a problem when people try to work
together across cultural divides that set groups up to think and
do things their own way. But human beings have been over-
coming such divides for thousands of years as a matter of rou-
tine. The real illusion connected to difference is the popular
assumption that people are naturally afraid of what they don't
know or understand. This supposedly makes it inevitable that
you'll fear and distrust people who aren’t like you and, in spite
of your good intentions, you’ll find it all but impossible to get
along with them.

For all its popularity, the idea that everyone is naturally
frightened by difference is a cultural myth that, more than any-
thing, justifies keeping outsiders on the outside and treating
them badly if they happen to get in. The mere fact that some-
thing is new or strange isn’t enough to make us afraid of it.
When Europeans first came to North America, for example,
they weren’t terribly afraid of the people they encountered,
and the typical Native American response was to welcome these
astonishingly “different” people with open arms (much to their
later regret). Scientists, psychotherapists, inventors, novelists
(and their fans), explorers, philosophers, spiritualists, anthro-
pologists, and the just plain curious are all drawn toward the
mystery of what they don’t know. Even children—probably
the most vulnerable form that people come in—seem to love
the unknown, which is why parents are always worrying about
what their toddler has gotten into now.

There is nothing inherently frightening about what we
don’t know. If we feel afraid, it isn’t what we don’t know that
frightens us, it's what we think we do know, The problemris our
ideas about what we don’t know—what might happen next or
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what's lurking behind that unopened door or in the mind of
the “strange™looking guy sitting across from us on the nearly
empty train. And how we think about such things isn’t some-
thing we’re born with. We learn to do it like we learn to tie our

. shoes, talk, and just about everything else. If we take difference

and diversity as reasons for fear and occasions for trouble, it's
because we’ve learned to think about them in ways that make for
fear and trouble. -

MAPPING DIFFERENCE: WHO ARE WE?

Issues of difference cover a large territory. A useful way to put it
in perspective is with the “diversity wheel” (Figure 3.1) devel-
oped by Marilyn Loden and Judy Rosener.? In the hub of the
wheel are six social characteristics: age, race, ethnicity, gender,
physical ability and qualities (left/ right-handedness, height, and
80 on), and sexual orientation. Around the outer ring are several
others, including religion, marital status, whether we’re parents,
and social-class indicators such as education, occupation, and
income.

Anyone can describe themselves by going around the wheel.
Starting in the hub, I'm male, m:m:mw-ZOninmmms (as far as I
know), white (also as far as I know), fifty-four years old, hetero-
sexual, and physically able (so far). In the outer ring, I'm mar-
ried, a father, and a middle-class professional with a Ph.D. I've
lived in New England for most of my life, but I've also lived in
other countries. I have a vaguely Christian background, but if I
had to identify my spiritual life with a particular tradition, I'd
lean more toward Zen Buddhism than anything else. I served a
brief stint in the Army reserves.

It would be useful if you stopped reading for a moment and
do what I just did. Go around the diversity wheel and get a sense
of yourself in terms of it.
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Work
background
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FIGURE 3.1 The Diversity Wheel. From Workforce America by M. Loden and
J- Rosener, McGraw-Hill, 1991, Reproduced with permission from the McGraw-Hill Companies,

As you reflect on the results of this exercise, it might occur
to you (as it did to me) that the wheel doesn’t say much about
the unique individual you know yourself to be, your personal
history, the content of your character, what you dream and feel.
It does, however, say a lot about the social reality that shapes
everyone's life in powerful ways.

Imagine, for example, that you woke up tomorrow morning
and found that your race was different from what it was when
you went to bed (the plot of a 1970 movie called Watermelon
Man). Or imagine that your gender or sexual orientation had
changed (as happened to the central character in Virginia
Woolf’s novel Orlando). How would that affect how people per-
ceive you and treat you? How would it affect how you see your-
self? How would it change the material circumstances of your
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life, such as where you live or how much money you have? In
what ways would the change make life better? Worse?

