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Introduction 

η graduate school , m y disser ta t ion advisor told m e , "Peop le usu-

ally do research on the issues they ' re t rying to w o r k out in their 

o w n l ives . " Tha t w a s t rue about m e then, and it stil l is now. 

S ince the ea r ly 1980s , I h a v e b e e n do ing w h a t feels l ike m y life 's 

work : educa t ing about divers i ty and social jus t ice . I have done so in 

a r a n g e o f c o n t e x t s — u n i v e r s i t i e s , n o n p r o f i t a g e n c i e s , s c h o o l s , 

w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s , a n d c o m m u n i t y g r o u p s ; in d i f f e r e n t 

ro les—as a professor, trainer, consul tant , facilitator, and aff irmative 

ac t ion officer; and wi th var ious groups of people—students (of all 

ages ) , teachers , counse lo rs , adminis t ra tors , manage r s , staff m e m -

bers , board m e m b e r s , po l ice , local c i t izens, a n d activists . 

Th i s has b e e n an ongo ing learning exper ience , b o t h persona l ly 

and professionally. I ssues of oppress ion and mul t icu l tura l i sm h a v e 

c o m p l e x his tor ies and cont inua l ly evolve . N e w concerns and m a n i -

fes ta t ions of inequa l i ty e m e r g e as socia l , pol i t ica l , and e c o n o m i c 

c h a n g e s occu r in our coun t ry and th roughou t the wor ld . D e m o -

graphics shift, a n d socia l dynamics b e c o m e increas ingly complex . 

Personal ly, I a m cont inua l ly faced wi th t rying to s tay abreast o f cur -

rent i ssues , work ing on rais ing m y o w n consc iousness , a n d explor -

ing the s ignif icance of m y o w n social identi t ies. Professionally, as 

the social c l imate changes , so does the w a y w e n e e d to educa te for 

socia l jus t ice . Peop le ' s a t t i tudes about different groups shift, as do 

thei r w a y s o f exp la in ing inequal i t ies . Different c o n c e r n s b e c o m e 
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2 P R O M O T I N G DIVERSITY A N D J U S T I C E 

m o r e p rominen t and evoke n e w sets o f feel ings and react ions . O n e 

of the m o s t cha l lenging aspects of socia l jus t ice educa t ion is work ing 

wi th peop le from pr iv i leged or dominan t g roups—those w h o are in 

the more powerfu l pos i t ion in a par t icular type o f oppress ion. At 

t imes , I h a v e b e e n impressed a n d h u m b l e d b y their degree of open-

ness , courage , a n d risk taking. A t o ther t imes , I have been frustrated, 

angered , and s tymied b y their unwi l l ingness to cons ider n e w infor-

mat ion , re think assumpt ions , or express concern for others . It is in 

the latter s i tuat ions that I, and m a n y of m y col leagues , h a v e strug-

gled the mos t . 

It is cr i t ical that w e are able to engage peop le from pr iv i leged 

groups in social jus t ice issues. F rom a s imple educa t iona l pe rspec-

t ive, m o s t educa tors wi l l h a v e a m i x of peop le in their c lasses or 

groups , inc luding those from dominan t groups . Fo r sess ions to run 

smoo th ly and for learning to b e max imized , ideally, all par t ic ipants 

shou ld b e product ive ly involved. F r o m a socia l change perspec t ive , 

peop le from pr iv i leged groups perpetua te oppress ion th rough indi-

v idua l ac ts , as we l l as th rough inst i tut ional and cul tural pract ices . 

T h e y have access to resources , information, and p o w e r that can ei-

ther b lock or he lp facilitate change . People from pr iv i leged g roups 

w h o are all ies can inf luence decis ion mak ing , a l locate funds, share 

n e e d e d skil ls and knowledge , and b e role mode l s for o ther domi -

nan t group m e m b e r s to suppor t equity. It a l so he lps to h a v e peop le 

from pr iv i leged groups as par t of the c h a n g e effort. E v e n though 

m o r e peop le from oppressed groups are l ikely to push for greater so-

cial jus t ice , as peop le from pr iv i leged groups jo in in the s t ruggle , it 

increases the cri t ical m a s s n e e d e d to effect change . Fur the rmore , i f 

w e care about l iberat ion, w e n e e d to care abou t l iberat ing all people . 

A s I ' l l d i scuss further, oppress ion d imin ishes all h u m a n be ings . 

M y exper iences , bo th posi t ive and nega t ive , and m y commi t -

m e n t to jus t ice led m e to wri te this book . In part , I w a s invo lved in a 

ques t to m o r e effectively unders tand and w o r k wi th peop le from 

dominan t groups on social jus t ice issues. I wan t ed to be a be t te r edu-

ca tor and change agent . I a lso wan ted to share wi th o thers w h a t I 

h a v e learned and found useful. A s I h a v e presented s o m e o f this m a -

terial at conferences , workshops , and classes , I h a v e found peop le 

h u n g r y for w a y s to th ink about and address divers i ty i ssues , e spe -

cia l ly wi th peop le from pr iv i leged groups. M y cho ice to focus on 

work ing wi th peop le from dominan t groups in n o w a y impl ies that 

this is m o r e impor tan t than work ing with people from oppressed 
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groups . It is a response to m y o w n exper iences and to w h a t I per-

ce ived as a n e e d in the field. 

I a m ex t remely for tunate to have h a d graduate t ra ining in a pro-

g r a m focused on divers i ty and social jus t ice t ra ining at the Un ive r -

sity of Massachuse t t s in Amhers t . T h e courses on oppress ion t h e o r y 

w o r k s h o p design, psycho log ica l educa t ion , group dynamics , a n d 

d e v e l o p m e n t a l t h e o r i e s a n d the w o r k s h o p s on r a c i s m , s e x i s m , 

he t e rosex i sm, c l a s s i sm, ab le i sm, a n d an t i -Semi t i sm w e r e inva lu -

able . A n d a l though they were n o t m y only source o f educat ion, I a m 

indebted to the faculty and s tudents there w h o prov ided m e wi th 

such rich learning oppor tuni t ies (and w h o con t inue to b e va lued 

co l l eagues ) . 

M a n y peop le educa t ing about social jus t ice do so wi th ve ry little 

t ra ining in h o w to do this type o f educa t ion . Often, peop le are we l l 

ve rsed in con ten t areas bu t less t ra ined or ski l led in issues o f peda -

g o g y or process . General ly, peop le rely on their na tura l talent, in tu-

it ion, and trial and error. T h e s e are indispensable . Yet I find I a m 

m o s t effective w h e n I can a lso d raw on o ther theor ies and f rame-

works . T h e s e a l low m e to be t te r m a k e sense of w h a t is occurr ing , 

and they inform m y responses . This b a c k g r o u n d he lps m e plan m y 

approaches and ant ic ipate react ions. 

In this b o o k , I share s o m e of the theories , perspect ives , and strat-

eg ies I have found m o s t useful w h e n work ing wi th adul ts from pr iv-

i leged groups on divers i ty and social jus t ice issues . It is wr i t ten for 

pract i t ioners w h o a l ready have a c o m m i t m e n t to these issues . I a m 

not t rying to conv ince readers o f the ex i s tence of oppress ion or o f the 

n e e d to va lue differences and p r o m o t e equity. M y h o p e is that these 

theoretical tools wil l a l low educators to be more reflective and inten-

t ional in their work , helping them to consider w h o they ' re work ing 

wi th , wha t they ' re doing, w h y they ' re doing it, and h o w to educa te 

m o r e effectively. T h e fields of educa t ion and psycho logy are heav i ly 

d r a w n upon . Yet in do ing so, I a t tempt to cont inua l ly cons ider the 

i n d i v i d u a l in s o c i a l c o n t e x t , to e m b e d a p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s 

wi thin a structural analysis. I wan t to recognize the interplay be tween 

the external and the internal, h o w the sociopolit ical context affects in-

dividual att i tudes and behaviors and, thus, our c lassroom dynamics . 

S o m e g e n e r a l p r inc ip le s a n d p rac t i ces are r e v i e w e d tha t are 

helpful in mos t educa t iona l s i tuat ions, bu t they are d i scussed in re-

lat ion to work ing wi th people from d o m i n a n t groups. Th i s is no t a 

how- to b o o k , p rovid ing deta i led activit ies and exerc ises ; no r is it a 
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c o o k b o o k that p romises that if you fol low this s imple recipe , you ' l l 

h a v e a perfect educa t iona l exper ience . I offer educa t iona l and psy-

chologica l perspec t ives to inform one ' s prac t ice and increase one ' s 

op t ions in address ing s i tuat ions. I ' l l sugges t approaches , bu t I wi l l 

no t supply easy answers . There are none . I t ry no t to b e prescr ip t ive , 

bu t in an effort to b e concre te , e x a m p l e s and specific sugges t ions are 

offered. I encourage readers to take a n d adap t w h a t is useful. Th i s is 

no t every th ing y o u n e e d to k n o w to teach abou t divers i ty and socia l 

jus t ice . Reade r s are referred to the append ix for s o m e addi t ional re-

sources , espec ia l ly for ideas for par t icular act ivi t ies . A n exp lana t ion 

of the title wi l l further clarify the focus of the book . 

About the Title 

Promoting Diversity and Social Justice 

The te rm diversity has b e c o m e a b u z z w o r d wi th a var ie ty o f con-

no ta t ions and s y n o n y m s . Schoo l s are address ing "mul t i cu l tu ra l -

i sm," bus inesses are learning to "va lue diversity," a n d our soc ie ty is 

grappl ing wi th "cul tura l p lura l i sm." These efforts usual ly p romote 

the unders tanding , accep tance , and apprecia t ion o f cul tura l differ-

ences . Fo r people to l ive together in a car ing and jus t wor ld , this is 

impor tan t work . Consc iousness - ra i s ing can increase an awareness 

of se l f and others . It a l lows peop le to cha l lenge s tereotypes , over-

c o m e prejudices , and deve lop relat ionships wi th different k inds of 

people . It can he lp individuals en large their na r row wor ldv i ew and 

recognize that there are other legi t imate w a y s o f thinking, be ing , 

and doing. A t t imes , d ivers i ty t raining a l lows peop le to w o r k and 

l ive together m o r e produc t ive ly and peacefully. 

Unfortunately, m o s t diversi ty w o r k s tops here . It t ends to focus 

on individuals and in terpersonal dynamics . I add the words social 

justice to indicate that I advoca te go ing farther. Soc ia l jus t ice a lso in-

vo lves address ing issues of equity, p o w e r re la t ions , and inst i tut ion-

a l ized oppress ion . It seeks to es tabl ish a m o r e equi table dis t r ibut ion 

o f p o w e r and re sources so tha t al l peop le can l ive w i t h dignity, 

se l f -determinat ion, and phys ica l and psycho log ica l safety. It creates 

oppor tuni t ies for peop le to reach their full potent ia l wi th in a mu tu -

ally responsible , in te rdependent society. Work ing toward social jus -
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t ice requires chang ing unjust inst i tut ional s t ructures , pol ic ies , a n d 

pract ices a n d cha l leng ing the dominan t ideology. Soc ia l jus t ice edu-

ca tors seek to create the condi t ions requi red for a true democracy , 

one that inc ludes the full and equa l par t ic ipat ion of all g roups in the 

society. 

E d u c a t i n g 

I u se the t e rm educating in the b roades t sense . I d o no t l imit edu-

ca t ion to c l a s s rooms or to teacher-s tudent re la t ionships . W h e n e v e r 

w e he lp peop le learn, think, a n d grow, w e are invo lved in educa t ion . 

Educa t ing involves increas ing knowledge , deve lop ing skil ls , ra is-

ing consc iousness , and enhanc ing cri t ical thinking. Socia l jus t ice ed-

uca t ion takes m a n y forms in m a n y contexts , from lectures in formal 

c l a s s room set t ings to conversa t ions ove r the k i tchen table to po l i cy 

presenta t ions in conference rooms. 

Th i s b o o k is in tended for anyone w h o educa tes o thers abou t di-

vers i ty a n d equity. A l t h o u g h the p r imary focus is on professors , 

teachers , and trainers in c lass rooms and workshops , o thers w h o are 

invo lved in socia l change—such as counse lors , organizers , s tudent 

affairs pe rsonne l , c o m m u n i t y educa tors , advoca tes , and group facil-

i ta tors— m a y find this informat ion relevant . T h e pr inc ip les and per-

spect ives d i scussed can b e appl ied to a range of s i tuat ions and audi -

ences . There fore , I wi l l use a var ie ty o f t e rms to reflect different 

contexts a n d rela t ionships: teacher, facilitator, educator, trainer, as we l l 
as student and participant. I h o p e the l anguage (i.e., t eacher a n d stu-

dent ) wil l no t interfere wi th t ranslat ing and apply ing the concep t s 

and s trategies to o ther s i tuat ions. 

T h e peop le w e encoun te r in our c lasses , workshops , and mee t -

ings are often s tar t ing f rom different p laces in the educa t iona l p ro -

cess . T h e y c o m e wi th vary ing knowledge , a t t i tudes, expe r i ences , 

predispos i t ions , pre judices , a n d expec ta t ions abou t d ivers i ty a n d 

socia l jus t ice issues . O n one e n d of this con t i nuum m a y b e peop le 

w h o are h igh ly resis tant to explor ing mul t icul tura l issues. T h e y m a y 

b e ve ry defens ive and c losed-minded . O the r s m a y b e cau t ious ly 

open to n e w informat ion and perspect ives . T h e y are guarded bu t 

wi l l ing to cons ider s o m e al ternat ive v iews. S o m e m a y b e eager to 

explore these issues and to find ways to m a k e change . T h e y e m b r a c e 

the oppor tuni ty to grapple wi th divers i ty i ssues and to e x p a n d thei r 

awareness . Occas ional ly , on the other end o f the con t inuum, w e get 
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peop le w h o are a l ready commi t t ed to social jus t ice and are anx ious 

to further their g rowth and take posi t ive act ion. Ul t imately , I w o u l d 

l ike peop le from pr iv i leged groups to b e c o m m i t t e d to b e i n g all ies 

and t o b e able to act in sol idar i ty wi th people from oppressed g roups 

(and others from pr iv i leged groups) to p romote equity. Soc ia l jus t i ce 

educa t ion is about facil i tating m o v e m e n t a long this con t inuum. 

A s I wil l d iscuss at length, w h e n peop le are resistant , they are 

unwi l l ing to learn. O u r first s tep is to reduce resis tance and create an 

openness to the educa t iona l process . O n c e peop le are in a more neu -

tral state, w e can cons ider h o w to cha l lenge apathy and spark inter-

est. A s conce rn a n d c o m m i t m e n t grow, w e n e e d to nur ture this de-

v e l o p m e n t and foster w a y s to act on their convic t ions . In this b o o k , I 

focus on a few o f the p laces on this con t i nuum b e t w e e n res is tance 

and al l iance. T h e first is on res i s t ance—how to under s t and the rea-

sons for res is tance and find w a y s to p reven t and address it. T h e sec -

ond is on mot iva t ing suppor t for socia l jus t i ce—explor ing w h y peo-

ple from pr iv i leged groups suppor t equi ty and deve lop ing w a y s to 

appea l to and encou rage this in our educa t iona l work . 

People From Privileged Groups 

The te rm people from privileged groups impl ies that there are peo -

ple from nonpr iv i l eged groups. Sys t ems of oppress ion are charac -

t e r i z e d b y d o m i n a n t - s u b o r d i n a t e r e l a t i o n s . T h e r e a re u n e q u a l 

p o w e r re la t ionships that a l low one group to benefi t at the e x p e n s e of 

ano ther group. T h e var ious w a y s peop le n a m e the two s ides o f this 

d y n a m i c reflect these qual i t ies: oppressor and oppressed, advantaged 

and disadvantaged, dominant and subordinate, agent and target, privi-

leged and marginalized, dominator a n d dominated, majority a n d minor-

ity. A l t hough I a m not fully comfor tab le wi th any of the exis t ing lan-

guage , I wi l l use a var ie ty o f t e rms to refer to g roups in the more and 

less powerful roles. I chose the term privileged group for the title b e -

cause it is the t e rm that peop le seem mos t familiar with. Yet I a lso 

use the t e rm dominant group b e c a u s e it ref lects the fact tha t th is 

g roup no t only gets pr iv i leges and has greater socia l p o w e r bu t a lso 

sets the no rms . I ts va lues , images , and exper iences are m o s t perva-

sive in and representa t ive of the cul ture—in other words , dominan t . 

In us ing such language , I in n o w a y imp ly that there are a n y inherent 

qual i t ies that m a k e e i ther g roup deserving o f its s tatus. T h e s e are so-

cial ly cons t ruc ted and reproduced social dynamics . 
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M e m b e r s h i p in a dominan t or subordina te g roup is ascr ibed to 

us s imply on the bas is o f our social ident i ty or h o w w e are socia l ly 

ca tegor ized . T h e ca tegor ies a n d l anguage u s e d to refer to different 

g roups of peop le are imperfect and p rob lemat ic for a var ie ty o f rea-

sons . Peop le often do no t fit nea t ly into these boxes . Div id ing peop l e 

into dominan t a n d subord ina te groups tends to p romote dual is t ic 

and d i cho tomous thinking. It impl ies that peop le can eas i ly b e c las -

sified into one g roup or the o ther (i.e., e i ther W h i t e or a person o f 

color , e i ther ab le -bod ied or d i sab led ; R o s e n b l u m & Travis , 1 9 9 6 , 

pp. 14 -25) . Yet there are degrees , gradat ions , and var ia t ions wi th in 

and b e t w e e n socia l groups , and our ind iv idual socia l ident i t ies are 

no t dis t inct from each other. O n e c o m p o n e n t of our ident i ty is no t 

comple te ly separa te from other aspects of ourse lves . However , op-

press ion opera tes on the bas is of h o w society (the pr iv i leged g roup) 

v i ews and n a m e s individuals , no t necessar i ly on the bas i s of h o w 

peop le define themse lves . Moreover , the w a y s in which ident i t ies 

are socia l ly cons t ruc ted and va lued change . For example , wi th the 

A m e r i c a n s wi th Disabi l i t ies Act , w e are cont inual ly redefining w h a t 

m a k e s s o m e o n e "d isab led ." W h e n the Irish first c a m e to this coun-

try, they were no t cons idered Whi t e b y the dominan t g roup (Whi te 

A n g l o - S a x o n Pro tes tan ts ) , bu t they w e r e granted that s ta tus to pre-

ven t them from al igning wi th Afr ican Amer i cans (Ignatiev, 1 9 9 5 ) . 

Peop le in pos i t ions of p o w e r h a v e used the ca tegor iz ing and n a m i n g 

of g roups for the purposes o f control and domina t ion . E v e n though 

there are n u m e r o u s p rob lems with t rying to classify peop le in this 

way, I th ink it is helpful in order to d iscuss p o w e r re la t ionships a n d 

dynamics of oppress ion. 

T h e char t b e l o w (Table 1.1) out l ines var ious types o f oppress ion 

and the cor responding dominan t and subordinate groups for s o m e 

of the m o s t c o m m o n forms of social injustice in the Un i t ed Sta tes . 

A l though these forms o f oppress ion occur globally, m y focus wi l l b e 

on h o w they opera te wi th in the Uni t ed States . This is not an exhaus -

t ive list; I cou ld inc lude several others as wel l , such as e thnocen t r i sm 

(oppress ion b a s e d in e thnic i ty) , other types o f rel igious oppress ion , 

ant i -Arab oppress ion, l inguic i sm (oppress ion b a s e d on l anguage ) , 

and s iz ism or fat oppress ion (oppress ion b a s e d on phys ica l s ize or 

we igh t ) . The i r l ack of inc lus ion in the chart does no t m e a n to i m p l y 

that these types o f oppress ion are less impor tan t o r less harmful . I 

encourage readers to app ly w h a t is re levant to o ther forms of soc ia l 

injustice. 
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Table 1.1 Oppress ion Char t 

Types of 

Oppression Dominant Group Subordinate Group 

Sexism Males Females 

Racism Whites 

(People of European 

descent) 

Heterosexism Heterosexuals 

People of color 

(People of African, Asian, 

Latin American, Native 

American descent); biraaal/ 

multiracial people 

Gays, lesbians, bisexuals, 

transgendered people 

Classism Middle and upper classes Poor and working classes 

Ageism People in early and Children and elders 

middle adulthood 

Ableism Able-bodied/ 

nondisabled people 

People with disabilities 

Anti-Semitism Christian Jews 

We all h a v e mul t ip le social identi t ies that, depend ing on the so-

cial ca tegory , m a y p l ace us in e i ther a d o m i n a n t or s u b o r d i n a t e 

group, on different s ides of the p o w e r dynamic . I, l ike m o s t o thers , 

a m par t o f bo th advan taged a n d d i sadvan taged groups . For e x a m -

ple , I a m a w o m a n and a J e w and therefore a m par t o f the subordi-

na te group in sex i sm a n d ant i -Semit ism. Yet I a m a lso Whi t e , he te ro-

sexual , ab le -bodied , middle-c lass , a n d in m y middle-adul t yea rs , 

w h i c h m a k e s m e a m e m b e r o f severa l dominan t groups as wel l . O u r 

par t icular conste l la t ion of socia l identi t ies shapes our exper iences 

and our sense o f self. 

T h r o u g h o u t the b o o k , I refer to i nd iv idua l s from p r iv i l eged 

g roups and , in do ing so , i m p l y that there are s o m e shared exper i -

ences for m e m b e r s from different pr iv i leged groups as we l l as for 

peop le from the s ame pr iv i leged group. Howeve r , I r ecognize that 
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peop le h a v e o ther identi t ies that m a k e up w h o they are a n d that af-

fect each one ' s exper i ence and ident i ty as a dominan t -g roup m e m -

b e r (i.e., b e i n g middle-c lass , female , and J e w i s h affects m y exper i -

e n c e of b e i n g Whi t e ) . E v e n as I focus o n a s ingle dominan t identity, it 

is impor tan t to r e m e m b e r that all aspec ts o f our socia l ident i t ies are 

i n t e r r e l a t ed a n d in te rac t . O b v i o u s l y , in reali ty, o n e ' s d o m i n a n t -

g roup ident i ty canno t b e isola ted from one ' s o ther social ident i t ies . 

Yet to explore the m e a n i n g of b e i n g par t of a p r iv i leged group , I h a v e 

found it helpful to temporar i ly na r row the lens to focus on this di-

m e n s i o n o f one ' s exper ience . E v e n though I try to cont inual ly k e e p 

present the fact that o ther socia l pos i t ions do m a k e a difference a n d 

that all dominan t groups are no t the s ame , for the purpose of c lar i ty 

and simplicity, I speak in more genera l te rms. F r a m e w o r k s that s eek 

to s implify and m a k e access ib le compl i ca t ed dynamics neve r c a p -

ture the full complex i ty o f the s i tuat ion or issue. T h e s e mode l s and 

concep t s and this l anguage can b e useful as pedagog ica l tools , w a y s 

to he lp peop le unde r s t and socia l dynamics and their role in them. 

P lease k e e p in m i n d that the m a p is n o t the territory. I h o p e educa-

tors wil l b e able to h ighl ight the var ia t ions and int r icacies as they 

w o r k wi th these topics in their par t icular set t ings. 

A s I wro te abou t peop le from pr iv i l eged g roups , I s t rugg led 

wi th whe the r to use the t e rm they or we because , depend ing on w h a t 

ident i ty I thought of, I cou ld b e one o f " t h e m " or not . F o r the m o s t 

part , I refer to peop le from pr iv i leged groups wi th the less pe r sona l 

te rm they b ecause I a m no t part o f the dominan t g roup in all cases . (I 

use the t e rm we to refer to o ther educators . ) W h e n I refer to peop le 

from dominan t groups , I a m no t referring to peop le w h o are par t o f 

the dominan t g roup in all forms of oppress ion—Whi te , he te rosex-

ua l , Chr is t ian , m idd le - aged , ab le -bodied , m i d d l e - to upper -c lass 

men . I a m referring on ly to peop le w h o , wi th in a par t icular type o f 

oppress ion , are par t o f the advan taged group. 

Benefits and Limitations of 
Discussing Privileged Groups in General 

Ins tead of choos ing to focus on educa t ing Whi t e s about r ac i sm 

or m e n abou t s ex i sm or he te rosexua ls about he te rosex ism, I h a v e 

chosen to focus on educa t ing peop le from pr iv i leged groups in gen-

eral . In us ing this approach, I hope to h ighl ight the c o m m o n roots 

and the in ter locking na ture of sys tems of domina t ion . I h a v e found 
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that there are m a n y s imi lar dynamics , pat terns , a n d themes across 

different forms o f oppress ion (Adair, 1993 ; Ada i r & Howel l , 1 9 8 8 ) . 

M a n y of the s a m e issues are encoun te red w h e n work ing wi th p e o -

ple from pr iv i leged groups , regardless o f the par t icular i sm. Because 

I, a long wi th m a n y others , educa te abou t mul t ip le forms of oppres-

sion, I thought this b o o k wou ld b e m o r e useful if it w a s kep t broader , 

ins tead of be ing na r rowed to on ly one type of oppress ion. 

However , this does not m e a n that I th ink all fo rms o f oppress ion 

are the s a m e or that there are n o differences in educa t ing peop le 

from different d o m i n a n t groups . Each type o f oppress ion h a s par t ic-

u lar character is t ics and dynamics . Fo r example , wi th sex i sm a n d 

rac ism, one ' s ident i ty and dominan t or subordina te status are fairly 

fixed. However , wi th age ism, it is na tura l that these change , a n d 

wi th c lass i sm and able ism, it is poss ib le that they wil l . Wi th sex i sm 

and age ism, there are usua l ly c lose , even in t imate , re la t ionships b e -

tween m e m b e r s of the d o m i n a n t and subordinate groups , whereas 

wi th r ac i sm and he t e rosex i sm, it is poss ib le for peop le from the 

d o m i n a n t g r o u p s to a v o i d c l o s e r e l a t i onsh ips w i t h m e m b e r s o f 

the subordinate groups . There are also different at t i tudes toward the 

d i sadvan taged group. In rac ism, there is often fear; in ab le i sm, pi ty; 

in h e t e r o s e x i s m , revu l s ion ; a n d in a g e i s m , c o n d e s c e n s i o n . W i t h 

s o m e forms of oppress ion , it is easier for s o m e m e m b e r s of the op-

pressed group to "pass , " such as wi th he te rosexism, an t i -Semi t i sm, 

and c lass ism, yet this is more difficult or near ly imposs ib le for o the r 

peop le from subordina te groups , such as in the cases of sex ism, rac -

ism, or ab le i sm (if the person has an obv ious disabi l i ty) . There are 

also different his tor ies and social functions of the oppress ion (i.e., 

the par t icular use and t rea tment of African A m e r i c a n s in the Un i t ed 

Sta tes) . Young (1990) identifies five "faces o f oppress ion," wh ich in-

c lude exploitat ion, marginal izat ion, powerlessness , cultural imper i -

al ism, and v io lence . A socia l g roup m a y b e cons idered oppressed if 

its member s experience one or more of these conditions. Therefore, the 

type and degree of oppressive actions enacted and exper ienced m a y 

vary as well . 

Al l these differences war ran t at tent ion w h e n educa t ing about 

s o c i a l j u s t i c e . T h e y a l s o h a v e i m p l i c a t i o n s for e d u c a t i n g p r iv i -

l eged-group m e m b e r s about different forms of oppress ion . E v e n 

though there are m a n y c o m m o n responses and genera l ly effective 

s t r a t eg ies , w e a re l ike ly to e n c o u n t e r spec i f ic t ypes o f r eac t ions 

w h e n educa t ing about cer ta in types o f oppress ion . Fo r e x a m p l e , 

w h e n a d d r e s s i n g h e t e r o s e x i s m , w e are l i ke ly to f ind r e s i s t a n c e 
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b a s e d on mora l and rel igious bel iefs , wh ich is unl ike ly to occur wi th 

o ther i sms . With c lass ism, I h a v e found that cr i t iques o f cap i ta l i sm 

and our c lassis t sys tem can quick ly evoke defens iveness and dis-

tor ted v i ews of o ther e c o n o m i c sys tems. Peop le feel that thei r des i re 

for u p w a r d mobi l i ty is be ing threa tened or cr i t ic ized and that the 

o n l y a l t e r n a t i v e is s o m e v e r s i o n o f r e p r e s s i v e c o m m u n i s m . 

Red-ba i t ing m a y a lso occur. 

The re are c lear ly s o m e l imita t ions or dangers in choos ing this 

b road , inc lus ive approach . S o m e of the nuances and dis t inc t iveness 

o f par t icular forms of oppress ion are sacrif iced. W h a t is ga ined in 

general izabi l i ty is lost in specificity. M y intent ion is no t to deny or 

obscu re di f ferences a m o n g va r ious forms o f oppress ion , t h o u g h 

s o m e of this occurs w h e n speaking m o r e generally. Us ing an inc lu-

s ive f r a m e w o r k does n o t e l i m i n a t e the n e e d to p r o v i d e a m o r e 

in-depth t rea tment of par t icular topics and isms. This b roade r ap-

p roach a l so m e a n s that I wil l no t be able to adequa te ly deal wi th is-

sues that are un ique to educa t ing about specific forms of oppress ion . 

G i v e n these var ious const ra in ts , I s t rongly u rge readers to use the re-

sources l is ted in the append ix and avai lable e l sewhere to gain the 

n e e d e d informat ion to address these concerns . 

Overview of the Book 

In this chapter , I lay out the purpose , ra t ionale , and pa ramete r s 

of the book . T h e concep t s of pr iv i leged groups and social ident i t ies 

are clarified. Chap te r 2 focuses on descr ib ing pr iv i leged g roups to 

deve lop a bet ter unders tand ing of the people w e are work ing wi th . I 

h i g h l i g h t k e y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f d o m i n a n t g r o u p s a n d d o m i -

nan t -group m e m b e r s , d iscuss h o w mul t ip le identi t ies affect the ex-

per ience o f pr ivi lege, and explore the resis tance to seeing onese l f as 

pr iv i leged. Chap te r 3 rev iews several theor ies of indiv idual deve l -

o p m e n t a n d c h a n g e . T h e s e pe r spec t ives a id in c rea t ing env i ron-

m e n t s and approaches that m e e t the needs o f different indiv iduals 

and that facili tate the learning process . In Chap te r 4 , 1 define and ex-

p lore the var ious sociopol i t ica l and psycho log ica l reasons for resis-

tance from peop le from dominan t groups. W h y w e are l ikely to re-

ce ive the m o s t res is tance from Wfhite m e n is a lso cons idered . B y 

unders tand ing s o m e of the sources o f the res is tance, w e can be t te r 

address it. This is the focus of Chap te r 5, in wh ich I sugges t a r ange 

o f s t r a t eg i e s to p r e v e n t a n d a d d r e s s the r e s i s t ance w e m a y en-

counter w h e n work ing wi th dominan t -g roup m e m b e r s . C h a p t e r 6 
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presents a hos t o f psycholog ica l , social , in tel lectual , m o r a l or spiri-

tual , and ma te r i a l cos t s o f oppres s ion to peop l e from p r iv i l eged 

groups . Th i s cha l lenges the win- lose f ramework that a s sumes that 

peop le from dominan t g roups solely receive benefi ts from injustice 

and w o u l d only lose out if there were greater equity. Chap te r 7 then 

m o v e s to the ques t ion o f w h y peop le from pr iv i leged groups w o u l d 

suppor t socia l jus t ice . I d iscuss h o w empathy, m o r a l and spir i tual 

va lues , a n d self-interest are key sources o f mot iva t ion . Chap te r 8 ex-

plores h o w to bu i ld on these e lements to deve lop and enl is t suppor t 

for change . I demons t r a t e the impor tance o f mee t ing peop le w h e r e 

they are a n d address ing their needs a n d concerns . Chap t e r 9 turns to 

i ssues for social jus t ice educators . I cons ider h o w our o w n socia l 

ident i ty d e v e l o p m e n t affects ou r work , factors that affect our educa-

t ional efficacy, and w a y s to enhance our effect iveness as educa tors 

and change agents . T h e final chapte r explores h o w to sus ta in a sense 

of h o p e a n d possibi l i ty that w e can create a m o r e jus t and car ing 

wor ld . I d iscuss the n e e d to shift our current dominan t pa rad igm, 

the impor tance o f hav ing an a l ternat ive vis ion, and hopeful s igns 

that peop le from pr iv i leged groups can embrace m o r e equi tab le re-

la t ions and socia l sys tems. I inc lude the potent ia l benef i ts of socia l 

jus t ice to peop le from pr iv i leged groups and the n e e d for bo th indi-

v idua l and sys temic change . 

Educa t ing about divers i ty and social jus t ice is a cha l leng ing yet 

reward ing endeavor . It is a never -ending process and an ongo ing 

oppor tun i ty to learn. M a n y o f the ideas in the b o o k are works in 

progress , and I offer t h e m as cont r ibut ions to the g rowing field of 

peop le s t ruggl ing wi th h o w to bes t educa te for socia l jus t ice . I h o p e 

that these ideas wi l l advance our efforts to w o r k wi th peop le from 

pr iv i leged g roups and, as a result , s t rengthen our col lect ive abi l i ty 

to m a k e this w o r l d one that va lues and nour i shes ou r full humani ty . 

I w e l c o m e your thoughts and feedback. You can reach m e th rough 

the publ i sher or at d iane jgood@aol . com. 
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The Costs of Oppression to 
People From Privileged Groups 

Th e previous chapter d i scussed h o w resis tance cou ld b e reduced 

if people from dominan t groups reconceptua l ize h o w they th ink 

about social jus t ice . A l though change for m o s t peop le tends to b e 

difficult, it is even more so for those w h o feel they are on the los ing 

end . P e o p l e from pr iv i l eged g roups often see soc ia l c h a n g e as a 

win- lose s i tuat ion in w h i c h they lose. Even though greater equal i ty 

w o u l d undoub ted ly involve giving up and shar ing p o w e r and re-

sources , social jus t ice cou ld a l so enr ich their l ives. 

