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For the “others”
. who have helped us
begin to see what being “other” means;

And especially for Peggy McIntosh, whose knapsack
has become a model for understanding privilege.

And for our students,
who struggle with their own knapsacks.



25
toward a new vision

Race, Class, and Gender
as Categories of Analysis and Connection

Patricia Hill Collins

ry change is never merely the oppressive
ituations which we seek to escape, but that piece of the oppressor
vhich is planted deep within each of us.

Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, 123

ajor system of op-
n, whether it be by race, social class, religion, sexual orientation,
ty, age or gender, we typically fail to see how our thoughts and ac-
phold someone else’s subordination. Thus,
point with confidence to their oppression
how much their white skin privileges the
ossess eloquent analyses of racism often persist in viewing poor
Women as symbols of white power. The radical left fares little bet-
only people of color and women could see their true class inter-

ey argue, “class solidarity would eliminate racism and sexism” In

White feminists rou-
as women but resijst
m. African-Americans
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essence, each group identifies the type of oppression with which it fee
most comfortable as being fundamental and classifies all other types as:
being of lesser importance.

Oppression is full of such contradictions. Errors in political judgment
that we make concerning how we teach our courses, what we tell our chil-
dren, and which organizations are worthy of our time, talents and finan
cial support flow smoothly from errors in theoretical analysis about the.
nature of oppression and activism. Once we realize that there are few pure
victims or oppressors, and that each one of us derives varying amounts of:
penalty and privilege from the multiple systems of oppression that frame:
our lives, then we will be in a position to see the need for new ways
thought and action.

To get at that “piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within’
each of us.” we need at least two things. First, we need new visions of what;
oppression is, new categories of analysis that are inclusive of race, class;:
and gender as distinctive yet interlocking structures of oppression. Adh
ing to a stance of comparing and ranking oppressions—the proverbi
“Pm more oppressed than you’—locks us all into a dangerous dance of
competing for attention, resources, and theoretical supremacy. Instead;
suggest that we examine our different experiences within the more funda;
mental relationship of domination and subordination. To focus on the
particular arrangements that race or class or gender take in our time an
place without seeing these structures as sometimes parallel and so
times interlocking dimensions of the more fundamental relationshi
domination and subordination may temporarily ease our conscien¢
But while such thinking may lead to short-term social reforms, it is si
ply inadequate for the task of bringing about long-term social tra
mation.

While race, class and gender as categories of analysis are essent
helping us understand the structural bases of domination and subor
tion, new ways of thinking that are not accompanied by new ways ofa
ing offer incomplete prospects for change. To get at that “piece of4

oppressor which is planted deep within each of us,” we also need
change our daily behavior. Currently, we are all enmeshed in a comp
web of problematic relationships that grant our mirror images full
man subjectivity while stereotyping and objectifying those most diff
than ourselves. We often assume that the people we work with, teach
our children to school with, and sit next to ... will act and feel in

scribe
gorie: ,Hlae);se l;flc;useefllieybbelong to given race, social class or gender cate-
et thaf‘?, ° s by category.n.lust be replaced with fully human
T — cr:scenfl the legltmfate differences created by race
e gender ViSioan :%;ri:; cif analysls.- We r.equire new categories 0;“
Sy at our relationships with one another can
» O[I'fhllsf ;i:icsu(s)s;(;r;] atc’ldr.esses thf's need for new patterns of thought and
e tocus gende0 asic que.stlons. First, how can we reconceptualize
S crz als (;:a]:egorles of aflalysis? Second, how can we tran-
A : be ﬂdy our experiences with race, class and gender
et b e u th(? types of coalitions essential for social ex-
e s | rese qulestlons I contend that we must acquire both
it o B a(;e, class and gender have shaped the experiences
oo women o t;:) or, but (‘)f all groups. Moreover, we must see the
our everyday lives, partii:laatrelf'or::frs s(fl.'l?)lll;:sysh%s o e sses n
o . i ip, our teaching and our re-
€hang:hslt[;sr ::13 t;usre lcfolle::f;ues efnd st?ldents. As Audre Lor(fe points oflet,
— > an relaflonshlps that we have with those around
ways be the primary site for social change.