In answering these questions, try to go beyond the obvious
consequences to see the ones that are perhaps more subtle. If
you're heterosexual now, for example, and wake up gay or les-
bian, your sexual feelings about women and men would be dif-
ferent. But what about how people perceive you and treat you in
ways unrelated to sex? Would people treat you differently at
school or work? Would friends treat you differently? Parents and
siblings? Would you feel less included among friends? In similar
ways, what changes would you experience in switching from
female to male or from male to female, from white to African
American, from Asian or Latina/o to Anglo, or from physically
able to using a wheelchair? Again, focus.on the social conse-
quences, on how people would perceive you and treat you if
such a thing happened to you. What opportunities would open
or close? What rewards would or wouldn’t come your way?

For most people, shifting only a few parts of the diversity
wheel would be enough to change their lives dramatically.
Even though the characteristics in the wheel may not tell us
who we as individuals are in the Privacy of our hearts and souls,
they matter a great deal in our society because they locate us in
relation to other people and the world in ways that have huge
consequences.

The trouble around diversity, then, isn’t Jjust that people dif-
fer from one another. The trouble is produced by a world orga-
nized in ways that €ncourage people to usedifference to include
or exclude, reward or punish, credit or discredit, elevate or
oppress, value or devalue, leave alone or harass.

This is especially true of the characteristics in the center of
the wheel, which have the added quality of being almost impos-
sible to change. It’s true that sex-change surgery is available and
that it’s possible for some people to “pass” for a race or sexual
orientation that is other than what they know themselves to be.



20 Chapter 3

But this is quite different from being married one day and
divorced the next, or getting a new job that suddenly elevates
your class position. Unlike the outer portion of the wheel, the
inner portion consists of characteristics that, one way or an-
other, we must learn to live with regardless of how we choose to
reveal ourselves to others.

People’s perceptions are difficult to control, however, for
they tend to assume that they can identify characteristics such as
race and gender simply by looking at someone. We routinely
form quick impressions of race, gender, age, or sexual orien-
tation. Sometimes these impressions are based on blanket
assumptions—that everyone, for example, is heterosexual until
proven otherwise. Or if they look “white,” they are white. People
usually form such impressions without thinking, .and they rely
on them in order to see the world as an organized and pre-
dictable place from one moment to the next.

We may not realize how routinely we form such impressions
until we run into someone who doesn’t fit neatly into one of our
categories, especially gender or sexual orientation. Pass some-
one on the street whom you can't identify as clearly male or
female, for example, and it can jolt your attention and nag you
until you think you’ve figured it out. Our culture allows for only
two genders (compared with some cultures that recognize sev-
eral), and anyone who doesn’t clearly fit one or the other is
instantly perceived as an outsider. This is why babies born with a
mixture of sex characteristics are routinely altered surgically in
order to “fit” the culturally defined categories of female and
male. Most of our ways of thinking about sexuality are also
based on social construction. Whether homosexual behavior is
regarded as normal or deviant, for example, depends on the
cultural context, as does the larger question of whether sexual

orientation is perceived as defining the kind of human being

you are and the way you live your life.
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So the characteristics at the center of the wheel are very
hard to change, are the object of quick and firm impressions,
and can profoundly affect our lives. Clearly, diversity isn’t just

about the “variety” that the word suggests. Diversity could just be
about that, but only in some other world.?

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF DIFFERENCE

The African American novelist James Baldwin once wrote an
essay in which he 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 Amer-
ica,” he wrote. “It took generations, and a.vast amount of coer-
cion, before this became a white country.”*

What did Baldwin mean? In the simplest sense, he was
pointing to a basic aspect of social reality: Most of what we expe-
rience as “real” is a cultural creation. In other words, it’s made
up, even though we don’t experience it that way.

Take race, for example. Baldwin isn’t denying the reality
that skin pigmentation varies from one person to another. What
he is saying is that unless you live in a culture that recognizes
those differences as significant and meaningful, they are socially
irrelevant and therefore 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 as a black
woman.

When she comes to the United States, however, where privi-
lege 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. In similar ways, a
Norwegian farmer has no reason to think of himself as white SO
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long as he’s in Norway. But when he comes to the United States,
one of the first things he discovers is the significance of being
considered white and the privileges that go along with it. And so
he is eager to adopt “white” as part of his identity and to make
sure that others acknowledge it.