L iv ing in a socie ty whe re there are sys temat ic , ins t i tu t ional ized 

inequi t ies affects everyone , whe the r they are in advan taged or dis-

advan taged roles. It has profound ramif icat ions that inf luence a n d 

l imit h o w w e th ink about ourse lves and others , h o w and wi th w h o m 

w e interact , and the oppor tuni t ies and choices w e have about h o w 

to lead our l ives. A l though in some ins tances there are posi t ive ef-

fects, there are costs and harmful consequences for all o f us , t hough 

in different ways . 

M o s t efforts to unders tand the social and psycholog ica l effects 

of oppress ion h a v e focused on the exper iences of those in d i sadvan-

taged groups . Yet sys tems of oppress ion also affect people in advan-

taged groups . W h e n the exper iences of peop le in pr iv i leged pos i -

t ions are cons idered , they tend to be c o m p a r e d wi th the exper iences 

of those w h o are oppressed . T h e focus is usua l ly on h o w peop l e 

103 
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from dominan t g roups oppress others or benef i t f rom the inequal i -

t ies. M o s t theoris ts h a v e pa id less at tent ion to h o w oppress ion has 

nega t ive consequences for peop le in the advan taged group . H o w -

ever, our unders tand ing canno t be comple t e un less this is fully ex-

p lored as wel l . A s m e m b e r s of an in te rdependent society, wha t af-

fects some peop le inevi tably affects us all. Mar t in Lu ther King , Jr. 

(1991) r eminds us , "Al l m e n [sic] are caugh t in an inescapable net-

w o r k of mutual i ty , t ied in a s ingle ga rmen t o f destiny. W h a t e v e r af-

fects one directly, affects all indi rec t ly" (p. 7 ) . 

O n e w a y to a d d r e s s r e s i s t a n c e a n d to f o s t e r m e a n i n g f u l , 

long- term invo lvement in socia l change is to he lp peop le in privi-

leged groups unde r s t and h o w they are h a r m e d b y oppress ion . In 

this chapter , I wi l l first present specific w a y s in wh ich peop le from 

dominan t groups are adverse ly affected b y oppress ion a n d w a y s in 

w h i c h they could benef i t from its e l iminat ion. Then , I wi l l cons ider 

h o w oppress ion more genera l ly unde rmines their sense o f h u m a n -

ity and h u m a n potent ia l . As I h a v e sa id before , m o s t peop le are par t 

of bo th advan taged and d i sadvan taged groups . T h e focus here is on 

thei r exper ience as s o m e o n e from a pr iv i leged group, even though 

their other social identi t ies a lways affect this exper ience . 

Specific Costs of Oppression 
to People From Dominant Groups 

We need to n a m e the damag ing effects o f social injustice o n peo -

ple from advan taged groups wi thout ignor ing the larger dynamics 

of socia l p o w e r in which they occur. Recogn iz ing the w a y s in w h i c h 

pr iv i leged groups m a y b e nega t ive ly affected b y oppress ion in n o 

w a y equa tes that reality wi th the exper iences of peop le in oppressed 

groups . W h a t e v e r the cos ts are to those in d o m i n a n t groups , it is not 

the s ame as the loss o f power , dignity, oppor tuni t ies , and resources 

faced b y peop le in d i sadvan taged groups . In this sense , I a m not 

sugges t ing that peop le w h o are in pr iv i leged groups a l so are op-

pressed; they sti l l have d ispropor t ionate socia l power . W h i l e k e e p -

ing this in mind , I still be l i eve it useful to d iscuss the pr ice pa id for 

pr iv i lege and d o m i n a n c e to mo re fully unders tand the d y n a m i c s of 

oppress ion and to deve lop strategies and vis ions for change . 

In genera l , there ha s been little wri t ten about the par t icular costs 

of oppress ion to dominan t groups . The profeminis t m e n ' s m o v e -
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m e n t ha s p r o b a b l y m o s t c l e a r l y a r t i c u l a t e d the h a r m f u l c o n s e -

q u e n c e s o f s ex i sm for m e n (Kaufman , 1 9 9 3 ; K i m m e l & M e s s n e r , 

1 9 8 9 / 1 9 9 5 ; Kive l , 1 9 9 2 / 1 9 9 8 ) and offered n e w mode l s o f mascu l in -

ity. Others have descr ibed s o m e of the nega t ive ramif icat ions for 

pr iv i leged peop le in relat ion to c lass i sm (B ingham, 1986 ; M o g i l & 

Slepian , 1992 ; Wachte l , 1989) , r ac i sm (Bowse r & Hunt , 1 9 8 1 / 1 9 9 6 ; 

Feag in & Vera, 1995 ; Kive l , 1996) , a n d he te rosex i sm (Blumenfe ld , 

1992; T h o m p s o n , 1992) . Even though each form of oppress ion has its 

o w n par t icular effects on those in the advan taged group, there are 

n u m e r o u s similari t ies that i l lustrate s o m e c o m m o n d y n a m i c s o f sys -

t ems of domina t ion . 

D r a w i n g on the works c i ted above and m y o w n teaching exper i -

ences , I wi l l d i scuss the psycholog ica l , social , mora l / sp i r i t ua l , intel-

lectual , and m a t e r i a l / p h y s i c a l costs o f oppress ion to peop le f rom 

pr iv i leged groups . A l though these different consequences wil l b e 

d i scussed separately, their over lap wi th and impac t on each o ther is 

ex tens ive . In addi t ion, even though people m a y exper ience these 

cos ts on an individual bas i s , they are the result o f larger social pat-

terns , s t ructures, and ideology. T h e y g row out of ou r par t icular sys -

t ems of domina t ion and inequality. O the r oppress ive societ ies wi th 

different forms o f social organizat ion m a y h a v e bo th s imi lar and dif-

ferent nega t ive effects on those from pr iv i leged groups. 

T h e themes ci ted h ighl igh t consequences or issues that per ta in 

to d o m i n a n t g roups across different forms of oppression. T h e quo tes 

are taken from par t ic ipants in c lasses and workshops I have con-

duc ted in the pas t several years . S o m e of the effects are very per-

sonal and center a round the indiv idual and he r or his in te rpersonal 

re la t ionships . O the r s involve societal ramif icat ions that affect the in-

dividual as a m e m b e r o f society. 

Psychological Costs: Loss of 
Mental Health and Authentic Sense of Self 

Sys t ems of oppress ion cons t ra in the abi l i ty of peop le from privi-

leged groups to deve lop their full humani ty . Pressures to fit pro-

sc r ibed ro les a n d to l imi t o n e ' s e m o t i o n a l capac i ty h i n d e r o n e ' s 

s e l f -deve lopmen t . D i m i n i s h e d s e l f -knowledge a n d fears fur ther 

thwar t hea l thy psycho log ica l g rowth . I wil l descr ibe severa l aspec ts 

of h o w overa l l men ta l hea l th is c o m p r o m i s e d . 
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Socialization Into Roles and Patterns of Behavior 

Peop le in dominan t groups are socia l ized to confo rm to cer ta in 

r igid s tandards o f behavior . Th i s impedes the explora t ion of aspec ts 

of themse lves that do n o t fit wi th these expec ta t ions . Fo r example , 

he te rosexua ls m a y const ra in their feel ings and re la t ionships wi th 

peop le o f the s a m e sex, whereas m e n m a y b l o c k their emot iona l ex-

p re s s ivenes s or pursu i t of in teres ts cons ide red femin ine . P e o p l e 

from upper-c lass families are prevented or d i scouraged from con-

s ider ing nonprofess iona l occupat ions or career interests outs ide the 

family ' s es tab l i shed sphere. Ind iv idua l s ' efforts to conform to ex-

pec ted roles can u n d e r m i n e their abi l i ty to k n o w w h o they are, w h a t 

they can do , and wha t they really need . 

Denial of Emotions and Empathy 

Persona l g rowth is further l imi ted w h e n peop le a t tempt to deal 

wi th the cont radic t ion b e t w e e n wha t they are often taught (equality, 

love , and k indness ) and wha t they are expec ted to do (treat peop le 

inequi tab ly) . Th i s m a y occur w h e n they diver t thei r eyes from a 

home le s s person or treat a pe rson in a service role as a lesser h u m a n 

be ing . A s a result , peop le m a y disregard or no t perce ive the feel ings 

of o ther people . A l though c lear ly damag ing to peop le in d isadvan-

t aged groups , it a lso requires people in advan taged groups to d e n y 

their o w n emot iona l capabi l i t ies , sensitivity, and mutual i ty. Th is sti-

fles emot iona l hones ty and h inders the deve lopmen t and use of em-

pathy. 

Limited Self-Knowledge and Distorted View of Self 

Peop le from pr iv i leged groups are rout inely denied informat ion 

and oppor tuni t ies to unders t and their role in an unjust social sys t em 

as we l l as hones t feedback from people in oppressed groups . A s a re-

sult, they are den ied se l f -knowledge. This skewed sel f -awareness 

has n u m e r o u s ramif icat ions . 

Peop le from pr iv i leged groups often obtain a posi t ive sense o f 

self (consc ious ly or unconsc ious ly ) b a s e d on the d imin i shmen t of 

o thers . T h e y feel good about themse lves because they c a n po in t to 

s o m e o n e e lse w h o they be l ieve is inferior. However , this pos i t ive 

self-esteem is shal low, artificial, and false. After mar ry ing a La t ino 

from Cent ra l Amer i ca , one W h i t e w o m a n reports , 
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Because of my own "privileged" background, I felt somehow 

better than him and his people. When I began to accept responsi-

bility for myself, I had to "eat" my own response to this racism. It 

wasn't easy, but it was necessary. 

Peop le from advan taged groups often deve lop a sense o f super i -

or i ty or a d is tor ted sense of se l f to ra t ional ize the inequali ty. P r o m o -

t ions , oppor tuni t ies , and access to resources are inequi tab ly distr ib-

u ted in an unjust , h ie ra rch ica l sys tem. Often, these are no t t ru ly 

ga ined b y mer i t bu t b y connec t ions or b y be long ing to a cer ta in race , 

sex , or c lass . To justify these greater advantages , peop le from privi-

leged groups often conv ince themse lves that they are be t te r than 

other peop le and therefore m o r e deserv ing , even if they are s o m e -

h o w aware that this is n o t so. To reconci le themse lves to this s i tua-

tion, they m a y mainta in the be l ie f in their o w n superiority. They can 

easi ly draw on the dominant culture to create and reinforce this view. 

Desp i t e these efforts, they m a y find it ha rd to trust their gains 

and to be l i eve in their abi l i t ies . T h e y m a y w o n d e r whe the r their 

ach ievemen t was based on pr ivi lege or meri t . M c i n t o s h (1985) labels 

this "feel ing l ike a fraud." Al though these feel ings can ar ise for a va-

r iety o f reasons , success in a r igged sys tem can rob people o f faith in 

their capabi l i t ies and d iminish their sense o f accompl i shment . 

Discrepancy Between External Perceptions and Internal Realities 

There is often the d i sc repancy b e t w e e n ex terna l appea rances 

and internal reali t ies. Indiv iduals do no t feel l ike the powerful , pr iv-

i leged peop le they are p r e s u m e d to be . O n the surface, it m a y appear 

that pr iv i leged people "have it a l l ," espec ia l ly those wi th weal th . Yet 

internally, people often feel isolated, lonely, and cu t off from one ' s 

self, o thers , and " the real wor ld . " E v e n though there m a y b e m a t e -

rial success , there can b e emot iona l and spir i tual empt iness . 

Fears and Pain 

There are n u m e r o u s fears, m a n y of wh ich have socia l ramif ica-

t ions (and are addressed in the fo l lowing sect ion) . E v e n w h e n peo -

ple recognize the irrat ionali ty or unfoundedness of s o m e of their 

fears (of cer tain types of peop le , o f n e w or different s i tuat ions) , they 

still find that these fears inhibi t their l ives a n d cause psycho log ica l 

distress. S o m e peop le are afraid of los ing en t i t l ement and pr iv i leges . 
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T h e y w o r r y that people in oppressed groups m a y retal iate and m i s -

treat them as they have been mis t rea ted . If marg ina l i zed g roups are 

g iven greater social power , they fear this wi l l b e u s e d agains t t h e m 

(i.e., w o m e n wi l l deny m e n e m p l o y m e n t oppor tuni t ies , people of 

co lo r wil l subjugate Whi t e s to second-class t rea tment) . 

For those wi th c lose re la t ionships wi th indiv iduals from domi -

na ted groups , there can b e fear for the o thers ' wel l -being. Peop le 

from dominan t g roups find it painful to wi tness and share in their 

suffer ing and mi s t r ea tmen t . W h e t h e r this i nvo lves c o m m o n en-

counters wi th d iscr iminat ion or a m o r e dramat ic occur rence , it can 

b e dis t ress ing to see a n d feel the effects on one ' s friend o r relat ive. 

T h i s is par t icular ly ev iden t w h e n a daugh te r or wife gets raped , a 

fr iend of color is ha ra s sed b y pol ice , a low- income friend is unab le to 

find w o r k or hous ing , a gay friend gets bea ten , or a J e w i s h fr iend's 

s y n a g o g u e is defaced . Paren ts from d o m i n a n t g roups w h o h a v e 

ch i ldren from d i sadvan taged groups (of color , gay or lesb ian , or 

wi th a disabi l i ty) are often conce rned about those chi ldren ' s treat-

m e n t and safety. 

Peop le from pr iv i leged groups w h o suppor t jus t ice often de-

scr ibe the pain they feel w h e n they hear offensive remarks m a d e 

abou t d i sadvan taged groups. Others from their social group often 

a s sume that they wil l share the pre judiced view. It is b o t h p sycho-

logical ly and emot iona l ly upset t ing to listen to such d i spa ragement 

about o ther people . W h e n there are other, m o r e ser ious acts of ha-

tred, it is even m o r e painful to realize that fel low h u m a n be ings are 

capab le o f such cruelty. 

Diminished Mental Health 

T h o m a s Pe t t igrew (1981) identif ied s ix cri teria for pos i t ive m e n -

tal heal th. A m o n g them, he ci tes self-awareness and sel f -acceptance, 

deg ree o f ac tua l iza t ion of o n e ' s potent ia l , re la t ive i n d e p e n d e n c e 

from socia l pressures , adequa te percept ion of reality, and the inte-

grat ion of psych ic functions. A s reflected in the above cos ts , be ing 

socia l ized into an unjust sys tem nega t ive ly affects our abi l i ty to ob-

tain these co mponen t s o f psycho log ica l heal th . In part icular , peop le 

from d o m i n a n t g roups tend to deve lop u n h e a l t h y p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

m e c h a n i s m s (such as denial , false just i f icat ion, project ion, d isassoci -

a t i o n , a n d t r a n s f e r e n c e o f b l a m e ) to d e a l w i t h t h e i r f e a r s o f 

minor i t ies or peop le from oppressed groups (Fernandez , 1996) . O n e 
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w o m a n descr ibes this process : " A s a Whi t e w o m a n , I canno t eas i ly 

o w n the nega t ive parts of myself . I d i savow them and project t h e m 

on to others (people of color ) . A s a result , I a m cut off from impor tan t 

par ts of myse l f . " Midd le -aged people , in an effort to deny their o w n 

mortali ty, m a y marg ina l i ze a n d discard e lder ly people ; or he te ro-

sexuals w h o canno t accep t their feel ings for m e m b e r s o f their o w n 

sex m a y act out in h o m o p h o b i c ways . 

Social Costs: Loss and Diminishment of Relationships 

T h e lack o f trust b e t w e e n groups , a socia l c l imate that rarely 

suppor ts re la t ionships across differences (except for b e t w e e n m e n 

and w o m e n of the s ame backg rounds ) , and ou r social izat ion, w h i c h 

has fed us mis informat ion abou t ourse lves a n d others , u n d e r m i n e s 

re la t ionships . In terna l ized oppress ion and social t aboos often inter-

fere wi th pos i t ive in te rpe rsona l re la t ions a m o n g d iverse peop le . 

Fears , avo idance of different people , and l imi ted exper iences and 

k n o w l e d g e of o thers result in less h u m a n connec t ion and m o r e iso-

lation. T h e social costs are immense . 

Isolation From People Who Are Different 

T h e separat ion peop le exper ience from those w h o are different 

m a y b e due to an individual ' s psycholog ica l or emot iona l issues a n d 

to the social s t ructures and n o r m s in society. In the former case , fear 

and discomfor t p revent people from reducing the dis tance. " I often 

felt so isola ted from m o s t peop le and yea rned to b e able to connec t 

bu t m y fear o f the ' u n k n o w n ' w a s so prevalent . It ove rpowered m e . 

H o w very sad and h o w I regret this!" Oppor tun i t ies for deep , im-

portant , grat ifying re la t ionships wi th d iverse peop le are lost. 

A n able-bodied m a n recounts , 

I literally often avoid contact with the disabled because I'm unsure 

how to act—to walk the line between acknowledging a difference 

in ability and being rude; between helpfulness and patronization. 

My social distance grows as I don't make efforts to interact fully 

with the disabled. 

In the lat ter case , var ious forms of oppress ion restrict w h e r e w e 

w o r k and p lay a n d the ease wi th w h i c h w e c a n h a v e meaningfu l re-

la t ionships across differences. Often, w e h a v e n o contac t wi th cer -

tain groups of peop le or have contact only in l imi ted ways : 
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As an able-bodied person, I did not come into contact with handi-
capped people until I was old enough to participate in volunteer 
work in junior high. Though I have done extensive work with 
them, I still don't feel natural being around them. They are not part 
of my life. I feel like I am missing out on the opportunity to be 
friends with a certain number of the population. 

Barriers to Deeper, More Authentic Relationships 

E v e n w h e n there is contact , it is difficult to h a v e mean ingfu l re-

la t ionships . It is often hard to deve lop deep , genuine re la t ionships 

wi th peop le from diverse backgrounds . N u m e r o u s barr iers interfere 

wi th this process . 

First , peop le from pr iv i leged groups often car ry a hos t o f fears 

because o f their socia l pos i t ion and social izat ion in an unequa l soci -

ety. Very c o m m o n fears are o f peop le w h o are different and of par t ic-

ipa t ing in o the r cu l tu ra l e x p e r i e n c e s . B e c a u s e p r i v i l e g e d - g r o u p 

m e m b e r s have h a d l imi ted contac t wi th and have rece ived nega t ive 

messages about peop le w h o are different, they are fearful of go ing 

p l a c e s o r h a v i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s a c r o s s s o c i a l - g r o u p b o u n d a r i e s . 

W h e n and if they do dea l wi th people from domina t ed groups , peo -

ple from pr iv i leged groups wor ry about saying or doing the w r o n g 

th ing and be ing offensive: 

I hear negative messages about racial groups that my grandpar-
ents used to say and I fear that someday I will use them out of my 
subconscious. On a conscious level, I do not want to believe or use 
the terms they used, but I fear some aspects of racism were in-
grained at an early age. 

Of ten , p e o p l e ta lk o f " w a l k i n g on e g g s h e l l s . " W i t h the con-

s tant ly shift ing social no rms , even m a n y wel l - in ten t ioned peop le 

are confused or f r ightened about w h a t is acceptable and w h a t is not . 

A t t imes it can s e e m easier to do no th ing at all than to r isk pain or 

embar ras smen t . 

Second , s te reotypes or p re judgments m a y prevent con tac t in the 

first p lace or i m p e d e real re la t ionships once there is contact . Peop le 

f rom d i s a d v a n t a g e d g r o u p s can h o l d p re jud ices t o w a r d p e o p l e 

from advan taged groups and v ice versa . Peop le from the dominan t 

g roup often compla in that they are s te reotyped and not seen for w h o 

they are. T h e y m a y b e j u d g e d and avo ided on the bas i s of their socia l 
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group identity, w h i c h m a y feel frustrating and unfair. Qu i t e at odds 

wi th these ind iv idua l s ' o w n expe r i ences a n d se l f - images , a m a n 

m a y b e s e e n as a po ten t i a l r ap i s t a n d n o t t rus t ed b y w o m e n , a 

wea l thy pe r son v i e w e d as an elit ist snob , or a Whi t e person as an un-

conce rned racist. Two W h i t e w o m e n descr ibe this exper ience: 

When attempting to assist with problems of others that are not 
White, it is looked upon as charity or I'm told that I don't care be-
cause I'm White, or that this trouble doesn't concern me. This was 
said without regard to my feelings about the situation or my be-
liefs as an individual. There was a simple presumption that I 
would only offer to help because I believed I was superior to them, 
solely based on the color of my skin. 

This was echoed b y ano ther person: 

Not being taken for who I am but assuming I am part of the stereo-
typical dominant race who are stereotyped as uncaring, rich, self-
ish, biased, unaccepting of other cultures, rude, snobby, better than 
others, etc. by the minority race who holds negative opinions of the 
White race. 

A s a result of feeling l ike they wi l l b e j udged , peop le from privi-

l eged groups choose to h ide aspects of themse lves . H id ing aspects 

of w h o one is unde rmines an open and hones t re la t ionship . Peop l e 

m o s t often d iscuss this in t e rms of class: 

As a product of a middle /upper class environment, I often feel that 
I am pre-judged. People think I'm spoiled or have been given ev-
erything on a silver platter. They think I'm pretentious or a snob or 
that Daddy is going to do everything for me. Consequently, it is an 
aspect of my life that I don't usually reveal. 

Peop le from dominan t groups a lso recognize that their o w n ste-

reotypes o f o thers (especial ly in a context that encourages segrega-

t ion) inhib i t the i r ab i l i ty to ge t to k n o w p e o p l e from o p p r e s s e d 

g roups or to deve lop those re la t ionships . O n e Wfrrite w o m a n spoke 

of he r loss of a potent ia l ly impor tan t re la t ionship due to her o w n 

rac i sm and the segrega ted social env i ronment : 

I had a male friend in college who was African American, and my 
friends told me he really liked me. I never made any advances (and 
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neither did he) because the idea of going out with a Black man 
made me nervous. I think I missed out on an opportunity to be-
come involved with a sensitive and caring man because of how 
separated/segregated my experience was when I was growing up. 
If I were confronted with why I didn't go out with him, I would 
have denied racism vehemently. But in hindsight, I know that this 
is the truth. 

Thi rd , peop le from pr iv i leged groups recognize a lack of trust. 

T h e y real ize it wi l l b e harder and s lower for people from oppressed 

groups to b e open and hones t wi th them. In relat ion to he te rosex i sm, 

one person wri tes , " I lost out in the abil i ty for peop le to share their 

[gay m e n and lesbians] l ives fully." 

In addi t ion, the l ack of trust m a k e s it less l ikely that they wil l 

b roach difficult subjects or try to w o r k ou t t roub lesome interper-

sona l dynamics . A W h i t e w o m a n spoke of h o w rac i sm affects he r 

abil i ty to have real and hones t in terpersonal re la t ionships wi th peo -

ple of color : 

I am hurt or limited by the fact that I cannot honestly state some of 
my feelings and concerns about the subject for fear it may be con-
sidered racist. I feel that if there is not honest dialogue about peo-
ple's true concerns, we will never be able to reach real solutions. 
We will just walk politely around the issues and put band-aids [sic] 
on problems as they jump up and hit us in the face. This is no dif-
ferent than communication between a couple or close friends. If 
you're not really honest about how you see things, you will either 
just learn to live with things as they are or pull away even farther 
from the situation. You will not really make a positive long-term 
change. 

Disconnection, Distance, and Ostracism Within Own Group 

A s people from pr iv i leged groups speak about barr iers to rela-

t ionships , they often refer to the dis tance that is c rea ted in their o w n 

c o m m u n i t i e s and families. A s before, this d is tance m a y b e b e c a u s e 

of their o w n or o thers ' a t t i tudes. O n e type of d i sconnec t ion is d u e to 

differences in o ther socia l identi t ies. 

A m o n g peop le wi th a shared subordina te identity, s o m e indi-

v iduals m a y also have a dominan t ident i ty that creates a rift wi th in 

the social group. Midd le - and upper-c lass peop le o f color f requent ly 
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men t ion feeling d i sconnec ted from p o o r a n d work ing-c lass peop l e 

from their o w n r a c i a l / e t h n i c group. S o m e t i m e s , it is they w h o feel 

excluded: "As a Black woman , it is a constant issue that I a m upper-

midd l e c lass . I a m often m a d e to feel that I m u s t h ide this fact b e -

cause of the a t t i tudes a n d j u d g m e n t s from B l a c k s . " O t h e r t imes , 

p e o p l e fee l t hey h a v e l i t t le in c o m m o n w i t h p e o p l e f rom l o w e r 

soc ioeconomic c lasses . T h e d is tance is due to their o w n discomfor t , 

es t rangement , privilege, or any combinat ion of these factors: "As a 

upper-class B l a c k pe r son in a w e a l t h y W h i t e commun i ty , I often 

e n d e d up oppress ing peop l e w h o l o o k e d jus t l ike m e b u t d idn ' t 

h a v e money ." 

T h e s e dynamics , wh ich lead to d isconnect ion , a lso occur wi th in 

families. A w o m a n recounts h o w this occur red in h e r family b e c a u s e 

of c lass differences: 

As a result of classism, I don't know my father's side of the family. 
My mother's family is middle class and educated. Dad's are farm-
ers and fishermen. They are seen by Mom's side as "not worth 
knowing," so I don't even know cousins I have. 

In addi t ion, because of he te rosexism, he te rosexua l s ibl ings or 

parents m a y reject a gay chi ld, forfeiting that p r imary re la t ionship . 

O the r t imes , peop le are os t rac ized for the choices they m a k e that 

v io la te the accep ted n o r m s of behav io r wi th in their o w n group. Th i s 

s trains or b reaks bonds wi th family m e m b e r s , fr iends, peers , a n d 

coworke r s . M e n can b e teased and b e c o m e socia l outcas ts for no t b e -

ing "one o f the guys" : 

In my peer groups at work, I often get "knocked" because of my 
feelings and values, and my openness and willingness to express 
them. I definitely feel my male peers expect certain "male" behav-
ior and attitudes from me. 

If indiv iduals date or m a r r y outs ide their o w n racial or c lass 

group, they can b e d i sowned b y or es t ranged from their family. O n e 

W h i t e w o m a n from the Uni ted States tells h o w after she mar r i ed a 

G u a t e m a l a n m a n she "expe r i enced the pa in o f reject ion, abandon-

ment , discredi t ing, and a lmost comple t e d i scoun t ing" from her fam-

ily. A n o t h e r w o m a n relates the "numerous issues wi th m y father 

due to h is be l ie f that I shou ld no t da te out o f m y race. H i s anger at 

m y dat ing of a B lack m a n has also led to phys ica l v io lence toward 

m e b y h i m . " 
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Moral and Spiritual Costs: 
Loss of Integrity and Spiritual Center 

M o s t peop le like to see themse lves as decent , car ing, and hav ing 

pr incip les of fairness a n d jus t ice . Howeve r , they l ive in a soc ie ty 

w h e r e the re are p e r v a s i v e inequ i t i e s , re f lec ted in h o m e l e s s n e s s , 

poverty, v io lence , and j o b discr iminat ion, to n a m e a few. M a n y peo-

ple grapple wi th the d i sc repancy b e t w e e n the real i ty in w h i c h they 

l ive and their m o r a l / s p i r i t u a l bel iefs . 

Guilt and Shame 

S o m e peop le feel uncomfor tab le wi th the fact that s o m e peop le 

h a v e so m u c h wh i l e o thers h a v e so little. T h e y m a y feel embar r a s sed 

or gui l ty for hav ing m o r e than others . Peop le frequently feel guil t 

w h e n they k n o w that o thers do not share their pr iv i leges or s tan-

dard of l iving. In response to these increas ingly apparent inequi t ies , 

peop le often " b l a m e the v ic t im." Yet for m a n y people , the guil t and 

s h a m e still haun t them. They m a y ask ques t ions such as, 

Do I deserve to have so much when some people have so little? 
What is my responsibility to "them" and to myself and my family? 
How can I see myself as a good caring person, yet do nothing to re-
ally change the system or the conditions of the oppressed? 

A s people b e c o m e m o r e aware o f injust ices, these feel ings and 

ques t ions b e c o m e harder to ignore , and these mora l nagg ings inten-

sify. P e o p l e from a d v a n t a g e d g roups m a y feel b a d or de fens ive 

abou t w h o they are ("I m a y b e Whi t e bu t s o m e of m y bes t fr iends are 

B l a c k " ) . It is shameful to think about h o w one benefi ts from the pa in 

or exp lo i t a t ion o f o thers . Often, peop le feel gu i l ty for no t do ing 

m o r e to change i n h u m a n e or unjust condi t ions , for no t r e spond ing 

to offensive c o m m e n t s and j okes , or for no t taking a s tand agains t an 

injustice. 

Moral Ambivalence 

Often, peop le feel torn b e t w e e n act ing in accordance wi th their 

pe r sona l in tegr i ty and r isking family or societa l d isapproval , such 

as g iv ing up signif icant m o n e y to soc ia l -change efforts or mar ry ing 

" o n e of them." T h e y m a y b e faced wi th decis ions b e t w e e n doing the 
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" r igh t" th ing a n d go ing a long wi th social pressure—sel l ing thei r 

h o m e to gays , J e w s , or peop le of co lor in an o therwise (apparent ly) 

h o m o g e n e o u s n e i g h b o r h o o d or h i r ing a pe r son wi th a disabil i ty, 

k n o w i n g that cl ients or staff w o u l d b e uncomfor tab le and resis tant 

to a ccommoda t ions . T h e y m a y also ques t ion their nega t ive feel ings 

about a person from an oppressed group, w o n d e r i n g whe the r their 

persona l dis l ike o r percept ion o f i ncompe tence was due to pre judice 

or to a fair and reasonable j udgmen t . 

Spiritual Emptiness or Pain 

M a n y peop le ' s rel igious or spir i tual bel iefs main ta in that w e are 

all "Chi ld ren of G o d , " par t of the s a m e Oneness , o r in te rconnec ted 

and in te rdependent be ings . Perpetua t ing oppress ion viola tes this 

sense of connec t ion . It a l so be l ies the not ion of G o d or Spir i t in each 

person, and unde rmines the inherent integri ty of each individual . 

A s one person stated, " I be l ieve w h e n one group suffers, w e all suf-

fer for it is an indicat ion of our own lack of ' soul . ' " 

I n t e l l e c t u a l C o s t s : L o s s o f 

D e v e l o p i n g F u l l R a n g e o f K n o w l e d g e 

Nei ther their formal educat ion nor their o w n exper iences tend 

to p rov ide peop le from dominan t groups wi th sufficient and truth-

ful informat ion about their o w n or o ther social groups . T h e lack of 

re la t ionships and the lack o f (accura te) k n o w l e d g e abou t p e o p l e 

from domina ted groups furthers ignorance . Peop le ' s abil i ty to ex-

p a n d their minds is thwar ted . 

Distorted and Limited View of Other People's Culture and History 

People from pr iv i leged groups are un informed or mis in fo rmed 

abou t m u c h of the h u m a n race and the cont r ibut ions of m a n y o ther 

k inds of peop le . These inc lude aspects o f cul ture such as m u s i c , 

food, arts, va lues , ph i losophies , and social sys tems . W h e n peop le in 

pr iv i leged groups are on ly exposed to the ways and accompl i sh -

m e n t s o f p e o p l e l i k e t h e m s e l v e s , t h e y d e v e l o p a d i s t o r t e d 

wor ldview. W h e n his tory is recounted from the perspec t ive of the 

dominan t group, they receive on ly a part ial picture of our past . T h i s 

ignorance leads to l imi ted and s k e w e d v iews of different l i festyles, 

v i ewpo in t s , pe rspec t ives , and people . T h e y b e c o m e out o f touch 
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wi th reali ty and lose the abil i ty to cons ider other, more p roduc t ive 

and effective w a y s to l ive their l ives and to unders tand the l ives o f 

others . 

A W h i t e w o m a n recounts her exper ience in an Afr ican A m e r i -

can communi ty : 

I was so enriched when I worked with African American families 
and came to see a different worldview of collectivism—families 
taking care of family members, communities, themselves. What a 
loss had I not experienced this other possible worldview. It has 
changed my life and my priorities. 

However , m or e often, ignorance a l lows peop le to retain the mis -

informat ion and s tereotypes about peop le of o ther socia l g roups . 

Th i s , coup led wi th fears, fosters the avo idance of peop le a n d exper i -

ences that migh t cha l lenge their v i ew of the wor ld . This d is tor ted 

perspec t ive a lso has socia l consequences . 

As a member of the upper middle class, classism and "blaming the 
victim" prevented me from knowing and reaching out to those 
who are less privileged than I am. I was prevented from seeing oth-
ers as "human" until I learned more about my own privilege. 

Ignorance of Own Culture and History 

Peop le from pr iv i leged groups lose no t only a c lear unders tand-

ing of o thers bu t of themse lves . His tory books , in addi t ion to omi t -

t ing a n d d i s t o r t i n g t h e e x p e r i e n c e s o f p e o p l e f rom o p p r e s s e d 

g r o u p s , m i s c o n s t r u e the e x p e r i e n c e s o f p e o p l e f rom d o m i n a n t 

groups . In the sect ion on psycho log ica l cos ts , I d i scussed the loss of 

ind iv idua l se l f -knowledge. However , peop le also miss a m o r e accu-

rate unders tand ing o f their o w n cul tural group. Fo r example , r ac i sm 

has caused m a n y Wfhites to let go o f their par t icular e thnic back -

grounds to ass imila te in to ma ins t ream Wfhite society, wi th its result-

ing pr ivi leges . In addit ion, w h e n w e ignore the w i s d o m a n d s tor ies 

of ou r e lders , w e lose impor tan t perspec t ives and informat ion, par -

t icular ly abou t one ' s o w n his tory: " A g e i s m has cos t m e a r ich re-

source o f k n o w l e d g e from the past . F r o m the m o u t h s of e lders in m y 

o w n family, I h a v e lost their life exper iences which I canno t pass on 

to m y o w n chi ldren." 
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Material and Physical Costs: 
Loss of Safety, Resources, and Quality of Life 

O p p r e s s i o n c rea tes soc ia l cond i t i ons tha t affect p e o p l e f rom 

pr iv i leged groups no t on ly persona l ly and direct ly bu t indirect ly as 

wel l . Because o f socia l injust ice, w e lose and was te b o t h mate r ia l a n d 

h u m a n resources . 1 M a n y factors related to one ' s safety and qual i ty 

of life are nega t ive ly affected. 

