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Connecting with Oppression and Privilege: 
A Pedagogy for Social Justice

Traditionally, the inequalities in the United States and other societies have been explored and taught from the viewpoint of those who are victimized by those inequalities.  Studies of racism, sexism, classism, discrimination based on sexual orientation, and other forms of discrimination have focused mainly on oppression and on those who are oppressed.  More recently, however, critical whiteness studies and other disciplines have begun to include the concept of privilege into the discussion, thereby creating a more thorough analysis of the dynamics of systemic inequality.  

In the past decade or two, theorists have begun to focus on the multiple levels of oppression, and how each is linked to an interlocking system of privilege or domination.  Patricia Hill Collins (1990) termed this concept the Matrix of Domination.  This theory states that based on one’s social location, a person can be oppressed in some ways and privileged in others.  Moreover, for every act of oppression there is an interconnected act of domination.  The Matrix of Domination  is a useful tool for understanding the ways in which different social locations interact with each other, that is, how race, gender, class, etc. work together to privilege or oppress.  

The Matrix helps us to understand that domination occurs on multiple levels: personal, cultural, and institutional.  Additionally, because everyone in society has a social location, everyone in society fits into this Matrix.  Collins emphasizes that most of us have experienced varying degrees of privilege and oppression, so that no matter where we fall in the Matrix in terms of any particular social location, we all fit somewhere, whether we are more on the privileged side or the oppressed side.  Collins (1990) and Lorde (1980) maintain that in order to get a full picture of the systems of privilege and oppression in our society, it is important to take all aspects of one’s social locations into account.  They all affect the impressions we make on others as well as how we view ourselves.  

It is often a source of dismay for students to learn that social locations affect everyone.  Typically, in learning about social inequalities, we focus on those who fall into the less dominant side of each category.  It is important to emphasize to students that even if a person is a white middle or upper class male, his reality is shaped by race, class, and gender.  Systems of domination are most often perpetuated unknowingly by members of the dominant groups in society, and are most often played out through notions of entitlement and “invisible” privilege (privileges of which most people of dominant groups are unaware they possess, but have a great effect on the way they are able to live their lives).  As Collins points out, privilege and domination are the result of being part of an oppressive societal structure.  

Anyone who teaches about the inequalities in society is probably familiar with the challenging work of getting students to identify with the various oppressions that exist.  This paper will demonstrate a way of facilitating student’s connection not only to some of the oppressions they may experience in society, but also to some of the privileges they possess.

Activities


Based on our social locations in society, we are all privileged in some aspects, and oppressed in others.  It is important for students to identify their own social locations, and how the concepts of oppression and privilege affect their own lives.  Therefore, four activities will be presented here that serve to facilitate this social justice journey.  It is advisable to do all of the exercises in this paper in consecutive class periods.  They provide a progression that can be valuable in terms of creating unity in the classroom as you begin to discuss personal issues.  

It is also beneficial, whenever possible, to have classes that deal with these kinds of sensitive issues meet once a week for a longer time period so that students have time to discuss issues and concerns during class.  If this is the case, educators can facilitate the first two activities discussed below in one class period, and the second two activities in the next class period.  Recommended reading assignments for students are also provided.  


Connecting to Systemic Oppression


In courses that explore sensitive issues, it is helpful to have students keep a journal in class.  Before the first activity, students should have an understanding of the concept of social locations (i.e., one’s status in society based on their social group memberships).  They should consider various social locations (e.g., race, class, age, gender, ability, etc.) and in their journals, write down their own status for each.  This will be useful in preparation for the upcoming exercises.  In addition, they should have a working definition of oppression, such as “being denied access to resources based on one’s social group memberships.”

The first activity helps students begin to connect with and understand their own experiences of oppression.  It tends to be a bonding experience for class members and an effective way for them to begin to see their location in society.  
Activity One: Journal Entry on Oppression

For this activity, students begin by thinking of a time when they have felt oppressed (i.e., when they have been denied access to resources based on one or more of their social locations).  They then write or draw a picture about the situation in their journal, and how it made them feel.  (Giving them the option of drawing a picture helps those who learn more visually to express themselves in a different and creative way.)  After about five to seven minutes, they can either get into groups of two or three to share their “stories”, and/or share with the class as a whole.