So Baldwin is telling us that race and all its categories have
no significance outside of systems of privilege and oppression,
and it is these systems that created them.® This is what sociolo-
gists call the “social construction” of reality.

One way to see the constructed nature of reality is to notice
how the definitions of different “races” change historically, by
including groups at one time that were excluded in another.
The Irish, for example, were long considered by the dominant
white Anglo-Saxon Protestants of England and the United States
to be members of a nonwhite “race,” as were Italians, Jews, and
people from a number of Eastern European countries. As such,
immigrants from these groups to England and the United States
were excluded and subjugated and exploited in much the same
way that blacks were. This was especially true of the Irish in Ire-
land in relation to the British, who for centuries treated them as
an inferior race. Note, however, that their skin color was indis-
tinguishable from that of those considered to be “white.” If any-
thing, the skin of most people of Irish descent is “fairer” than
that of others of European heritage. But their actual complex-
ion didn’t matter, because the dominant racial group has the
cultural authority to define the boundaries around “white” as it
chooses.

What makes socially constructed reality so powerful is that
we rarely if ever experience it as that. We think the way our cul-
ture defines race or gender or sexual orientation is simply the
way things are in some objective sense. We think there really is
such a thing as “race” and that the words we use simply name an
objective reality that is “out there.” The truth is, however, that
once human beings give something a name—whether it be skin
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color or whom you like to sleep with—that thing acquires a sig-
nificance it otherwise would not have. More important, the
name quickly takes on a life of its own as we forget the social
process that created it and start treating it as “real” in and of
itself.

This process is what allows us to believe that something like
‘race” actually points to,a set of clear and unambiguous cate-
gories into which people fall, ignoring the fact that the defi-
nition of various races changes all the time and is riddled
with inconsistencies and overlapping boundaries. But when the
stakes are privilege and power, dominant groups are quite will-

Ing to ignore such inconsistencies so long as the result is a con-
tinuation of their privilege.

WHAT IS PRIVILEGE?

No matter what privileged group you belong to, if you want to
understand the problem of privilege and difference, the first
stumbling block is usually the idea of privilege itself. When peo-
ple hear that they belong to a privileged group or benefit from
something like “race privilege” or “gender 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.

- Denying that privilege exists is a serious barrier to change, so

serious that it is the subject of a whole chapter (Chapter 8). But
for now, it's important to get a sense of what the word means
before we go any further.

As Peggy McIntosh describes it, privilege exists when one
group has something of value that is denied to others simply
because of the groups they belong to, rather than because of
anything they've done or failed to do.6 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, for example, then
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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 privi-
lege because lesbians and gay men cannot casually reveal their
sexual orientation without putting themselves at risk.

Notice that in all these examples, it's relatively easy for peo-
ple to be unaware of how privilege affects them, When people
come up to me after I give a speech, for example, it doesn’t
occur to me that they’d probably be more critical and less posi-
tive if I were Latino or a woman or gay. I don’t feel privileged in
that moment. I just feel that I did a good job, and I enjoy the
rewards that are supposed to go with it.

The existence of privilege doesn’t mean I didn’t do a good
Jjob, of course, or that I don'’t deserve credit for it. What it does
mean is that I'm also getting something that other people are
denied, people who are like me in every respect except for the
gender, race, and sexual orientation categories they belong to.
In this sense, my privileged status doesn’t determine my out-
comes, but it is definitely an asset that makes it more likely that
whatever talent, ability, and aspirations I have will result in
something good for me.” In the same way, being female, or of
color, or homosexual doesn’t determine people’s outcomes, but
they are turned into labilities that make it less likely that their
talent, ability, and aspirations will be recognized and rewarded.