Social Violence and Unrest 

Oppress ion and inequal i ty tend to b r eed socia l unrest . A s p e o -

ple feel increas ingly mis t rea ted , hope less , and d i sconnec ted from 

the larger socie ty and i ts benefi ts , v io lence and ant isocia l behav io r 

increase. A l t h o u g h peop le from pr iv i leged g roups often h a v e m o r e 

oppor tuni t ies to try to h ide from this reality, its effects are inescap-

able . T h e y m a y t ry to avo id peop le and exper iences that m a k e t h e m 

uncomfor tab le , creat ing a smal le r and smal le r wor ld in which to 

l ive. Peop le m a y put up wal ls and l ive in ga ted communi t i e s , b e -

c o m i n g pr i soners in thei r own h o m e s . The i r access to p laces is re-

s t r ic ted as they increas ingly feel that i t jus t i sn ' t safe to go there. P e o -

p le b e c o m e m o r e fearful a b o u t m o v i n g a b o u t in the w o r l d a n d 

spend m o r e t ime, money, and energy t rying to protect t hemse lves 

and their be long ings . 

Higher Costs 

A s it b e c o m e s m o r e difficult to find h o m e s and schools that are 

safe and o f good quality, the ones that do exis t b e c o m e m o r e expen-

sive. It b e c o m e s m or e cha l leng ing to main ta in a g o o d s tandard of 

l iving. Bas i c economics teaches that w h e n there is h igh d e m a n d a n d 

shor t supply, p r ices go up. Th i s a l so occurs in the l abor marke t . 

W h e n groups of people are systematically excluded from the labor pool 

(because of s tereotypes, discrimination, or lack of preparat ion) , there 

are fewer people to choose from, which creates h igher w a g e costs. 

E m p l o y e r s therefore n e e d to spend m o r e to at tract qual if ied people . 

Waste of Resources 

Keep ing an unjust sys tem in p lace is a lso ex t remely expens ive . 

A signif icant a m o u n t o f our taxes a n d e c o n o m i c resources goes to 

suppor t ing law enforcement and the judic ia l and pena l sys t ems , to 

provid ing social suppor t services , a n d so on. E c o n o m i c a n d h u m a n 
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resources are di rected at address ing the effects o f socia l inequal i t ies 

as opposed to ensur ing oppor tuni t ies for all. Frequent ly c i ted e x a m -

ples are the special p rograms or col lege loans avai lable to peop le of 

color. W h i t e s tudents are left to s t ruggle to fund their educat ion , in-

s tead of hav ing educa t ion avai lable to all w h o desire it. A s one per-

son stated, " I ' ve faced the inabil i ty to access services as a midd le 

c lass c h i l d / a d o l e s c e n t / c o l l e g e student , due to the ' s ta tus ' of ' be ing 

able to pay for every th ing ' w h e n in fact that wasn ' t the ca se . " 

Loss of Valuable Employees, Clients, and Customers 

Wfhen groups of people are i m p e d e d from having decent j obs 

and earn ing l iv ing wages , they are less able to purchase goods and 

services . Th i s in turn nega t ive ly affects the economy. Wfhen restau-

rants , univers i t ies , bus inesses , and o ther organizat ions are seen as 

inaccess ib le , d iscr iminatory , o r unfr iendly to different opp re s sed 

g roups , they lose c l ien ts , cu s tomer s , and s tudents . T h i s tends to 

t ranslate in to f inancial loss for the owners and less job secur i ty for 

emp loyees . Similarly, it is more difficult to attract and retain ta lented 

emp loyees from marg ina l ized groups w h o wou ld enhance organi-

zat ional success . Wfhen they are hi red, if they are unab le to b r ing 

their w h o l e se lves to w o r k ( including aspects of their ident i ty or cul-

ture) or h a v e to cons tant ly dea l wi th prejudices , they are less cre-

at ive and product ive . 

Loss of Knowledge to Foster Societal Growth and Well-being 

Wfhen groups of people are disenfranchised, given l imi ted op-

por tuni t ies , or h a v e their cul tures ignored or obl i terated, the socie ty 

as a who le loses their contr ibut ions . W e k n o w that different cul tures 

and life exper iences can br ing fresh perspect ives to current prob-

l ems and issues. Wfhen these are d i scounted or indiv iduals are not 

g iven the chance to deve lop their abil i t ies, w e have lost the potent ia l 

for n e w w a y s to th ink about o ld and n e w concerns . We a lso miss the 

cont r ibut ions to the arts and sc iences that enr ich and advance our 

coun t ry and the wor ld . A s one person no ted , " I be l i eve that w e s im-

ply 'miss out . ' A s a cul ture w e lose s o m e of the invent ive , creat ive 

cont r ibut ions that could be m a d e b y m a n y people w h o are den ied a 

chance to f lourish." 
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Diminished Collective Action for Common Concerns 

W h e n at tent ion and energy are di rected at address ing the effects 

of oppress ion a n d at ind iv idua l (or g roup) surviva l , t hey are di-

ver ted from other i ssues that wou ld e n h a n c e socie ta l wel l -be ing . 

Th is keeps us separa ted and impedes our abi l i ty to w o r k toge ther to 

address larger c o m m o n concerns (educat ion, heal th , or the envi ron-

m e n t ) . E v e n col lect ive act ion in a na r rower sense , such as in un ions , 

is h i n d e r e d b y t h e i n t e n t i o n a l o r u n i n t e n t i o n a l e x c l u s i o n o r 

margina l iza t ion o f oppressed groups . 

Negative Health Implications 

Peop le in pr iv i leged groups exper ience h igh degrees o f stress 

and stress-related i l lnesses as they feel increas ingly fearful and dis-

connec ted from other h u m a n be ings . Pressures to ach ieve and ma in -

tain status in a h ierarchica l and compet i t ive social and e c o n o m i c 

sys tem further u n d e r m i n e heal th. A recent s tudy also found that 

there are h igher mor ta l i ty rates for bo th wea l thy and poor peop le in 

met ropol i tan areas wi th h igh i n c o m e inequal i ty (Lynch et al., 1998 ) . 

Met ropo l i t an areas wi th the largest i n c o m e differences b e t w e e n the 

top and b o t t o m 1 0 % of the popula t ion have the h ighes t overa l l dea th 

ra tes . T h e la rger this d i s c r e p a n c y w i th in a g e o g r a p h i c area , the 

h ighe r the area 's death rate is l ikely to b e for people in b o t h rich and 

poo r communi t i e s . 

Interconnections and Variations 

T h o u g h desc r ibed separately, m a n y of these cos ts in fact are 

over lapping and mutua l ly reinforcing. They bui ld and feed on each 

other, often creat ing a v ic ious cycle . W h e n peop le do not have con-

tact wi th others w h o are different and do no t have accura te informa-

tion about themse lves o r others , they deve lop fears and s te reotypes 

that m a k e it harder to es tabl ish contact . Th i s leads to m o r e d i scom-

fort, avoidance , ignorance , and fear. T h e y therefore are m o r e l ikely 

to suppor t socia l pol ic ies that are oppress ive or ineffective at ad-

dress ing the issues , w h i c h in turn he lps to perpe tua te the inequali ty. 

Even the s a m e genera l cost m a y affect var ious areas of one ' s life. 

T h e d i s c o n n e c t i o n f rom o the r s m a y h a v e p s y c h o l o g i c a l , soc i a l , 

mora l / sp i r i t ua l , intel lectual , and mater ia l costs . Fo r example , one is 

l ikely to deve lop fears o r be l imi ted in one ' s self knowledge , to lose 
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Table 6.1 Cos t s o f Oppress ion to Peop le F r o m Pr iv i leged G r o u p s 

Cost category Effects 

Psychological Costs: 
Loss of mental health and 
authentic sense of self 

Social Costs: 
Loss and diminishment 
of relationships 

Intellectual Costs: 
Loss of developing full 
range of knowledge 

Socialized into limited roles and patterns of behavior 
Denial of emotions and empathy 
Limited self-knowledge and distorted view of self 
Discrepancy between external perceptions and internal 

reality 
Pain and fears (of doing and saying wrong thing, of 

retaliation from oppressed groups, of revealing self 
for fear of judgment, of different people and experi-
ences) 

Diminished mental health (distorted view of self and 
reality, denial, projection) 

Isolation from people who are different 
Barriers to deeper, more authentic relationships 
Disconnection, distance and ostracism within own 

group if one acts differently 

Distorted and limited view of other people's culture 
and history 

Ignorance of own culture and history 

Moral and Spiritual Costs: 
Loss of moral and spiritual 
integrity 

Material and Physical 
Costs: 
Loss of safety, resources, 
and quality of life 

Guilt and shame 
Moral ambivalence (doing right thing vs. social pres-

sures and realities) 
Spiritual emptiness or pain (disconnection from fellow 

human beings, violation of one's spiritual values) 

Violence and unrest (restricted ability to move about 
freely; increased fear for self and others; limited de-
sirable places to live, work, go to school, recreate) 

Higher costs (e.g., for good and safe schools and homes, 
for qualified employees) 

Waste of resources (to address effects of inequality: pris-
ons, law enforcement, social services, welfare) 

Loss of valuable employees, clients, and customers (be-
cause of inhospitable environments, discrimina-
tion) 

Loss of knowledge to foster societal growth and 
well-being (the underdevelopment, exclusion, and 
marginalization of the talents of people from op-
pressed groups) 

Diminished collective action for common concerns 
(e.g., education, health, the environment) 

Negative health implications (e.g., stress and stress-
related illnesses) 
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out on meaningfu l in terpersonal re la t ionships , to feel cu t off from 

o ther h u m a n be ings w h o are subject to injustice, to no t k n o w abou t 

o the r s ' l ives and perspect ives , and to miss ou t on va luab le ta lent or 

knowledge . A s one w o m a n apt ly s u m m e d it up, "Th i s separa t ion 

causes a k ind of b l indness to o thers ' suffering and exper iences , a n d 

a na r rowness of v iewpoin t wh ich can affect one ' s pol i t ical , social , in-

tel lectual a n d spir i tual deve lopmen t . " 

H o w peop le from pr iv i leged groups perce ive a n d expe r i ence 

the costs var ies a m o n g individuals . S o m e t i m e s peop le m a y no t e v e n 

recognize someth ing as a cost unt i l it is n a m e d b y s o m e o n e else (e.g., 

the expense involved in main ta in ing oppress ion) . T h e y m a y take for 

g ran ted cer ta in w a y s o f be ing or soc ia l a r r angemen t s , a s s u m i n g 

these are n o r m a l (e.g., sex roles or confl icts a m o n g different g roups) . 

O n e ' s o ther socia l identi t ies c lear ly p lay a role in w h a t is seen or felt 

to b e a cost . I w o n d e r about gender differences. In genera l , m a l e s 

m a y b e less l ikely to identify costs because they are m o r e advan-

taged b y our current socia l sys tem. Yet because m a l e s are soc ia l ized 

overa l l in to roles of d o m i n a n c e and are m o r e cons t ra ined b y r ig id 

sex roles, those w h o are social ly consc ious m a y b e more sens i t ive to 

the pressures to act in w a y s that deny their o w n and o the r s ' h u m a n -

ity. W o m e n , w h o are a l lowed (and encouraged ) to b e more emot ion-

ally express ive and often exper ience m o r e flexibil i ty in their w a y s o f 

behav ing (and thus exper ience less o f a cos t ) , m a y b e m o r e a t tuned 

to the loss o f connec t ion with others (because of be ing Whi t e , he te ro-

sexual , m i d d l e / u p p e r c lass , e tc . ) . We cannot expec t all ind iv iduals 

to exper i ence the costs in the s a m e way. It is useful, however , to b e 

able to i l lustrate the var ious effects a n d to he lp peop le to identify the 

re levant w a y s in which they as individuals and as m e m b e r s of soc i -

ety are nega t ive ly affected b y oppress ion. 

General Costs to People From Privileged Groups 

W h e n w e col lec t ively cons ider the range of costs o f oppress ion 

to peop le from pr iv i leged groups , it b e c o m e s clear that they canno t 

e s c a p e the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f sys t ems of injust ice. To m a i n t a i n in-

equality, peop le from advan taged groups mus t b e psycho log ica l ly 

cond i t ioned to a s sume their roles in the social order. T h e current ide-

o logy and social s t ructures reinforce the k ind of th inking and b e h a v -

ior that perpe tua te injustice that u l t imate ly d iminishes al l h u m a n 

be ings (see Chap te r 4 ) . A s w e par t ic ipate in the dehuman iza t ion of 
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others , w h i c h w e inevi tably do b y par t ic ipat ing in inst i tut ions, p rac -

t ices , and social relat ions that suppor t societal inequali ty, our o w n 

freedom, authentici ty, a n d h u m a n i t y are l imited. Severa l p rominen t 

socia l act ivists h a v e acknowledged the in te r twined fate o f the op-

pressor a n d the oppressed . 

Accord ing to Pau lo Freire (1970) , human iza t ion is the voca t ion 

of h u m a n be ings : " A s oppressors dehuman ize others a n d v io la te 

their [ the oppressed ' s ] r ights, they themse lves a l so b e c o m e dehu-

m a n i z e d " (p. 4 2 ) . Fre i re fur ther s ta tes , " D e h u m a n i z a t i o n , w h i c h 

m a r k s no t on ly those w h o s e h u m a n i t y h a s b e e n s tolen, bu t a l so 

( though in a different w a y ) those w h o have s tolen it, is a distortion of 

b e c o m i n g more fully h u m a n " (p. 28 ) . 

Ne l son M a n d e l a (1994) , in his b o o k , Long Walk to Freedom, adds , 

I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liber-
ated just as surely as the oppressed. A man who takes away an-
other man's freedom is a prisoner of hatred, locked behind the bars 
of prejudice and narrow-mindedness. I am not truly free if I am 
taking away someone else's freedom, just as surely as I am not free 
when my freedom is taken from me. The oppressed and the op-
pressor alike are robbed of their humanity, (p. 5 4 4 ) 

Mar t in Lu ther King , Jr. (1991) , a lso no ted this connect ion . 

I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to 

be, and you can never be what you might be until I am what I 

ought to be. (p. 7) 

In h i s wri t ing about rac ism, Rober t Terry (1981) addresses the 

loss of authenticity. H e main ta ins that authent ic i ty "descr ibes the 

press in a l l of our l ives to m a k e sense out of our wor ld and act pur-

poseful ly in i t" (p. 121 ) . This involves be ing true to ourse lves and 

true to ou r wor ld . L ike other forms of oppress ion , r ac i sm distorts 

au then t ic i ty b e c a u s e it d is tor ts ou r re la t ionships to ourse lves , to 

o thers , and to ou r society. 

O n e o f t h e f u n d a m e n t a l h u m a n d e s i r e s is to k n o w a n d b e 

known . W e seek relat ionships wi th others that a l low us to see t h e m 

fully and h a v e those others see us fully. We w a n t to b e recognized for 

w h o w e truly are. Oppress ion prevents this process of m u t u a l recog-

ni t ion. It thwar t s our abil i ty to b e c o m e our authent ic se lves and to 
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fully k n o w ourselves . It a lso impedes others from k n o w i n g w h o w e 

are. It is often wi th m u c h pain that peop le from pr iv i leged groups re-

coun t s tories of h o w they feel mis - seen and mis judged , espec ia l ly b y 

peop le from oppressed groups . The full complex i ty o f their history, 

backg rounds , a n d exper iences is not acknowledged . Ins tead , they 

are perce ived m o r e one-dimensional ly . Cer ta in ly w e k n o w that this 

occurs to peop le from subord ina te groups . E v e n though they are no t 

expe r i enced in the s a m e w a y b y peop le w h o are in advan taged a n d 

d i s a d v a n t a g e d p o s i t i o n s , d e h u m a n i z a t i o n , i n a u t h e n t i c i t y , a n d 

mis recogni t ion are inherent aspects o f all forms of oppress ion. 

Conclusion 

A s d i scussed in Chap te r 2, M c i n t o s h (1988) m a k e s the d is t inc-

tion b e t w e e n conferred dominance and unea rned advantage . T h e 

first is the w a y in which socie ty gives people in dominan t groups the 

p o w e r to cont ro l and d i sadvan tage others . These so-ca l led pr ivi -

leges "dis tor t the human i ty o f the holders as we l l as the ignored 

g roups" (p. 78 ) . T h e y are the produc ts of unjust h ierarchies . U n -

ea rned advan tages are the condi t ions that current ly are avai lable to 

peop le in pr iv i leged groups (access to decent food, hous ing , educa -

t ion, and respect ful t r ea tmen t ) that shou ld be h a d b y e v e r y o n e . 

T h e s e pr iv i leges w e need to m a k e avai lable to all. T h e goa l is no t for 

peop le in pr iv i leged g roups to be pun ished or d imin ished as h u m a n 

be ings bu t to e l iminate the condi t ions that hur t them and others a n d 

to increase the condi t ions that benefi t all our l ives. 

A s people from pr iv i leged groups gain an awareness o f these 

cos ts , it can lead to their unders tand ing of h o w sys tems of oppres-

sion are no t necessar i ly or fully in their bes t interest . F rom there, one 

can more readily think about the benefi ts o f greater equity. A s the 

cos ts imply, wi th greater social jus t ice , peop le cou ld h a v e a fuller, 

m o r e authent ic sense o f self; m o r e authent ic re la t ionships and hu-

m a n connect ion; greater mora l cons is tency and integri ty; access to 

cul tural k n o w l e d g e and wi sdom; and improved work and l iv ing 

condi t ions . There wou ld also b e the potent ia l for real d e m o c r a c y in 

our g o v e r n m e n t and ins t i tu t ions . (I wil l d i scuss these further in 

Chap te r 10.) 

Yet s imply he lp ing peop le from pr iv i l eged g roups to unde r -

s tand the persona l and societal l imitat ions of oppress ion does no t 

m e a n they wil l readi ly w o r k to change the current sys tem. There are 
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m a n y incent ives to main ta in the status quo. However , it does crea te 

an oppor tun i ty for cr i t ical th inking and for cha l leng ing the win- lose 

pa rad igm. T h e fo l lowing chapters d iscuss w a y s to bu i ld o n this per -

spect ive and e n g a g e peop le in social jus t ice efforts. 

N o t e 

1. See Glyn, Α., & Miliband D., (Eds.)- (1994). Paying for inequality: The economic 

cost of social injustice. London: IPPR/Rivers Oram Press. There, they provide a more 

thorough discussion of how social inequality negatively affects various sectors of 

public life and decreases efficiency. 



7 

Why People From Privileged 
Groups Support Social Justice 

There are obv ious reasons w h y peop le from dominan t g roups re-

sist cha l lenges to the status quo . There are also p len ty of reasons 

w h y they remain apathet ic and un involved . Yet w e k n o w from h i s -

tory and our current exper iences that people from pr iv i leged g roups 

also suppor t and often lead s t ruggles for social jus t ice . Ins tead of 

jus t focusing on w h y peop le from pr iv i leged groups don ' t suppor t 

equity, I h a v e b e e n explor ing w h a t mot iva tes people to d o so. W h y 

do s o m e peop le from d o m i n a n t groups act as al l ies, suppor t ing the 

r ights o f an oppressed group of wh ich they are no t par t? W h y do 

s o m e m e n suppor t feminis t ini t iat ives, some he te rosexua ls w o r k for 

gay and lesbian r ights , or s o m e Whi t e s cha l lenge racist p rac t ices? I 

h a v e been asking peop le in c lasses and w o r k s h o p s that ques t ion. 

H o w w o u l d you answer it? 

Peop le ' s responses tend to fall into three dist inct , t hough inter-

related, ca tegor ies . S o m e speak abou t a persona l re la t ionship they 

h a v e wi th an indiv idual from an oppressed group, of h o w they can 

relate their o w n exper iences to the exper iences o f o thers , or h o w 

they feel a sense o f connec t ion or "we-ness . " I cal l this type o f re-

sponse empathy. 

Others speak of their n e e d to act mora l ly and their d i scomfor t 

wi th the d i sc repancy b e t w e e n wha t they be l i eve a n d w h a t they ob-

serve a round them. S o m e talk of unfairness , of h o w cer ta in g roups 

125 
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don ' t dese rve their pl ight , and of their desire to fulfill the A m e r i c a n 

ideal of equality. A spir i tual be l i e f in the inherent wor th a n d d igni ty 

of all peop le mot iva tes others . I call this type of response moral prin-

ciples and spiritual values. 

Stil l o thers focus on h o w oppress ion affects t h e m as m e m b e r s of 

the dominan t g roup and on the potent ia l benef i ts o f greater equity. 

T h e y speak of wan t ing to l ive in a socie ty wi th m o r e h a r m o n i o u s in-

tergroup re la t ions , o f want ing a wor ld safe for their chi ldren, and of 

see ing the survival o f the p lane t predica ted on creat ing greater j u s -

t ice. O the r s persona l ly desire more d iverse fr iendships, b r o a d e n e d 

knowledge , and more var ied cul tural exper iences . S o m e acknowl -

e d g e the benef i t s to thei r o rgan iza t ion th rough inc reased enrol l -

men t s , re tent ion, or profits. Th i s g roup of responses I n a m e self-

interest. 

I wi l l first descr ibe and d iscuss each of these factors indiv idu-

ally. 1 I wil l then explore the in terconnect ions a m o n g them. In the fol-

lowing chapter , I d iscuss h o w to actual ly foster and appea l to e m p a -

thy, mora l or spir i tual pr inciples , and self-interest to ga in suppor t 

for social jus t ice concerns . I a m not sugges t ing that these are the on ly 

qual i t ies n e e d e d to be an ally o r to w o r k for equi ty bu t that these are 

key factors that encou rage peop le to do s o . 2 

Empathy 

E m p a t h y invo lves be ing able to identify wi th the s i tuat ion and 

feel ings o f another person. It incorporates affective and cogni t ive 

componen t s , requir ing bo th the capac i ty to share in the emot iona l 

life of another as wel l as the abil i ty to imag ine the w a y the w o r l d 

looks from ano the r ' s van tage point . C h i n u a A c h e b e refers to this as 

" imag ina t ive ident i f ica t ion" (as c i ted in Lazar re , 1993 , p . 4 ) . It is 

"ou r capac i ty to unders tand and feel the suffering of o thers even 

though w e have never exper ienced that par t icu lar suffering our-

se lves" (in Lazarre , 1993 , p. 4 ) . Be ing empa th ic , o r tak ing the per-

spec t ive o f another pe r son and imagin ing h o w that pe r son is af-

fected b y h is or he r pl ight , can b e useful for p romot ing m o r e posi t ive 

at t i tudes a n d inspir ing action. Research sugges ts that e m p a t h y and 

the desire to he lp are na tura l h u m a n incl inat ions (Kohn , 1990 ) . 

E m p a t h y is not the s ame as pity. Wi th pity, w e ho ld ourse lves 

apar t from the other pe rson and h i s / h e r suffering, th inking of their 

p l ight as some th ing that m a k e s the pe rson fundamenta l ly inferior or 
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different from ourse lves . Pi ty is see ing a h o m e l e s s pe r son on the 

street and , whi le feeling sorry for that person, thinking, " tha t n e v e r 

cou ld b e m e . " Empathy , however , is more l ike compass ion . It recog-

n izes our shared vulnerabi l i ty whi le also acknowledg ing the differ-

ences b e t w e e n one ' s se l f and the other. C o m p a s s i o n is seeing the 

home le s s person and thinking, " that cou ld b e m e . " We a c k n o w l e d g e 

our suscept ibi l i ty to s i tuat ions or condi t ions o f misfor tune as fe l low 

h u m a n be ings . 

Empathy and Social Justice 

M a n y theoris ts h a v e d i scussed the s ignif icance of e m p a t h y in 

social relat ions (see K o h n , 1990 , for a rev iew of the l i terature) . T h e 

presence o f e m p a t h y can foster posi t ive socia l act ion whereas its ab-

sence can perpe tua te injustice. Suppress ing e m p a t h y for peop le in 

opp re s sed g roups is a power fu l too l in m a i n t a i n i n g oppres s ion . 

W h e n w e fail to see our c o m m o n human i ty wi th peop le w e perce ive 

as different from ourse lves , w e can m o r e eas i ly ignore their pl ight . It 

a lso a l lows us to dehuman ize others , see ing them as less than hu-

m a n or as u n w o r t h y of care and respect . Th i s sets the s tage for the 

accep tance or perpe tua t ion of v io lence (a c o m m o n s t ra tegy dur ing 

w a r s ; G r o s s m a n , 1 9 9 5 ) . T h e m o r e o n e d e h u m a n i z e s p e o p l e , the 

m o r e l ikely one wi l l do violence . Th i s in turn increases the need to 

d e h u m a n i z e them. " B y m a k i n g the objects o f our v io lence less than 

h u m a n , w e do no t exper ience the guil t associa ted wi th kil l ing or 

ha rming fel low h u m a n b e i n g s " (Sampson , 1 9 9 1 , p . 322 ) . 

There are m a n y w a y s in wh ich peop le from oppressed g roups 

are depersona l ized and dehuman ized in our society. Depersona l iza -

t ion and dehuman iza t ion occur through s tereotypes (defining g a y 

m e n as ch i ld moles te rs ) , images (depict ing Afr ican A m e r i c a n s as an-

ima l s ) and l anguage (using deroga tory n a m e s — g o o k , hitch, wetback). 

In sum, perpe tua t ing the sense that the O the r is sufficiently different 

and less h u m a n than ourse lves erodes the capaci ty for e m p a t h y and , 

thus , the p ropens i ty for care and act ion. 

O n the o ther hand , e m p a t h y can b e a powerfu l tool in p romot -

ing social responsibil i ty. E m p a t h y he lps us connec t wi th a n d subse -

quent ly care about o thers w h o seem different. " C o m i n g to see o thers 

as m o r e s imply h u m a n than one of T h e m , represents so dras t ic a 

concep tua l shift, so affecting an emot iona l convers ion , that there 

m a y be n o greater threat to those wi th an interest in preserv ing inter-
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group hostility" (Kohn, 1990, p. 145). Empathy makes it more diffi-
cult to use derogation as a means of maintaining a belief in a just 
world—vilifying or blaming victims for their circumstances to con-
tinue to believe that society is fair. Instead, empathy tends to encour-
age prosocial action to remove the injustice (Batson et al., 1997). It 
also helps to counter the egoistic desire to avoid personal costs and 
maintain relative advantage. 

There is an important difference between using empathy to mo-
tivate altruistic or helping behavior and using empathy to encour-
age social activism and support for social justice. Most research on 
empathy and altruistic or prosocial behavior is confined to studies 
of people responding to someone's immediate distress (often in lab-
oratory conditions). A single act will often suffice to alleviate that 
distress. It is usually focused on helping an individual in a particular 
situation, regardless of his or her social group membership or con-
nection to social oppression. Prosocial activism, on the other hand, is 
"sustained action in the service of improving another person's or 
group's life condition by working with them or by trying to change 
society on their behalf" (Hoffman, 1989, p. 65). People are more 
likely to be engaged in prosocial activitism when they respond 
empathically to a victim's or group's long-term plight, rather than 
just to an immediate situation. This involves understanding that the 
other person or persons are part of a social group and recognizing 
the chronic nature of the victim's or victims' distress. 

Although I will draw upon the research on empathy and 
prosocial behavior to discuss why people act in caring and socially 
responsible ways, the research on prosocial activism is most rele-
vant to social justice efforts. As I will discuss, it is important that we 
encourage people to see beyond just aiding an individual in a partic-
ular situation. We need to foster their support for societal changes 
that will improve the lives of those who suffer systemic victimization. 

Types of Empathic Responses 

An empathic connection with someone who is suffering tends to 
elicit two kinds of affective responses (Hoffman, 1989). One is 
personal or empathic distress. This is when the empathy generates un-
comfortable feelings for the people who are empathizing. This nega-
tive arousal may make people feel anxious, upset, disturbed, guilty, 
or shameful. With empathic distress, individuals have a personal re-
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act ion of distress to the s i tuat ion of another. Fo r example , w h e n I see 

the unsafe , ove rc rowded , and inadequate condi t ions of the schools 

for chi ldren in the inner ci ty nea r whe re I l ive, I often feel gui l ty a n d 

upset . 

A second k ind o f affective response is sympathetic distress. Th i s is 

w h a t w e t end to th ink o f w h e n w e th ink of e m p a t h y or compass ion . 

It involves car ing about and feeling for the pe rson in distress. In re-

sponse to the above schoo l condi t ions , I m a y also feel sor ry for the 

chi ldren a n d famil ies that m u s t l ive wi th these c i rcumstances ( sym-

pathet ic dis t ress) . Hoffman (1989) ha s sugges ted that sympa the t i c 

distress m a y also elicit o ther related feel ings. These can inc lude feel-

ings of empa th ic anger—anger on beha l f o f the v ic t im toward the 

par ty responsib le for the suffer ing—and empa th i c injust ice—feel-

ing that the v ic t im ' s t rea tment is unfair and undeserved . Fo r e x a m -

ple, I m a y also b e angry at the pol i t ic ians w h o don ' t a t tempt to r em-

edy this school s i tuat ion (empath ic anger) . O r I m a y feel ou t rage 

because these chi ldren don ' t deserve to be forced in to these oppres-

sive condi t ions (empath ic injust ice). 

M o t i v a t i o n s t o C a r e a n d A c t 

O n c e w e h a v e empa th i zed and feel s o m e k ind of empa th i c or 

sympathe t i c distress, w e have to dec ide w h a t to do about it. Differ-

ent types of empa th ic responses tend to p roduce different mo t iva -

t ions to respond to the pe rson (group) in need . A l though these mot i -

va t ions are independen t and dist inct in ternal responses , they are no t 

mutua l ly exc lus ive and often occur in conjunct ion wi th each other. 

Two main mot ives for act ing on our e m p a t h y are egois t ic mo t i -

va t ions because they are pr imar i ly conce rned with address ing our 

o w n needs (Batson, 1989) . T h e first mot iva t ion is b a s e d on act ing in 

compliance with internalized standards. Th rough social izat ion, w e in-

ternal ize s tandards or expecta t ions for appropr ia te ac t ions or b e -

hav io r s . T h e s e m a y b e b a s e d on soc i a l e x p e c t a t i o n s ( soc ie ta l o r 

g roup n o r m s ) or self-expectat ions (personal n o r m s ) . O u r mo t iva -

tion to act is dr iven b y our desire to l ive up to these s tandards . B y 

comply ing wi th these expec ta t ions , w e can ant ic ipate receiving re-

wa rds or avo id ing pun i shment . These rewards or pun i shmen t s m a y 

b e expl ic i t and obv ious , such as obta ining an award , peer approval , 

mone t a ry remunera t ion , grat i tude from those he lped , or pub l ic cen-

sure. Often they are m o r e subt le and in compl i ance wi th internal-
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ized needs , such as avoid ing guilt , seeing onese l f as a g o o d person , 

receiv ing es teem in exchange for he lp ing, o r ga in ing a sense o f ad-

venture . Con t inu ing wi th the above e x a m p l e , I m a y dec ide to par t ic-

ipate in a c a m p a i g n for school f inance reform because I th ink of m y -

sel f as a ca r ing pe r son , m y fr iends are i nvo lved in soc ia l j u s t i c e 

causes , and I wan t to l ive up to the expectat ions o f myse l f and m y 

peers . 

The second type of mot iva t ion is aversive arousal reduction. T h e 

mo t ive is to reduce our o w n distress that w a s genera ted b y e m p a -

thizing. There is the desire to do someth ing to reduce feel ings o f 

guilt , anger , or discomfort . F r o m this perspec t ive , I m a y w o r k for 

schoo l f inance reform because I w a n t to rel ieve m y gui l t that m y 

chi ldren a t tend a h igh-qual i ty school whereas o ther chi ldren do not , 

to diss ipate m y anger at their unjust t reatment , or to re l ieve m y dis-

comfor t at hav ing to w a l k b y there every day. 

A third mot iva t ion is altruism, which is focused on address ing 

o thers ' needs . T h e mot iva t ion to act is focused not o n address ing our 

o w n distress, arousal , o r needs , bu t on responding to the needs of 

o ther person (group) . O u r concern is s imply to improve the welfare 

of the other, regardless o f whe the r w e wil l benefit . We m a y still ex-

per ience s o m e k ind of posi t ive effect, bu t that is no t the mot iva t ing 

factor. M y social act ion might b e b a s e d on m y care for the chi ldren 

and m y desire that these chi ldren get the k ind of educa t ion that all 

chi ldren deserve . 

Peop le ' s mot iva t ion to act on empa th i c responses can be based 

on a n y o n e or a l l o f t he se fac tors , and of ten, t he l ine is b lur ry . 

T h o u g h isolat ing the specific factors is not crucia l , it can b e helpful 

for educa tors to unders tand peop le ' s mot iva t ion to bet ter foster and 

channe l their emot iona l energy. 