At this point, students remember what it feels like to be discriminated against based on some aspect of their appearance, behavior, social location, or some combination of the three.  Sometimes, there are one or two students who can’t recall ever having felt oppressed, and that in itself is an interesting aspect of the discussion (e.g., what are the social locations of those who can’t recall an oppressive experience, and consider themselves not to be oppressed in any way?)  This discussion leads into the following exercise in the hopes of students’ further understanding how systemic oppression plays out in society based on different social locations.
Activity Two: Silently Standing in the Face of Oppression


Various versions of this activity have been facilitated by many scholars, activists, speakers, and educators throughout the country.  Although it has been given various names such as: the Crosswalk, the Power Shuffle, and the Race for America, I choose to call it, “Silently Standing in the Face of Oppression.”  The name does not get revealed, however, until the activity is completed, in the hope of keeping students’ minds open and unbiased before beginning.

Along with the various names this activity has been given, there are probably just as many variations as to how to best facilitate it.  The following is the version I prefer.  The ideas for the prompts below are based on McIntosh’s (1988) article, and some of them are from the Intercultural Dialogue Program at the University of Maryland.
Preferably, the room is set up where chairs and/or desks are in a circle format.  (This tends to be an excellent configuration for every class meeting as it definitely encourages student participation in any discussion.)  Next, participants are informed that a series of prompts will be read, and that as they hear each prompt, if the situation applies to them, they should stand up.  Participants should also be told that this activity must be done in complete silence (and students may need to be reminded of this throughout the exercise).  Silence shows respect for students' courage to acknowledge the ways they are oppressed.

As each prompt is read and some of the students stand up by their chair, the facilitator says, "Please everyone look around the room and notice who is standing and who is sitting," and then those who are standing may sit before going on to the next prompt.
Prompts:

· If people routinely mispronounce your name . . . please stand up
· If you have ever been the only person of your gender in a class or place of

employment . . .
· If you have ever been asked to fill out a survey that asked for your "race" but did not include an option that accurately described your racial identity . . .

· If you worry semester to semester about whether you’ll be able to afford your college tuition. . .

· If you represent the first generation of your family to attend college . . .

· If you ever felt pressured to alter your appearance, mannerisms, or language to avoid being judged based on your race . . .

· If you have a physical, psychological, developmental, or learning disability . . . 
· If an educator, counselor, or other authority figure ever discouraged you from pursuing a particular field of study or profession . . .
· If you are often expected to attend classes on your religious holidays . . .

· If you have ever had a job where you received less pay than somebody for doing equal work . . .

· If you have been sexually harassed in your workplace or elsewhere . . .

· If you know someone who has been the survivor of sexual assault or attempted sexual assault (rape) . . .

· If there is any dimension of your identity that you have to hide from most people in order to feel safe . . .


Once the prompts are completed, the students are asked to answer the following questions in their journals: How did it feel to stand up?  How did it feel to be sitting while others stood?  Then you can facilitate a discussion of their impressions with the entire group.  Besides a feeling of discomfort at participating in the task at hand, most often students express an overwhelming sense of solidarity in terms of their feelings of oppression.  To know, for example, that a school counselor discouraged a student from continuing his/her education is different from finding out that this same sexist or racist scenario has played out in other schools in other cities and states.  Again, this activity helps students to situate themselves in society, and to use a sociological imagination to understand that their experiences can be analyzed as a systemic problem, not just as an individual issue.

This exercise can be eye-opening for students who stood to acknowledge some aspect of oppression that they never considered before.  It is important to remind students that the point of the exercise is in no way to make them feel oppressed, but rather for them to connect with and more fully comprehend the systems of inequality that exist in society.  Only when we understand our connection to the problem of inequality can we begin to consider how we can work towards social justice.
Connecting to Systemic Privilege


Specifically at this point, before the next two activities, it is essential to assign Peggy McIntosh’s (1988) article, “Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  Now that students have begun to understand the concept of oppression, it is extremely helpful for them to see McIntosh’s lists which show aspects of privilege that they might now better understand.  Once they have read McIntosh’s article, they are often overwhelmed and start to become aware of the realities of privilege and oppression.  They begin to unpack their own “invisible knapsacks”.