The ease of not being aware of privilege is an aspect of priv-
ilege itself, what some call “the luxury of obliviousness” (or what
philosophers call “epistemic privilege”). Awareness requires ef-
fort and commitment. Being able to command the attention of

lower-status individuals without having to give it in return is a
key aspect of privilege. African Americans, for example, have to
pay close attention to whites and white culture and get to know |
them well enough to avoid displeasing them, sincg whites con- -
trol jobs, schools, the police, and most other resources and
sources of power. Race privilege gives whites little reason to pay
alot of attention to African Americans or to how white privilege
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affects them. In other words, “To be white in America means
not having to think about it.”8 We could say the same thing
about maleness or heterosexuality or any other basis for privi-
lege. So strong is the sense of entitlement behind this luxury
that males, whites, and others can feel put upon in the face of
even the mildest invitation to pay attention to issues of privilege.
“We shouldn’t have to Iqok at this stuff,”

they seem to say. “It
isn’t fair”

Two Types of Privilege

According to McIntosh, privilege comes in two types. The first is
based on what she calls “unearned entitlements,” which are
things that all people should have, such ds*feeling safe in public
Spaces or working in a place where they feel they belong and are
valued for what they can contribute. When an unearned entitle-
ment is restricted to certain groups, however, it becomes a form
of privilege she calls “unearned advantage.”

In some cases, it’s possible to do away with unearned advan-
tages without anyone’s having to lose out. If the workplace
changed so that everyone was valued for what they could con-
tribute, for example, that privilege would disappear without the
dominant groups’ having to give up their own sense that they
are valued for their contributions. The unearned entitlement
would then be available to all and, as such, would no longer be
a form of unearned advantage.

In many other cases, however, unearned advantages give
dominant groups a competitive edge they are reluctant to even
acknowledge, much less give up. This is particularly true of
lower-, working-, and lower-middle-class whites and males who
know all too well the price they pay for a lack of class vléomn
and how hard it is to improve their lives and hang on to what
they've managed to achieve. Their lack of class privilege, how-
ever, can blind them to the fact that the cultural valuing of
whiteness and maleness over color and femaleness gives them
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an edge in most situations that involve evaluations of credibility
or competence. To give up that advantage would double or
even triple the amount of competition. This would especially
affect white males, who are a mrasﬁzm numerical minority of
the U.S. population. A loss of race and gender privilege would
level the playing field to admit white women and people of
color, a combined group that outnumbers white males by a
large margin.

The other form of privilege—what MclIntosh calls “con-
ferred dominance”—goes a step further by giving one group
power over another. The common pattern of men controlling
conversations with women, for example, is grounded in a cul-
tural assumption that men are supposed to dominate women,
An adolescent boy who appears too willing to defer to his
mother risks being called a “mama’s boy,” in the same way that a
husband who appears in any way subordinate to his wife is often
labeled “henpecked” (or worse). The counterpart for girls car-
ries no such stigma. “Daddy’s girl” isn’t considered an insult in
this culture, and the language contains no specific insulting
terms for a wife who is under the control of her husband.

Conferred dominance also manifests itself in race privilege,
In his book The Rage of a Privileged Class, for example, the Afri-
can American journalist Ellis Cose tells the story of an African
American lawyer, a partner in a large firm, who goes to the
office early one Saturday morning to catch up on some work
and is confronted near the elevator by a recently hired young
white attorney.

“Can I help you?” the white man says pointedly.

The partner shakes his head and tries to pass, but the white
man steps in his way and repeats what is now a challenge to the
man’s very presence in the building: “Can I Aelp you?” Only then
does the partner reveal his identity to the young man, who then
steps aside to let him pass. The young white man had no reason
to assume the right to control the older man standing before
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him, except the reason provided by the cultural assumption of
white racial dominance that can override any class advantage a
person of color might have.?

The milder forms of unearned advantage usually change
first because they are the easiest for privileged groups to give
up. Over the last several decades, for example, national surveys
show a steady decline in the percentage of whites in the United
States who express overtly racist attitudes toward people of
color. This trend is reflected in diversity training programs that
usually focus on appreciating or at least tolerating differences—
in other words, extending unearned entitlements to everyone
instead of the dominant group alone.

