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WHITE PRIVILEGE AND MALE
PRIVILEGE: 4 Personal Account of Coming

1o See Corvespondences Tbrough Work
in Women's Studies

Peggy delmsb

Through work to bring materialsand perspectives from Women’s Studies into
the rest of the curriculum, I have often noticed men's unwillingness to grant
that they are overprivileged in the curriculum, even though they may grant
tlm‘ womnen are disadvantaged. Denials that amount to 1aboos sucround the
subject of advantages that men gain from women's disadvancages. These
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realized T had been raught aboue racism as something that puts others at a
disadvantage, but had been taught not 10 see one of its corallary aspects, white
privilege, which puts me at an advantage.

1 think whites are carcfully taught not to recognize white privilege, as
males are tavght not to recognize male privilege. So 1 have begun in an
unturored way 1o ask what it is like to have white privilege, This paper is 1
partial record of my personal observations and not a scholarly analysis. It is
based on my daily experiences within my particular circumstances.

1 have come to sec white privilege as an invisible package of unearned
assets that 1 can count on cashing in each day, b about which T was “meant”
to remain oblivious, White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of
special provisions, assurances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports, visas,
clothes, compass, emergency gear, and blank checks.

Since I have had trouble facing white privilege, and describing its results
in my life, I saw parallels here with men’s reluctance to acknowledge male
privilege. Cnly raxely will a man go beyond acknowledging that women are
disadvantaged to acknowledging that men have unearned advantage, or that
uncarned privilege has notbeen good for men’s development as human beings,
or far society’s development, or that privilege systems might ever be chal-
lenged and changed.

I will review here several types or layers of denial that [ sze at work
protecting, and preventing awareness about, entrenched male privilege. Then
I will draw parallels, from my own experience, with the denials that veil the
facts of white privilege. Finally, I will list forty-six ordinary and daily ways in
which T experience having white privilege, by contrast with my African
Amcrican colleaguces in the same building. This list is not intended 1o be
generalizable. Others can make their own lists from within their own life
circumstances.

Writing this pa[':cr has been difficult, despite wann receptions for the talks
onwhich itis based.' For describing white privilege makes one newly aceount-
able. As we in Woinen's Swdies work reveal male privilege and ask men to
give up some of their power, so one who writes about having white privilege
nwst ask, ‘“‘Having described it, whar will I do to lessen or end 2"

The denial of inen's overprivileged siate takes inany forms in discussions
of curriculum change waerk. Some claim that men must be central in the
curriculum because they have done most of what is important or distinctive in

1. This paper was presented ar the Virginia Women's Studies Association conference in Rich-
mond in April, 1986, and the American Educational Research Association conference in Boston
in October, 1986, and discusied with rwo groups of participsnts in e Dodge seminars for
Secomchary School Teachers in New York and Boston in the spring; of 1987.