In terms of better understanding privilege, Audre Lorde’s (1980) article, “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining Difference” is also extremely useful.  Lorde explains that we are all at times oppressed and at other times, or in other realms, oppressors.  In addition, Lorde speaks of a “mythical norm:” a stereotype that is perpetuated by society, against which everyone else is measured.  She describes America’s mythical norm as : "white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, christian, financially secure" (362).  Because this myth is perpetuated and believed, this is where the power in society continues to lie, thus creating a hierarchy under which everyone else falls.  It is important to remind students that this norm is mythical because it is a social construction: that the particular traits in that myth arguably do not inherently represent power, rather it is only because we have been taught to believe that they do, that those who hold power in our society tend to possess those characteristics.  This discussion is important in terms of preparing students for thinking about the possibilities of social change.  Moreover, even those few in society who actually fit the mythical norm will eventually grow out of it based on their age, demonstrating the illusiveness of this “norm.”  Examination of the mythical norm is extremely useful in analyzing the hierarchy of power that exists in society.
Activity Three: Connecting to the Matrix of Domination

Now that students have an overview of how privilege plays out in society as well as the statuses that constitute an unearned benefit, it is time for students to put themselves into the picture, and figure out how these dynamics play out in their own lives.  Patricia Hill Collins’ Matrix of Domination is a useful tool in helping students do this.  The Matrix of Domination has been taught in various ways, but here again, this is the method I have found most useful.  This method has the added benefit of providing a visual model for understanding the concept, and it demonstrates the intersections of our social locations which work together to privilege us in some ways and oppress us in others. 

The first step is for students to draw the following model in their journal.  This is a revised version of a model McIntosh (2006) refers to as the Wheel of Oppression.
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Each spoke in this wheel represents a social location.  Below each spoke is the name of a social location, and there is room above each spoke for a student to fill in her/his status in that social location, which will be the next step.  In the center of the wheel is a “P” for Privilege.  Moving toward the outside of the wheel is where the brunt of the weight of oppression is experienced, as the wheel turns.  The “P” in the center of the wheel represents those who possess unearned benefits, who are often unaware of the burden that is carried by those who are situated further away from the center.

Students are asked to place themselves into this wheel by adding their own statuses.  The following is one example of this step.
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It is helpful here, to remind them of the “mythical norm” because the next step involves comparing themselves to it.  If every category in the mythical norm is a privileged category, then how does each of the students’ social locations compare to it?  For example, if a student is white, then s/he matches the mythical norm in the category of race.  If a student is a lesbian, then in terms of sexual orientation, she is further away from the center of the wheel in that category.  Ask students to make a mark on each spoke of their wheel to indicate whether they are closer to or further away from the mythical norm.  The following is how the previous example might look:
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It is important to remind students here that it is not a matter of how they feel, but rather their comparison to the mythical norm.  In other words, a female student might feel extremely privileged to be a woman, but this sociological exercise refers to the patriarchal aspect of society where being male holds more status (financially, socially, spatially, etc.) than being female, so the mark would fall further away from the privileged side of the spoke.  On the other hand, if we view gender as a continuum, then the gender spoke must also include transgendered people, whose mark would be even closer to the oppressed side of the spoke.  Thus, a female’s mark would not be all the way to the oppressed side of the spoke in comparison.  Again, the purpose of this activity is to demonstrate where we each fit in comparison to the standard of the mythical norm to which we are all compared.


Finally, I use this Wheel of Oppression to illustrate the Matrix of Domination.  By connecting the dots on their wheel, students create a two-dimensional model of how their statuses intersect and work together to privilege or oppress.  Below are two matrices.  The first is the outcome of the prior example, and the second is what the mythical norm would look like.
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Again, using this Wheel of Oppression to visually help students connect to the Matrix provides the opportunity for them to situate themselves in society, using their sociological imaginations.

Now that students have a visual, theoretical understanding of the Matrix of Domination, the next activity allows students to see how some of their unearned privileges play out.
Activity Four: Silently Acknowledging the Face of Privilege


Again, this activity has been facilitated in many different forms, and given many different names.  Like the earlier prompts, these are based primarily on McIntosh’s (1988) article, and have proved extremely useful in helping students to think about invisible privilege and how it plays out in society and in their own lives.

Once again, be sure to remind the participants that the activity must be done in silence.  This shows respect for other students and acknowledges the courage it often takes to claim one’s privilege.  In addition, once students are standing for a prompt, remember to ask them to notice who is standing and who is sitting.