Moral Principles and Spiritual Values 

Mora l i ty deals wi th ques t ions o f r ight and wrong . Resea rch sug-

gests that people are intr insical ly mot iva ted to b e h a v e fairly and to 

s eem m o r a l and g o o d (Ke lman & Hami l ton , 1989; Tyler, B o e c k m a n n , 

Smi th , & H u o , 1997) . Value sys tems affect peop le ' s j u d g m e n t of a sit-

ua t ion and their de te rminat ion of whe the r it v iola tes their m o r a l or 

spir i tual code . W h e n s o m e o n e cons iders someth ing mora l ly or spir-

i tual ly wrong , that provides an impetus for the person to act to rem-

edy that s i tuat ion. Even though people from pr iv i leged g roups m a y 
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be incl ined to just ify their advan tage as fair, s tudies demons t r a t e 

that concerns abou t jus t ice affect bo th the feel ings a n d ac tual b e h a v -

iors of the people in pr iv i leged posi t ions (Tyler et al. , 1997 ) . Desp i t e 

the assumpt ion that self-interest mos t inf luences peop le ' s dec is ions 

in the po l i t i ca l a rena , r e sea rch sugges t s o t h e r w i s e (Orren , 1 9 8 8 ; 

Sears & Funk , 1990) : 

What is far more likely to predict someone's position on an issue of 
public policy is a deeply held principle. Attitudes about issues 
ranging from desegregation to unemployment tend to reflect value 
commitments more than they do one's personal stake in a given 
policy. (Orren, 1988, p. 24) 

In fact, m a n y ac t ions toward social jus t ice are done to upho ld 

e th ica l or sp i r i tua l v a l u e s ( C o l b y & D a m o n , 1 9 9 2 ; D a l o z , K e e n , 

Keen , & Parks , 1996 ; Hoehn , 1983 ; Ol iner & Oliner , 1988) . 

T y p e s o f M o r a l R e a s o n i n g 

The re are t w o c o m m o n l y recognized m o d e s of mora l j udgmen t . 

O n e is a p e r s o n - o r i e n t e d e th i c of ca re ; t he o the r is a p r i n c i p l e -

or iented e thic of jus t ice (Gil l igan, 1 9 8 0 / 1 9 9 3 ; Lyons , 1988 ; Re imer , 

Pao l i t t o , & H e r s h , 1 9 8 3 ) . T h e d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y in t he U n i t e d 

Sta tes , w h i c h e spouses va lues o f fairness, equality, and equa l oppor -

tunity, reflects a jus t ice orientat ion. E a c h of these m o r a l or ienta t ions 

and their deve lopmen ta l sequences has impl ica t ions for mot iva t ing 

suppor t for socia l jus t ice . I d iscuss each of these below. 

A mora l i t y o f jus t i ce , long be l i eved to b e the on ly sy s t em o f 

m o r a l reasoning, is focused on rights and fairness. This form of m o -

ra l i ty is c o n c e r n e d w i t h upho ld ing pr inc ip les or s tandards . It is 

roo ted in a formal sense of equal i ty and reciproci ty (treating o thers 

as y o u w o u l d w a n t t o b e t reated) . W h e n us ing this type of mora l rea-

soning, peop le m a k e m o r a l decis ions b y apply ing logical , abstract , 

and impar t ia l ru les or pr inciples . Peop le con tend that some th ing is 

unjust w h e n it v iola tes these accepted s tandards , wh ich often in-

vo lve equa l r ights , equa l opportunity, or role-related obl iga t ions . 

A mora l i ty o f care is focused on re la t ionships and respons ive-

ness . This form o f mora l i ty is conce rned wi th p romot ing the welfare 

of o thers , p revent ing ha rm, a n d rel ieving phys ica l or psycho log ica l 

suffering. Us ing this type of reasoning, peop le arr ive at m o r a l dec i -
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s ions inductively, mot iva ted b y the desire to main ta in connec t ions 

a n d avo id hurt . F r o m this pe r spec t ive , i nd iv idua l s c o n t e n d tha t 

someth ing vio la tes their mora l code w h e n peop le are b e i n g h a r m e d 

or n o t ca red for. 

Peop le m a y therefore agree that someth ing is mora l ly w r o n g 

bu t arr ive at that de te rmina t ion in different ways . Take, for example , 

a s i tuat ion of hous ing d iscr iminat ion based on race. A jus t ice per -

spect ive migh t focus on its unfairness because it violates l aws that as-

sert equa l opportuni ty. A care perspec t ive migh t focus on the h a r m 

to the family looking for a h o m e and the suffering it causes them. 

M o s t peop le tend toward one type of mora l or ientat ion, t hough 

they often use both . Because a mora l i ty o f jus t ice is the n o r m , even 

peop le w h o prefer an e thic o f care are fluent in and can use a e th ic o f 

jus t ice perspec t ive . S tudies h a v e sugges ted that w o m e n tend to use 

an e th ic o f care m o r e f requent ly t han m e n (Gi l l igan , 1 9 8 0 / 1 9 9 3 ; 

Lyons , 1988 ) . 

D e v e l o p m e n t a l S e q u e n c e s 

E v e n wi th in the s a m e mora l or ientat ion, there is a deve lopmen-

tal s equence of m o r a l reasoning that reflects dis t inct ions in h o w peo -

ple m a k e mora l j u d g m e n t s wi th in that f ramework. Aga in , a l though 

peop le m a y engage in s imi lar act ions , their reasons for do ing so m a y 

differ. Γ11 use an e x a m p l e of a col lege adminis t ra tor charged wi th re-

crui t ing a n d h i r ing m o r e faculty and s tudents o f co lor to i l lustrate 

the different perspec t ives . 

Wi th in an e thic o f jus t ice , there are three levels , e ach wi th two 

s tages , that reflect the deve lopmen t o f m o r a l reasoning. Reason ing 

at the first level , preconventional, is conce rned wi th the concre te inter-

ests of the individuals involved , not wi th wha t soc ie ty defines as the 

r ight w a y to b e h a v e in a given si tuation. Peop le he re cons ider w h a t 

the specific consequences w o u l d b e for ac t ing in a par t icular way. 

A n adminis t ra tor reasoning from this self-oriented level migh t not 

even feel that there is a mora l p rob lem (racial d iscr iminat ion or ex-

c lus ion) to b e addressed . However , he m a y c o m p l y because h e fears 

los ing h is j o b if h e doesn ' t or because he th inks that he wi l l b e m o r e 

marke tab le if he does increase diversity. H e migh t also be l i eve that 

this wil l g ive h im more leverage wi th the s tudent organiza t ions or 

facul ty groups that suppor t d ivers i ty w h e n h e has to deal wi th o ther 

issues , such as an a lcohol policy. 
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M o v i n g a w a y from a self-centered focus, the s econd level , con-

ventional, involves an identif icat ion wi th the expec ta t ions o f o thers 

a n d the ru les a n d n o r m s of society. T h i s l eve l is m o s t c o m m o n 

a m o n g adults . T h e adminis t ra tor migh t pu r sue this effort b e c a u s e it 

is wha t h i s peers are do ing at other co l leges , peop le he respects ex-

pec t h i m to do so , and it is c o m m o n l y recognized in academic circles 

that there needs to b e m o r e inclus ion of under represen ted g roups at 

col leges . H e also migh t b e conce rned wi th conforming to affirma-

t ive-act ion laws , c a m p u s pol ic ies , o r o ther s ta tutes that m a n d a t e 

equa l oppor tun i ty and outreach. 

At the third level , postconventional or principled, the focus shifts 

to abstract ideals o f jus t ice . T h e s e m a y inc lude abid ing b y the soc ia l 

contrac t ( laws, rules , and va lues) , w h i c h cons iders the welfare o f all 

and protects all peop le ' s r ights . Individuals m a y also b e gu ided b y 

u n i v e r s a l e t h i ca l p r inc ip l e s tha t i n v o l v e the equa l i t y o f h u m a n 

r ights and the respect for the digni ty of h u m a n be ings as individu-

als. Peop le wil l ab ide b y laws and social ag reement s to the ex ten t 

that those cor respond wi th their universa l pr inciples . T h e admin i s -

t ra tor reasoning from this level m i g h t suppor t efforts to c rea te a 

m o r e d i v e r s e a n d i n c l u s i v e c o l l e g e to b e n e f i t a l l — p r o v i d i n g a 

be t te r -educated workforce that can va lue divers i ty and use the tal-

ents o f m o r e o f its ci t izens. H e m a y be l ieve that all peop le shou ld 

h a v e the f reedom to pursue k n o w l e d g e and b e able to fulfill thei r 

potent ial . 

T h e ethic of care a lso has a deve lopmenta l sequence of mora l 

reasoning. This three-posi t ion sequence beg ins wi th survival, a pos i -

t ion in w h i c h the concern is for car ing for onese l f to ensure survival . 

T h e second perspec t ive is goodness, a pos i t ion that involves car ing 

for o thers and b e i n g g o o d accord ing to conven t iona l def in i t ions . 

T h e last pe rspec t ive is truth, in wh ich care for onese l f as we l l as oth-

ers is cons idered and the in terconnect ion be tween sel f and others is 

recognized . Care b e c o m e s a self-chosen mora l pr inciple wi th the in-

junc t ion to prevent or c o n d e m n h a r m and v io lence . 

Similarly, different cons idera t ions migh t mot iva te the admin i s -

t rator us ing a care perspect ive . F rom the v i ew of survival , he m a y 

c o m p l y wi th this s t ra tegy to keep h is job so he can pay h is bi l ls a n d 

suppor t h i s family. F rom the v i ew of goodness , he m a y feel that b e -

ing a g o o d adminis t ra tor m e a n s car ing abou t all potent ia l s tudents 

and faculty and be ing l iked and respected b y his co l leagues and the 

c a m p u s communi ty . F r o m the third perspec t ive o f truth, h e m a y re-
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al ize that exc lus ion hur t s peop le o f co lor b y deny ing t h e m oppor tu-

ni t ies and h a r m s Whi t e s b y deny ing t h e m a fuller educa t iona l expe -

r i ence . H e m a y feel that , u l t imate ly , ou r co l l ec t ive we l l -be ing is 

be t te r se rved b y a more d iverse c a m p u s . 

Spiritual Values 

Spi r i tua l be l ie fs m a y fall w i th in these m o r a l f r a m e w o r k s or 

h a v e their o w n ethical codes . Spir i tual i ty or rel igion a lways has an 

e thical or ienta t ion because it seeks to respond to the mora l ques t ion 

of h o w w e ough t to l ive our l ives (Daloz et al., 1996) . S o m e talk of 

upho ld ing the G o l d e n Rule , o f treating eve ryone as a ch i ld o f G o d , 

o f t he i m p o r t a n c e o f r e l i ev i ng suffer ing, or o f r e c o g n i z i n g tha t 

" there is that of G o d in eve ry person ." In their s tudy of peop le c o m -

mi t ted to w o r k i n g for the c o m m o n good , D a l o z et al. found that for 

m a n y individuals , rel igion and spiri tuali ty p layed an expl ic i t or im-

plici t role in their deve lopmen t o f c o m m i t m e n t and in their larger 

mean ing -mak ing sys tem. Peop le frequently a l luded to a pr inc ip le of 

in te rdependence . This sense o f the in te rdependent nature of life in-

fo rmed their publ ic commi tmen t . These individuals a l so found a 

w a y to cont inua l ly reframe and expand their rel igious unders tand-

ing and pract ice to inc lude and respect o thers and the c o m p l e x di-

vers i ty of the wor ld . S o m e spoke of a sense of spir i tual impera t ive , 

of feeling cal led and compe l l ed to respond to the needs o f the wor ld . 

Desp i t e their m a n y differences, mos t re l igious or spir i tual be l ie f sys -

t e m s share a c o m m o n m a n d a t e to care for those less fortunate and to 

treat peop le humanely . 

We can b e more effective at appeal ing to mora l and spir i tual val-

ues if w e unders tand h o w peop le de te rmine wha t is e th ica l or jus t . 

A s these f rameworks and sequences suggest , different m o r a l or ien-

tat ions and reasoning can mot iva te peop le to suppor t social jus t ice . 

T h e early s tages in bo th m o r a l f rameworks are self-oriented, m o r e 

focused on one ' s o w n needs than those of others . Howeve r , as we ' l l 

see in the nex t sect ion, self-interest is no t necessar i ly selfish concern . 

Self- interest can a lso b e a hea l thy aspect o f be ing an ally. 

Self-interest 

I p rev ious ly d iscussed s o m e of the m a n y costs o f oppress ion 

to p e o p l e f rom d o m i n a n t g roups . T h e s e v a r i o u s p s y c h o l o g i c a l , 
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m o r a l / s p i r i t u a l , in te l lec tua l , soc ia l , and m a t e r i a l / p h y s i c a l cos t s 

p rov ide a bas is for w h y peop le from pr iv i leged g roups migh t sup-

por t greater equity. T h e y m a y seek greater authent ic i ty and integ-

rity, be t ter in te rpersonal re la t ionships , safer communi t i e s , or m o r e 

effective organiza t ions . These reasons h ighl ight h o w jus t ice can b e 

in the self-interest of dominan t -g roup individuals . 

However , the te rm self-interest t ends to h a v e a nega t ive conno ta -

tion. In fact, the p r imary dic t ionary defini t ions expla in it as selfish 

c o n c e r n a n d p e r s o n a l a d v a n t a g e . T h e s e c o m m o n def in i t ions o f 

self-interest imp ly that one ga ins at the expense or exc lus ion of oth-

ers, that it is a ze ro-sum game . This is consis tent wi th e c o n o m i c ex -

c h a n g e theory a n d w i th the d o m i n a n t w o r l d v i e w that env i s ions 

peop le as separa te individuals compe t ing for pos i t ions o f advan-

tage or superiori ty. A l t h o u g h this m a y reflect o n e aspec t o f self-

interest , it ignores the poss ibi l i ty that wha t m a y b e in m y interest 

migh t also benef i t o thers . 

Peop le a lso tend to a s sume that there is someth ing inherent ly 

wrong or less pure about cons ider ing one ' s o w n interests or needs , 

especia l ly in do ing w o r k as an ally. A s Caro l Gi l l igan ( 1 9 8 0 / 1 9 9 3 ) 

has sugges ted , in in te rdependent re la t ionships , w e need to put our-

se lves in the "web o f c a r e " and cons ider our o w n n e e d s as wel l as the 

needs of others . A hea l thy self-concern is not the s a m e as self ishness . 

We do not need to ignore or act agains t our o w n needs in the process 

of work ing for jus t ice . Bu t to d o so, w e need a b roader unders t and-

ing of self-interest (see K o h n , 1990 , and L a p p e & D u Bois , 1 9 9 1 , for a 

d iscuss ion of a l ternat ive concept ions of self-interest) . T h e te rm en-

lightened self-interest has b e e n used in a genera l w a y to descr ibe the 

unders tand ing that the interests of the indiv idual and the c o m m o n 

g o o d can converge . I wi l l p ropose a more c o m p l e x concep t ion of 

self-interest and suggest that it is a useful, if no t necessary, componen t 

of mot ivat ing people from privi leged groups to support social just ice. 

Continuum of Self-interest 

Ins tead of defining self-interest s imply as selfish concern , w e 

can define it m o r e b road ly to inc lude benefi ts to onese l f that do no t 

necessar i ly exc lude benefi ts to others as wel l . Self-interest can incor-

pora te the interests of o thers as wel l as one ' s own. It can range from 

a ve ry narrow, selfish perspec t ive to a m o r e inclusive, in terdepen-

dent perspect ive . There are t w o key factors that d is t inguish different 
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types o f self-interest: one ' s concep t ion of se l f (separate a n d au tono-

m o u s or connec t ed and relat ional) and a short- o r long- te rm per -

spect ive (whe the r one focuses on immed ia t e or long-run interests) . 

Moreover , as ev idenced in the costs o f oppress ion desc r ibed earlier, 

the benef i t s for peop le from pr iv i leged g roups m a y take var ious 

forms, from the psycho log ica l to the mater ia l . I wi l l descr ibe a con-

t inuum of self-interest (see F igure 7.1) and prov ide s o m e i l lustra-

t ions o f the var ious perspect ives . 

O n one e n d of the con t inuum is individualistic, o r "me-or ien ted ," 

se l f - in te res t . T h i s c o i n c i d e s w i t h the c o m m o n e q u a t i o n o f se l f -

in teres t w i th self ish concern . Peop le opera t ing f rom this type o f 

self-interest m a y suppor t socia l jus t ice efforts sole ly for their o w n 

perce ived persona l gain. T h e concern is for the self; the fact that it 

benefi ts s o m e o n e else is incidental or secondary. T h e p r i m e mot iva -

t ion to suppor t socia l jus t ice is seen in te rms of "wha t it wi l l do for 

m e . " Appea l ing to this type of self-interest m a y b e get t ing s o m e o n e 

to d o the r ight th ing for wha t m a y s e e m to b e the w r o n g reason. It is 

a shor t -s ighted and short - term perspect ive , conce rned wi th i m m e -

diate , and usua l ly mater ia l , benefi ts . 

For example , a pol i t ic ian m a y suppor t r ights for people wi th 

disabil i t ies because it wi l l p rov ide votes a m o n g a needed const i tu-

ency. Similarly, an indiv idual o r organiza t ion m a y give m o n e y to a 

shel ter for ba t te red w o m e n or ant ipover ty p rog ram because it wi l l 

be good publ ic re la t ions and he lp their reputat ion. A m a l e s tudent 

m a y he lp organize c a m p u s events agains t v io lence agains t w o m e n 

as a vehic le to m e e t w o m e n or fulfill an extra-credi t ass ignment . 

Far ther a long the con t inuum, self-interest involves a cons ider -

at ion of wha t benefi ts others as wel l as oneself . A mutual pe rspec t ive 

sees benefi ts for b o t h — " y o u and m e . " M o v i n g a w a y from a narrow, 

se l f -o r ien ted p e r s p e c t i v e , th is ref lects a m o r e r e l a t iona l v i e w of 

self-interest. T h e act ion is b a s e d on real concern for others . T h e per-

sona l benef i ts m a y b e of m a n y types. Peop le m a y vo lun tee r in a food 

k i tchen because it m a k e s them feel good about themse lves and al-

lows them to feel they are do ing someth ing helpful (psychologica l ) 

or to learn more about homeles snes s ( intel lectual) . A t the s a m e t ime, 

they m a y a lso genuine ly wan t to do someth ing to address the d isad-

van t aged s i tuat ion o f o thers . Peop le m a y jo in the P e a c e C o r p or 

o ther service organiza t ions bo th for the sense of adven ture and to 

m e e t n e w people (social) , as wel l as to a id in the deve lopmen t of 

poo r communi t i e s . Indiv iduals migh t work on c a m p a i g n s for we l -
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Mr 

Individual is t ic M u t u a l In te rdependent 

M e ; You and M e J " U s " 

F igu re 7 .1 . C o n t i n u u m of Self- interest 

fare reform and l iving w a g e s to rel ieve their guil t about their pr ivi-

leged e c o n o m i c b a c k g r o u n d (mora l ) , in addi t ion to assis t ing peop le 

in need . A he te rosexua l father of a gay son m a y b e invo lved in pass -

ing gay nond isc r imina t ion laws. It reduces h i s o w n anxie ty over his 

son ' s exper ience o f h o m o p h o b i a and benefi ts his son and other gays 

and lesbians . There m a y be mater ia l benef i t w h e n the dec is ion to 

sponsor a Divers i ty W e e k is b a s e d par t ly on the desire to r espond to 

the conce rns of marg ina l ized groups a n d a lso b a s e d par t ly on see ing 

it as a s t ra tegy to quel l greater d e m a n d s and accusa t ions that the or-

ganiza t ion doesn ' t care about diversity. 

M y as sumpt ion is that for the major i ty of peop le w h o suppor t 

socia l jus t ice efforts, there is s o m e sense o f m u t u a l benefi t . E v e n 

though they migh t l ike to be l ieve or h a v e others be l i eve that the sup-

por t is so le ly on b e h a l f o f the oppressed group (in w h i c h case it 

w o u l d b e pure a l t ru ism with n o self-interest) , I suspect that m o s t o f 

us get s o m e other personal sat isfact ion from engag ing in such ac-

t ions. This in turn mot iva tes further involvement . 

The interdependent perspec t ive has a greater re lat ional v i ew that 

b l u r s t h e b o u n d a r i e s b e t w e e n y o u a n d m e a n d s e e s " u s . " A s 

S a m p s o n (1988) expla ins , "WTien the self is def ined in relat ion, in-

c lus ive of others in its ve ry definit ion, there is no fully separa te self 

w h o s e interests d o not of necess i ty inc lude o the r s" (p. 2 0 ) . Var ious 

feminis t theor ies have been deve lop ing re la t ional theor ies o f se l f 

(Gil l igan, 1 9 8 0 / 1 9 9 3 ; Jo rdan et a l , 1991 ) . W o r k on beha l f o f o thers is 

s imul taneous ly w o r k on beha l f of ourse lves . F rom this in terdepen-

dent perspec t ive , because our l ives a n d fates are in ter twined, socia l 
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jus t ice efforts are be ing done for our col lec t ive benefi t . A he te rosex-

ual person w h o fights agains t h o m o p h o b i a migh t feel that all o f us 

n e e d to b e free from r igid sex roles, l imits on sexua l express ion , and 

lifestyle const ra ints . L ikewise , a pe rson wi thou t a disabi l i ty m igh t 

c h a m p i o n the h u m a n e t rea tment of peop le wi th disabi l i t ies , be l i ev-

ing it reflects on h o w socie ty v i ews and va lues all h u m a n be ings . 

I n t e r d e p e n d e n t se l f - in te res t m a y r e q u i r e tha t p e o p l e w o r k 

agains t w h a t appears to b e their immedia te self-interest. Howeve r , a 

re la t ional sense o f self and a more long- te rm pe r spec t ive a l lows 

t h e m to see the benefi t to themse lves and others in the long run. 

Weal thy peop le m a y suppor t h igher tax rates or caps on execu t ives ' 

salar ies (which affect their earn ings) to create a m o r e equi tab le dis-

t r ibut ion o f weal th . T h e y m a y be l ieve that because a m o r e peaceful 

socie ty depends o n peop le hav ing qual i ty educa t iona l and w o r k op-

por tuni t ies and decent l iving condi t ions , there needs to b e a fairer 

a l locat ion of resources . Whi t e m e n (or w o m e n ) m a y suppor t affir-

ma t ive act ion, e v e n though in the shor t run it reduces the l ike l ihood 

that they wi l l b e hired. T h e y suppor t a pract ice that they feel wi l l 

lead to the k ind o f wor ld they wan t to l ive in—one wi th great equi ty 

and the inclus ion of impor tan t voices that have b e e n s i lenced. P e o -

ple w h o have an in te rdependent sense of self-interest are l ikely to 

recognize their pr iv i lege and to seek ways to give it up , to no t take 

advan tage of it, o r to use it to p romote social jus t ice . 

The Connections Among 
Empathy, Morality and Self-interest 

B y themse lves , empathy , mora l and spir i tual va lues , and self-

interest can prov ide an impe tus to suppor t social jus t ice . However , 

they often opera te in conjunct ion and can b e addressed in combina -

tion to s t rengthen the appea l to action. I wi l l p rovide some example s 

of h o w they can be used to bols te r each other. 

Empathy Joined With Moral Principles and Self-interest 

T h e use o f mora l va lues along wi th e m p a t h y can he lp t ransform 

feelings into action. Instead of just mak ing people feel bad , mora l or 

spiritual pr inciples can create a sense o f responsibil i ty to act to allevi-

ate the suffering or injustice. T h e exper ience of empa thy m a y lead to 

the invoca t ion o f mora l pr inciples . In addi t ion, b e c a u s e e m p a t h y 
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genera l ly requires that people see the s i tuat ion or suffering as un-

jus t , mora l pr inciples can a l low peop le to c o m e to that unders t and-

ing or interpretat ion. 

Self- interest is impl ic i t in m u c h empath ica l ly mot iva ted b e h a v -

ior. Peop le often ac t in social ly responsible w a y s to address their e m -

path ic distress. T h e y are mot iva ted b y a desire to reduce their n e g a -

tive arousal or to be cons is ten t with their in ternal ized s tandards . 

After an empathy-genera t ing exper ience , self-interest can b e useful 

in he lp ing them deal wi th their react ions. It can mot iva t e and sus-

tain act ion once their e m p a t h y has b e e n aroused. 

Moral Principles Joined With Empathy and Self-interest 

E m p a t h y can he lp m o v e one ' s mora l concern out o f the abst ract 

and impersonal . S o m e people are rule-, no t person- or other-, ori-

ented. K o h n (1990) sugges ts that if peop le are over ly conce rned wi th 

rules , i deo logy o r abs t rac t p r inc ip les , this ac tua l ly m a y interfere 

wi th their sensi t ivi ty to the suffering of real people . In these cases , 

e m p a t h y can he lp put a h u m a n face and a persona l connec t ion on 

the mora l injust ice and thus e n h a n c e these ind iv idua l s ' c o m m i t -

m e n t to address the si tuation. Feel ing a h u m a n connec t ion can a l so 

help expand one 's sense of w h o is included in one 's mora l community. 

The more others are seen as s imilar or sharing a close relationship, the 

less able one is to maintain the cogni t ive distortion to justify the status 

quo . Also , e m p a t h y m a y b e evoked once s o m e h u m a n contac t has 

b e e n made , after the init ial act ion was taken ou t of m o r a l pr inciple . 

M o r a l va lues p romote act ion in par t to main ta in self-integrity. It 

is in peop le ' s self-interest to protect their self-esteem and sel f - image. 

Self- interest can a lso b e t ied to one ' s level of m o r a l reasoning a n d 

mot iva t ion to act moral ly. 3 For some, as earl ier examples i l lustrated, 

self-interest is cent ra l in their process of m a k i n g mora l j u d g m e n t s . 

Fo r those wi th m o r e pr inc ip led reasoning, a m o r e mu tua l a n d co l lec-

t ive sense o f self-interest s t rengthens their abil i ty to follow th rough 

on their mora l convic t ions . Because people genera l ly we igh the per-

sonal costs before act ing on their mora l va lues , increas ing the sense 

of pe r sona l benef i t he lps shift the ba l ance toward act ing. 

Self-interest Joined With Empathy and Moral Principles 

E m p a t h y can shift peop l e out o f narrow, ind iv idua l i s t ic self-

interest b y fostering a concern for others . It can s t rengthen their feel-
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ings o f c o n n e c t i o n and p r o m o t e i n t e rdependence . Th i s can h e l p 

m o v e t h e m t o w a r d a m o r e m u t u a l and c o l l e c t i v e s e n s e o f self-

interest. 

M o r a l pr inciples can encourage peop le to act no t j u s t out o f self-

ish mot ives or shor t - te rm advantages bu t a lso out o f e th ica l cons id -

erat ions . It p rovides peop le wi th o ther guidel ines to m a k e decis ions 

abou t their behavior . Because w e wan t peop le to b e e n g a g e d in so-

cial jus t ice w o r k with c o m m i t m e n t and integrity, enhanc ing their 

emot iona l and intel lectual inves tment leads in this direct ion. 

Research o n activists ( though the act ivists are no t necessar i ly 

work ing on issues in w h i c h they are part o f the d o m i n a n t g roup) 

sugges ts that they are h igh ly deve loped in their senses o f empathy , 

morali ty, and col lect ive self-interest (Berman, 1997 ) . Indeed , these 

factors are in ter twined. Act iv is ts h a v e a sense o f se l f that is def ined 

b y mora l va lues a n d a sense of connec tedness wi th others , especia l ly 

wi th those suffering injustice a n d wi th the wor ld as a who le . Th is re-

la t ional sense of self fosters a sensi t ivi ty to the feeling of o thers and 

an unders tand ing of the connec t ion b e t w e e n o thers ' wel l -being and 

one ' s o w n and leads to a c o m m i t m e n t to rel ieve suffering and op-

press ion. Th is connec ted sense o f self under l ies and p romotes e m p a -

thy, a mora l i ty of care, and an in te rdependent sense of self-interest. 

For mos t act ivists in the research, see ing themse lves as mora l 

be ings w a s also a cent ra l part o f their sense o f self. This uni ty of self 

and mora l i ty fostered ac t iv ism and e rased feel ings of self-sacrifice. 

" N o one s a w their mora l cho ices as an exerc ise in self-sacrifice. To 

the contrary, they see their m o r a l goals as a m e a n s o f a t ta ining their 

pe r sona l ones and v ice ve r sa" (Colby & D a m o n , 1992 , pp . 300 -301 ) . 

In addi t ion, s tudies sugges t that "roots of ac t iv ism also lie in the 

desire for a sense of m e a n i n g that takes one b e y o n d oneself . To b e 

b igge r than oneself , to feel that one is contr ibut ing to the welfare of 

o thers and society, no t only mot iva tes act ion but sus ta ins it over the 

long t e rm" (Berman , 1997 , p. 6 8 ) . C o m m i t m e n t to hones ty and open-

nes s to n e w informat ion and c h a n g e were a lso c i ted as c o m m o n 

character is t ics o f act ivists . 

Conclusion 

As reflected in this chapter , the reasons peop le from pr iv i leged 

g r o u p s m a y s u p p o r t soc ia l j u s t i c e are v a r i e d a n d m u l t i l a y e r e d 

N o o n e f a c t o r — e m p a t h y , m o r a l a n d s p i r i t u a l v a l u e s , o r se l f -
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in teres t—wil l mot iva te all peop le , n o r will the s a m e factor appea l to 

peop le in the s a m e way. M y impress ion is that educa tors often e m -

phas ize one of these aspec ts—usual ly e m p a t h y or mora l i ty—to the 

exc lus ion of others . S o m e peop le address these sources o f mot iva -

t ion generally, wi thou t cons ider ing s o m e of the complex i t i e s wi th in 

each. B e c o m i n g m or e consc ious about wh ich we use , h o w w e use 

them, and in w h a t combina t ions w e use t h e m enhances our effec-

t iveness wi th the var ious individuals and issues that w e dea l wi th . It 

p rovides s o m e direct ion for ou r educa t iona l and social change ef-

forts. W h e n w e bu i ld on empathy, mora l a n d spir i tual va lues , a n d 

self-interest in conjunct ion wi th each other, w e a lso p romote m o r e 

long- term act iv ism. In the fol lowing chapter , I wi l l d iscuss h o w to 

deve lop these qual i t ies in our s tudents and h o w to encourage soc ia l 

act ion. 

N o t e s 

1. Kimmel (1993) found that one reason why men have supported the women's 

liberation movement was that it simply made logical sense. Although this may be 

true for some individuals, in my own research, I have found that this reason has 

rarely arisen, and therefore I do not include it in my discussion. 

2. I wish to acknowledge the work of Steve Wineman (1984), which suggested a 

framework for these responses. 

3. For an interesting discussion of the connections among moral reasoning, rac-

ism, and self-interest, see Terry, R. (1978). White belief, moral reasoning, self-interest 

and racism. In W. W. Schroeder & F. Winter (Eds.), Belief and ethics (pp. 349-374). Chi-

cago: Center for the Scientific Study of Religion. 
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Developing and Enlisting 
Support for Social Justice 

η the prev ious chapter, I d i scussed h o w empathy, mora l and spiri-

tual values , and self-interest can mot iva te people from pr iv i leged 

groups to suppor t social jus t ice . This chapter will focus on h o w this 

f r amework can b e appl ied to ou r educa t iona l and change efforts. I 

wi l l further descr ibe h o w to foster and appea l to empathy, m o r a l 

and spir i tual va lues , and self- interest to enl is t suppor t for soc ia l 

change efforts. I wi l l a lso cons ider w a y s to encourage peop le to b e 

all ies and activists. 

Empathy 

F o s t e r i n g E m p a t h y 

To increase empathy, bo th the intel lect and the emot ions n e e d to 

b e engaged . In general , to foster empathy, people n e e d to m a x i m i z e 

personal knowledge and he igh ten emot iona l a t tunement . B y imag-

ining ano ther ' s point of v iew and feelings, w e can be t te r unde r s t and 

his or her si tuation. It is also helpful to min imize d is tance and ano-

n y m i t y b y actual ly get t ing to k n o w real people and exper ienc ing 

their life c i rcumstances . There are m a n y things w e can do to increase 

the empa thy of people from pr iv i leged groups toward peop le from 

oppressed groups. 

143 

1 
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Expose People to Other Life Experiences 

We can be e x p o s e d to o thers ' reali t ies th rough books , m o v i e s , 

panels , a n d persona l test imony. Hear ing the informat ion in pe r son 

tends to b e the m o s t powerfu l ( though this ha s a h igher r isk b e c a u s e 

there is less cont ro l over wha t peop le say and do) . Invi te an indiv id-

ual or a pane l o f speakers to d iscuss their l ives. O n e of the more ef-

fective p rog rams in m y w o r k wi th faculty on address ing issues of di-

vers i ty and equi ty in the c lass room has been to h a v e s tudents f rom 

marg ina l i zed groups (s tudents of color, g a y and lesbian s tudents , 

poor s tudents) ta lk about their exper iences in c lasses . After hear ing 

the panel , faculty are usual ly m o r e recept ive to d iscuss ing h o w to b e 

m o r e inclus ive and sensi t ive in their teaching. 

It 's impor tan t to inc lude a var ie ty of exper iences from wi th in a 

par t icular group or to d iscuss h o w this indiv idual reflects the expe -

r iences of m a n y others . There is the poss ibi l i ty of see ing an individ-

ual as an excep t ion or a typica l for h is or h e r social group. In addi-

t ion, because perspec t ive taking fosters empathy, p rovide frequent 

oppor tuni t ies for people to deve lop their abil i ty to take the pe rspec-

t ive of others and cons ider o ther poin ts o f view. Th is can b e done 

th rough s imula t ions , role p lays , and case s tudies . 