It's much harder, however, to do something about power
and the unequal distribution of resources and rewards. This is
why issues of conferred dominance and the stronger forms of
unearned advantage get much less attention, and why, when
they are raised, they often provoke hostile defensiveness, espe-
cially from those who struggle with a lack of class privilege. Per-
haps more than any other factor, this reluctance to come to
terms with more serious and entrenched forms of privilege is
why most diversity programs produce limited and shortlived
results.

What Privilege Looks Like in Everyday Life

In one way or another, privilege shows up in the daily details of
people’s lives in almost every social setting. Consider the follow-
ing examples of race privilege.!® This is a long list because the
details of people’s lives are many and varied. Resist the tempta-
tion to go through it quickly. Take your time and try to identify
situations in which each might occur.

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

Although many superstar professional athletes are black,
in general black players are held to higher standards
than whites. It is easier for a “good, but not great”

white player to make a professional team than it is for

a similar black.

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 applica-
tion process.

Whites are charged lower prices for new and used cars
than people of color are, and because of residential
segregation whites have access to higher-quality goods
of all kinds at cheaper prices.

Whites can choose whether to be conscious of their
racial identity or to ignore it and regard themselves as
simply human beings.

Whites are more likely to 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
dismissed.

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

Whites can generally assume that when they go out in
public, they won’t be challenged and asked 8;@1&:
what they’re doing, nor will they be attacked by hate
groups simply because of their race.
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» Whites can assume that when they go shopping, they’ll

be treated as serious customers, not as potential shop-
lifters or people without the money to make a purchase.
When they try to cash a check or use a credit card, they
can assume they won’t be hassled for additional identifi-
cation and will be given the benefit of the doubt.

» White representation in government and the ruling

circles of corporations, universities, and other organiza-
tions is disproportionately high.

= Most whites are not segregated into communities that

isolate them from the best job opportunities, schools,
and community services.

» Whites have greater access to quality education and

health care.

= Whites are more likely to be given early opportunities

to show what they can do at work, to be identified as
potential candidates for promotion, to be mentored,
to be given a second chance when they fail, and to be
allowed to treat failure as a learning experience rather
than as an indication of who they are and the short-
comings of their race.

» Whites can assume that race won’t be used to predict

whether they’ll fit in at work or whether teammates will
feel comfortable working with them.

» Whites can succeed without other people’s being

surprised.

» 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 exam-
ple, I don’t have people coming up to me and treating
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me as if I were some exotic “other,” gushing about how
“cool” or different I am, wanting to know where I'm
“from,” and reaching out to touch my hair.

Whites don’t find themselves slotted into occupations
identified with their race like blacks are slotted into sup-
port positions or Asians into engineering, for example.

Whites aren’t confused with other whites, as if all whites
look alike. They’re noticed for their individuality, and
they take offense whenever they're characterized as
members of a category (such as “white”) rather than
being perceived and treated as individuals.

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 some- ,

thing other racial groups cannot realistically expect.

In the following list for gender privilege, note how some
items repeat from the list on race, but that 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
itis 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 generally 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 of this violence is being
done by males raised as an important issue.

Men can usually assume that national heroes, success
models, and other figures held up for general admira-
tion will be men.
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Men can generally assume that when they go out in pub-
lic, they won’t be sexually harassed or assaulted, and if
they are victimized, they won’t be asked to explain what
they were doing there.

Male representation in government and the ruling cir-
cles of corporations and other organizations is dispro-
portionately high. -

Men are more likely to be given early opportunities to
show what they can do at work, to be identified as poten-
tial candidates for promotion, to be mentored, to be
given a second chance when they fail, and to be allowed
to treat failure as a learning experience rather than as
an indication of who they are and the shortcomings of
their gender. o

Men are more likely than women to control conversa-
tions 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 others’ 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 like women
are slotted into community relations, human resources,
social work, elementary school teaching, librarianship,
nursing, clerical and secretarial.
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» Men 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.

» The standards used to evaluate men as men are consis-
tent 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, a 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.

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 referring to their partners by
hame, 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 rest assured that whether they're
hired, promoted, or fired from a Jjob will have nothing to
do with their sexual orientation, an aspect of themselves
they cannot change.