How Can We Rec j
onceptualize Race, Clas
;s Categories of Analysis? s and Gender
g‘i:; :TS, w;;nlmust shift our d.iscourse away from additive analyses of oppres-
. two];(ey :;,I;iiz; ISOI:m:; 19:9). Such approaches are typically bl:tséd
; s. First, they depend on either/or, dich. i
ing. Persons, things and ideas ar i i
i e conceptualized in terms of thei
s. For example, Black/Whit htecling, od
: o X e, man/woman, though i
1 C > 5 ght/feeling, and
se};:uon t:rre d.eﬁned In oppositional terms. Thought and feeligng are
oo :)s : (: 'dlﬂ:e;CIllt and interconnected ways of approaching truth
exist in scholarship and teaching. I ing i
. . . g. Instead, feeling is defined
! ﬂlle::;{,ti(()i re:?;).n, azs; 1ts opposite. In spite of the fact that we all ha::
entities (I am both a college prof
on't stop being a mother when I d e e e
¢ rop my child off at school, or f
. . > t
fyhmg 1{ let:;lrnefi w¥ule scrubbing the toilet), we persist in tryil(:rgti)
- each other in either/or categories. I live each day as an Afric%m
‘ -
nelc{:m woman—a race/gender specific experience. And I am not
: to.m very}(:pe .has.a race/gender/class specific identity. Either/or, di-
ous thinking is especially troublesome when applied to theori;:s of
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Oppl ession because every lﬂd Vldual must be claSSIfled as beln elther op
g 3

t oppressed. The both/and positior? of sm{;taneously being
Pfe;::i:; :r(:d oppressor becomes co;ceptuatl.lz :;l:::gs;n i; bt these i
° i iti ses O i
P . second’ premlj:s(:x::tdl;:‘;ea;ied}., One side of the dicho;zllrlli}; el: tryul;; :
S d‘fferen'nant and the other subordinate. Th\‘ls, i
ey do:‘ ‘med superior to women, and reason is s:en asrCSSion
Bla(f:ks’l;?egfrfmteiin Applying this premise to discuts‘sf;;);xs a(; dogf)a o
S — io ssion can be quantiiied, :
leads to the assumption that oppre o e ently asked =
o Oppressigsgzr:o&;zz,(;t:\jr status as a Black ‘pers‘»o'rzl 0;1 yoeulrf
e s 2w OPI;” What I am really being asked to do. is divide " S);:o
status. a8 WOman'd rank my various statuses. If1 expene:nce o;t)lpl; o
e bozi(esharrllomenon, why should 1 analyze it any dlf'fere?ll );s o
®* z(;‘cll:/t?:e aIr)xafyses of oppression rest sql.larely on nt}lze autw;;a}:iozs ikt
ther/or thinking and the necessity to quantify an;il ra e er Al
where one stands. Such approaches typ e e
irder 't(:ul:n vt')c‘)Nmen as being more oppressed than ‘everty"f(e)(r:ltes o
oo jence the negative € :
e op Brl:scslztj:losr?r::lli};f;rolusly. In essence, 1f you adtcel togethr
- g;tie;pigszions you are left with a grand oppression grea
separ: 5 .
o Paft; ing that specific groups experience oppresslion ::;'
e :}i::;s—l-g-lynching is certainly objectively worse t;u anissu
B s biect. But we must be careful not tf) conf.use d: e
=l up as , Sefxo‘;el tyé)e of oppression in people’§ lives w1thda :n o
- Sahenc'};ifl the interlocking nature of oppression. Rac.etblasasn d’or.
o P";‘l tg cture a situation but may not be equally visible lor
e le’s self-definitions. In certain contexts, suc .
D el E::iican South and contemporary South Amenﬁa, re;l aiu;
ameb’enu'm ore visibly salient, while in other contexts, sucl asa i
g:lzjzl:l):r‘::d‘ Nicaragua, social class oppression ma);:;ezilzal ;;p. "
i ite women, gender may assume tial |
izzz;liill: :ia;ZXhHispanic women Strugg]i?g Wll)t:r ::z ;r;g;mgilsssues
i e welfare 2
lo'“{ Lot anitt: eoir}'ufrtlra:;tlt(::jeosfaltitnce over another for a gian i h
and p thatdonerfot flinimize the theoretical importance of assgmlr;l?— fr
an(i PCIE::S ar?«eisgender as categories of analysis structure all relations!
race,