Have People Share Their Own Experiences 

We can ask peop le to reflect on and share their o w n exper iences 

wi th d iscr iminat ion and oppression. Near ly all peop le are m e m b e r s 

of at least one oppressed group. A n d eve ryone has s o m e exper i ence 

of be ing s te reo typed and t reated unfairly. Peop le can be t te r under -

s tand the feel ings of o thers through cons ider ing h o w they felt in 

s imi lar c i rcumstances . Individuals w h o have exper ienced the effects 

of oppress ion in one aspect of their ident i ty can often use this to re-

late to the exper iences o f s o m e o n e from a different oppressed g roup 

in wh ich they are part o f the dominan t group. A he te rosexua l Afri-

can A m e r i c a n w o m a n a c k n o w l e d g e d that she was h o m o p h o b i c and 

expressed some discomfor t at the prospect o f l is tening to a pane l of 

gay, lesbian, and b i sexua l peop le share their s tories . After the ses-

sion, she r emarked , " T h e y dea l with a lot of the s a m e stuff I do as a 

B lack person!" S h e cou ld relate to their feelings o f in ternal ized op-

press ion, marginal iza t ion , and fear of v iolence. B y us ing h e r exper i -

ences as a person of co lo r as a reference poin t as a he te rosexual , she 

n o w had n e w insight in to (and to lerance for) gays . 
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Thi s can b e a helpful s tar t ing p lace to m a k e s o m e connec t ions 

and deve lop compass ion , bu t further d iscuss ion is needed so that it 

goes b e y o n d emot iona l cathars is . We don ' t w a n t peop le to over look 

differences or equa t e i so la ted inc idents w i th sys t ema t i c , soc ia l ly 

sanc t ioned mis t rea tment . Just because the w o m a n above cou ld use 

her exper iences as an Afr ican A m e r i c a n to connec t wi th the exper i -

ences of gays and lesbians , this does no t m e a n that she k n o w s w h a t 

it 's l ike to b e gay (or v ice versa) . Moreover , a m a n ' s exc lus ion from a 

w o m e n - o n l y suppor t g roup is not the s ame as w o m e n ' s exc lus ion 

from m e n ' s organiza t ions or from posi t ions that se rve as vehic les for 

the shar ing of socia l p o w e r and promot ion . 

Fur the rmore , if w e w a n t people to be engaged in social act ion, 

they need to unders tand that a pe r son ' s pl ight is no t jus t an individ-

ual issue. His or her l ack of oppor tuni t ies or d i sadvan tage is d u e to 

larger societal condi t ions that require address ing socia l inequal i t ies . 

Peop l e n e e d to unde r s t and that the dis t ress of this ind iv idua l is 

s y m p t o m a t i c of s o m e form of oppress ion that also affects m a n y oth-

ers l ike them. 

Give People the Opportunity to Have Firsthand Experiences 

Provide peop le wi th the chance to get to k n o w actual peop le and 

exper ience o the r s ' s i tuat ions d i rec t ly In a d iverse class , coopera t ive 

learning a n d group projects can help ach ieve this end. In te rnships , 

ex tended visi ts to different ne ighborhoods , vo lun tee r work , and ser-

vice learning can reduce bo th emot iona l and phys ica l dis tance. E v e n 

he lp ing that is ini t ial ly done nonempa th i ca l ly can lead to e m p a t h y 

(Kohn , 1990) . Peop le w h o he lp tend to deve lop a m o r e pos i t ive v i e w 

of t hose t hey h a v e ass i s t ed , b e c o m e m o r e c o n c e r n e d w i t h the i r 

wel l -being, and feel a greater responsibi l i ty to cont inue to he lp t h e m 

(Staub, 1989 ) . In conjunct ion wi th these activit ies, it is impor tan t that 

s tudents are engaged in a process o f self-reflection and in d iscus-

s ions of pr iv i lege and social inequal i ty so that they can m a k e sense 

of their exper iences and avoid paternal is t ic a t t i tudes . 1 

Hoffman (1989) found that act ivis ts ' direct and repeated contac t 

wi th d i sadvan taged groups intensif ied their init ial empa th i c a n d 

sympa the t i c distress. It a lso d imin i shed their in te l lectual r emote -

ness and cha l l enged their s tereotypes . The i r empa th ic and s y m p a -

thet ic distress w a s t ransformed, in part , into empa th ic feel ings of in-

jus t ice , empa th ic anger at society, and guilt over their o w n relat ively 
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pr iv i leged posi t ion. Th i s led t h e m to ques t ion their o w n ideo logy 

that a s s u m e d that soc ie ty was bas ica l ly car ing and just . 

A recent n e w s p a p e r art icle (Bole , 1997) sugges ts the p o w e r o f 

empathy. In Tennessee , after failed efforts to get Whi t e s to suppor t 

addi t ional funds for p o o r B lack schools , a g roup o f Afr ican A m e r i -

cans invi ted a g roup of Whi t e s ( though an interfaith organiza t ion) to 

visi t their schools . After this f i rs thand exper ience , Whi t e s were wi l l -

ing to suppor t the addi t ional funds and also jo ined forces in f ight ing 

for school -based m a n a g e m e n t . T h e pol i t ic ians we re unab le to spli t 

the Black a n d W h i t e c o m m u n i t i e s on these issues . 

Potential Pitfalls of Empathy 

Al though e m p a t h y is a powerful force in act ing for jus t ice , w e 

n e e d to b e careful in o u r efforts to he lp p e o p l e from d o m i n a n t 

g r o u p s e m p a t h i z e w i t h t h e e x p e r i e n c e s o f p e o p l e f r o m 

marg ina l i zed groups . E l izabe th S p e l m a n (1995) spel ls ou t s o m e of 

the pa radoxes of these efforts and dangers to wa tch out for. 

In S p e l m a n ' s paradox of appropriation, there is the tendency, in the 

p rocess o f seeing onese l f in the exper iences of others , to erase the 

specifics o f the o thers ' exper ience and to equa te the t w o exper iences . 

A l t h o u g h w e w a n t peop le to connec t to the exper iences o f ano the r 

and to a sense of shared humani ty , w e do not wan t t h e m to expropr i -

ate that exper ience . It is the danger o f falling into the trap of th ink-

ing, " I k n o w jus t h o w y o u feel!" 

In the paradox of identification, the danger is ove remphas iz ing the 

s imilar i ty o f exper iences b y ignor ing the differences and the larger 

soc ia l and his tor ical contex t in wh ich these exper iences take p lace . 

Th i s over looks the impl ica t ions of differential social pos i t ions a n d 

access to p o w e r and pr ivi lege. Because oppress ion b reeds on h igh-

l ight ing difference and bu i ld ing barr iers b a s e d on those differences, 

b y ident i fy ing w i th o the rs , w e can b r e a k d o w n those d iv i s ions . 

However , this poses the danger of c o m i n g to think, "We ' re all a l ike ." 

Cons ide r the s i tuat ion w h e n a Whi t e person tries to empa th i ze 

wi th the expe r i ence o f an Afr ican A m e r i c a n person in an a l l -Whi te 

env i ronment . T h e W h i t e person m a y recount h o w she a lso felt un-

c o m f o r t a b l e a n d m a r g i n a l i z e d as t he o n l y W h i t e p e r s o n in an 

a l l -Black gather ing. O n the one hand , it m a y b e helpful to focus on 

the similari t ies for her to relate to the exper i ence of the B lack person. 

However , she m a y ignore the part icular i t ies of the Black w o m a n ' s 

exper ience and the differences b e t w e e n their exper iences , g iven the 

larger contex t of rac ism. For example , the W h i t e w o m a n can gener -
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ally choose whe the r or no t to b e in the si tuat ion of be ing a racial mi -

nority, and it is an excep t ion to her usual in teract ions w h e r e he r 

Whi t eness is the norm. 

WTiile encourag ing empathy, w e n e e d to b e careful no t to ob -

scure differences as w e emphas ize s imilar i t ies . W e mus t acknowl -

edge and discuss differences in p o w e r and social posi t ion. In addi-

t i o n , s o m e p e o p l e f e e l t h a t b y e m p a t h i z i n g t h e y a r e " d o i n g 

someth ing . " E m p a t h y i tself is n o t act ion; it is a s tar t ing p lace , no t the 

end product . 

Impediments to Empathy and Empathic Responsiveness 

The potent ia l of e m p a t h y as a posi t ive social force can b e d imin-

i shed in m a n y ways . There are m a n y factors that reduce peop le ' s 

abi l i ty to b e empath ic , as wel l as to act on their empa th ic responses . I 

wi l l identify severa l o f these and offer s o m e br ie f sugges t ions for 

h o w to address them. 

Lack of Cognitive Ability 

First , peop le need a cer ta in level o f cogni t ive abil i ty to e n g a g e in 

perspec t ive taking. A l though there are different k inds o f e m p a t h y 

d isp layed b y chi ldren, the type of empa thy d iscussed here requires 

the abil i ty to h a v e a differentiated sense o f self and the cogni t ive 

flexibili ty to imag ine the perspect ive of s o m e o n e else . M o s t teenag-

ers and adul ts h a v e that cogni t ive ability, though m a n y still h a v e a 

difficult t ime wi th the cogni t ive flexibility that is required. Peop le 

w h o are dual is t ic th inkers (see Chap te r 3 ) t end to see th ings as ei-

ther-or and have difficulty cons ider ing exper iences or perspec t ives 

that differ from w h a t they cons ider the truth. For these indiv iduals , 

it m a y be helpful to stress that be ing empa th ic does not m e a n con-

don ing s o m e o n e e lse ' s behavior . Because abstract connec t ions m a y 

be m o r e difficult for these individuals , we can provide oppor tun i -

ties for t h e m to concre te ly pu t themse lves in the pos i t ion o f ano ther 

that require them to take on a different w a y of see ing the wor ld (i.e., 

th rough a role p lay) . 

Jjackof"Emotional Flexibility 

In addi t ion to cogni t ive flexibility, peop le n e e d emot iona l flexi-

bility. 
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One who cannot tolerate his own feelings, or who is essentially a 
stranger to himself, is unlikely to forge an affective connection to 
someone else. A degree of self-knowledge and comfort with one's 
own affective life facilitates both knowing and being known to oth-
ers. (Kohn, 1990, p. 152) 

General ly, people w h o h a v e difficulty acknowledg ing and expe -

r iencing their o w n feel ings h a v e difficulty perce iv ing a n d under -

s tanding the feel ings of others . A l though there is n o t conc lus ive re-

s e a r c h o n g e n d e r d i f f e r ences a n d e m p a t h y ( v a r y i n g w i t h h o w 

e m p a t h y is measu red ) , it t ends to b e more cha l lenging for m a l e s to 

m a k e empa th ic connec t ions . M a l e socia l iza t ion usua l ly d o e s no t fos-

ter the deve lopmen t o f emot iona l se l f -knowledge , express iveness , 

or sensi t iv i ty to others . A s a result , m e n often have unde rdeve loped 

empa th ic abil i t ies and overdeve loped emot iona l a rmor to protect 

themse lves agains t feel ings that m igh t m a k e them vulnerab le and 

uncomfor tab le . In educa t iona l contexts , w e can cons is ten t ly m o d e l 

empa th i c behav io r t oward them and others and can provide oppor -

tuni t ies for t hem to deve lop a n d pract ice empa th i c skills. 

Lack of Psychological or Emotional Freedom 

Third , peop le are less l ikely to feel e m p a t h y if their o w n needs 

feel mo re press ing than those o f others . It can be ha rd to b e empa th i c 

w h e n feeling s t ressed or in pain. I f peop le are self -absorbed, are anx-

ious , or l ack the psycho log ica l or emot iona l f reedom to a t tend to an-

o the r ' s needs , their empa th ic abil i t ies wil l b e decreased . A s previ-

ous ly d iscussed , this can be the case w h e n s o m e o n e is focused on his 

or h e r v ic t imiza t ion as a m e m b e r of a subord ina te group. W e can 

p rov ide the safety and oppor tuni ty for these peop le to share their 

feel ings, conce rns , or exper iences so that they feel heard and val i-

dated. O n c e they feel r ecognized and n o longer n e e d to defend their 

o w n pa in or d i sadvantage , they m a y have m o r e psycho log ica l space 

to connec t wi th another. (Also , rev iew the sugges t ions in Chap te r 4 

for reduc ing resis tance.) 

Blaming the Victim 

Peop le often have little o r n o e m p a t h y for v ic t ims they see as ac -

countab le and deserv ing of their fate. B l aming the v ic t im m a y in fact 

lead to feel ings o f indifference or hostility. T h r o u g h a var ie ty o f edu-
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cat ional s t ra tegies—providing informat ion, role p lays , pe r sona l s to-

r ies , researching facts, or cr i t ical ana lys i s—peop le can deve lop a 

m o r e in formed perspec t ive that m a y shift the i r unders tand ing or in-

terpretat ion of the si tuation. Th i s in turn can alter the w a y they see 

the v ic t im and a l low for some empa th i c connec t ion . Peop le w h o b e -

l ieve in a " just wor ld , " wh ich a s sumes a c lose re la t ionship b e t w e e n 

o n e ' s fate and o n e ' s mer i t , are m o r e l ikely to react wi th c o m p a s s i o n 

if they are asked to imag ine themse lves in the s a m e si tuat ion as the 

v ic t im (Rubin & Peplau , 1975) . 

Empathic Bias 

Peop le a lso tend to have difficulty empath iz ing wi th peop le that 

s eem too different from themselves . There tends to b e an empathic 

bias; indiv iduals feel less e m p a t h y for those they perce ive as differ-

ent and m o r e e m p a t h y for those they perce ive as more l ike them-

selves . E m p a t h i c bias is reinforced b y the s te reotypes and prejudices 

peop le learn. It can be reduced b y provid ing people wi th oppor tun i -

ties to increase famil iar i ty wi th individuals o r g roups they see as dif-

ferent and encourag ing a focus on the s imilar i t ies b e t w e e n them-

s e l v e s a n d t h e o t h e r s — s h a r e d c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , f e e l i n g s , a n d 

expe r i ences . Ul t imate ly , desp i te all o ther di f ferences , w e share a 

c o m m o n humani ty . 

Psychological Threat 

Finally, a l though s imilar i ty of exper ience can p romote empathy, 

it can also i m p e d e it w h e n the s i tuat ion is exper ienced as too psy-

chologica l ly threatening. It m a y touch on one ' s o w n unreso lved is-

sues , u n c o n s c i o u s conf l ic t s , o r d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s . A h e t e r o s e x u a l 

w o m a n m a y resist empa th iz ing wi th an angry lesbian w o m a n b e -

cause of he r inabil i ty to acknowledge her o w n anger about the sex-

i sm she herse l f faces. A m a n m a y have difficulty empa th iz ing wi th a 

ba t te red w o m a n if he has no t deal t w i th his o w n feel ings about see -

ing h is m o t h e r in an abus ive re la t ionship. W e m a y b e ab le to he lp 

h i m empa th ize wi th w o m e n in other s i tuat ions that do n o t stir u p 

such feel ings bu t also involve sex ism or the domina t ion of w o m e n 

b y men . A n d even though w e are no t therapists , w e can appropr i -

a te ly a l low peop le to express their feel ings and he lp t h e m under -

s tand w h y they are unab le to empa th ize in this s i tuat ion. We can 

also r e c o m m e n d referrals for counse l ing or other ass is tance . 
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Limitations of Using Empathy 
to Promote Prosocial Activism 

N o t al l e m p a t h y leads to p rosoc ia l ac t ion or ac t iv i sm. E v e n 

w h e n peop le do feel empathy, there are several factors that r educe 

their mot iva t ion to act on this empa th ic connec t ion . O n e is empathic 

over arousal. Peop le can be o v e r w h e l m e d b y their o w n feel ings o f dis-

tress that are genera ted from be ing empath ic . T h e level o f gui l t or 

anxie ty can be immobi l iz ing . A l l o w i n g peop le to process their feel-

ings—through wri t ing, talking, emot ing , m o v e m e n t , or ar t—helps 

reduce the in tensi ty of the feel ings so that they can cons ider ac t ing 

m o r e construct ively. 

A second reason is feelings of powerlessness. W h e n peop le are un-

able to rel ieve the suffering, they m a y rat ional ize their failure to act 

b y d e r o g a t i n g t he v i c t i m . Af ter an e m p a t h i c c o n n e c t i o n w i t h a 

home le s s man , a person w h o feels power les s to he lp this m a n o r to 

dea l wi th homeles sness migh t find w a y s to b l a m e h im for be ing in 

his s i tuat ion (i.e., no t t rying to find a j ob , no t go ing into rehabil i ta-

t i o n ) . W e c a n a s s i s t p e o p l e in d e a l i n g w i t h t h e i r s e n s e o f 

d i s e m p o w e r m e n t b y he lp ing them to learn about and deve lop strat-

eg ies for pos i t ive in tervent ion and act ion. 

Thi rd , w e l ive in an unsupportive social context, in a cul ture w h e r e 

peop le are encouraged to see v ic t ims as deserv ing their pl ight . E m -

path ic abil i t ies and the mot iva t ions to act are not c o m m o n l y taught , 

encouraged , or va lued in this society. 

What motivates people to help others is determined more by the 
social system in which they live than their basic nature. Absence of 
genuine altruism in the US should not be attributed to a funda-
mentally egoistic human nature, but to the highly individualistic, 
competitive and success-oriented nature of our social system. 
(Sampson, 1991, p. 275) 

E v e n though w e canno t s imply change the dominan t cul ture , 

w e can con t inue to he lp peop le to deve lop their empa th i c abil i t ies, 

to h igh l igh t the benefi ts of car ing for others , and to provide e x a m -

ples of peop le w h o do act on their sense of e m p a t h y to i m p r o v e the 

l ives of others . 

To u se e m p a t h y as a mot iva t ion for progress ive socia l act ion, w e 

n e e d to he lp peop le emot iona l ly and intel lectual ly relate to o the r ' s 

exper iences and to unders tand that people m a y be mot iva ted b y their 
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o w n persona l n e e d s as wel l as al t ruism, and w e n e e d to b e able to 

address the var ious ind iv idua l and societa l imped imen t s to peop le 

deve lop ing and then act ing on their empa th i c responses . B e c a u s e 

the effective use o f e m p a t h y genera l ly requires that peop le see the 

v ic t im ' s s i tuat ion as s o m e h o w wrong or unfair, m o r a l pr inc ip les be -

c o m e an impor tan t ingredient . It is to these that I n e x t turn. 

Moral and Spiritual Values 

B y invok ing mora l pr inciples and spir i tual va lues , peop le can b e 

mot iva ted to l ive up to and accord ing to one ' s va lues a n d to r ight 

w h a t they perce ive as a wrong . For peop le to act o n m o r a l or spir i-

tual pr inciples , they n e e d to b e aware that there h a s been , in fact, a 

violat ion o f their va lues . E v e r y o n e m a y no t agree o n h o w to r e m e d y 

the mora l infraction, b u t at least if people see that there is an injus-

t ice, they can b e c o m e conce rned and inves ted in address ing it. 

First , it can be helpful to encourage peop le to identify and art ic-

ula te their m o r a l / s p i r i t u a l va lues . Th i s p rovides a s tandard from 

w h i c h to j u d g e s i tuat ions. It can also provide educators w i th useful 

informat ion about h o w to speak to their concerns . A l t h o u g h not ev-

e ryone has the s a m e interpretat ion of jus t ice or fairness, m o s t peop le 

in the Un i t ed Sta tes t end to suppor t the no t ions o f equa l oppor tu-

nity, meri tocracy, and equa l r ights . 

Nex t , w e can educa te peop le about the inequity. Peop le often 

h a v e little accura te knowledge about social inequi t ies . In addi t ion to 

provid ing facts, s tat ist ics, persona l s tories, and theories , ind iv iduals 

can b e a sked to conduc t research themse lves and to gain awareness 

from firsthand exper iences . Often, s tudents are m o r e pe r suaded b y 

informat ion they uncove r themse lves . If peop le th ink that a life on 

welfare is one of luxury and an easy free r ide, w e can ask t h e m to re-

search the a m o u n t o f the a l lowance , to l ive on that a m o u n t for a cou -

ple o f w e e k s , or to t ry to app ly for wel fare to see h o w they are 

treated. 

O n c e peop le are aware o f an inequity, w e can he lp t h e m see that 

it is unfair, that it v iola tes their m o r a l / s p i r i t u a l pr inc ip les . Un le s s 

they perce ive the d iscrepancy as an injust ice, they wi l l no t feel that a 

m o r a l w r o n g h a s b e e n c o m m i t t e d . B e c a u s e the re is p r e s su re to 

cogni t ive ly dis tor t s i tuat ions in w a y s that just ify the status quo , edu-

cators n e e d t o b e able to cha l lenge those dis tor t ions. We n e e d to he lp 

peop le ques t ion the dominan t ideo logy that m a k e s inequi t ies s e e m 
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fair and to offer a l ternat ive explana t ions . Peop le can b e e n c o u r a g e d 

to r eexamine their a s sumpt ions and beliefs that t end to b l a m e the 

v ic t im, deny discr iminat ion, a n d p re sume a level p lay ing field. W e 

can he lp e luc ida te h o w inst i tut ional s t ructures and pract ices v io la te 

s ta ted pr inciples o f fairness and equity. Often, w h e n m y t h s are ex-

posed and greater unders tand ing of sys temic inequal i ty is revea led , 

peop le are mo re l ikely to feel that their va lues h a v e been b reached , 

that someth ing isn ' t r ight. In the Uni t ed Sta tes , m a n y peop le accep t 

the fairness o f the free marke t sys tem and the ideo logy that peop l e 

get wha t they dese rve on the bas is o f abil i ty or ha rd work . Yet a 

s tudy b y Smi th and Tyler (1996) wi th peop le w h o were economica l l y 

advan taged found that the m o r e respondents v i e w e d marke t p roce -

dures and ou t comes for the d i sadvan taged to b e unfair, the m o r e 

they suppor ted redis t r ibut ive pol ic ies . A s in the above e x a m p l e o f 

welfare , if peop le real ize h o w inadequa te m o s t pub l ic ass i s tance is 

in suppor t ing famil ies and in provid ing the necessa ry j ob t raining, 

t ransporta t ion, day care, and e m p l o y m e n t oppor tuni t ies for peop le 

to ge t decent -paying j o b s with med ica l benefi ts , they are m o r e l ike ly 

to feel that peop le are be ing den ied the oppor tuni ty to l ive a reason-

able life off welfare and that this is de t r imenta l to those indiv iduals 

and socie ty at large. 

Because an ethic o f jus t ice tends toward an intel lectual or cogn i -

t ive orientat ion, p rov id ing informat ion and facts is a useful strategy. 

A n ethic o f care tends to b e m o r e feeling or affectively or iented . In 

this case , an effective approach is to i l lustrate the h a r m o f social in-

just ice , thereby promot ing empathy. This appeals to values of car ing 

for others and alleviating suffering. T h e strategies discussed earlier to 

foster empathy—such as personal stories, relat ionships, and perspec-

tive taking—are useful wi th people w h o have a care-based morality. 

After peop le recognize mora l injustice, the nex t s tep is mot iva t -

ing them to take s o m e act ion to r emedy the si tuation. For some , the 

clar i ty of a mora l wrong migh t be e n o u g h to elicit their support . Fo r 

o thers , m o r e par t icular appeals m a y b e needed . W e can b e more ef-

fect ive at appea l ing to mora l values if w e unders tand the process 

th rough wh ich peop le de te rmine w h a t is j u s t and w h y they w o u l d 

act moral ly. Othe rwise , w e can offer a range of reasons that wil l ap-

pea l to people wi th different mora l or ientat ions and mot iva t ions . 

T h e d e v e l o p m e n t a l s equences wi th in each mora l f r amework can 

provide a guide for speaking to par t icular m o r a l f rameworks . A l s o , 

a l though indiv iduals tend to b e p redominan t ly in one s tage , they 



Developing and Enlisting Support for Social Justice 153 

m a y use r ea son ing f rom o ther s tages , depend ing on the c i r cum-

stances . 

I h a v e often been asked to do divers i ty and sexua l ha r a s smen t 

t ra ining in schools wi th teachers , adminis t ra tors , and o ther staff. 

Frequent ly , this is ini t iated b y a t eacher w h o sees a p rob l em a n d 

w a n t s to ga rne r the suppor t from the admin i s t ra t ion a n d fe l low 

teachers . There are usua l ly severa l w a y s to appea l to peop le ' s m o r a l 

va lues . I wi l l t end to inc lude a var ie ty o f reasons , bo th to appea l to 

the range of concerns a n d to provide examples o f more pr inc ip led 

and car ing cons idera t ions . 

T h o s e us ing m o r a l reasoning from preconven t iona l or surv iva l 

pe r spec t ives m a y b e m o s t c o n c e r n e d wi th pro tec t ing t hemse lve s 

from accusat ions and legal liability. Fo r them, address ing sexual ha-

rassment can reduce their persona l o r inst i tut ional l iabil i ty as we l l 

as nega t ive publ ic exposure that cou ld j eopard ize their careers . Fo r 

those conce rned wi th b e i n g ab le to teach wi thou t as m a n y discipl ine 

p rob lems and confl icts , the t ra ining can reduce nega t ive behav io r 

and tens ions a m o n g s tudents . 

T h o s e at the goodness or conven t iona l level tend to b e inter-

es ted in hav ing pol ic ies and l aws to ensure that people are t reated 

fairly or are not subject to behav io r that interferes wi th their r ight to 

an educat ion . T h e y w a n t to fo l low and enforce es tabl i shed rules that 

he lp main ta in order in the school and a l low people to b e t reated re-

spectfully. Fo r those conce rned wi th be ing g o o d and car ing teachers , 

the t ra ining can he lp t h e m be t te r m e e t the needs o f their s tudents , 

ensure their safety, and prepare them to deal wi th differences. 

To s p e a k to the c o n c e r n s o f p e o p l e at the t ru th or p o s t c o n -

vent iona l level , I try to appea l to shared or s ta ted va lues . T h e s e m a y 

inc lude wan t ing every chi ld to be able to reach his or he r full po ten-

tial or wan t ing to create a car ing c o m m u n i t y in wh ich peop le are no t 

subjec ted to hurtful or demean ing behavior . T h e s e individuals are 

seek ing w a y s to create an env i ronmen t in w h i c h eve ryone can learn 

and w o r k effectively. 

Limitations of Appealing to 
Moral Principles and Spiritual Values 

Equi ty theory sugges t s that recogniz ing an injustice p roduces 

an uncomfor tab le and dis t ress ing emot iona l state (Tyler et al., 1997 ) . 

P e o p l e a t t e m p t to res to re a s e n s e o f j u s t i c e (a) behav io ra l ly , b y 

chang ing their behav io r or the si tuation, and (b) psychological ly , b y 
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chang ing their interpretat ion o f events (such as a s suming that p e o -

ple are lazy, incompeten t , or undese rv ing) . T h e psycho log ica l so lu-

t ion a l l o w s p e o p l e to jus t i fy thei r a d v a n t a g e . P e o p l e w h o v i e w 

themse lves and others as personal ly respons ib le for their success or 

failure are more l ikely to a s sume that societal inequi t ies are legi t i -

mate . T h e y accept the jus t -wor ld hypo thes i s that people get w h a t 

they deserve in life and consequen t ly deserve w h a t they get . The re -

fore, there is n o mot iva t ion to r emedy the si tuat ion. 

E v e n w h e n peop le d o recognize an injustice, they wil l dec ide 

whe the r to act on the bas i s o f t w o m a i n factors. T h e first is prac t ica l 

c o n c e r n s (e.g. , t he l i k e l i h o o d o f s u c c e s s o r o f r e t a l i a t ion or the 

a m o u n t o f self-sacrif ice). Peop le m a y wan t to see jus t ice occur bu t 

m a y n o t b e w i l l i n g to i n c u r the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f the i m a g i n e d 

change . T h e second is the ambigu i ty o f the s i tua t ion—how clear it is 

that an injustice ha s occurred and wha t specif ical ly needs to be d o n e 

to address it. I f peop le are no t conv inced that there is an unfair ineq-

ui ty or do no t be l i eve that wha t is p roposed will r e m e d y it, they are 

less l ikely to act. 

In addi t ion, there m a y b e s o m e groups of people w h o are seen as 

nonent i t ies , undeserv ing , or expendab le , and thus are mora l ly ex-

c luded from one ' s scope of jus t ice (e.g., migran t worke r s , the J a p a -

nese dur ing W W I I , gays ; Opotow, 1990) . Th i s a l lows peop le to see 

the h a r m to these groups as acceptable , appropr ia te , or jus t . M o r e -

over, the less one ' s sense o f self is roo ted in a mora l identity, the less 

persuas ive mora l a rguments wi l l be . 

Dec id ing whe the r to address a m o r a l injustice is more than a 

s imple ins t rumenta l decis ion, a rat ional a s sessment of the costs a n d 

benefi ts o f a cer ta in course of act ion. E m o t i o n a l react ions m a y b e the 

m o s t impor tan t inf luence on whe the r or no t people take act ions . T h e 

type of ac t ion is more a function of cogni t ive j u d g e m e n t s (Wright , 

Taylor, & M o g h a d d a m , 1990) . Therefore, el ici t ing emot ions such as 

ange r or mora l out rage enhances an individual ' s l ike l ihood of act-

ing. Since people are m o r e l ikely to act to restore jus t ice w h e n there 

is a c lear injust ice and w h e n there is a par t icular set of ac t ions that 

cou ld correc t the injust ice, it is impor tan t that they h a v e specif ic 

ideas of h o w to act that they feel wil l m a k e a difference. O the rwi se , 

they m a y feel hope less and power les s and resort to psycho log ica l 

dis tor t ion. 
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Self-Interest 

M o s t change agents k n o w that y o u n e e d to b e able to answer the 

ques t ion , " W h a t ' s in it for m e ? " Peop l e are conce rned wi th h o w 

things wi l l affect them. T h e previous chapter out l ined h o w peop le 

m a y cons t rue that ques t ion differently; ye t in s o m e form, p e o p l e 

w a n t to h a v e their needs met . 

A bas ic pr inciple of conflict resolut ion is to identify under ly ing 

conce rns a n d interests a n d to t ry to deve lop a solut ion that mee t s the 

needs of bo th (all) par t ies . Th i s requires let t ing go of p reconce ived 

solut ions and be ing wi l l ing to th ink crea t ive ly to c o m e up wi th al ter-

na t ives that w o u l d be sat isfying to both . Often, confl icts persist b e -

cause peop le canno t imag ine al ternat ives to the present s i tuat ion or 

do no t be l i eve that their needs wou ld b e m e t b y the current ly pro-

posed solut ions. S i m i l a r l y wi th issues of oppress ion, peop le often 

don ' t suppor t efforts to e l iminate oppress ion because they feel that 

it doesn ' t affect t h e m or that no th ing can real ly change , or they can-

not imag ine h o w it cou ld be different and no t threaten their we l l -

be ing . Ult imately, w e n e e d to he lp peop le from dominan t groups ex-

p a n d their sense of possibi l i t ies to see h o w their long- te rm interests 

and needs really can be me t b y social jus t ice . (I d iscuss this in C h a p -

ter 10.) In the mean t ime , w e m a y n e e d to identify their present a n d 

shor t - term interests and find w a y s to address those whi le engag ing 

t h e m in act ions for equity. 

S o m e appea ls to self-interest c a n b e targeted toward a specif ic 

i ssue or act ion. In this context , self-interest is used as a s t ra tegy to-

ward a par t icular end (at least for the m o m e n t ) . We are interested in 

get t ing suppor t for a g iven p rog ram or project. It can also b e used in 

a m o r e educa t iona l or theoret ical w a y to he lp change peop le ' s w a y s 

of th inking about socia l jus t ice and to he lp them unders tand h o w 

oppress ion is harmful to all. In this case , the goal is twofold: con-

sc iousness- ra is ing and chang ing at t i tudes and behavior . S t ra tegic 

and consc iousness- ra i s ing approaches can b e used separa te ly o r in 

conjunct ion wi th each other. 

Strategic Approaches 

First , f ind out wha t people are conce rned about . Then , integrate 

people's concerns into the social justice agenda. Try to show h o w those 
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interests c a n b e addressed b y suppor t ing y o u r efforts. Fo r s o m e peo-

ple , these conce rns m a y be ve ry self-focused; for o thers , they m a y b e 

m o r e inclus ive o f other people . The e x a m p l e s a long the c o n t i n u u m 

of self-interest i l lustrate wha t m i g h t appea l to peop le wi th different 

concep t ions of self-interest. T h e m o s t impor tan t th ing is to under -

s tand their v iewpoin t s and to speak to their needs . F r o m there, w e 

can m a k e the l ink to issues of equi ty and s h o w h o w their needs can 

be compa t ib l e wi th socia l jus t ice . 

E v e n w h i l e a p p e a l i n g to m o r e i nd iv idua l i s t i c t y p e s o f self-

interest , offer a m o r e in te rdependent perspect ive . Th i s is a c h a n c e to 

ra ise consc iousness , p rovide a l ternat ive w a y s o f v i ewing the s i tua-

tion, and cha l l enge the win- lose mentali ty. Because w e do not w a n t 

to reinforce individual is t ic thinking, the goa l is to start w h e r e peop le 

are and he lp e x p a n d their perspec t ive toward cons idera t ion of the 

c o m m o n good . W h i l e provid ing addi t ional examples o f h o w to use 

self-interest to garner suppor t for a current issue or project , I wi l l 

a lso i l lustrate h o w w e can expand on nar row self-interest, he lp peo -

ple see the i r pe r sona l conce rns in a larger context , and l ink the i r 

shor t - term and long- te rm interests. 

A s a univers i ty affirmative act ion officer, I n e e d e d to enforce 

aff irmative act ion guidel ines that m a n y peop le felt were unfair and 

interfered wi th their r ight to hire w h o they wan ted . To get their co -

operat ion, I often po in ted out w a y s in wh ich hir ing a pe r son from an 

under represen ted group benef i ted them—not only were they m o r e 

l ikely to ge t pe rmiss ion to actual ly fill the posi t ion, bu t that pe r son 

migh t a lso he lp at tract and retain s tudents in their depar tment , es -

pec ia l ly s tudents from under represen ted groups (which w a s impor -

tant for ma in ta in ing or increas ing the viabi l i ty a n d resources for 

their depar tmen t ) . I a l so inc luded ideas about h o w this n e w per-

son ' s exper ience or perspec t ive migh t enhance their o w n scholar -

ship and th inking abou t their discipl ine and abou t h o w divers i ty 

m a k e s the c a m p u s a m o r e v ibrant and at t ract ive p lace to s tudents 

and faculty. Finally, I cha l l enged them to th ink about w h a t it m e a n t 

to b e " m o s t qual i f ied" (especia l ly w h e n divers i ty is a goa l ) and pro-

v ided informat ion abou t h o w to more fairly eva lua te qual i f icat ions. 