» Heterosexuals can move about in public without fear of
being harassed or physically attacked 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.
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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 orienta-
tion won't be used to determine whether they’ll fit in at
work or whether teammates will feel comfortable work-
ing with them. -

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

» Heterosexuals can turn on the television or go to the
movies and be assured of seeing characters, news
reports, and stories that reflect the.reality of their
lives.

» Heterosexuals can live where they want without 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 orienta-
tion are correct.

Regardless of which group we’re talking about, privilege
i 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 situa-
tion and determine the rules and standards and how they're
applied. Privilege grants the cultural authority to make judg-
ments about others and to have those Judgments stick. It allows
people to define reality and to have prevailing definitions of
reality fit their experience. Privilege means being able to decide
who gets taken seriously, who receives attention, who is account-
able to whom and for what. And it grants a presumption of
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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 mmn:m@ you as an outsider, as
exceptional or “other” to be excluded, or to be included but
always with conditions. As Paul Kivel points out, “In the United
States, a person is considered a member of the lowest status
group from which they have any heritage.”!! This means that if
you come from several ethnic groups, the one that lowers your
status is the one you're most likely to be tagged with, as in
“She’s part Jewish,” or “He’s part Vietnamese,” but rarely “She’s
part white.” In fact, having any black ancestry is still enough to
be classified as entirely black in many people’s eyes (in accor-
dance with the “one drop rule” that has been a striking feature
of race relations in the United States for several centuries). Peo-
ple are tagged with other labels that point to the lowest-status
group they belong to, as in “woman doctor” or “black writer,”
but never “white lawyer” or “male senator.” Any category that
lowers our status relative to others’ can be used to mark us; to
be privileged is to go through life with the relative ease of being
unmarked.!? .

Ifyou're male or heterosexual or white and you find yourself
shaking your head at the foregoing descriptions of privilege—
“This isn’t true for me"—it might be due to the complex and
sometimes paradoxical way that privilege works in social life.

- as a person. Whiteness is privileged in this society, and I have
access to that privilege only when people identify me as belong-
ing to the category “white.” I do or don’t receive race privilege
based on which Category people put me in without their know-
ing a single other thing about me.

This means that you don't actually have to be white or male
or heterosexual to receive the privilege attached to those cate-
gories. All you have to do is convince people you belong to the
appropriate category. The film Shakespeare in Love, for example,
is set in Elizabethan England, where acting on the stage was a
privilege reserved for men. The character Viola (the woman
Shakespeare falls in love with) wants more than anything to act
on the stage, and finally realizes her dream not by changing her
sex and becoming a man, but by successfully presenting herself
as one. That's all that it takes.

In similar ways, you can lose privilege if people think you
don’t belong to a particular category. My sexual orientation is
heterosexual, for example, which entitles me to heterosexual
privilege, but only if people identify me as heterosexual. If I
were (o announce to everyone that I'm gay, [ would immediately
lose my access to heterosexual privilege (unless people refused
to believe me), even though I would still be, in fact, a heterosex-
ual person. As Charlotte Bunch putit, “If you don’t have a sense
of what privilege is, I suggest that you go home and announce to
everybody that you know—a roommate, your family, the people
¢ you work with—that you're a queer. Trying being queer for a

- week.”3 When it comes to privilege, then, it doesn’t really mat-
PRIVILEGE AS PARADOX ' ter who we really are. What matters is who other people think
Individuals are the ones who experience privilege or the lack of we are, which is to say, the social categories they put us in,

it, but individuals aren’t what is actually privileged. Instead, priv- § Several important consequences follow from this para-
ilege is defined in relation to a group or social category. In | gox of privilege. First, privilege is rooted in societies and orga-
other words, race privilege is more about white people than it is nizations as much as it’s rooted in people’s personalities and
about white people. I'm not race privileged because of who I am how they perceive and react to one another. This means that
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doing something about the problem of privilege takes more
than changing individuals. As Harry Brod wrote about gender
privilege:

We need to be clear that there is no such thing as giving up
one’s privilege to be “outside” the system. One is always in the
system. The only question is whether one is part of the system
in a way which challenges or strengthens the status quo. Privi-
lege is not something I take and which I therefore have the
option of not taking. It is something that society gives me, and
unless I change the institutions which give it to me, they will
continue to give it, and I will continue to have it, however
noble and egalitarian my intentions.!*

Societies and organizations promote privilege in compli-
cated ways, which we'll look at in later chapters. For now, it’s
important to be aware that we don’t have to be special or even
feel special in order to have access to privilege, because privi-
lege doesn’t derive from who we are or what we’ve done. It is a
social arrangement that depends on which category we happen
to be sorted into by other people and how they treat us as a
result.

The paradoxical experience of being privileged without feel-
ing privileged is a second consequence of the fact that privilege
is more about social categories than who people are. It has to do
primarily with the people we use as standards of comparison—

what sociologists call “reference groups.” We use reference §

groups to construct a sense of how good or bad, high or low we
are in the scheme of things. To do this, we usually don’t look
downward in the social hierarchy but to people we identify as
being on the same level as or higher level than our own. So
pointing out to someone in the United States who lives in
poverty that they're better off than impoverished people in
India doesn’t make them feel much better, because people
in the United States don’t use Indians as a reference group.
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Instead, they will compare themselves with those who seem like
them in key respects and see if they're doing better or worse
than them.

Since being white is valued in this society, whites will tend
to compare themselves with other whites, not with people of
color. In the same way, men will tend to compare themselves
with other men and not with women. What this means, how-
ever, is that whites will tend not to feel privileged by their race
when they compare themselves with their reference group,
because their reference group is also white. In the same way,
men won't feel privileged by their gender in comparison with
other men, because gender doesn’t elevate them above other
men. A partial exception to this is the hierarchy that exists
among men between heterosexuals and -homosexuals: hetero-
sexual men are more likely to consider themselves “real men”
and therefore socially valued above gay men. But even here, the
mere fact of being male isn’t experienced as a form of privi-
lege, because gay men are also male.

An exception to these patterns can occur for those who are
privileged by gender or race but find themselves ranked low in
terms of social class. To protect themselves from feeling and
being seen as on the bottom of the ladder, they may go out of
their way to compare themselves to women or people of color
by emphasizing -their supposed gender or racial superiority.
This can appear as an exaggerated sense of masculinity, for
example, or as overt attempts to put women or people of color
“in their place,” including by harassment, violence, or behavior
that is openly contemptuous or demeaning.

A corollary to being privileged without knowing it is to be
on the otherside of privilege without necessarily feeling that. For
example, I sometimes hear a woman say something like, “I've
never been oppressed as a woman.” Often this is said to chal-
lenge the idea that male privilege exists at all. But this confuses
the social position of females and males as social categories with
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one woman'’s subjective experience of belonging to one of those
categories. They aren’t the same. For various reasons—includ,

ing social-class privilege or an unusual family experience or sim-§
ply being young—she may have avoided a direct confrontation§
with many of the consequences of being female in a society thaufg

privileges maleness. Or she may have managed to overcome:
them to a degree that she doesn’t feel hampered by them. Or!

she may be engaging in denial. Or she may be unaware of how §

she is discriminated against (unaware, perhaps, that being aj
woman is the reason her professors ignore her in class) or may!
have so internalized her subordinate status that she doesn’t see

because they aren’t intelligent enough to say anything worth lis-
tening to). Regardless of what her experience is based on, it is

Jjust that—her experience—and it doesn’t have to square with

the larger social reality that everyone (including her) must deal

with one way or another. It’s like living in a rainy climate and §§
somehow avoiding being rained on yourself. It’s still a rainy _,
place to be and getting wet is something most people have to §&

deal with.

The Paradox That Privilege
Doesn’t Necessarily Make You Happy

I often hear men deny the existence of male privilege by saying
they don’t feel happy or fulfilled in their own lives. They reason
that you can’t be both privileged and miserable, or, as one man
put it, “Privilege means ‘having all the goodies,’” so if you don’t
feel good, then you must not be privileged.