In order to move toward new visions of what oppression is, I think
that we need to ask new questions. How are relationships of domination
and subordination structured and maintained in the Am
economy? How do race,

locking systems that shap

erican political
class and gender function as parallel and inter-

e this basic relationship of domination and sub-
ordination? Questions such as these promise to move us away from futile

theoretical struggles concerned with ranking oppressions and towards
analyses that assume race, class and gender are all present in any given set-
ting, even if one appears more visible and salient than the others. Our task
becomes redefined as one of reconceptualizing oppression by uncovering
the connections among race, class and gender as categories of analysis.

+ 1. Institutional Dimension of Oppression

i Sandra Harding’s contention that gender oppression s structured along
three main dimensions—the institutional, the symbolic, and the individ-

k. ual—offers a useful model for a more comprehensive analysis encompass-
Ing race, class and gender oppression (Harding 1989). Systemic

telationships of domination and subordination structured through social
institutions such as schools, businesses,

hospitals, the work place, and
government agencies represent the institutional dimension of oppression.

e Racism, sexism and elitism all have concrete institutional locations, Even
though the workings of the institutional dimension of oppression are of-
en obscured with ideologies claiming equality of opportunity,

race, class and gender place Asian-American women,

n, White men, African-American women, and other groups in distinct

institutional niches with varying degrees of penalty and privilege.

- Even though I realize that many ... would not share this assumption,

let us assume that the institutions of American society discriminate,
hether by design or by accident. While many of us are familiar with how

gender and class operate separately to structure inequality, I want to
on how these three systems interfock in structuring the institutional

ension of oppression. To get at the interlocking nature of race, class and
fgender, I want you to think about the antebellu:

m plantation as a guiding
etaphor for a variety of American social institutions. Even though slavery
typically analyzed as a racist institution, and occasionally as a class insti-

n, I suggest that slavery was a race,

class, gender specific institution. Re-
oving any one piece from our analysis diminishes our understanding of
€ true nature of relations of domination and subordination under slavery.

in actual-
Native American
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-+ for social change before us. But the basic rel
Black women, elite White women,
- men and working class White wom,

A brief analysis of key Ameri
by elite White men should convin,
lass and gender in structuring th
or example, if you are from an

Slavery was a profoundly patriarchal institution. It rested on the dual’
tenets of White male authority and White male property, a joining of the
political and the economic within the institution of family. Heterosexism
was assumed and all Whites were expected to marry. Control over affluent
‘White women’s sexuality remained key to slavery’s survival because prop~:
erty was to be passed on to the legitimate heirs of the slave owner. Ensur<
ing affluent White women’s virginity and chastity was deeply intertwined
with maintenance of property relations. :

Under slavery, we see varying levels of institutional protection gi
to affluent White women, working class and poor White women, and efé' istrators and trustees controlli
slaved African women. Poor White women enjoyed few of the protection:
held out to their upper class sisters. Moreover, the devalued status
Black women was key in keeping all White women in their assigne

places. Controlling Black women’s fertility was also key to the continua
tion of slavery, for children born to slave mothers themselves were slaves
African-American women shared the devalued status of chattel wif
their husbands, fathers and sons. Racism stripped Blacks as a group of |
gal rights, education, and control over their own persons. African-Ameti
cans could be whipped, branded, sold, or killed, not because they wet
poor, or because they were women, but because they were Black. Racist
ensured that Blacks would continue to serve Whites and suffer econo
exploitation at the hands of all Whites.
So we have a very interesting chain of command on the plantatio
the affluent White master as the reigning patriarch, his White wife help
mate to serve him, help him manage his property and bring up his hei
his faithful servants whose production and reproduction were tied to-t
requirements of the capitalist political economy, and largely propertyl
working class White men and women watching from afar. In essence;
foundations for the contemporary roles of elite White women, poor Bl
women, working class White men, and a series of other groups can
seen in stark relief in this fundamental American social institution.
Blacks experienced the most harsh treatment under slavery, and
made slavery clearly visible as a racist institution, race, class and gen:
interlocked in structuring slavery’s systemic organization of dominatioh
and subordination. :
Even today, the plantation remains a compelling metaphor for
tional oppression. Certainly the actual conditions of oppression are 16 aggressive passive
severe now as they were then. To argue, as some do, that things has leader follower
changed all that much denigrates the achievements of those who strugg rational emotional