Prompts:

· If you can reasonably assume that a general American history class will include the voices and experiences of your racial group . . . please stand up
· If you can reasonably assume that someday you will be able to rent or purchase a home in an area which you can afford and in which you would want to live. . .

· If you have never been followed around in a store . . .

· If you do not have to worry about your own daily physical protection. . .

· If most of the people holding political office in your home town were racially similar to you . . .

· If every U.S. President or Vice President has shared your gender and racial identity . . .

· If you are able to read directions to get anywhere you want to go; or read instructions on medications; or read to a child . . .
· If you were given encouragement to succeed in whatever endeavors you chose to pursue, by your parents/caregivers, family, and teachers . . .
· If you ask to talk to the "person in charge," that most often you will be facing a person of your gender . . .

· If a traffic cop pulls you over, you can be sure that you haven't been singled out because of your race . . .

· If English is your first language . . .

· If you know that no matter how far away your parking space is from where you’re going that you are physically able to handle the walk . . .

· If you can choose not to think about how race affects you on a daily basis . . .

(A note about the prompts below: these prompts can relate to heterosexual privilege or the privilege of being in a unicultural relationship – however, in an effort not to “out” anyone in class, rather than asking participants to stand, I ask them to think about the privilege that is associated with these prompts):

· If you can walk down the street hand in hand with your partner without fear of being harassed or attacked . . .

· If your marital aspirations or arrangements are looked upon with positive anticipation or acceptance by your family . . .

Once the prompts are completed, students answer the following question in their journals: How did it feel to acknowledge your privilege?  Then students are asked to discuss their impressions with the entire group.  This activity is commonly the one that is the most remarkable for students.  Most students admit that they have never heard or thought of these ideas before, and never realized their own privilege in society.  Feelings of guilt, anger, anxiety, nausea, and general discomfort are quite common.  Writing in their journals and discussing/debriefing this activity is essential.

It also helps to let them know that all of these feelings are not only common but understandable, given the fact that it is new to them, and has been invisible for most of their lives.  There are many articles written about effective ways to handle these kinds of emotions in the classroom.  It is highly recommended that facilitators conduct further research in this area so they can be better prepared to handle what can be a fairly stressful yet enormously educational experience in the classroom (see, for example, Bohmer and Briggs, 1991; Konradi, 1993; Ferber and Storrs, 1995).


It is crucial to acknowledge feelings of anger and guilt that many students face.  After sorting through those feelings, they can be encouraged to view them as stepping stones on the journey to a more multi-cultural approach to life.  Further, we can remind students that they did not cause the inequalities that exist in society; inequalities have existed for centuries.  However, as Allan Johnson (2001) points out, once we know these inequalities exist, we do have a responsibility to do something about them.  Rather than getting stuck in the mire of self-loathing, they can use those feelings as motivation for social and interpersonal change.

Another interesting response to this last activity is that some students say that although they are beginning to understand the privilege and supposed power that they possess, they do not feel powerful.  In Kimmel's article, "Masculinity as Homophobia" (1994), he explains this paradox.  He argues that people with privilege (most often white men) as a group feel a sense of entitlement to that power (e.g., the expectations they have for their futures, the way they expect to be treated by others, etc.) regardless of their individual feelings of powerlessness.  Like Lorde's "mythical norm,” the power is taken for granted, and then masked because it is considered the norm, so it never needs to be mentioned.  


Another common response is for students to deny that they have privilege.   It is valuable to point out that denying or ignoring privilege is in itself a privilege.  Not having to think about one’s privilege is a luxury that people who are discriminated against or oppressed on a daily basis do not possess.  Moreover, those students who have experienced discrimination on a daily basis are often surprised that they possess any privilege.  This provides another source of discussion, and demonstrates again that the Matrix is inclusive of everyone, and does not simply concentrate on certain groups in society.
Finally, it is productive to finish the discussion with a focus on social change.  Johnson (2001) does an exceptional job explaining the risks of ignoring the concepts of oppression and privilege.  In discussing personal and social change, he states: 

We don't have to think sexist or racist thoughts in order to participate in a system through which sexist and racist trouble happens.  Participating is all it takes to involve us.  It's also all it takes to give us the potential to be part of the solution, for when we see how we're connected to the problem, we can also see how we can make a difference by choosing differently as we participate in making systems happen (141).
Time permitting, it is helpful to ask students to make a list of ways they can make a difference in their own personal lives to become part of the solution.  This is usually completed at the end of the semester, but introducing the idea at this point helps students to see beyond the guilt and frustration of an unfair system.