This is a common reaction that is related to the difference §

between individuals on the one hand and social categories on

the other. Knowing that someone belongs to one or more of |

»

the privileged categories, “white,” or “heterosexual,” or “male,”
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doesn’t tell us what life is actually like for them. Belonging to a
privileged category improves the odds in favor of certain kinds
pf advantages and preferential treatment, but it doesn’t guaran-
tee anything for any given individual. Being born white, male,

§and upper-lass, for example, is a powerful combination of priv-
[ ileged categories that would certainly put a person in line for all
kinds of valued things. But they could still wind up losing it all
in the stock market and living under a bridge in a cardboard
B box. Nonetheless, even though the privilege attached to race,
” gender, and social class didn’t work out for them, the privilege

B itself still exists as a fact of social life.
it as a problem (thinking, perhaps, that women are ignored

Another reason privilege and happiness often don’t go to-

@ gether is that privilege can exact a cost from those who have it.
i To have privilege is to participate in a system that confers advan-

tage and dominance at the expense of other people, and that
can cause distress to those who benefit from it. White privilege,
for example, comes at a huge cost to people of color, and on
some level white people must struggle with this knowledge.
That's where all the guilt comes from and the lengths to which

1 _ white people will go to avoid feeling and looking at it. In similar

ways, male privilege exacts a cost as men compete with other
men and strive to prove their manhood so that they can con-
tinue to be counted among “real men” who are worthy of being
set apart from-—and above—women. It should come as no sur-
prise that men often feel unhappy and that they associate their
unhappiness with the fact of being men.

OPPRESSION: THE FLIP SIDE
OF PRIVILEGE

For every social category that is privileged, one or more other
categories are oppressed in relation to it. The concept of op-
pression points to social forces that tend to “press” upon people
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and hold them down, to hem them in and block their pursuit of
a good life. Just as privilege tends to open doors of opportunity, :

oppression tends to slam them shut.!?

Like privilege, oppression results from the social relation-
ship 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 het-

erosexuals because a group can be oppressed only if there exists
another group that has the power to oppress them.

As we saw earlier, people in privileged categories can cer-
tainly feel bad in ways that can resemble oppression. Men, for

example, can feel burdened by what they take to be their |
responsibility to provide for their families. Or they can feel lim- -

ited and even damaged by the requirement that “real men”
must avoid expressing feelings other than anger. But although
belonging to a privileged category costs them something that
may feel oppressive, to call it oppression distorts the nature of
what is happening to them and why.

It ignores, for example, the fact that the cost of male privi-
lege is far outweighed by the benefits, while the oppressive cost
of being female is not outweighed by corresponding benefits.
Misapplying the label of “oppression” also tempts us into the
false argument that if men and women are both oppressed be-
cause of gender, then one oppression balances out the other
and no privilege can be said to exist. So when we try to label the
pain that men feel because of gender (or that whites feel be-
cause of racism, and so on), whether we call it “oppression” or
simply “pain” makes a huge difference in how we perceive the
world and how it works.
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The complexity of systems of privilege makes it possible, of
course, for men to experience oppression if they also happen to

.be people of color or gay or in a lower social class, but not
‘because they are male. In the same way, whites can experience
‘oppression as women, homosexuals, or members of lower social
classes, but not because they're white.

Note also that because oppression results from relations

2 between social categories, it is not possible to be oppressed by
£ society itself. Living in a particular society can make people feel
miserable, but we can’t call that misery “oppression” unless it
arises from being on the losing end in a system of privilege.
That can't happen in relation to society as a whole, because a
€ society isn't something that can be the recipient of privilege.

Only people can do this by belonging to mas_amoa categories in
relation to other categories that aren’t.

Finally, it’s important to point out that belonging to a privi-
leged category that has an oppressive relationship with another
isn’t the same as being an oppressive person who behaves in op-
pressive ways. That whites as a social category oppress people of
color as a social category, for example, is a social fact. That
doesn’t, however, tell us how a particular white person thinks or
feels about particular people of color 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 oppres-
sion is and how it works.