4 ationships among Black men,
elite White men, working class White
€n as groups remain essentially intact.

can social institutions most controlled
c.e us of the interlocking nature of race,
e institutional dimension of oppression.
American college or university, is your
¢ Who controls your university’s political
over represented among the upper admin-
Ng your university’s finances and policies?
ned by growing numbers of elite White

3 of people are in your cl
omen ! . : your classrooms groom-
g €xt generation who will occupy these and other decision-making

; it 2
g::lttlnl(;nss. V\;l'xo a;i'i ie ;upport staff that produce the mass mailings
, upplies, e leaky pipes? Do African-Amer; i ’
other people of color form the maiori invisile workens Pamis OF
\ majority of the invisible work
you, wash your dishes, and clean u ibrarics o ropeed
e e s g p your offices and libraries after every-
quesltf; Zz:r Ycollege isbanytfgng like mine, you know the answers to these
- fou may be affiliated with an instituti i
. i on that has Hispani
men as vice-presidents for finance, or i Plack
1 » of substantial numbers of Black
among the faculty. If so, you are fortunate. Much more typical are

ﬁeges. where-a mOfiiﬁed version of the plantation as a metaphor for th
nstitutional dimension of oppression survives. ‘

or-

W’ihe Symbolic Dimension of Oppression
i . . .
?s;;:iead, societally-sanctioned ideologies used to justify relations of
emessmion (():n a::l subtohrdmanon comprise the symbolic dimension of op
- Lentral to this process is the use of i .
! stereotypical or controllj
ges of diverse race, class and B
iver gender groups. In order t
er of this dimension of oppression, 2 it it

I want you to make a list, ef
: e a list, eithe
N a er < . » <« ’ r
Paper or in your head, of “masculine” and feminine” characteristics. If

ur list is anything like that i i
e ol compiled by most people, it reflects some

Masculine Feminine
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Masculine Feminine (continued) dehumanize an individual or a group is to deny the reality of their experi-
strong weak ences. So when we refuse to deal with race or class because they do not ap-
intellectual physical pear to be directly relevant to gender, we are actually becoming part of

some one else’s problem.

Assuming that everyone is affected differently by the same interlock-
ing set of symbolic images allows us to move forward toward new analy-
ses. Women of color and White women have different relationships to

White male authority and this difference explains the distinct gender
* symbolism applied to both groups. Black women encounter controlling
~ images such as the mammy, the matriarch, the mule and the whore, that
encourage others to reject us as fully human people. Ironically, the nega-
¢ tive nature of these images simultaneously encourages us to reject them.
* In contrast, White women are offered seductive images, those that prom-
“ ise to reward them for supporting the status quo. And yet seductive im-
* ages can be equally controlling. Consider, for example, the views of Nancy

-’ White, a 73-year-old Black woman, concerning images of rejection and
-~ seduction:

Not only does this list reflect either/or dichotomous thinking and thy
need to rank both sides of the dichotomy, but ask yourself exactly which’
men and women you had in mind when compiling these characteristics.”
This list applies almost exclusively to middle class White men and:
women. The allegedly “masculine” qualities that you probably listed are*
only acceptable when exhibited by elite White men, or when used by
Black and Hispanic men against each other or against women of colo
Aggressive Black and Hispanic men are seen as dangerous, not powerful;®
and are often penalized when they exhibit any of the allegedly “mascu :
line” characteristics. Working class and poor White men fare slightly bet
ter and are also denied the allegedly “masculine” symbols of leadership;
intellectual competence, and human rationality. Women of color and:
working class and poor White women are also not represented on this list]
for they have never had the luxury of being “ladies.” What appear to b
universal categories representing all men and women instead are ur
masked as being applicable to only a small group.

It is important to see how the symbolic images applied to differen
race, class and gender groups interact in maintaining systems of domin
tion and subordination. If I were to ask you to repeat the same assign
ment, only this time, by making separate lists for Black men, Bla
women, Hispanic women and Hispanic men, I suspect that your gend
symbolism would be quite different. In comparing all of the lists, yo
might begin to see the interdependence of symbols applied to all groups
For example, the elevated images of White womanhood need devalue
images of Black womanhood in order to maintain credibility.