As educators, we need to understand our own connection to oppression and privilege, and how they play out in our own lives.  Only by doing this heartfelt work on our own can we be prepared and successful in bringing these potentially volatile concepts into the classroom.  Those of us who choose to do this work in the classroom are all on a path toward social justice.  We must remember that along the way, we can not force students to see and acknowledge their privilege, we can only serve as facilitators in the process of their doing so.  Students need an outlet to discuss this newfound knowledge, and we can give them one.  This work is difficult enough to pursue in a group, but alone, it is nearly impossible.  Having information readily available to refer students to organizations both on campus and off that support this kind of work is vital in their continued journey.  Finally, reminding them that this is only the beginning can motivate them to find avenues to continue on this path toward social justice.
Benefits of this approach


A benefit of using all of the activities provided is that as a unit, they speak to everyone.  In other words, rather than focusing only on victims of oppression, these activities focus on everyone.  Most people have felt or experienced some sort of oppression in their lives, and many have acted as oppressors, even unknowingly.  Through these activities, most people, no matter where they fit in the Matrix of Domination, discover some aspect of their identity for which they fall in the privileged category, whether it be race, sexual orientation, age, physical ability, etc.  This inclusivity lends itself to students’ full participation in these activities.

Another benefit to using all of these activities is that they foster feelings of solidarity (especially when discussing oppression), and then allow students to recognize their privilege in a relatively safe space.  As previously stated, many have never considered these ideas before and find them to be overwhelming.  Incorporating all of these activities provides a comprehensive model for facilitating that process of awareness and acknowledgement.  It makes what can feel for some like a harsh reality, a bit less devastating.  The hope is that students conclude the activities more aware, and empowered to act for change.

Finally, the prompts in the activities are flexible and can be tailored to any social locations you might want to emphasize, depending on the course you are teaching.  These exercises are quite personal for students in that they require students to perceive their own relationship to an unfair system.  The experience brings with it the potential for long-term growth and involvement in social justice endeavors.  
Drawbacks of this approach


In everyday life, white people often use people of color as their “comparison group.”  In fact, Toni Morrison (1992) in her book, “Playing in the Dark”, theorizes that white people exist only in contrast to their neighbors of color; their identity is formed and represented only as a comparison to “the Other.”  Unfortunately, the activities in this paper perpetuate this idea.  During the activities that entail standing up, those who are standing up are being asked to compare themselves with those who are sitting, and vice versa.  The hope is that it makes clear the connection between domination/privilege and oppression.  Although this can be a valuable realization for all, it is especially powerful for people who are more privileged.  

In contrast, the activities have the potential to make people who are less privileged feel their oppression more acutely as they are compared to those who possess more privilege.  Any resulting feelings of alienation mark the antithesis of the purpose of this work.  Working through these issues with students might be one way to alleviate any negative responses from these activities.


On the other hand, many people who represent oppressed groups (e.g., people of color, women, etc.) have found these exercises to be a refreshing change from being placed in the spotlight in other courses on social inequalities.  Although learning about the experiences of oppressed people is extremely valuable for the purpose of social change, many people of oppressed groups feel uncomfortable in classes where they feel they must speak for their whole group.  Alternatively, the focus of the exercises in this paper tends to be on all students’ making connections between themselves and society. 
Conclusion


Recognizing privilege is difficult work.  Exploring ways of facilitating this work is crucial.  As the collaborations and experiences of educators grow, this area of study will benefit enormously, as will the students who have the opportunity to begin their journey toward inclusivity.

It is important that this type of interpersonal work be combined with an historical and theoretical basis.  If students first understand the progression of oppression and privilege through history, they can begin to see how these aspects of society are social constructions.  If students are exposed to the theories that have come out of these concepts in society, they can begin to gain a framework for understanding them.  If students understand the experiences of others in regard to oppression and privilege, they can begin to gain insight into how difference is treated in our society.  All of these pieces can help to ground students in viewing difference with compassion and appreciation.  Thus, when they get to the kinds of activities discussed here, they might be more open-minded and willing to learn about their own role in maintaining and perpetuating inequalities in society.
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