Regard less of the real reason for their compl iance , I felt I needed to 

expose t h e m to b roade r w a y s o f th inking about a n d just i fying the 

h i r ing of a candida te from an under represen ted group. 

A n o t h e r app roach is to link personal concerns to larger issues of 

equity and justice. This shifts the dynamic from b l a m i n g the v ic t im to 
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b l a m i n g the sys tem. M a n y col lege s tudents , par t icular ly at pub l i c 

univers i t ies , are conce rned abou t pay ing for co l lege and expe r i ence 

the stress of work ing and wor ry ing about expenses . I h a v e hea rd 

W h i t e s tudents c o m p l a i n abou t the "spec ia l t r ea tment" s o m e stu-

dents of co lo r rece ive and about some of the scholarships that are set 

as ide jus t for s tudents of co lor ( though this is qu ick ly chang ing ) . 

Th i s tends to lead s o m e Wfhite s tudents to b l a m e s tudents of co lo r 

for Wfhite s tudents ' l ack of f inancial suppor t for col lege . T h e e c o -

n o m i c concerns o f W h i t e s tudents are val id. However , the real p rob-

lem is not s tudents of co lo r ( w h o also genera l ly rece ive ve ry little fi-

nanc ia l back ing ) . S o m e Wfhite s tudents real ize this , and ins tead of 

work ing against scholarships for minor i ty s tudents , they h a v e orga-

n ized to cha l lenge the larger sys tem that does not m a k e co l lege ac-

cess ib le to all w h o wan t to a t tend. T h e y have enl is ted the suppor t o f 

o ther Wfhite s tudents b y address ing their conce rns abou t co l l ege 

cos ts , bu t they h a v e focused on the b igge r i ssue of educa t iona l fund-

ing and opportuni ty. T h r o u g h col lect ive act ion a n d lobbying wi th 

s tudents o f co lor (and o ther a l l ies) , they h a v e been more successful 

in add re s s ing acces s to a co l l ege e d u c a t i o n (e.g., t h rough l o w e r 

t u i t i o n s a n d m o r e s t a t e a n d o t h e r a i d ) . S o a l t h o u g h t h e i r 

c o n c e r n s m a y b e a b o u t t h e i r o w n c o l l e g e t u i t i o n s , t h e i r s o l u -

t ion has b e e n to address the larger issue o f e c o n o m i c a n d soc ia l 

equity. T h e y feel that the i r self-interest is be t t e r se rved b y m o r e sys -

t emic change . 

Last , w e can linkpeople's short-term and long-term interests with the 

social justice agenda. We can he lp people see that they wi l l b e be t t e r 

off bo th in the shor t t e rm and in the long t e rm b y suppor t ing efforts 

toward equity. M o s t peop le are conce rned wi th juven i le c r ime a n d 

drug deal ing. S o m e people be l i eve that bu i ld ing m o r e pr isons is the 

answer. Alternat ively, in m a n y communi t i e s , people are t rying to 

create comprehens ive p rog rams for youth that inc lude educa t ion , 

t raining, and cons t ruc t ive invo lvemen t in recreat ional and c o m m u -

ni ty activit ies. O n e s t ra tegy to enlist suppor t for these efforts is to 

he lp peop le see h o w these types o f p rog rams reduce v io lence , are far 

m o r e cost effective, and improve their qual i ty of life. In the shor t 

run, young peop le are less l ikely to b e invo lved in i l legal act ivi ty 

a n d create p rob lems on the street. In the long term, they are m o r e 

l ike ly to b e c o m e produc t ive , cont r ibu t ing c i t izens as o p p o s e d to 

adul t c r iminals , pr ison inmates , or welfare recipients w h o require 

further g o v e r n m e n t money. It a lso ma in ta ins the in tegr i ty o f the 
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c o m m u n i t y and proper ty values . Ins tead of s o m e quick fixes, peo -

p le ' s short - term as wel l as long- term concerns can b e addressed . 

Theoretical and Consciousness-Raising Approaches 

The s t rategic use of self-interest c lear ly provides the oppor tu-

ni ty for consc iousness- ra is ing . Educa t iona l contex ts often offer us 

g rea t e r l a t i tude in h o w w e c a n e d u c a t e p e o p l e f rom p r i v i l e g e d 

groups about their self-interest in social change . We can he lp t h e m to 

explore the costs of oppress ion , the benefi ts of jus t ice , a n d w a y s to 

m o v e toward the kind o f wor ld they wou ld like to l ive in. 

There are m a n y w a y s that peop le can b e g iven the chance to con-

sider the costs of oppression to themselves and others from dominant 

groups. I h a v e engaged s tudents in th inking from this perspec t ive b y 

asking t h e m to identify the w a y s in which they feel nega t ive ly af-

fected b y s o m e form o f oppress ion in w h i c h they are par t of the 

d o m i n a n t g roup . This m a k e s mos t sense once they h a v e a l ready 

done s o m e explora t ion o f oppress ion and mul t icul tura l i ssues . After 

cons ide r ing this ques t ion individual ly, they then l isten to the re-

sponses o f peers , p rovoking further reflection and discussion. Th i s 

m a y be one of the few t imes w h e n the pain of peop le in pr iv i leged 

groups has been a c k n o w l e d g e d and val idated . For people w h o have 

neve r n a m e d or d i scussed these cos ts , it can be a powerful exper i -

ence and provide great relief to let go of the secrets or of the feel ing 

that they were the only ones . W h e n I have conduc ted this exerc ise 

wi th groups , s imply v iewing the list o f costs genera ted b y the g roup 

has had a significant impact . It v iv idly i l lustrates the pervas ive det-

r imen t a l r ami f i ca t ions o f o p p r e s s i o n for m e m b e r s o f p r i v i l e g e d 

groups . 

For s o m e groups , responding to a genera l list of costs wi l l b e 

m u c h eas ier and more effective than trying to deve lop their o w n be -

cause it requires less or iginal thought . You can ask them w h i c h i t ems 

they can relate to on the list and have them add their own examples . 

E v e n for peop le w h o h a v e a difficult t ime identifying cos ts , it en-

courages t h e m to think in a different way, it a l lows them to hea r the 

s tories of others , and it beg ins to b roaden the w a y they th ink abou t 

oppress ion and their role in it. 

Peop le from oppressed groups m a y h a v e difficulty seeing them-

selves as m e m b e r s of a pr iv i leged group. A s d i scussed p rev ious ly 

(Chapters 3 and 4 ) , peop le tend to m o s t identify wi th their subordi-
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na te ident i t ies b e c a u s e that is w h e r e they usua l ly expe r i ence the 

m o s t pain. I par t icular ly have found that peop le of co lor ini t ial ly 

t end to find this type of exerc ise chal lenging. T h e y tend to b e m o s t 

aware of their exper i ence as v ic t ims o f rac ism and m u c h less able to 

see themse lves as m e m b e r s o f a pr iv i leged group in another i sm. 

S o m e of this m a y b e d u e to their s tage of ident i ty deve lopment . It 

m a y also b e related to the fact that the exis tence and impac t o f rac -

i sm is so often m i n i m i z e d that people o f co lo r feel they n e e d to con -

sis tent ly r emind people (especial ly W h i t e peop le ) o f its s ignif icance. 

I h a v e found it helpful to acknowledge the pervas iveness o f r ac i sm 

and its w idesp read effects as we l l as h o w it mi t iga tes o ther areas o f 

pr ivi lege. However , because the focus o f this exerc ise is no t on pr ivi-

lege bu t on the cos ts of oppress ion to all, I encou rage them to th ink 

abou t h o w they migh t a l so b e h a r m e d b y an oppress ion for w h i c h 

they are no t the direct target. In addit ion, before I beg in the d iscus-

sion of cos ts to the dominan t groups , I usual ly rev iew h o w oppres-

s ion affects those in d i sadvan taged groups and rev iew s o m e of the 

pr iv i leges for those in advan taged groups . I then a d d the par ts abou t 

nega t ive effects on peop le from dominan t groups , sugges t ing this as 

a w a y to provide a m o r e comple te a n d c o m p l e x unders tand ing o f 

oppress ion . N a m i n g oppress ion and recogniz ing pr iv i lege at the 

outse t a l lows s o m e people from oppressed groups to then feel m o r e 

comfor tab le cons ider ing costs to the pr iv i leged group. 

Peop le m a y sugges t s i tuat ions in wh ich they see themse lves as 

the v ic t ims of reverse rac i sm or of another form of oppress ion. Affir-

ma t ive ac t ion is often a favorite example o f h o w W h i t e peop le are 

nega t ive ly affected b y racism. First, it is helpful to dispel the m y t h s 

that there is current ly a level p laying field and that affirmative ac -

tion has taken a w a y so m a n y j o b s from Wfhite men. Then i t ' s impor -

tant to he lp them reframe this s i tuat ion and unders tand it no t as a 

v ic t im of rac i sm bu t as a result of rac i sm in our society. A sys tem of 

racial d i scr iminat ion and bias has mot iva t ed the es tab l i shment o f 

these k inds o f p rograms and suppor ts . I f there were n o rac ism, there 

w o u l d b e n o n e e d for affirmative ac t ion or spec ia l cons idera t ion 

g iven b e c a u s e of race. 

Encourage students to imagine what it would be like if there were no 

racism, sexism, or other forms of oppression and how that would be benefi-

cial to them. A s k them to cons ider ques t ions such as the fol lowing: 

H o w w o u l d their l ives b e enhanced if they d id not have to deal wi th 

the results of sys temic injust ice? W h a t w o u l d it b e like if the list o f 
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cos ts were obl i tera ted? W h a t w o u l d it feel l ike to b e rid o f the l imi ta-

t ions , pressures , confl icts , guilt , mora l ambiva lence , and ignorance? 

Visual iza t ions , d rawing , wri t ing, d iscuss ion , and list m a k i n g can 

m a k e these imag in ings more concre te . 

A re la ted approach is to have people compare their vision of an ideal 

world with our current reality. A s k peop le to imag ine and descr ibe the 

k ind o f wor ld they w a n t to l ive i n — H o w wou ld socie ty be orga-

n i z e d ? W h a t w o u l d work , hous ing , educa t ion , the e n v i r o n m e n t , 

ne ighborhoods , o r recreat ion look l ike? T h e n h a v e t h e m c o m p a r e 

that ideal to this reality. T h e y can cons ider the fol lowing ques t ions : 

H o w is the v is ion different from our real i ty? W h a t gets in the w a y of 

a t ta ining that v is ion? H o w do oppress ion and inequal i ty u n d e r m i n e 

this ideal? H o w migh t greater social jus t ice he lp to reach those ide-

als? Because m o s t peop le wan t to l ive in a wor ld wi th peace , pos i t ive 

socia l relat ions, and mater ia l wel l -being, this can lead to d i scuss ions 

o f va r i ous forms of oppress ion , as we l l as the l a rge r d o m i n a n t -

subord ina te p o w e r s tructure upon wh ich injustice is based . Th is ex-

ercise can also be focused on a par t icular aspect o f society, for e x a m -

ple, one ' s communi ty , school , or workp lace . S imi lar ques t ions a n d 

d iscuss ion cou ld ensue . These types o f d iscuss ions can he lp peop le 

th ink abou t their inves tment in socia l jus t ice and lead t h e m to con-

s ider w a y s to m o v e toward that vis ion. 

Help people to identify and experience more equal and satisfying rela-

tions in everyday life. Imag in ing a total t ransformat ion of socie ty can 

s eem too unreal is t ic or abstract to b e useful. Yet, in mos t o f our da i ly 

l ives , w e h a v e the k inds o f exper iences that w o u l d b e m o r e avai lable 

in a jus t and car ing society. Encourage peop le to no t ice h o w they feel 

w h e n they do h a v e emot iona l ly hones t and mutua l ly satisfying rela-

t ionships wi th others ; w h e n they are behav ing in accordance wi th 

their va lues ; w h e n they feel that they are act ing ou t o f their deepe r 

sense o f h u m a n i t y and love; w h e n they h a v e posi t ive , enr ich ing re-

l a t ionsh ips wi th p e o p l e w h o are different from themse lve s ; a n d 

w h e n they feel a sense o f persona l integri ty and m o r a l consis tency. 

H e l p t hem verbal ize these s i tuat ions and pos i t ive ly reinforce these 

k inds of connec t ions and ways of be ing . We can p rov ide oppor tun i -

ties in the c lass for these types of re la t ionsh ips and e x p e r i e n c e s 

through h o w w e structure the class and the activit ies w e do. T h e s e 

act ivi t ies c an be used to d iscuss h o w to create more o f these k inds of 
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exper iences in our l ives , h o w to change the sys tems and s t ructures 

that unde rmine these w a y s o f be ing , and h o w to replace t hem wi th 

ones that foster a more jus t a n d car ing wor ld . 

Pros and Cons of Appealing to Self-interest 

In ten t iona l ly appea l ing to self- interest can b e a con t rovers ia l 

strategy. It has advan tages as wel l as dangers . A l though it can b e a 

useful and necessa ry approach , w e n e e d to b e thoughtful and care-

ful in its use . I wi l l first d iscuss some of its poss ib le pitfalls and then 

cons ider s o m e of its pos i t ive uses and benefi ts . 

O n e of the major dangers of us ing na r row self-interest to mot i -

va te suppor t is the distrust it b reeds from people (both allies a n d 

peop le from oppressed g roups ) w h o are genuine ly c o m m i t t e d to the 

act ion. Peop le appropr ia te ly m a y not trust the mot ives or the dep th 

and longevi ty of the suppor t o f peop le w h o they suspec t are ac t ing 

on individual is t ic self-interest. I f the mot iva t ion s tays on ly at the 

l eve l o f na r row, i nd iv idua l i s t i c se l f - in te res t , t he i r s u p p o r t m a y 

b e w i t h d r a w n w h e n se l f - in teres t is r ea s se s sed as c i r c u m s t a n c e s 

change . B y appeal ing to individual is t ic self-interest, wi thou t t ry ing 

to b roaden the perspec t ive or c o m m i t m e n t , w e m a y be reinforcing a 

w a y of th inking that is coun te r to our u l t imate goals . 

In addi t ion, s o m e o n e m a y e n g a g e in superficial i nvo lvemen t or 

low-r isk c o m m i t m e n t whi le unde rmin ing a more ser ious e x a m i n a -

tion of the issues or m o r e meaningfu l change . Th i s often results in 

m e r e lip service , or it can tr ivial ize or co-opt the i ssue . M a n y peop l e 

are familiar wi th the token commi t t ee and unread report o r wi th di-

vers i ty t ra ining that n e v e r goes b e y o n d unders tand ing cul tura l dif-

ferences to address inequi t ies in organiza t ional pol ic ies and p rac -

t ices. S o m e t i m e s str ings are a t tached; suppor t wil l b e g iven as long 

as the w o r k is no t too radical o r avoids cer tain topics . 

U s i n g self-interest to deve lop suppor t a lso has advantages . A p -

p e a l i n g to na r row, ind iv idua l i s t i c se l f - in teres t is p r o b a b l y m o s t 

p rob lemat ic ; however , it starts where people are and addresses t h e m 

in a w a y that m a k e s sense to them. "Speak ing their l anguage" ini-

tially m a y b e m o r e effective than appeal ing to issues that ho ld lit t le 

interest for them. A l though w e migh t prefer that peop le engage in 

act ions from m o r e lofty ideals and c o m m i t m e n t s , this is no t a lways 
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immed ia t e ly poss ible . Ob ta in ing support , even if it is wi th selfish 

mot ives , m a y a l low a posi t ive project to m o v e forward ins tead o f be -

ing b l o c k e d or impeded . 

Jo in ing na r rowly self- interested peop le w h e r e they are can a lso 

p rov ide an open ing for more genu ine change , a first s tep in real en-

gagemen t . Invo lvemen t with an issue m a y expose peop le to indiv id-

uals , s i tuat ions, o r informat ion that they o the rwise migh t no t h a v e 

encoun te red and that may, in turn, change at t i tudes and subsequen t 

behavior . A W h i t e m a n a g e r m a y init iate a p r o g r a m to address the 

h i r ing and p romot ion o f peop le of co lo r pr imar i ly b e c a u s e she sees 

this as a w a y to ge t m o r e f inancial resources for he r depar tment . Yet 

in the process of participating in the task force, she m a y develop actual 

relat ionships wi th people of color, learn some important information 

about rac ism, and encoun te r peop le w h o cha l lenge her s tereotypes . 

Th i s can result in a m o r e genu ine c o m m i t m e n t to racial equity. 

I f the ally behav io r is inconsis tent wi th current ly he ld bel iefs or 

behavior , it m a y create cogni t ive d i s sonance and the n e e d to rat io-

na l ize the n e w behavior . At t i tude change m a y occur to just i fy the b e -

hav io r to onese l f and others . F o r example , a he te rosexual leader of a 

fraternity dec ides to b e a representat ive on a commi t t ee to e x a m i n e 

the t rea tment o f gays on c a m p u s and to p lay a role in educa t ing 

abou t h o m o p h o b i a . A l though init ial ly par t ic ipat ing to deflect cri t i-

c i sm of fraternit ies, th rough this exper ience h e m i g h t gain s o m e n e w 

awareness and just ify h i s i nvo lvemen t b y expla in ing to h i s friends 

that this real ly is someth ing to take seriously. 

Fur the rmore , recogniz ing one ' s self-interest, par t icular ly f rom a 

mu tua l or in te rdependent perspec t ive , can foster a more long- te rm 

c o m m i t m e n t to socia l jus t ice . Shift ing the focus from on ly do ing it 

for " t h e m " to a lso do ing it for onese l f enhances the inves tment . It 

can b e ha rd to main ta in a c o m m i t m e n t to social change , par t icular ly 

w h e n s o m e issues are f ramed as agains t you r immed ia t e bes t inter-

ests . Ac t ing for oneself , no t jus t for others , can help deepen and sus-

tain suppor t for social jus t ice efforts. A recogni t ion of the col lec t ive 

benef i t m a y r e d u c e po ten t i a l c o n d e s c e n s i o n and thus m a k e o n e 

m o r e t rus ted b y the oppressed group. 

Drawing on Empathy, Moral 
and Spiritual Values, and Self-interest 

In the previous chapter , I descr ibed h o w empathy , m o r a l and 

spir i tual va lues , and self-interest cou ld b e used in conjunct ion to 
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s t rengthen the mot iva t ion to act for social jus t ice . Similarly, w h e n 

w e try to i m p l e m e n t s t ra tegies to foster suppor t for equity, w e can 

in tent ional ly try to integrate these three d imens ions . We can con-

s ider h o w w e can appea l to these var ious aspects and h a v e t h e m 

bu i ld on each other. 

After a w o r k s h o p in wh ich I presented this f ramework , a par t ic i -

pant , Tim, deve loped an act ion plan that i l lustrated this integrat ion. 

T im was in teres ted in creat ing interracial d ia logues on c a m p u s , par -

t icularly b e t w e e n Wfhite fraternity m e m b e r s and o ther s tudents of 

co lo r on campus . There had b e e n s o m e incidents o f racial pre judice 

from some fraternities. H e dec ided to init ial ly appea l to the fraterni-

t i e s ' se l f - in teres t . H e k n e w tha t the f ra terni t ies w e r e c o n c e r n e d 

about their i m a g e on campus . (Another par t ic ipant said that on his 

campus , the self-interest w o u l d b e to increase m e m b e r s h i p in their 

fraternity.) H e w o u l d init ial ly p ropose a day long retreat wi th repre-

sentat ives from the fraternities to d iscuss h o w they cou ld improve 

their reputat ion o f be ing racial ly insensi t ive . Dur ing this retreat, he 

w o u l d also do s o m e consc iousness- ra is ing about rac ism, a t t empt ing 

to he lp these s tudents b e c o m e more sensi t ive to and empa th i c to-

w a r d the exper iences o f s tudents of color. Jus t as the fraternity m e m -

be r s hate to be s tereotyped, so do the s tudents of color. B y the end of 

the day, T i m expec ted to have some fraternity m e m b e r s wi l l ing to 

par t ic ipate in racia l d ia logues , bo th as a m e c h a n i s m to improve their 

racis t i m a g e and as a w a y to ac tual ly be t te r unders t and the issues for 

s tudents o f color. T h r o u g h these d ia logues , he h o p e d to foster their 

sense o f e m p a t h y and their m o r a l c o m m i t m e n t to e l imina te b e h a v -

ior that is racial ly offensive. In general , w e s t rengthen our appea l 

and effectiveness w h e n w e can d raw on the var ious sources that m o -

t ivate people to suppor t diversi ty and jus t ice . 

From Motivation to Action: Allies and Activism 

Al though not everyone w e w o r k wi th wil l b e c o m e an activist , 

empathy, mora l a n d spiri tual values , and self-interest can he lp gen-

erate conce rn and the mot iva t ion to help . W e need to assist peop le in 

t ranslat ing this interest into act ion. A s educa tors , w e can suppor t 

peop le in their desire to create more jus t ice in the wor ld . 

Th roughou t the d iscuss ion of h o w to mot iva te peop le to sup-

po r t soc ia l j u s t i c e , I h a v e i n c l u d e d va r ious r ea sons w h y p e o p l e 

migh t do so—from pr imar i ly self-serving reasons to altruist ic ones . 



164 PROMOTING DIVERSITY AND J U S T I C E 

W h e n I s p e a k o f a l l i e s , I refer to p e o p l e w h o m a k e i n t e n t i o n a l 

cho ices to suppor t or w o r k for the r ights o f those from disadvan-

t aged g roups o f w h i c h they are no t part . T h e y are c o m m i t t e d to 

e l imina t ing s o m e form o f oppress ion from w h i c h they benefi t . E v e n 

though w e m a y need the suppor t o f those w h o do no t share these 

larger goals , al l ies are peop le wi th integri ty and genu ine concern . 

T h e y a t tempt to h a v e their behav io r b e cons is ten t wi th their bel iefs . 

Al l ies act out of their o w n values , no t for the approva l o f peop le 

from the oppressed group. However , to ensure that their efforts are 

appropr ia te , al l ies shou ld h a v e s o m e rela t ionship wi th and account -

abil i ty to the peop le they are seek ing to assist . 

B y focusing on empathy , mora l and spir i tual va lues , and self-

interest as the factors that tend to mot iva te peop le to suppor t socia l 

jus t ice or b e c o m e allies, I do no t m e a n to i m p l y that that is all that is 

n e e d e d for peop le to b e good all ies. Desp i t e g o o d in tent ions and real 

c o m m i t m e n t o ther qual i t ies are also important . I cons ide r s o m e of 

these to b e the fol lowing: (a) se l f -awareness—of one ' s pe rsona l char -

acterist ics and social identity, (b) an unders tand ing of the s t ructural 

and in te rpe r sona l d y n a m i c s o f oppress ion , and (c) the abi l i ty to 

c h o o s e appropr ia te s t ra tegies g iven the s i tuat ion. A s par t o f our 

overa l l educa t iona l efforts in deve lop ing al l ies, cer ta in ly these and 

o ther issues need to b e addressed. 

The re are a range of w a y s in wh ich peop le can be al l ies—from 

m o r e pass ive suppor t to act ive leadership . We n e e d to he lp all ies 

find ways to b e involved , suppor t their increasing c o m m i t m e n t , and 

dea l wi th s o m e o f the b locks that u n d e r m i n e their bes t in tent ions . 

(See A d a m s , Bel l , & Griffin, 1997; Ayvaz ian , 1995; Kivel , 1996; and 

Tatum, 1994 , for examples o f h o w peop le can be allies.) 

B l o c k s t o T a k i n g A c t i o n 

The re are several things that tend to act as imped imen t s to peo -

ple fol lowing th rough wi th their support . O n e is that peop le feel in-

adequa te , o v e r w h e l m e d , power less , or hopeless . A s they b e c o m e 

aware of the depth or pervas iveness o f oppress ion, peop le m a y feel 

that it is use less to try to change th ings or that there is little they can 

do. S o m e people be l ieve that they are not smar t enough , educa ted 

enough , " toge the r" enough , o r s o m e h o w jus t not good e n o u g h to 

take act ion. Often peop le h a v e a ve ry l imi ted perspec t ive on the 

k inds o f th ings they cou ld do to m a k e a difference. They w o u l d l ike 
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to he lp b u t don ' t k n o w wha t to do, and, therefore, do noth ing . Fo r 

o thers , gui l t b e c o m e s immobi l iz ing . T h e y feel too embar ra s sed or 

a s h a m e d of their b a c k g r o u n d or pr iv i lege to get involved . A d d i -

tionally, peop le f requent ly feel ove rburdened and b u s y wi th thei r 

l ives as they current ly are and resist add ing more to their p la tes . 

M a n y peop le also feel i sola ted or a lone w h e n these conce rns or 

interests are not shared b y their families, peers , or co l leagues . Th i s 

d imin i shes their courage to act and m a y i m p e d e their wi l l ingness to 

speak out, for fear o f be ing v i e w e d as crazy, silly, o r a t roublemaker . 

Peop le face a var ie ty o f fears and r isks in be ing an ally. T h e s e can in-

c lude the disrupt ion of re la t ionships , reprisals at work , threats to 

one ' s current s tandard o f l iving, and even v io lence . 

E n c o u r a g i n g A c t i o n 

O n e of our impor tan t roles is to he lp people a c k n o w l e d g e and 

address these concerns . In do ing so, w e need to respect w h e r e peo -

ple are and wha t they feel ready to do. Like other endeavors , ac t ing 

as an ally is a process . It can b e useful to m a k e peop le aware that 

there are n u m e r o u s w a y s peop le can b e all ies. A l though they m a y 

no t b e ready to take on high-profi le leadership roles, they can still b e 

invo lved wi th ac t ions requir ing less visibi l i ty or r isk. A l l o w peop le 

to choose the k ind of invo lvement that fits their level o f comfor t , 

c o m m i t m e n t and risk taking, and their t ime and interests . In s o m e 

cases , where and h o w to act wi l l b e c lear (e.g., when one ' s suppor t is 

b e i n g solici ted in a par t icular s i tuat ion) . In other cases , peop le wi l l 

n e e d to spend m o r e t ime th inking abou t nex t s teps. 

He lp peop le deal wi th their guil t and reframe h o w they see their 

pr ivi lege. Ins tead of h id ing the fact that they have pr ivi lege, peop le 

from advan taged groups can acknowledge it and use it responsi -

b ly—in the service of socia l jus t ice . T h e y can use their ski l ls , knowl -

edge , resources , and access to p o w e r to foster equi ty b y work ing for 

change in arenas where they have inf luence. T h e y can also share 

their exper t i se wi th peop le from oppressed groups and suppor t the 

e m p o w e r m e n t a n d l e a d e r s h i p o f p e o p l e w h o h a v e b e e n 

marg ina l ized . W h e n peop le from pr iv i leged groups are aware o f the 

dynamics of oppress ion , they can use their pr iv i lege in the spiri t o f 

co l labora t ion as opposed to paternal is t ic helping. (See Crowfoo t & 

Chesler , 1996 , for a d iscuss ion of the role of Wfhite m e n in mul t icu l -

tural coal i t ions and the s t ruggle to b e appropr ia te allies.) 



166 P R O M O T I N G DIVERSITY A N D J U S T I C E 

Because no th ing succeeds like success , it can b e helpful for peo -

ple init ial ly to b e invo lved in efforts in which they can obta in a sense 

of efficacy and e m p o w e r m e n t . In these cases , s tart ing wi th a smal l 

and doable goal m a y b e the bes t course . Fur the rmore , b e c a u s e peo -

ple get o v e r w h e l m e d th inking about trying to change the wor ld , w e 

can ask t h e m to th ink about the areas in their l ives whe re they do 

h a v e an impact , their "spheres of in f luence" (Adams , Bel l , & Griffin, 

1 9 9 7 ) . T h e s e m a y inc lude themse lves , their immed ia t e family, and 

their fr iends, ne ighbors and co l leagues and m o v e out toward their 

c o m m u n i t y and organiza t iona l affiliations, pol i t ical leaders , and na-

t ional or in ternat ional groups . T h e y can cons ider w a y s they can use 

their inf luence in any one of these areas to effect change . 

Peop le can also b e encouraged to th ink about act ions that target 

o p p r e s s i o n o n b o t h t h e i n d i v i d u a l - i n t e r p e r s o n a l a n d i n s t i t u -

t ional -cul tura l leve ls . A t the ind iv idua l - in te rpersona l l eve l , t hey 

m a y choose to c o m m i t to educa t ing themse lves m o r e thorough ly 

abou t oppress ion , interrupt ing offensive c o m m e n t s or j o k e s , point-

ing out inequi tab le g roup or c lass room dynamics , o r speak ing up at 

mee t ings about divers i ty issues. At the inst i tut ional level , they m a y 

b e invo lved wi th changing educa t iona l policy, workp lace pract ices , 

tax laws, o r welfare p rograms ; work ing on m e d i a reform, the redis-

t r ibut ion o f weal th , or c o m p a n y boycot t s ; or inst i tut ing educa t iona l 

p rog rams in their workplace , communi ty , or rel igious organizat ion. 

B e c a u s e m o s t peop le t end to reduce socia l change to address ing in-

d iv idual act ions and at t i tudes wi thout a sys temic perspect ive , w e 

n e e d to con t inua l l y e n c o u r a g e p e o p l e to h o l d a la rger v i s ion of 

change . R e m i n d them to cons ider h o w their individual ac t ions can 

be j o ined wi th col lect ive act ion to contr ibute to m o r e comprehens ive 

socia l t ransformat ion. 

A cri t ical e l emen t in taking and susta ining act ion for socia l j u s -

tice is support . W e all n e e d people w e can rely on to he lp us w o r k ef-

fectively, dea l wi th the r isks , and keep us going in the face of adver-

sity. Suppor t from others reduces our sense o f isolat ion and feel ings 

of power lessness . Col lec t ive act ion can also be s o m e of the m o s t ef-

fect ive act ion. He lp connec t individuals wi th shared interests wi th 

each other and wi th g roups or organizat ions in their area. This he lps 

reduce their isolat ion, p rov ides ideas of h o w to b e involved , and 

g ives peop le the feeling of be ing par t o f a b igger effort. C o m m u -

ni t ies and col lege campuses often h a v e a var ie ty o f g roups deal ing 

wi th i ssues of social jus t ice . 
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A n his tor ical perspec t ive also provides m a n y benefi ts . It he lps 

peop le feel that they are par t o f a larger process a n d m o v e m e n t a n d 

provides role mode l s a n d sources of inspirat ion. W e can learn from 

pas t exper iences , successful (and unsuccessful ) s t ra tegies , and indi-

v iduals w h o had w i sdom, courage , and hope . In addi t ion, a his tor i -

cal perspec t ive reminds peop le that a l though change is poss ib le , it 

t akes t ime. It involves forward m o v e m e n t as wel l as se tbacks . If peo -

ple expec t a qu ick victory, they wil l genera l ly b e d i sappoin ted . 

Last , peop le tend to d o s o m e k ind o f cost-benefi t analys is to see 

if it is wor th get t ing invo lved or suppor t ing a change . A s d i scussed 

previously, w e n e e d to h ighl igh t and increase the sense o f benef i t 

and self-interest and find w a y s to decrease the sense o f costs . B e -

cause peop le a l ready wan t to b e all ies, w e can h ighl ight the poss ibi l -

ity o f increased self-esteem, mora l integrity, pe rsona l connec t ions , 

and knowledge , as wel l as the long- te rm benefi ts and their cont r ibu-

tion to the greater good . If they are g iven w h a t feel l ike viable op-

t ions, m o s t peop le w o u l d ra ther feel good about themse lves than 

gui l ty and a shamed . 

Conclusion 

In conclus ion , there is n o one r ight w a y to engage peop le in so -

cial change efforts. We n e e d to k n o w our aud ience and ou r context . 

I 've sugges ted a var ie ty of approaches that can he lp deve lop peo -

p le ' s sense o f c o n c e r n a n d e n c o u r a g e their suppor t and invo lve -

ment . Often, mul t ip le tacks are mos t effective. We can bu i ld on the 

in terconnect ions a m o n g empathy, mora l and spiri tual va lues , a n d 

self-interest to b roaden peop le ' s perspec t ive and s t rengthen their 

c o m m i t m e n t . Overa l l , w e can cont inua l ly reinforce h o w suppor t ing 

equ i ty and divers i ty offers benefi ts to themse lves and others a n d 

serves our col lec t ive wel l -being. 

N o t e 

1. Even though service learning can be beneficial for both students and commu-

nities, there is also the potential for it to undermine the goals it seeks, such as by rein-

forcing stereotypic beliefs and a colonialist mentality or superiority and by exploit-

ing the community for the benefit of the student. (See Cruz, 1990; Kendall, 1990; 

Reardon, 1994.) 
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Issues for Educators 

Throughou t the book , I have rei terated the impor tance o f creat ing 

a safe a n d c o n f i r m i n g e n v i r o n m e n t , o f offer ing a p p r o p r i a t e 

cha l lenge , and of embody ing respect and accep tance . A s I have sa id 

n u m e r o u s t imes, our o w n perspec t ives , at t i tudes, and behav io r s are 

cent ra l to our educa t iona l effect iveness. Yet thus far, the p r imary fo-

cus has b e e n on ga in ing ins ight into the s tudents or peop le w e w o r k 

wi th . Character is t ics of pr iv i leged groups , var ious deve lopmen ta l 

theor ies , reasons for res is tance, mot iva t ions for suppor t ing socia l 

j u s t i ce , a n d h o w these affect educa t iona l s t ra tegies or p e d a g o g y 

h a v e been discussed. I ' ve emphas i zed h o w m o r e k n o w l e d g e and in-

s ight about our s tudents a l lows us to b e be t te r educators . However , 

our s tudents are not the only ones w e need to unders tand . S o I n o w 

turn the spot l ight on us as educators . 