While the above exercise reveals the interlocking nature of race, cla
and gender in structuring the symbolic dimension of oppression, part ¢
its importance lies in demonstrating how race, class and gender perv:fde
wide range of what appears to be universal language. Attending to diver:
sity in our scholarship, in our teaching, and in our daily lives provides
new angle of vision on interpretations of reality thought to be nat ‘
normal and “true” Moreover, viewing images of masculinity and femi
ninity as universal gender symbolism, rather than as symbolic images th
are race, class and gender specific, renders the experiences of people ¢
color and of non-privileged White women and men invisible. One way

My mother used to say that the black woman is the white man’s mule
and the white woman is his dog. Now, she said that to say this: we do
the heavy work and get beat whether we do it well or not. But the
white woman is closer to the master and he pats them on the head
and lets them sleep in the house, but he ain’t gon’ treat neither one
like he was dealing with a person. (Gwaltney, 148)

Both sets of images stimulate particular political stances. By broaden-
ng the analysis beyond the confines of race, we can see the varying levels
f rejection and seduction available to each of us due to our race, class
and gender identity. Each of us lives with an allotted portion of institu-

onal privilege and penalty, and with varying levels of rejection and se-
“duction inherent in the symbolic images applied to us. This is the context
which we make our choices. Taken together, the institutional and sym-

*bolic dimensions of oppression create a structural backdrop against
ich all of us live our lives.

- The Individual Dimension of Oppression

ether we benefit or not, we all live within institutions that reproduce
ce, class and gender oppression. Even if we never have any contact with
embers of other race, class and gender groups, we all encounter images
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of these groups and are exposed to the symbolic meanings attached to
those images. On this dimension of oppression, our individual biogra-
phies vary tremendously. As a result of our institutional and symbolic sta-
tuses, all of our choices become political acts.

Each of us must come to terms with the multiple ways in which race,
class and gender as categories of analysis frame our individual biogra-
phies. T have lived my entire life as an African-Ametican woman from a
working class family and this basic fact has had a profound impact on my
personal biography. Imagine how different your life might be if you had
been born Black, or White, or poor, or of a different race/class/gender -
group than the one with which you are most familiar. The institutional
treatment you would have received and the symbolic meanings attached
to your very existence might differ dramatically from that you now con-
sider to be natural, normal and part of everyday life. You might be the-
same, but your personal biography might have been quite different.

I believe that each of us carries around the cumulative effect of our
lives within multiple structures of oppression. If you want to see how
much you have been affected by this whole thing, I ask you one simple
question—who are your close friends? Who are the people with whom
you can share your hopes, dreams, vulnerabilities, fears and victories? Do
they look like you? If they are all the same, circumstance may be the cause.
For the first seven years of my life I saw only low income Black people. My
friends from those years reflected the composition of my community. But
now that I am an adult, can the defense of circumstance explain the pat-
terns of people that I trust as my friends and colleagues? When given
other alternatives, if my friends and colleagues reflect the homogeneity of

one race, class and gender group, then these categories of analysis have in-
deed become barriers to connection.

1 am not suggesting that people are doomed to follow the paths lai
out for them by race, class and gender as categories of analysis. Whil
these three structures certainly frame my opportunity structure, I as an
individual always have the choice of accepting things as they are, or tryin,
to change them. As Nikki Giovanni points out, “we’ve got to live in th
real world. If we don’t like the world we’re living in, change it. And if w
can’t change it, we change ourselves. We can do something” (Tate 1983, :
68). While a piece of the oppressor may be planted deep within each of us
we each have the choice of accepting that piece or challenging it as part of -
the “true focus of revolutionary change.”

