White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible
Knapsack

by Peggy Mclntosh

Through work to bring materials

from Women’s Studies into the rest of
the curriculum, | 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 that they
will work to improve women’s status,
in the society, the university, or the
curriculum, but th






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 privilege for a few.
Ideally it is an unearned entitlement.
At present, since only a few have it, it
is an unearned advantagdor them.
This paper results from a process of
coming to see that some of the power
which | originally saw as attendant on
being a human being in the U.S.
consisted in unearned advantagend
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 get truly distressed,
even outraged about unearned race
advantage and conferred dominance
and if so, what we will 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.
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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
taught not to see. In my class and
place, I did not see myself as a racist
because | was taught to recognize
racism only in individual acts of
meanness by members of my group,
never in invisible systems conferring
unsought racial dominance on my
group from birth.

Disapproving of the systems won’t
be enough to change them. | was
taught to think that racism could end if
white  individuals hanged 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
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