In C h a p t e r 3, I referred to the qual i t ies ident i f ied b y R o g e r s 

(1980) as be ing necessa ry for g rowth-promot ing re la t ionships—gen-

uineness , uncondi t iona l posi t ive regard, and empathy. Peop le n e e d 

to b e able to trust us to take intel lectual and emot iona l r isks. S t ephen 

Brookf ie ld (1990) refers to the trust be tween teachers and s tudents 

as the "affective g lue" (p. 163) that b inds educa t iona l re la t ionships 

together. We need to be pe rce ived as authent ic—as h u m a n be ings , in 

our regard for the s tudents , and in our c o m m i t m e n t to equity. S tu -

dents need to feel that w e real ly do care abou t t hem and are thei r 

a l l ies in the l ea rn ing p rocess . T h e y a lso n e e d to be l i eve that w e 

are genu ine in ou r interest in the issues and in our desire to p r o m o t e 

169 
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socia l jus t ice . In addi t ion, trust is ga ined w h e n peop le see us as c red-

ible and congruent : w h e n w e h a v e sufficient knowledge a n d exper i -

ence and w h e n our act ions ma tch ou r words . If w e talk abou t va lu-

ing individuals a n d cul tura l differences, w e had be t te r reflect that in 

our pract ice . 

Fur the rmore , th rough our o w n react ions and in teract ions wi th 

s tudents , w e h a v e the oppor tuni ty to m o d e l the pr inciples of equity, 

democracy , and respect that w e espouse . O u r c lass rooms are mic ro -

c o s m s of the larger sys tems of social relat ions and can b e labora to-

ries for a l ternat ive ways of relating. O n the one hand , w e can e n g a g e 

in c l a s s room dynamics that mir ror the societal dynamics o f domina -

tion, competit ion, and win-lose conflict. We do this when w e treat stu-

dents disrespectfully, overpower their voices, or show off our expertise 

at their expense . O n the other hand , w e can demons t ra te h o w p o w e r 

can b e used in w a y s that enhances others a n d h o w conflict can b e a 

product ive process. O u r own behavior is a powerful educat ional tool. 

In a s imi lar vein, She l ley Kess le r (1991) descr ibes the " teaching 

presence ," the qual i t ies in the c lass room that a l low s tudents to b e 

vu lnerab le and d i scover n e w things, to be authent ic and fully a l ive. 

She identifies three c o m p o n e n t s for genera t ing this teaching pres-

ence : be ing fully present , hav ing an open heart , and main ta in ing 

discipl ine. W h e n a teacher is fully present , she or h e is "aler t to the 

c i rcumstances o f wha t is happen ing right now, a t tent ive to w h a t is 

happen ing ins ide h im-herse l f and w h a t is going on in the r o o m " 

(p. 13) . A teacher wi th an open heart is wi l l ing and able to care and 

wi l l ing and able to b e vu lnerab le—to feel deep ly and to b e m o v e d . 

Discipl ine refers to creating the safety needed to al low students to 

take risks and b e authentic with one another. The teacher ensures that 

s tudents follow the class guidelines and are not a l lowed to hur t each 

other. These qualit ies t ranscend any part icular me thods or activities. 

Al though Kess ler writes about her w o r k with young people in a pro-

g ram to foster spiritual development , these ways of being correspond 

to the nonjudgmentalness and compassion that I 've stressed are needed 

when educating people from dominant groups about social justice. 

Wi thou t a doubt , cul t ivat ing this teaching presence is eas ier said 

then done . W h e n educat ing about divers i ty and social jus t ice , w h o 

a m o n g us has no t at s o m e poin t got ten our bu t tons pushed or got ten 

h o o k e d ? H o w m a n y of us have never dis l iked a person a n d found it 

ha rd to w o r k wi th h i m or her, b e c o m e aware of our b iases , or felt 

ve ry j udgmen ta l toward a s tudent? W h o has not at s o m e point lost 
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their abil i ty to th ink c l e a r l y respond f lex ib ly really listen, a n d b e un-

ders tand ing? 

A s w e b e c o m e aware o f our o w n issues and react ions , w e can 

be t te r m a n a g e and t ransform our responses . Sel f -awareness is es -

sent ial for any g o o d teacher. The re are m a n y things w e shou ld k n o w 

abou t ourse lves t o b e c o m p e t e n t and compass iona te educa tors . B e -

c a u s e o f the in te l l ec tua l and e m o t i o n a l c o m p l e x i t y o f e d u c a t i n g 

about diversity, it is even more critical for social justice educators to be 

self-reflective. Insight into our o w n inter- and intrapersonal dynam-

ics a l lows us to bet ter moni tor our behavior and address areas of l imi-

tation (see Bell , Washington, Weinstein, & Love , 1997) . W e then can 

more successfully create educational experiences that meet our goals. 

In this chapter , I ' l l first examine some c o m m o n at t i tudes and b e -

hav io r s that m a y d imin i sh o u r effect iveness in educa t ing peop l e 

from pr iv i leged groups . After cons ider ing s o m e of these cha l lenges , 

I wi l l then sugges t s o m e ways to deal wi th them. Throughou t this 

d iscuss ion, m y focus wi l l be on h o w to deve lop and sustain the pa-

t ience, flexibility, and openhear t edness needed for social jus t ice ed-

ucat ion. I wil l explore h o w to cul t ivate the qual i t ies that can enab le 

educa tors to deve lop trust ing relat ionships and offer cons t ruc t ive 

chal lenge . 

Social Identity Development 

Theor ies o f social ident i ty deve lopmen t are one w a y to deve lop 

ins ight in to our a t t i tudes and behav io r s in educa t iona l contexts . O u r 

s tage of social ident i ty deve lopmen t affects our v iews of se l f and our 

o w n social group, o f o thers and their social group, and of social op-

pression. In Chap te r 3 ,1 descr ibed the process of social ident i ty de-

v e l o p m e n t for peop le from pr iv i leged groups . T h e s e m o d e l s w e r e 

presen ted in the contex t o f unders tanding the th inking and behav io r 

of s tudents at different s tages. Those s ame theories , appl ied to us , 

can he lp us to unde r s t and our own act ions and react ions. 

I wi l l brief ly rev iew each s tage of the H a r d i m a n and J ackson 

m o d e l (1997) , this t ime wi th emphas i s on the socia l ident i ty deve l -

o p m e n t o f people from targeted groups . I wi l l then explore h o w our 

levels of awareness , in bo th our dominan t and subord ina te ident i -

t ies , m a y affect ou r w o r k wi th people from pr iv i leged groups . E v e n 

t hough I wi l l focus on w o r k wi th peop le from advan taged groups , it 

is essent ia l to cons ider h o w our social identi t ies and levels o f aware -
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ness affect our w o r k wi th peop le from oppressed groups , especia l ly 

w h e n w e are par t of pr iv i leged groups . I h o p e readers wi l l u se this 

d iscuss ion as an impe tus to further explore these issues . 

We s imul taneous ly go through the process o f ident i ty deve lop -

m e n t in each of our dominan t and subordina te ident i t ies . W e a lso 

t end to b e at different s tages o f deve lopmen t in our different ident i -

ties. Moreover , n o one is sole ly in one s tage or m o v e s nea t ly from 

o n e s tage to the nex t . We t e n d to h a v e a p r e d o m i n a n t s t age or 

wor ldv iew, a l though w e wil l incorpora te perspec t ives from o ther 

s tages depend ing on the issue and si tuat ion. 

I doub t a n y socia l jus t ice educa tor w o u l d b e in the first s tage, 

native, in w h i c h people are u n a w a r e of s t ructural inequi t ies a n d of 

the social s ignif icance o f our identi t ies . This s tage is mos t typica l o f 

young chi ldren, and o lder indiv iduals at this s tage wou ld have lit t le 

interest in engag ing in social jus t ice work . In acceptance, peop le (ac-

t i v e l y / consc ious ly or p a s s i v e l y / u n c o n s c i o u s l y ) accept the current 

s o c i a l a r r a n g e m e n t s a n d d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y , a l o n g w i t h i t s 

s t e r e o t y p e s a n d n o t i o n s o f s u b o r d i n a t e - g r o u p i n f e r i o r i t y a n d 

dominan t -g roup superiority. Peop le from oppressed groups in ac -

cep tance wil l a t tempt to ignore , deny, or ra t ional ize the inequi t ies 

they face. They wil l a l so internal ize the nega t ive messages abou t 

themse lves and their social group. 

Educa tors w h o are pr imar i ly in acceptance are no t ready to b e 

teaching about social jus t ice . T h e y h a v e not yet deve loped a cri t ical 

consc iousness about p o w e r re la t ionships a n d inst i tut ional oppres-

s ion or the abil i ty to offer m o r e equi table a l ternat ives . Peop le in ac-

t ive accep tance are f i rmly c o m m i t t e d to our present social relat ions. 

Peop le in pass ive acceptance are less aware of h o w they perpe tua te 

sys tems of oppress ion and main ta in the sup remacy of the pr iv i leged 

g roup . " G o o d l i b e r a l s " are g e n e r a l l y in pa s s ive a c c e p t a n c e a n d 

m i g h t t each abou t d ivers i ty w i th g o o d in ten t ions . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

they wil l t end to poin t to indiv idual reasons for inequi t ies and imp ly 

that peop le from the oppressed group should b e m o r e l ike those in 

the dominan t group. E v e n if this is no t the educa to r s ' p r edominan t 

perspec t ive , they m a y still ho ld bel iefs indicat ive o f this s tage. T h e y 

n e e d to con t inue to deepen their awareness of this form of oppres-

sion and m a k e consc ious efforts to check their a s sumpt ions about 

the pr iv i leged and oppressed groups . S tudents in accep tance m a y 

feel very comfor tab le wi th an instructor w h o is a l so at this s tage. 

However , the educa to r is unab le to offer sufficient cha l lenge or con-
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t radict ion to facili tate the par t ic ipants ' g rowth and m a y ins tead re-

inforce the status quo . S h e or h e m a y lose credibi l i ty wi th and frus-

trate the peop le w h o are in res is tance or redefinit ion. 

In resistance, peop le b e c o m e h igh ly a t tuned to the d y n a m i c s o f 

oppress ion . T h e y are i nves t ed in un l ea rn ing the mi s in fo rma t ion 

they bel ieved in acceptance and in challenging unjust behaviors and 

social s t ructures. Peop le in act ive res is tance tend to do this m o r e 

publicly and vehemently than people in passive resistance. People from 

dominated groups attempt to purge themselves of the negative images 

they have in ternal ized about themse lves and their group. T h e y gen-

eral ly w a n t to associa te wi th others from their social g roup and h a v e 

little interest in or to lerance for people from the pr iv i leged group. A s 

peop le b e c o m e aware o f their oppress ion and a t tempt to change it, 

they often exper ience s trong feel ings of pain, anger, and hostili ty. 

A t this s tage, peop le often wan t to he lp others " see the t ruth" 

and to ral ly suppor t for social change . Thus , they are mot iva ted to b e 

educators . Res i s tance is p robably the mos t c o m m o n s tage o f soc ia l 

ident i ty d e v e l o p m e n t o f soc ia l j u s t i ce educa to r s and is the m o s t 

cha l lenging one from w h i c h to do this work . S o m e o n e from a domi -

nan t g roup w h o is in res is tance m a y glorify peop le from the op-

pressed g roup a n d excuse their inappropr ia te behavior , yet h a v e 

little compass ion for peop le from their own group. T h e y m a y feel 

par t icular ly puni t ive toward those w h o are in accep tance and lack 

an unders tand ing of the oppress ion or a c o m m i t m e n t to address it. 

T h e y m a y project their o w n nega t ive feel ings about themse lves as a 

p r iv i leged-group m e m b e r on to o thers from their g roup . B e c a u s e 

m o s t w o u l d prefer to b e with peop le from the oppressed group, they 

m a y not w a n t to deal wi th peop le from their dominan t group, e spe -

cial ly if those peop le are not at a s imi lar s tage of consc iousness . 

These feel ings are l ikely to be even greater for educa tors f rom a 

subord ina te group. T h e y tend to b e h igh ly inves ted in hav ing peo -

ple "ge t i t " and m a y b e c o m e over ly emot iona l ly invo lved in c lass 

d iscuss ions or in s tudent ou tcomes . Such educa tors wi l l often b e 

perce ived as hav ing their o w n agenda or a chip on their shoulder . 

T h e y m a y find it hard no t to s tereotype or d e h u m a n i z e peop le from 

the pr iv i leged group (i.e., " those W h i t e m e n " ) or to va lue any as-

pec ts of the dominan t g roup ' s culture. It is par t icular ly difficult for 

educa tors in act ive resis tance to have pat ience wi th the educa t iona l 

p rocess a n d to main ta in respect and e m p a t h y for people from the 

pr iv i leged group. 
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Peop le in res is tance a lso m a y have difficulty educa t ing about 

o ther forms of oppress ion. In this m o m e n t in t ime, their i sm feels the 

m o s t impor tan t a n d compel l ing . Because they are m o s t focused on 

this issue and their o w n exper iences , they m a y no t h a v e the depth of 

unders tand ing o f o ther i sms or the s a m e leve l of c o m m i t m e n t to ad-

dress them. (Even though unders tand ing one form of oppress ion 

can he lp in unders tand ing others , m o s t peop le in this s tage are no t 

yet ready to b e m a k i n g those s t rong connec t ions . It a lso depends on 

their level of awareness in their o ther socia l identi t ies.) In genera l , 

educa tors in res is tance need to assess whe the r they are ready to b e 

in an educa t iona l role. 

Th i s occur red wi th a co l league o f m i n e in g radua te school . M i -

chae l w a s from an upper-middle-c lass family and recent ly h a d be -

c o m e very interes ted in class issues . H e was reading a lot about c lass 

exploi ta t ion and work ing peop le ' s m o v e m e n t s . H e was an act ivis t 

on c a m p u s , par t icular ly in efforts to ensure greater accessibi l i ty for 

poo r and w o r k i n g class s tudents . H e was into " d o w n w a r d mob i l -

i ty" and looked the part . Michae l was anxious to teach the w e e k e n d 

workshop on c lass ism. After do ing so a couple of t imes, it b e c o m e 

c lear to M i c h a e l as wel l as the o ther t rainers that this was no t a g o o d 

match . H e had a cons tant edge of anger in his vo ice , s tudents found 

h i m overbear ing , and cot ra iners found h i m too inflexible. A t this 

po in t in t ime, M i c h a e l needed to b e able to i m m e r s e h imse l f in the 

l i t e ra tu re a b o u t a n d s t r u g g l e s a g a i n s t c l a s s inequa l i ty . B e i n g a 

t ra iner w a s no t m o s t p roduc t ive for h im or the par t ic ipants . Be ing 

an organizer was more appropriate . 

Peop le w h o are m o v i n g out of res is tance and into redefinition are 

grappl ing wi th redefining their socia l g roup identity, i ndependen t 

of the oppress ive sys tem. Peop le from pr iv i leged groups are t rying 

to deve lop a pos i t ive ident i ty that is not b a s e d on superiority. In-

s tead of reject ing and react ing to the dominan t cul ture, peop le from 

oppressed groups are seeking and rec la iming aspects of their o w n 

cul ture. T h e intensi ty o f feelings has usual ly subsided. 

B e c a u s e educa tors from pr iv i leged groups are deve lop ing an af-

f i rmat ive sense o f their social identity, they m a y h a v e fewer nega t ive 

feel ings about o thers from their group. Educa to r s from oppressed 

g roups are still m o s t interested in be ing wi th others from their g roup 

w i th a s imi lar consc iousness in order to forge a n e w socia l identity. 

However , they are in a proac t ive , as opposed to a react ive , m o d e . A s 

they deve lop s t rength in their own social ident i ty and efficacy at 
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deal ing wi th oppress ion , they tend to be be t te r at m a n a g i n g thei r 

o w n feelings in order to educa te others . 

In internalization, peop le h a v e in te rna l ized this n e w sense o f 

their social identity. A l though they m a y still feel pass iona te ly abou t 

soc ia l j u s t i ce , t hey n o w h a v e m o r e e m o t i o n a l a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

space to dea l wi th others . T h e y are less i m m e r s e d in their o w n issues 

and are m o r e able to take a b roade r perspect ive . Peop le are able to 

see t hemse lves as indiv iduals wi th mul t ip le socia l ident i t ies a n d 

m a k e l i nks a m o n g dif ferent m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f o p p r e s s i o n . T h i s 

m a k e s it eas ier for them to relate to people w h o are from dominan t 

as we l l as subordina te groups . They tend to have m o r e to lerance for 

and unders tand ing of peop le in pr iv i leged groups w h o are ignorant , 

resistant, o r both . 

Ideally, it w o u l d b e n ice if w e all cou ld reach in ternal izat ion in 

all ou r social identi t ies before be ing educa tors . Need les s to say, this 

is no t the case , n o r w o u l d it b e pract ical . We canno t afford to wai t un-

til w e h a v e it "a l l toge the r" to educa te others about i ssues of soc ia l 

jus t ice . However , w e can do s o m e hones t se l f -assessment and then 

m a k e responsible cho ices about wha t w e do . We can create w a y s to 

m a n a g e our feelings a n d behavior . La te r in this chapter , I ' l l sugges t 

s o m e w a y s to do this. 

Other Factors That Affect 
Our Educational Effectiveness 

Socia l ident i ty theory is jus t one w a y to unders tand our th inking 

and react ions. Jus t as m a n y forces affect s tudents ' openness to learn-

ing and growth, m a n y th ings affect our educa t iona l responses a n d 

abil i t ies. I will n o w highl ight a few o ther factors that, in addi t ion to 

or conjunct ion wi th our s tage of social ident i ty deve lopment , affect 

h o w w e w o r k wi th peop le from pr iv i leged groups . 

Triggers 

M o s t o f us can th ink of words or behav iors that push ou r bu t -

tons—that m a k e our s t omachs t ighten, our fists c lench , our ha i rs 

s tand up. There m a y be things that m a k e us freeze and feel para-

lyzed. Thus , I 'm cal l ing these triggers. In addi t ion to rol l ing the eyes 

and other b o d y l anguage , s o m e c o m m o n tr iggers are these: "You ' r e 

be ing too sens i t ive ." " T h o s e peop le . . . " " T h e y all l ook al ike to m e . " 

" W h y do they h a v e to b e so o b v i o u s ? " " S h e asked for i t ." Tr iggers 
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can cause us to lose our composure , ou r clarity, and our abi l i ty to re-

s p o n d appropriately. Peop le from pr iv i leged g roups can t r igger ed-

ucators from b o t h advan taged and d i sadvan taged groups . (Peop le 

from subordina te groups can a lso push our bu t tons , though I ' l l con-

fine m y d iscuss ion to dominan t -g roup member s . ) 

I r e m e m b e r wa lk ing in to a room to d o a t ra ining on oppress ion 

issues after a w e e k of dea l ing wi th several inc idents of rape and sex-

ual ha ras smen t o f w o m e n on campus . I sa id to m y male cotrainer, 

J i m , " I f any of these guys say that m e n are as oppressed as w o m e n , I 

m a y s t rangle h im. You have to deal wi th i t ." O f course it c a m e up, 

and fortunately, J i m cou ld address it. B y k n o w i n g h o w I w a s feeling, 

I cou ld avo id ac t ing inappropriately. E v e n if I had no t b e e n for tunate 

enough to have a skillful cotrainer, I w o u l d have been s o m e w h a t 

be t te r p repared to respond real izing that I w o u l d have to carefully 

wa tch m y response . 

Usual ly , the t r igger h i ts upon our o w n issues . Often there is 

someth ing in our o w n exper ience that m a k e s these words or ac t ions 

so potent . S o m e t i m e s it touches on our unreso lved issues . Th i s oc-

cur red w h e n I w a s co lead ing a w e e k e n d w o r k s h o p on c lass i sm at a 

universi ty. O n e w o m a n in the group consis tent ly sa id classist , insen-

si t ive things. Peop le in the workshop tried to engage her, b u t she re-

m a i n e d na r row in her perspect ive . A s peop le b e c a m e m o r e frus-

t ra ted wi th her, she b e c a m e m o r e en t renched . At a break , a professor 

w h o was observ ing sugges ted that one of us (the t rainers) talk to he r 

b e c a u s e she s e e m e d to b e b o x i n g herse l f into a corner. I sa id I d idn ' t 

w a n t to be the one to do that—I d idn ' t l ike her, and I wasn ' t feel ing 

at all empa th ic . S h e w a s an upper-middle-c lass J e w i s h w o m a n w h o 

p u s h e d m y bu t tons abou t mater ia l is t ic , spoi led J e w s , of w h o m there 

were m a n y in the town where I w e n t to h igh school . I still h a d m y 

o w n issues about m y exper iences there and about m y o w n ident i ty 

as an upper-middle-c lass Jew. Fortunately, m y cotra iner had m o r e 

presence a n d w a s able to speak wi th the s tudent , w h o w a s in fact 

feeling j u d g e d and a t tacked. T h e s tudent w a s able to return to the 

w o r k s h o p wi th more openness and mo re abi l i ty to par t ic ipate pro-

ductively. (I u sed the b reak to try to deal wi th m y feel ings.) 

Other t imes, our react ions m a y be related to transference. Th is oc-

curs w h e n w e project our feel ings about an individual w h o is c lose 

to u s on to ano ther pe r son (in this case , s o m e o n e from a pr iv i leged 

group) . A certain appearance , tone, c o m m e n t , or in te rpersonal s tyle 

m a y set u s off b e c a u s e it r e s t imula tes ou r e m o t i o n a l r eac t ion to 
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s o m e o n e else . It s eems that peop le f requent ly h a v e difficulty wi th 

indiv iduals that r emind them of their parents . Very often, transfer-

ence occurs unconsciously . W e m a y e n d up in a s t range d y n a m i c 

wi th a person, no t qui te unders tand ing w h a t is go ing on or w h y w e 

are feeling so intensely. (Students also engage in t ransference, w h i c h 

some t imes expla ins their react ions to us.) A female co l league h a d an 

especia l ly hard t ime wi th m e n w h o were condescend ing . A l t h o u g h 

few w o m e n apprecia te this k ind of conduct , it real ly set h e r off; that 

d y n a m i c a lways s eemed to h o o k her. W h e n w e d i scussed it, she be -

gan to real ize h o w this w a s reminiscen t of h e r re la t ionship wi th he r 

father and her s t ruggle to b e seen as an adul t in h is eyes . 

A n o t h e r k i n d of t r igger ing s i tua t ion occu r s w h e n e d u c a t o r s 

f rom d i s a d v a n t a g e d g roups are w o r k i n g wi th g roups o f p e o p l e 

from advan taged groups . In the course of educa t ing abou t d ivers i ty 

issues , m a n y educa tors ask peop le to identify s tereotypes or preju-

dices they have about different social groups . H o w this is done war -

rants ser ious thought because the intent is no t to inflict pa in b u t to 

increase awareness . Peop le from oppressed groups , inc luding train-

ers , m a y f ind it par t icular ly painful to h e a r nega t ive th ings sa id 

abou t their social group b y dominan t group m e m b e r s because this 

repl icates oppress ive societal dynamics . 

In one si tuation, I was co lead ing a day long w o r k s h o p on r ac i sm 

and ant i -Semi t i sm with a relat ively inexper ienced trainer, an Afri-

can A m e r i c a n w o m a n w h o m I'l l call Denise . The group w a s m a d e 

up of h igh ly mot iva ted and c o n c e r n e d Wfriite psycholog is t s f rom 

var ious re l igious backgrounds . A s the day progressed , severa l par-

t i c ipan ts s h a r e d s o m e o f the i r rac is t p re jud ices and m i s c o n c e p -

t ions—this was done appropriately, honest ly, and wi th an invest-

m e n t in ove rcoming these bel iefs and at t i tudes. I (and others) b e g a n 

to no t ice Den i se b e c o m i n g m o r e and more quiet and wi thd rawn . 

W h e n I a s k e d h e r w h a t w a s go ing on, she exp la ined h o w over -

w h e l m e d she felt hear ing vo iced the nega t ive th ings such nice , car -

ing profess ional people felt about peop le of color. 

A n o t h e r t ime, I w a s containing wi th a lesbian, w h o m I ' l l cal l 

Patty, w h o was no t out to all m e m b e r s of the group. T h e 2-day work -

shop was on divers i ty issues and w a s wi th a g roup of peop le w h o 

were commi t t ed to socia l jus t ice and w h o were (most ly) he te rosex-

ual (from wha t w e k n e w ) . O n the second day, w e were p lann ing to 

do several role p lays to he lp par t ic ipants deve lop skills to interrupt 

oppress ive c o m m e n t s and behaviors . Together, w e deve loped a role 
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p lay about h o m o p h o b i c name-ca l l ing . I w o u l d b e the one doing the 

name-ca l l ing , a par t ic ipant w o u l d try to in tervene , and Pa t ty w o u l d 

process (discuss and debrief) the role play. W e enac ted the role play, 

and w h e n it c a m e t ime for Pa t ty to facili tate the d iscuss ion , she sat 

there silently. I l ooked at her, wai t ing for a response , indicat ing that 

w e were ready to end the role play. W h e n it b e c a m e clear to m e that 

she w a s no t responding , I b e g a n to debr ief wha t w e h a d jus t done . 

W h e n w e spoke about it af terward, she sa id she jus t h a d frozen 

w h e n she heard the h o m o p h o b i c remarks . 

I do no t th ink that anyone real ly b e c o m e s imperv ious to hea r ing 

nega t ive th ings about one ' s group, especia l ly w h e n they are from a 

dominan t group toward a target group. Perhaps w e b e c o m e m o r e 

u sed to it, deve lop ways to c o p e wi th it, and find w a y s no t to absorb 

it. I t can b e eas ier to deal wi th w h e n it is c lear ly done in the con tex t of 

rais ing consc iousness—br ing ing th ings to l ight for examina t ion , in-

s tead of keep ing them h idden and a l lowing them to g row and fester. 

M a n y p e o p l e s a y tha t p e o p l e f rom d i s a d v a n t a g e d g r o u p s h a v e 

h e a r d al l these w o r d s be fo re and k n o w tha t p e o p l e h a v e t h e s e 

thoughts . However , there is someth ing very powerful abou t hea r ing 

t h e m all at once , especia l ly from the m o u t h s of n ice , ca r ing peop le . 

T h e educa tor is even m o r e vu lnerab le w h e n she or he is one of the 

few peop le (if no t the on ly pe rson) from that targeted g roup present . 

B e c o m i n g i m m o b i l i z e d m a y b e re la ted to i n e x p e r i e n c e or o n e ' s 

s tage o f socia l ident i ty as wel l as to w h a t e lse is go ing on in one ' s life 

at that t ime. A l though w e can ' t a lways ant ic ipate our react ions , w e 

can try to th ink th rough the impac t of our activi t ies on bo th our par-

t ic ipants and ourse lves . 

B e c o m i n g t h e A d v o c a t e o r M i s s i o n a r y 

A n o t h e r c o m m o n pitfall in educat ing for socia l jus t ice is fall ing 

into the role of missionary. Th i s is w h e n w e try to conver t peop le to 

our point of v i ew or a rgue wi th them in an a t tempt to ge t t h e m to 

" see the l ight ." W h e n w e feel s t rongly about an issue, it can be qui te 

easy to s l ip into this role. W h e n w e start t rying to conv ince people , 

w e take on the role of advoca te and lose our abili ty to b e an educa to r 

w h o assis ts peop le in their o w n learning processes . 

I th ink this reflects one of the centra l cha l lenges for social jus t ice 

educators . General ly , people d o this w o r k because they care deep ly 

and have a pe rsona l s take in the issues. Th i s energy can b e crucia l 

to c r ea t i ng exc i t i ng e d u c a t i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s a n d to p e r s e v e r i n g 
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th rough all the difficulties a n d r isks. Yet there is a difference b e -

tween pass ion and overzea lousness , c o m m i t m e n t and d o g m a t i s m , 

and integri ty and self-r ighteousness . I cou ldn ' t t each wi thou t pas -

sion, bu t it needs to b e t empered wi th respect and openness . Other -

wise , w h e n w e act in w a y s that ove rpower o r nega te the v iews a n d 

feelings of others , w e j eopard ize our credibi l i ty as educa to r s and our 

re la t ionships wi th individuals . If peop le feel that some th ing is be ing 

forced u p o n them, they are l ikely to resist or wi thdraw. T h i s is coun-

terproduct ive to our intent ions . 

S t e r e o t y p e s a n d B i a s e s 

Jus t l ike eve ryone else, w e educators have our o w n pre judices 

and assumpt ions about individuals from different social g roups , in-

c luding pr iv i leged groups . Appropriately, m a n y educa tors are sen-

s i t i v e to a n d c o n c e r n e d a b o u t s t e r e o t y p e s a b o u t p e o p l e f r o m 

marg ina l ized groups . However , they are often less aware o f or take 

less ser iously s tereotypes about peop le from pr iv i leged groups . L ike 

b iases about peop le from oppressed groups , prejudices about peo -

ple from dominan t groups can grow out of m e s s a g e s from our envi -

ronmen t (e.g., family, peers , or med ia ) and ou r own exper iences . T h e 

s a m e pr inciples regarding s tereotypes about oppressed groups h o l d 

true for s tereotypes about pr iv i leged groups—even w h e n there m a y 

be a kerne l o f truth, it is exaggera ted and appl ied to all m e m b e r s of 

that group, regardless o f their indiv idual quali t ies . Moreover , one or 

m o r e exper iences wi th indiv iduals from a par t icular g roup does no t 

g ive us l icense to then a s sume that those quali t ies fit all m e m b e r s of 

tha t g roup . O u r s tage of soc ia l ident i ty d e v e l o p m e n t (espec ia l ly 

res is tance) m a y he igh ten our t endency to ho ld nega t ive v i ews abou t 

indiv iduals from pr iv i leged groups . E v e n though k n o w l e d g e abou t 

par t icular cul tura l g roups and socia l pos i t ions (see Chap te r 2 on 

pr iv i leged groups) can b e useful, w e lose ou r abil i ty to real ly see an 

ind iv idua l if we m a k e b lanke t general izat ions . Fur the rmore , w h e n 

w e objectify or dehuman ize peop le from an advan taged group, w e 

are doing jus t w h a t w e are asking them not to do wi th peop le from a 

d i sadvan taged group: W e are dis tor t ing and d iminish ing their sense 

of humani ty . We are perpe tua t ing the very no t ion o f "us a n d t h e m " 

that w e are a t tempt ing to ove rcome b y social jus t ice work . Wfhen our 

hear t s and m i n d s are c louded b y b iases , ou r abil i ty to b e open a n d 

fair is i m p e d e d . O u r c a p a c i t y to b e e m p a t h i c a n d a c c e p t i n g is 

d imin i shed . 
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Increasing Our Educational Effectiveness 

Educa t ing about d ivers i ty b r ings toge ther ou r o w n issues wi th 

our s tudents ' i ssues . Th i s interplay is e m b e d d e d in the con tex t o f the 

larger socia l dynamics . Th is h ighly charged m i x creates oppor tun i -

ties for great s t imula t ion and learning as wel l as frustrat ion a n d 

chal lenge . To nav iga te and g row from this work , w e n e e d to e n g a g e 

in p r a x i s — a c t i o n a n d ref lec t ion (Fre i re , 1 9 7 0 ) . A s w e e n g a g e in 

teaching and reflect on our pract ice , we wil l encounte r difficulties 

and d i sappo in tments . Ins tead of see ing these s i tuat ions as n e g a -

t ives , w e can try to v iew them as gifts. They provide an oppor tun i ty 

for growth. We can ask, " W h a t can I learn from this? H o w can this 

m a k e m e a be t te r educa tor? H o w can this exper ience he lp m e de-

ve lop as a p e r s o n ? " A n d even w h e n i t ' s hard to v i ew the s i tuat ion in 

such a way, we can a lways cons ider it an A F G O (Another F ing 

G r o w t h Oppor tun i t y ) . 1 

O n g o i n g P e r s o n a l W o r k — C o n t e n t a n d C o n s c i o u s n e s s 

Be ing an effective social jus t ice educa tor and hav ing the qual i -

ties required for " the teaching p re sence" requires ongo ing persona l 

work . Educa tors need a c o m m i t m e n t to persona l and profess ional 

g r o w t h . W e n e e d to c o n t i n u a l l y r a i s e o u r c o n s c i o u s n e s s , w o r k 

through our issues , and s tay current on the topics . There are numer -

ous things we can do to improve our abil i ty to b e present , open, and 

informed. 

We b e c o m e more comfor table and flexible as w e increase our 

k n o w l e d g e of the content w e teach and enhance ou r skills in m a n a g -

ing the process . T h e be t te r informed w e are about our subject or sub-

jec t s , the more eas i ly w e can respond to s tereotypes , p rov ide accu-

rate informat ion, and cha l l enge misconcep t ions . T h e m o r e ski l led 

w e are at dea l ing wi th conflict , work ing wi th emot ions , and han-

dl ing g roup dynamics , the m o r e w e can enjoy the p rocess ra ther 

than dread it. T h e s e skil ls a l low us to foster the condi t ions for safety 

and the deve lopmen t o f trust. We a lso b e c o m e bet te r able to s truc-

ture sess ions to enhance the potent ia l for learning and decrease the 

l i k e l i h o o d o f r e s i s t a n c e . W h e n w e fee l c o m p e t e n t a n d w e l l -

informed, we can be less self -conscious, anx ious , or defensive. Infor-

ma t ion and skills can provide us wi th a conf idence that a l lows us to 
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be m o r e re laxed and m o r e present . W e are less l ikely to b e in s i tua-

t ions w h e r e w e think, " I d idn ' t k n o w wha t to do!" 

A s impor tan t as it is to b e knowledgeab l e about the con ten t and 

able to m a n a g e the process , it is jus t as impor tan t to be aware o f and 

able to m a n a g e ourse lves . S o m e hones t self-evaluat ion is a key start-

ing point . We n e e d to de te rmine whe the r w e are ready to educa te 

abou t cer ta in issues , and if so , how, wi th w h o m , and in wha t con-

text . A s sugges t ed above , m o d e l s o f socia l ident i ty d e v e l o p m e n t 

p rov ide o n e tool for this type of self-reflection. W e need to under -

s tand the impact our identi t ies and s tages o f deve lopmen t have on 

our se l f -awareness and our w o r k wi th others . If w e haven ' t done our 

o w n w o r k around an ism, w e w o n ' t b e ready to educa te others . I f w e 

are going to be w o r k i n g wi th people on an emot iona l as wel l as a 

cogni t ive level , w e need to h a v e h a d the oppor tun i ty to d o this our-

selves . A s I 've s tated throughout , consc iousness- ra is ing is not jus t 

an intellectual endeavor. In addit ion to having the content knowledge 

and the process skil ls , w e need to h a v e explored our o w n baggage . 