How Qan We Transcend the Barriers Created by Our
Experiences With Race, Class and Gender Oppression in Ord
to Build the Types of Coalitions Essential for Social Change? *
- Reconceptualizing oppression and seeing the barriers created b ;'ace
class and gender as interlocking categories of analysis is a vital ﬁth ste ,
But we must transcend these barriers by moving toward race, class anﬂi
gender as categories of connection, by building relationships ,and coali-

i nsth ng alchan e.Wh € 1S b
O] at Wl" bl 1t} about SOCK bl at are some of ﬂl sues 1n

1: Differences in Power and Privilege
First, we must recognize that our differing experiences with oppression
create problems in the relationships among us. Each of us lives within a
~’ system tl3at vests us with varying levels of power and privilege. These dif-
ferences in power, whether structured along axes of race, class, gender, age
or sexual orientation, frame our relationships. African-Ame’rican w’ritir
“ June Jordan describes her discomfort on a Caribbean vacation with Oli
e Black woman who cleaned her room: e

. . . even though both “Olive” and “I” live inside a conflict neither one
of us'created, and even though both of us therefore hurt inside that
conflict, I may be one of the monsters she needs to eliminate from

her universe and, in a sense, she m:
5 5 ay be one of the monsters in mi
(1985, 47). e

Differences in power constrain our ability to connect with one an-
ther even when we think we are engaged in dialogue across differences.
Let me give you an example. One year, the students in my course “Sociol-
gy of the Black Community” got into a heated discussion about the rea-
ns for the upsurge of racial incidents on college campuses. Black
students complained vehemently about the apathy and resistance they felt
0st White students expressed about examining their own racism. I\Zark
Whl.te male student, found their comments particularly unsettling Afte;
aiming that all the Black people he had ever known had express'ed no
.ch beliefs to him, he questioned how representative the view points of
E his fellow students actually were. When pushed further, Mark revealed
at l.le had participated in conversations over the years with the Black do-
nestic worker employed by his family. Since she had never expressed such
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White racism, Mark was genuinely shocked by class =

strong feelings about
discussions. Ask yourselves whether that domestic worker was in a po:

tion to speak freely. Would it have been wise for her to do so in a situation
where the power between the two parties was so unequal? abusive relationships, Wh,

In extreme cases, members of privileged groups can erase the very - Yvhere men
presence of the less privileged. When I first moved to Cincinnati, my fam-
ily and I went on a picnic ata local park. Picnicking next to us was a family
of White Appalachians. When I went to push my daughter on the swings
several of the children came over. They had missing, yellowed and broken
teeth, they wore old clothing and their poverty was evident. I was shocked
Growing up in a large eastern city, I had never seen such awful poverty
among Whites. The segregated neighborhoods in which I grew up madé

White poverty all but invisible. More importantly, the privileges attached room is potenti
’ jall
owed me to ignore and mini ivi ¥ one powerful and s

or have circums
women develop different skills? [...] tances mandated that men and

Coming from a tradition whe

to my newly acquired social class position all

mize the poverty among Whites that I did encounter. My reactions to thos tween Mark, the student i ships can occur. The rel ationshi

children made me realize how confining phrases such as “well, at least: f a whole series of relatio 11;1 my class, and the domestic worker ) nship

they’re not Black,” had become for me. In learning to grant human subj differences in power and ns l;Ps that people have when they relate lZ’Plcal

tivity to the Black victims of poverty, I had simultaneously learned to.deé assmates represents the }f (f:erei: t;fhelrelatlonshxp among Mark ancclr;jss
€ classroom to minimize those differ-

mand White victims of poverty. By applying categories of race to thej
objective conditions confronting me, I was quantifying and ranking op
pressions and missing the very real suffering which, in fact, is the real issus 4
One common pattern of relationships across differences in power"
one that I label “voyeurism.” From the perspective of the privileged,
lives of people of color, of the poor, and of women are interesting for thél
entertainment value. The privileged become voyeurs, passive onloo
who do not relate to the less powerful, but who are interested in seeil Coalitions Around Co
how the “different” live. Over the years, I have heard numerous Afri econd issue in buildi mon Qauses
American students complain about professors who never call on them ing relationshi
cept when a so-called Black issue is being discussed. The students’ int

d

t.o generate meaningful llaizsl(?;isg e?_
cial d.iﬂ‘erence so that Black stude;ltn
t. White students like Mark, generall s
eged by their whiteness, lost that pri 'y
e open to genuine dialogue. |[. . I]) "

€ as categories of analysis in order
(s case, the classroom equalized ra
0 normally felt silenced spoke ou
aware of how they had been privil
e in the classroom and thus beca

in discussing race or qualifications for doing so appear unimportant resence of a common enem '
the professor’s efforts to use Black students’ experiences as stories to , and women’s studie ali, African-American, Hispanic, Asian-A
the material come alive for the White student audience. Asking Black phallenging what passes fosr : :%are the common intellectyal herita, mer;
. . 5 . e
dents to perform on cue and provide a Black experience for their Wh y expedient felationshjp:: I:decd k]ntowledge in the academy. But pgoh(:
oalitions like these a -
re fragile becaus
e

classmates can be seen as voyeurism at its worst. une Jordan points out:

Members of subordinate groups do not willingly participate in’ : ’
exchanges but often do so because members of dominant groups co
the institutional and symbolic apparatuses of oppression. Racial/e
groups, women, and the poor have never had the luxury of being vo
of the lives of the privileged. Our ability to survive in hostile setting

It occurs to
me that much organizat;
ganizational grief could b,
e avoided if

people
b zdeténderstood d-lat partnership in misery does not i
provide o; partnership for change. When we get the mon, tn eces;fa i
orpart : sters o
2y want to run in very different directions (1985 : 7l;r
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Sharing a common cause assists individuals and groups in maintain 345
ing relationships that transcend their differences. Building effective coali-
tions involves struggling to hear one another and developing empathy for:
each other’s points of view. The coalitions that I have been involved in:
that lasted and that worked have been those where commitment to a spe
_c1ﬁc issue mandated collaboration as the best strategy for addressing the: to substitute voyeurism .
issue at hand. may not ha ;- for fully

Several years ago, masters degree in hand, I chose to teach in an inn Ve created this si
city, parochial school in danger of closing. The money was awful, the con:
ditions were poor, but the need was great. In my job, I had to work with

range of individuals who, on the surface, had very little in common. We: 4
had White nuns, Black middle class graduate students, Blacks from the: ¢
“community;” some of whom had been incarcerated and/or were affiliate PIE’s Tives, both as fnd-:
with a range of federal anti-poverty programs. Parents formed anoth > DOth as indivi
part of this community, Harvard faculty another, and a few well-me
White liberals from Colorado were sprinkled in for good measure.
As you might imagine, tension was high. Initially, our differenc
seemed insurmountable. But as time passed, we found a common beni
that we each brought to the school. In spite of profound differences in.ou
personal biographies, differences that in other settings would have han
pered our ability to relate to one another, we found that we were all deepl
committed to the education of Black children. By learning to value ead -

, . . . . ‘gories of conne
other’s commitment and by recognizing that we each had different sk
that were essential to actualizing that commitment, we built an effecti
coalition around a common cause. Our school was successful, and Eperiences. So
children we taught benefited from the diversity we offered them. = race h we talk about them. We d

[...] None of us alone has a comprehensive vision of how race; : as only affected me and
and gender operate as categories of analysis or how they might be used:
categories of connection. Our personal biographies offer us partial vi
Few of us can manage to study race, class and gender simultaneously:
stead, we each know more about some dimensions of this larger story.
less about others. [. .. ] Just as the members of the school had spe
skills to offer to the task of building the school, we have areas of sp
ization and expertise, whether scholarly, theoretical, pedagogical:of

i i Building Empathy
third issue involved in buildi
. uilding the t i i
. essential for social change concefns :h o e b
 Race, class and gender oppression fo

se nse ()fh()W race, daSSa d (je €gories t d h
> 1 gender as cat O] y reated the 1
g f anal S1S C; n
s’tltutlonal a]ld Syn]bohc backdrop f()r my PerSOna.[ blOg] apl ly. “(’W can
~ pe to assess my Character Wlthout knowmg the detalls of tlle -
)U ]l(} CiIr-

Moreover, by taki
: 3 ng a theoretical stance
that
by race, class and gender as categories of anal et mbeen e

he.rs. We take those same categori
S in our lives, in this case,
Categories of connection j

o es of analysis that have created cleay-
begorles of race and gender. and use them

n i :
uilding empathy for each other’s experi-

. e of privilege i

within areas of race, class or gender. We do not all have to do the s: ckgrol:md: Zfe ot eneey SR erampie o ]

thing in the same way. Instead, we must support each other’s efforts;1 you who are \TVII;?t eﬂcgllfaged o for oo 0rderp;m }elgEd
3 ite to devel : e

izing that they are all part of the larger enterprise of bringing about s

or, i
in ’L you must grapple with how your white skin has privi

ul d )y Y p -
€cause it no nl l] he mnti ICC ual Tocess
Ccult to 0, b L t o enta st el t ocess of see
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ing how whiteness is elevated in institutions and symbols, but it also in-
volves the often painful process of seeing how your whiteness has shaped
your personal biography. Intellectual stances against the institutional and
symbolic dimensions of racism are generally easier to maintain than sus--
tained self-reflection about how racism has shaped all of our individual
biographies. Were and are your fathers, uncles, and grandfathers really’
more capable than mine, or can their accomplishments be explained in 1]
part by the racism members of my family experienced? Did your mothers
stand silently by and watch all this happen? More importantly, how ha
they passed on the benefits of their whiteness to you?
These are difficult questions, and I have tremendous respect for my
colleagues and students who are trying to answer them. Since there is no’
compelling reason to examine the source and meaning of one’s own priv?
ilege, I know that those who do so have freely chosen this stance. They are*
making conscious efforts to root out the piece of the oppressor planted-
within them. To me, they are entitled to the support of people of color iti
their efforts. Men who declare themselves feminists, members of the mi
dle class who ally themselves with anti-poverty struggles, heterosexuals®
who support gays and lesbians, are all trying to grow, and their effort wear. The degree of inequality in our lives and her unquestioned sense
place them far ahead of the majority who never think of engaging in suc of entitlement concerning that inequality offended me. For a while, I
important struggles. : categorized all affluent White women as being superficial, arrogant,
Building empathy from the subordinate side of privilege is also difl ‘overly concerned with material possessions, and part of my problem.
cult, but for different reasons. Members of subordinate groups are unde But had I continued to classify people in this way, I would have missed
standably reluctant to abandon a basic mistrust of members of powerfil out on making some very good friends whose discomfort with their in-
groups because this basic mistrust has traditionally been central to thy herited or acquired social class privileges pushed them to examine their
survival. As a Black woman, it would be foolish for me to assume th position.
White women, or Black men, or White men or any other group witha Since I opened with the words of Audre Lorde, it seems appropriate to
tory of exploiting African-American women have my best interests at dlose with another of her ideas. . . . ]
heart. These groups enjoy varying amounts of privilege over me ani '
therefore I must carefully watch them and be prepared for a relation
domination and subordination.
Like the privileged, members of subordinate groups must also wo
toward replacing judgments by category with new ways of thinking afi
acting. Refusing to do so stifles prospects for effective coalition and s
cial change. Let me use another example from my own experience!
When I was an undergraduate, I had little time or patience for the the
rizing of the privileged. My initial years at a private, elite instituti
were difficult, not because the coursework was challenging (it was; b

that wasn’t what distracted me) or because I had to work while my class-
mates lived on family allowances (I was used to work). The adjustment
was difficult because I was surrounded by so many people who took
their privilege for granted. Most of them felt entitled to their wealth.
That astounded me.

I remember one incident of watching a White woman down the hall
in my dormitory try to pick out which sweater to wear. The sweaters
were piled up on her bed in all the colors of the rainbow, sweater after
sweater. She asked my advice in a way that let me know that choosing a
sweater was one of the most important decisions she had to make on a
daily basis. Standing knee-deep in her sweaters, I realized how different
our lives were. She did not have to worry about maintaining a solid aca-
-demic average so that she could receive financial aid. Because she was in
‘the majority, she was not treated as a representative of her race. She did
not have to consider how her classroom comments or basic existence on
campus contributed to the treatment her group would receive. Her al-
l?wance protected her from having to work, so she was free to spend her
time studying, partying, or in her case, worrying about which sweater to

Each of us is called upon to take a stand. So in these days ahead, as we
examine ourselves and each other, our works, our fears, our differ-
ences, our sisterhood and survivals, I urge you to tackle what is most
difficult for us all, self-scrutiny of our complacencies, the idea that
since each of us believes she is on the side of right, she need not ex-
amine her position (1985).

Turge you to examine your position.
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