Par t of this explorat ion of readiness includes assessing our strengths 

and limitations. A s m u c h as possible, w e need to try to anticipate our 

react ions and the s i tuat ions that m igh t b e cha l lenging for us. 

O n c e w e h a v e de te rmined w h a t we ' r e ready to do and h o w w e 

m i g h t behave , w e can create s t ructures to suppor t us. I f w e are un-

sure of ou r emot iona l or intel lectual readiness to educa te abou t a 

topic , w e can try to w o r k wi th a cotra iner or co teacher for the w h o l e 

sess ion or for par ts of it. We can b r ing in gues t presenters w h o can 

m o r e skillfully address and facil i tate d iscuss ion on an issue. It is 

ve ry helpful to have peop le wi th w h o m w e can debr ie f and share 

suppor t and advice . M a n y people find it useful to keep a j ou rna l to 

record and process their thoughts and react ions. 

Ano the r aspec t o f our pe r sona l work is be ing consc ious o f and 

able to dea l wi th our b iases . W e need to mon i to r the thoughts in our 

heads , check the assumpt ions that w e m a k e , and reflect on our be -

hav ior to ensure that w e are be ing non judgmenta l , car ing, and fair. 

W h e n w e not ice our pre judices infiltrating, w e n e e d to take respon-

sibil i ty to address them. This migh t m e a n ga ther ing m o r e informa-

tion to enhance ou r unders tanding , seeking more contac t wi th peo -

ple from this g roup , speaking wi th the s tudent to get to k n o w h e r or 

h i m as an individual , explor ing w h y w e ho ld such v iews , or jus t be -



182 P R O M O T I N G DIVERSITY AND J U S T I C E 

ing extra vigi lant in our interact ions. Certainly, the more w e can rid 

ourse lves o f our s tereotypes a n d b iases , the less energy w e n e e d to 

spend wor ry ing about them, and the freer w e can be . We can r emain 

self-aware wi thou t be ing self-conscious. 

We also n e e d to e x a m i n e our areas o f res is tance or defens ive-

ness . O n e w a y to b e c o m e aware of these is to not ice which feedback 

w e au tomat ica l ly reject or rebut. If a ma le s tudent c la ims that w e 

were be ing unfair to men , do we au tomat ica l ly d ismiss it as m a l e 

pr iv i lege speaking , or d o w e take t ime to see whe the r there is s o m e 

truth in wha t he is say ing? If a s tudent c la ims that w e are por t ray ing 

peop le of co lor as v ic t ims , do w e justify our cur r icu lum b y c la iming 

we ' r e jus t t rying to i l lustrate the depth of rac ism, or do w e take a sec -

ond look at our sy l labus to see if it is unba lanced? I f a he te rosexua l 

pe rson accuses us of p romot ing homosexual i ty , do w e jus t d i scount 

the remark as h o m o p h o b i a , or do w e th ink about h o w we ' r e present-

ing different sexua l or ienta t ions? If a co l league c o m m e n t s on the fact 

that the authors o f the b o o k s w e use in our c lasses are no t d iverse or 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , d o w e i m m e d i a t e l y c l a i m t h a t 

w e can ' t cover b o o k s b y everyone , o r do w e ask for r e c o m m e n d a -

t ions? We do not need to accept w h a t people say as the unadul te r -

ated truth, bu t w e can use their feedback as an oppor tun i ty for re-

flection. 

We can a lso not ice the events , d iscuss ions , or wor kshops that w e 

m a k e t ime to a t tend and those that w e neve r s eem to fit in. W e can 

cons ider h o w these choices reflect wha t w e cons ider more or less im-

por tant or issues w e wan t to avoid . I f we pr ide ourse lves on be ing 

m o r e sensi t ive and social ly consc ious than others or on be ing c o m -

mi t ted to equi ty and fairness, w e can find it m o r e difficult to ac-

k n o w l e d g e the w a y s in which w e do not l ive up to these ideals. Yet 

to t ruly achieve these goals , w e need to explore the places where w e 

fall short. 

In genera l , w e n e e d to k n o w our t r iggers . A l though there is al-

w a y s the chance that w e can b e surprised, w e can p a y ser ious at ten-

tion to the peop le or s i tuat ions that push ou r but tons . W e can ex-

plore w h e n w e feel m o s t vulnerable and wha t gets us m o s t angry. 

We can reflect on w h y w e have cer ta in react ions to cer ta in people . 

A s w e b e c o m e m o r e consc ious of our t r iggers , w e can find w a y s to 

m a n a g e and e l iminate them; w e can look to address their source . 

T h i s m a y m e a n w o r k i n g on hea l ing s o m e of o u r o w n pa in a n d 

w o u n d s or overcoming condi t ioned responses . 
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O n e w a y to do this is th rough self-talk. Before a c lass or in the 

m o m e n t w h e n a t r igger ing even t occurs , w e can s i lent ly ta lk to our -

se lves to get th rough the si tuation. W e migh t th ink things l ike, " R e -

member , they ' re speaking out o f pa in or ignorance , " " I c a n hand l e 

this ca lmly and rat ionally," " Jus t keep brea th ing ," " H e ' s jus t t ry ing 

to get m y goat, a n d I 'm no t go ing to fall for it ," or " S h e ' s jus t s h o w -

ing off for her friends, b u t she ' s p robably scared undernea th . " I f w e 

k n o w in advance the k inds of things that t end to push ou r bu t tons , 

w e can deve lop and pract ice in advance w h a t w e cou ld say to our-

se lves to keep us centered. 

A n o t h e r s t ra tegy that m o r e b road ly he lps us to b e present and to 

dea l wi th our t r iggers and pre judices is to prac t ice mindfu lness . 

Mindfu lness is the "art o f consc ious l iving." It m e a n s "pay ing at ten-

t ion in a p a r t i c u l a r w a y : o n p u r p o s e , in t he p r e s e n t m o m e n t , 

nonjudgmenta l ly . This k ind of at tent ion nur tures greater awareness , 

c la r i ty a n d a c c e p t a n c e of p r e s e n t - m o m e n t r ea l i t y" ( K a b a t - Z i n n , 

1994 , p. 4 ) . Mindfu lness is be ing a w a k e and aware and ab le to " look 

deeply." In s i tuat ions in which w e feel w e are not be ing consc ious or 

are i m m e r s e d in nega t ive react ions, it can he lp us return to a m o r e 

centered w a y of be ing and deepen ou r unders tand ing of w h a t is re-

al ly going on. B y deve loping mindfulness , w e are less l ikely to b e 

caugh t in condi t ioned responses and unproduc t ive thoughts . D u r -

ing the t imes w e do get s tuck, it provides a w a y out. W h e n w e are 

able to b e present and consc ious in the m o m e n t , it expands our un-

ders tanding and choices ; it pu ts us in touch wi th our w i s d o m and 

creativity. Mindfulness he lps us to deve lop awareness , ca lm, and j o y 

in our l ives and, b y extension, in our educat ing. We can m o v e a w a y 

from dual is t ic th inking and be t te r apprec ia te our in terconnect ion. 

Kaba t -Z inn sugges ts a w a y to check to see whe the r w e are real ly 

a w a k e — l o o k at o ther peop le and ask yourse l f if y o u are really see-

ing them or jus t you r thoughts about them. 

Essent ia l ly , mindfu lness prac t ice is consc ious brea th ing . You 

tune into and fol low you r breath. A helpful w a y to stay focused on 

your brea th ing is to say " In" as you brea the in and say " O u t " as y o u 

b r e a t h e out . You do th is s i l en t ly w i thou t t ry ing to con t ro l y o u r 

breath. Mindfu lness medi ta t ion is a w a y to sys temat ica l ly cul t ivate 

p re sen t -momen t awareness and to connec t your b o d y a n d m i n d . 

Mindfu lness medi ta t ion (as we l l as o ther forms of medi ta t ion) can 

be a "path for deve lop ing oneself , for refining one ' s percept ions , 

o n e ' s v iew, o n e ' s c o n s c i o u s n e s s " (Kaba t -Z inn , p . 2 6 4 ) . In m a n y 
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ways , mindfu lness is s imi lar to other medi ta t ive prac t ices . For these 

purposes , I wi l l no t go in to a c o m p a r i s o n or expla in in dep th the phi -

l o s o p h y a n d p r ac t i c e o f mind fu lnes s . T h e r e are cu r ren t ly m a n y 

helpful and access ib le b o o k s about mindfu lness medi ta t ion avai l -

able . (See , for e x a m p l e , Braza , 1997; Golds te in & Kornf ie ld , 1987 ; 

Hanh , 1 9 9 1 ; Kaba t -Z inn , 1994. ) A l though mindfu lness g rows ou t of 

B u d d h i s m , it is no t a re l igious pract ice and can b e d o n e a lone or 

a long wi th o ther spir i tual t radit ions. 

Developing and Maintaining Respect and Compassion 

E n g a g i n g in the p roce s s o f s e l f - d e v e l o p m e n t a n d re f lec t ion 

t e n d s to e x p a n d our c a p a c i t y for b e i n g o p e n - h e a r t e d a n d n o n -

judgmen ta l . Never the less , deve lop ing and main ta in ing respect and 

c o m p a s s i o n for peop le from pr iv i leged groups c a n still b e h igh ly 

cha l lenging . W h e n peop le act resistant , treat others (or us ) in hurtful 

ways , express offensive v iews , or p r e sume ent i t lement , it genera l ly 

strains our abil i ty to b e empath ic . Dea l ing wi th deep levels o f igno-

rance or defens iveness can b e frustrating. However , if w e seek to 

c r e a t e " t h e t e a c h i n g p r e s e n c e " a n d r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h a t s u p p o r t 

g rowth and change , w e need to b e able to sustain feel ings o f respect 

and compass ion . 

Wri t ing from a Buddh i s t perspect ive , Sharon Sa lzberg (1995) de-

fines compass ion as, 

The strength that arises out of seeing the true nature of suffering in 
the world. Compassion allows us to bear witness to that suffering, 
whether it is in ourselves or others, without fear; it allows us to 
name injustice without hesitation, and to act strongly, with all the 
skill at our disposal. To develop this mind state of compassion. . . is 
to learn to live with sympathy for all living beings, without excep-
tion, (p. 103) 

Her descr ipt ion conta ins severa l impor tan t com ponen t s that I 

wil l address in m o r e detail . First , c o m p a s s i o n encourages us to h a v e 

sympathy. Her use of s y m p a t h y is ak in to m y use o f e m p a t h y in that 

it requires us to b e able to sense wha t ano the r ' s exper i ence is l ike . It 

enhances our sense o f in terconnect ion. O n e thing that b locks these 

feelings is our inabil i ty to see the full h u m a n i t y o r h u m a n digni ty 

w i t h i n e a c h p e r s o n . A s I n o t e d e a r l i e r , w h e n w e o b j e c t i f y o r 

demonize individuals , w e unde rmine our abi l i ty to b e empa th i c and 
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accept ing. "Process can b e dest ruct ive w h e n w e lose sight o f the per -

son ' s potent ia l for learning, g rowth and c h a n g e " (Romney , Ta tum, & 

Jones , 1992 , p. 9 8 ) . W h e n w e deepen ou r unders tanding , w e deepen 

our capac i ty to real ly see others and, thus, to care abou t them. T h e r e 

are severa l w a y s w e can try to gain or recapture this sense o f h u m a n 

connec t ion . 

W e can d r a w u p o n our o w n exper iences of be ing a m e m b e r of a 

pr iv i leged group to unders t and the feel ings and behav io r s o f o thers 

from dominan t groups . W h e n e v e r I feel angry or frustrated wi th 

m e n w h o are unab le to see their pr ivi lege, are obl iv ious to c o m m o n 

acts o f sex ism, b e h a v e in condescend ing ways , or bel i t t le the con-

cerns of w o m e n , I th ink of all the t imes I 've hea rd peop le o f co lor ac -

cuse Wfhite peop le of these s a m e things . W h e n I see m e n be ing de-

fensive, feeling se l f -conscious about h o w to act and wha t to say, or 

t ired o f be ing m a d e aware of all the th ings they do as m e n that per -

petuate m a l e d o m i n a n c e , I can see m y own s t ruggles in un lea rn ing 

racism. It is h u mb l ing for m e to th ink about h o w difficult it has b e e n 

for m e to look at parts o f m y s e l f that I wish did no t exist (and s o m e 

that I still avo id) , h o w painful it has b e e n to acknowledge the w a y s 

in which I and o ther W h i t e peop le h a v e sys temat ica l ly oppressed 

others , and h o w ha rd it is to try to rid myse l f of ingra ined and s o m e -

t i m e s u n c o n s c i o u s a t t i tudes , be l i e f s , a n d b e h a v i o r s . Yet it is b y 

drawing on these s imi lar feel ings that I can deve lop m o r e c o m p a s -

sion for others in pr iv i leged groups. A s descr ibed in Chap te r 2, there 

are c o m m o n socia l forces that p roduce s o m e shared character is t ics 

of dominan t groups . I real ize that m y consc iousness and responses 

are no t so different from theirs . I can apprecia te the difficulty and ef-

fort invo lved in grappl ing wi th i ssues o f oppress ion as s o m e o n e 

from a pr iv i leged group. 

W h e n I a m hav ing difficulty feeling pat ient and compass iona te , 

I 've s tar ted to do a vers ion of a Buddh i s t medi ta t ion , Met ta , w h i c h is 

u s e d to he lp cul t ivate compass ion for onese l f and others . (This is de-

scr ibed in detai l in Salzberg , 1995) . I wi l l repeat to myself , " M a y I b e 

happy, m a y I be healthy, m a y I b e safe, m a y I b e at ease . " D e p e n d i n g 

on the t ime I have , I wi l l do this severa l t imes . I wi l l then th ink of 

s o m e o n e that I l ike and repeat the phrases directed at h e r or h i m , 

" M a y you b e happy, m a y you b e healthy, m a y you b e safe, m a y y o u 

be at ease . " I ' l l con t inue doing this as I think about s o m e o n e I h a v e 

neu t ra l feel ings for and , finally, about s o m e o n e w h o m I ' m hav ing 

difficulty l iking or accept ing. I 've b e e n a m a z e d at h o w this med i t a -
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t ion has a l lowed m e to b e m o r e ca lm and open. I wil l a l so do it si-

lently, wh i l e looking a round at the s tudents , as I sit wai t ing for a ses -

s ion to begin . I t r ied it one day wi th a class that w a s exper ienc ing a 

lot o f tens ion and conflict . I felt that they w e r e get t ing into r ig id pos i -

t ions and concep t ions o f each other, and I w a n t e d to do some th ing 

before w e e n g a g e d in further hard conversa t ion . A t the beg inn ing of 

c lass , I invi ted the s tudents to c lose their eyes and go th rough this 

p rocess wi th m e : th inking first about themse lves , then s o m e o n e in 

the class they h a d a g o o d rela t ionship with, then s o m e o n e they felt 

neu t ra l about , a n d then s o m e o n e they were hav ing difficulty wi th . 

A l t h o u g h it d idn ' t c o m p l e t e l y c h a n g e the c lass d y n a m i c s , it d id 

s eem to soften s o m e of the animosity, and it cer ta in ly a l lowed m e to 

b e m o r e present . 

A n o t h e r s t ra tegy to deve lop a sense of connec t ion is to try to 

look for some th ing good in the person. A s tri te as this m a y sound , it 

is no t u n c o m m o n for educa tors to ge t f ixated on the w a y s in w h i c h 

an indiv idual is unpleasan t or difficult and to lose s ight o f all e lse . 

A s long as we perce ive the indiv idual on ly in these terms, w e are un-

able to see the comple t e person and wi l l b e unab le to feel open ly to-

w a r d he r or h im. In ten t iona l ly look for admi rab le charac ter i s t ics 

and behaviors . I have ye t to b e unab le to identify some redeeming 

quality. Th is can provide an open ing to e x p a n d our v iew of the per-

son , deve lop s o m e posi t ive feel ings, and beg in to see h i m or he r 

m o r e fully as a h u m a n being. 

A n o t h e r re la ted approach is to separa te the h u m a n n e s s o f the 

pe r son from their act ions . Regard less o f w h a t peop le do or w h o they 

are, w e n e e d to r e m e m b e r that they are h u m a n be ings w i th inna te 

h u m a n dignity. It can b e helpful to r e m e m b e r that they are s o m e -

one ' s son o r daughte r o r to imag ine t h e m as young chi ldren, before 

they b e c a m e so d a m a g e d . Nonv io len t act ivists have this perspec t ive 

at the core of their ph i losophy and pract ice . 

A s Mar t in Lu the r King , Jr. (1981) , advised , 

When we look beneath the surface . . . we see within our enemy-

neighbor a measure of goodness and know that the viciousness 

and evilness of his acts are not quite representative of all that he is. 

We see him in a new light. We recognize that his hate grows out 

of fear, pride, ignorance, prejudice and misunderstanding, but in 

spite of this, we know God's image is effably etched in his being. 

Then we love our enemies by realizing that they are not totally bad. 

(p. 51) 
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A second c o m p o n e n t o f Sa lzberg ' s defini t ion s tates that to be 

compass iona t e m e a n s to recognize the pa in and suffering in our-

se lves and o thers and to bea r wi tness to it. A s H e n r y W a d s w o r t h 

Longfe l low said, " I f w e cou ld read the secret h is tory o f ou r enemies 

w e should find in each m a n ' s life so r row and suffering enough to 

d i sa rm all hos t i l i ty" (as quoted in Salzberg , 1995 , p . 125) . I f w e can 

t ruly a c k n o w l e d g e s o m e o n e ' s suffering, it can profoundly shift our 

perspec t ive and feel ings. We can see t hem as w o u n d e d indiv iduals , 

no t jus t as des t ruct ive o r " e v i l " people . Often the pa in is no t appar-

ent , especia l ly w h e n peop le h a v e mater ia l comfor t s or pos i t ions of 

socia l power . A s I d i scussed ear l ier in the contex t o f res is tance, peo -

ple w h o have no t dealt wi th their o w n pain are the ones m o s t l ikely 

to b e resis tant to acknowledg ing or address ing s o m e o n e e lse ' s suf-

fering; they are m o r e l ikely to mis t rea t others . In socia l jus t ice educa-

tion, w e often n e e d to he lp peop le hea l from their pain, especia l ly 

that c aused b y sys tems of domina t ion . Th i s requires that w e our-

se lves are able to b e an "en l igh tened w i tne s s " in their process . Bea r -

ing wi tness m e a n s accept ing peop le whe re they are and be ing wi th 

t h e m as they s t ruggle th rough unlearn ing and re learning. W e m a y 

n e e d to w o r k th rough s o m e of our o w n issues to h a v e the emot iona l 

capac i ty and unders tand ing to do this. 

Last , as Sa lzberg states in her definit ion, compass ion enab les us 

to take act ion and change the things that cause suffering and injus-

t ice. This is a cr i t ical po in t because be ing compass iona te is often m i s -

in terpre ted as be ing pass ive and inact ive. W e can accep t indiv iduals 

as p e o p l e wi th h u m a n d ign i ty and a c k n o w l e d g e thei r suffer ing 

whi le work ing to change their behav iors and the condi t ions that cre-

ate suffering. K i n g reminds us that w e can oppose the unjust sys t em 

whi le at the s a m e t ime loving the perpet ra tor of that sys tem. C o m -

pass ion does no t m e a n condon ing harmful act ion, denying injustice, 

accept ing abuse , or a l lowing inequity. Sa lzberg asser ts that to de-

ve lop compass ion , it is impor tan t to cons ider the h u m a n condi t ion 

on every leve l—personal , social , and pol i t ica l—and then to try to 

change the condi t ions that create the social p rob lems and cause suf-

fering (p. 114) . W h e n w e act wi th compass ion , w e are able to act wi th 

clarity, centeredness , a n d love , ra ther than out o f anger, fear, and 

pain. We can m a k e be t te r cho ices and imp lemen t them m o r e effec-

tively. Mar t in Lu the r King , Jr. p roposed that " L o v e is the on ly force 

capable o f t ransforming an e n e m y into a f r iend" (1981 , p . 5 4 ) . H e 

w a s referring no t to sent imenta l , affectionate love bu t to "under -

s tanding, redempt ive , creat ive good wil l for all m e n " (p. 5 2 ) . 
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Terms l ike evil and enemy migh t s eem harsh or ex t r eme w h e n 

th inking abou t s tudents and w o r k s h o p par t ic ipants or even abou t 

o thers w e encoun te r in our socia l change efforts. A n d a l though I 

h o p e that w e don ' t see the peop le w e w o r k wi th in this way, I h a v e 

hea rd (and have said) th ings that reflect this type o f th ink ing and 

feeling. W h e n w e are der is ive , d ismiss ive , insul t ing, or disdainful 

abou t ind iv idua ls b e c a u s e o f w h a t they h a v e done , their soc ia l iden-

tity, or their soc ia l posi t ion, I th ink w e beg in to take on this nega t ive 

view. A n d a l though the te rm love m a y s e e m a b i t overb lown, it is this 

spir i t that I th ink is crucia l to ou r work . It e n c o m p a s s e s the respect , 

non judgmenta lness , p resence , and e m p a t h y d e e m e d cent ra l to cre-

a t ing re la t ionships that foster change . 

I be l i eve this or ientat ion toward others is beneficial in all aspec ts 

of ou r l ives . Espec ia l ly w h e n w e are in an educa t iona l role , it is in-

c u m b e n t u p o n us to act in a respons ib le manner . In the rest o f our 

l ives , w e m a y choose no t to associa te wi th cer ta in indiv iduals , avo id 

e n g a g i n g in ce r t a in t y p e s o f c o n v e r s a t i o n s , or t rea t p e o p l e l e s s 

thoughtfully. (Some t imes I feel l ike I jus t w a n t to b e "of f duty.") Yet 

w h e n I 'm in an educa t iona l capacity, I a m accountab le to all the stu-

dents or par t ic ipants . I need to do m y bes t to do w h a t e v e r I can to 

he lp facili tate each pe r son ' s learning and growth. A l t h o u g h I canno t 

m a k e s o m e peop le think cri t ical ly or change , ne i ther can I jus t ignore 

t h e m or wr i te t h e m off. 

In a d iscuss ion abou t d ivers i ty training, a former s tudent and 

c o l l e a g u e e x c l a i m e d , " H o w c a n a n y o n e d o th is w o r k w i t h o u t a 

sense o f sp i r i tua l i ty?" I k n o w that m a n y peop le d o so, d rawing on 

o ther m o r a l or ph i losophica l f rameworks . However , va r ious spir i-

tual t radi t ions provide ph i losophies and pract ices that a id us in cu l -

t ivat ing love , compass ion , and mindfulness as w e w o r k for socia l 

jus t ice . (See Ingram, 1990 , as one of m a n y examples . ) In this chapter , 

I h a v e desc r ibed wha t I personal ly h a v e found m o s t helpful . I en-

courage readers to d r aw upon wha teve r f r ameworks and pract ices 

are mos t meaningfu l and useful to them. W e need all the s trength, 

w i sdom, a n d inspira t ion w e can get. 

Note 

1. I learned this expression several years ago and have found it very helpful, as 

have the people I've shared it with. So, at the risk of offending some readers, I wanted 

to share it here. 
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Hope and Possibilities 

Our obedience to the demands of justice can bring us the 

possibility of a far deeper happiness, security and sense of 

integnty than can any commitment to individual wealth 

or personal comfort. 

— D a v i d Hilf iker 

t is easy to look a round and feel s o m e despair at the state o f the 

wor ld . We can see the pervas ive p rob lems and formidable forces 

that i m p e d e our goal o f creat ing a jus t and car ing wor ld . Yet w e 

p robab ly a l so k n o w that this is no t the full reality. I f w e are to d o so-

cial jus t ice educat ion, I a s sume that each of us has our o w n exper i -

ences , theor ies , a n d bel iefs that a l low us to main ta in our faith that 

th ings can b e different. 

A sense o f h o p e and possibi l i ty is cri t ical for bo th educa tors and 

s tudents . A s an educator , I find that I often n e e d to ho ld ou t to o thers 

the possibi l i ty that change does and can occur, that there are m o r e 

hea l thy and product ive ways to structure ou r social , pol i t ical , a n d 

e c o n o m i c sys tems . Soc ia l jus t ice educa tors a lso n e e d to sus ta in the 

b e l i e f t ha t p e o p l e can c h a n g e a n d tha t p e o p l e f rom p r i v i l e g e d 

groups can accept and actively suppor t efforts toward greater equity. 

189 
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It is impor tan t that peop le learning abou t divers i ty and oppres -

sion real ize h o w our sense o f reali ty is socia l ly cons t ruc ted and can 

b e t ransformed. I f peop le accep t the dominan t w o r l d v i e w and ou r 

current sys tem as the w a y th ings are, have been , a n d wi l l a lways be , 

there is little reason to imag ine or w o r k for s ignif icant change . If 

they a s sume that efforts to p romote equi ty wi l l d imin i sh their l ives , 

t hey wil l resist a l ter ing the status quo . We n e e d to he lp indiv iduals 

deve lop pos i t ive al ternat ive vis ions and a sense o f hopefulness that 

they can b e ach ieved . In this chapter , I wil l cons ider h o w our stu-

dents and w e can retain a sense o f op t imism in creat ing a different 

future. I ' l l sugges t s o m e mode l s and signs to nur ture ou r sense of 

h o p e and possibil i ty. T h r o u g h o u t th is d iscuss ion , I wi l l re turn to 

s o m e of the t hemes I h a v e ra ised ear l ier in the book . 

Shifting the Paradigm 

A s I d i scussed in Chap te r s 2 and 4 , the dominan t i deo logy and 

suppor t ing social s t ructures shape our at t i tudes, opin ions , b e h a v -

i o r s , a n d o p e n n e s s to c h a n g e . T h e d o m i n a n t p a r a d i g m is t he 

thoughts , percept ions , va lues , and bel iefs that form a par t icular vi-

s ion of reality. It inf luences wha t peop le a s sume to be true abou t 

themse lves , o thers , and social relat ions. Peop le tend to see real i ty 

the w a y the dominan t pa rad igm por t rays it. In turn, ideo logy be -

c o m e s the perce ived reality. W h a t peop le a s sume to be n o r m a l and 

na tura l affects wha t they can envis ion or be l i eve can b e ach ieved . A s 

long as peop le accept sys tems of domina t ion as inevi table and as-

s u m e that it is h u m a n na ture to wan t to control o thers , there is l i t t le 

h o p e for creat ing a jus t society. A s long as people are cond i t ioned to 

accept that pe rsona l va lue is ga ined b y a sense of superiority, they 

wi l l b e re luctant to s top s tr iving to b e bet ter than others o r to t rans-

form unjust social s tructures. We n e e d to he lp peop le under s t and 

h o w our social s t ructures and ideo logy shape our sense of reality. 

A n d jus t as important , w e n e e d to provide al ternat ives to our pres-

ent sys tem. 

A l though there are m a n y w a y s to descr ibe our current real i ty 

and al ternat ive w a y s o f organiz ing society, I ' l l focus on t w o f rame-

w o r k s descr ibed b y R iane Eis ler (Eisler, 1987, 1996 ; Eis ler & L o y e , 

1 9 9 0 / 1 9 9 8 ) . B y ident ifying under ly ing socia l pat terns , Eis le r h a s de-

p ic ted two different types of social organizat ion. She desc r ibes a 

domina to r m o d e l and a par tnership m o d e l that m a k e ve ry different 
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assumptions about human beings, social relationships, and social 
structures. Her descriptions of these models are based on extensive 
cross-cultural and historical evidence from anthropology, archaeol-
ogy, religion, history, art, and the social sciences. I find these con-
structs helpful in educational contexts for several reasons. First, they 
are based on actual human societies, not imagined realities. Second, 
they present models of social organization in a fairly neutral and ac-
cessible way. Third, they help people look at the connections be-
tween social structures and underlying cultural and personal pat-
terns. Rather than just describing particular elements of more 
egalitarian societies or human relationships, they illustrate a com-
prehensive social system with interrelated aspects. 

According to Eisler (1987), the main characteristics of a domina-
tor model include the following: 

• Ranking and inequality, in which differences are systemati-
cally converted into superior and inferior (beginning with 
men and women) 

• Hierarchical and authoritarian social structures 

• Institutionalized social violence 

• Widespread infliction of or threat of pain 

Because the dominator model relies on fear and force to main-
tain the system, trust is systematically undermined. Power is often 
used to dominate and destroy—people as well as nature. A sense of 
scarcity is created to justify exploitive economic policies and a poli-
tics of fear. Planning is for the short term, with little thought for fu-
ture generations. 

Our current social organization, with its various forms of op-
pression, resembles the dominator model in many ways. This is re-
flected in our high rates of incarceration (especially of the poor and 
of men of color), the grossly unequal distribution of wealth, wide-
spread incidents of rape and domestic violence, the exploitation of 
human and natural resources, the competitive individualism within 
our institutions, and the threat of job loss or physical harm if one is 
too much of a threat to the status quo. 

In contrast, the partnership model highlights the following: 

• Linking, in which differences (beginning with males and fe-
males) are valued and respected 
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• A low degree o f social v io lence whe re v io lence is no t a s t ruc-

tural c o m p o n e n t o f the sys tem 

• Genera l ly egal i tar ian socia l s t ructures 

• In teract ions ba sed on mu tua l respect and e m p o w e r m e n t 

In the par tnersh ip sys tem, h u m a n re la t ions are he ld toge ther 

m o r e b y trust a n d p leasure than b y fear and pain. Equal i ty is ac-

t ively nour i shed . P o w e r is genera l ly used to give, nur ture , and i l lu-

mina t e life. A sense of abundance is c rea ted , wi th a va lue p laced on 

ensur ing that peop le are taken care of. P lann ing inc ludes long- te rm 

concern for present and future genera t ions . 

Eis le r cau t ions that these m o d e l s are no t mu tua l l y exc lus ive . 

She main ta ins that h is tory is shaped b y the tens ions b e t w e e n these 

a l te rna t ive sys tems . B o t h m o d e l s ope ra te wi th in a g iven society, 

wi th in a g iven inst i tut ion, and wi thin a g iven individual . Yet societ-

ies tend to or ient more toward one than the other. S o m e differences 

b e t w e e n the mode l s are due to differences in emphas i s or degree . 

Fo r example , a l though there m a y b e coopera t ion in bo th m o d e l s , in 

the domina to r mode l , coopera t ion is genera l ly b a s e d on fear and ag-

gress ion toward an out-group (consider war, t eam sports , bus iness ) . 

In the par tnersh ip mode l , coopera t ion is ba sed on trust and reci-

proc i ty wi th the o ther group or o ther individuals (cons ider coopera -

t ive learning) . 

Moreover , h ierarchies exis t in bo th mode l s , b u t they are c o n c e p -

t u a l i z e d v e r y different ly. In a d o m i n a t o r m o d e , h i e r a r c h i e s are 

b a s e d on p o w e r ove r o thers and are used for the purpose o f domina -

tion. These types of h ierarchies separa te people , suppress empathy, 

and stifle creativity. In contrast , in a par tnersh ip m o d e , there are hi-

erarchies o f actual izat ion. T h e s e he lp br ing forth ou r h u m a n poten-

t ials . T h e y suppor t our g rowth and d e v e l o p m e n t (such as in the 

cases o f parents wi th chi ldren or men to r s wi th men tees ) . 

A par tnersh ip pat tern o f social relat ions is no t a Utopian mode l . 

Accord ing to Eisler, it is unreal is t ic to a s sume that there w o u l d b e n o 

v io lence , pain, or cruel ty in such a m o d e l because these s e e m to b e 

par t of the h u m a n condi t ion (Eisler & Koege l , 1996) . Howeve r , in 

par tnersh ip societ ies , these m o d e s of relat ing are nei ther idea l ized 

nor inst i tut ional ized. Domina t ion , fear, and force are no t needed to 

main ta in r igid and coerc ive sys tems o f ranking. In a domina to r sys-

tem, there tends to b e a h igh degree o f conflict , w i th a win- lose ori-

entat ion. Confl ic t is v io lent ly suppressed w h e n it threatens the dorn-
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inant g roup and is encouraged when it benef i ts the status q u o (such 

as wi th in and b e t w e e n oppressed groups) . In contrast , a par tnersh ip 

sys t em open ly recognizes conflict , sees it as potent ia l ly creat ive , a n d 

tries to m a k e it nonvio len t . A win-win or ientat ion is p romoted . 

Ex tend ing the w o r k of Eisler, K o e g e l (1997) sugges t s that these 

pa rad igms of socia l relat ions lead to different w a y s o f th inking and 

act ing. T h e domina to r m o d e l encourages peop le to a s sume that p e o -

ple are inherent ly selfish, insat iable , and violent ; that socia l life is a 

zero-sum, win- lose conflict; that relat ional inequal i ty is inevi table ; 

and that s t ructural inequal i ty is desirable . O n the o ther hand , part-

nersh ip pat terns lead peop le to a s s u m e that people are or can b e car -

ing, benevolen t , and respectful ; that social s t ructures can foster in-

st i tut ional dynamics that are m o r e win-win; that re la t ional equal i ty 

is p o s s i b l e ; a n d tha t i n c r e a s i n g s t ruc tu ra l e q u a l i t y is b e n e f i c i a l 

(p. 4 9 ) . Un le s s the domina to r p a r a d i g m is cha l l enged , there is a m u -

tual ly reinforcing cycle . People wil l con t inue to reproduce the w a y s 

of th inking and act ing that a l low sys tems of domina t ion to exist . 

Certainly, the concep ts p resen ted in the domina to r and par tner-

ship mode l s are no t new. In the past few decades , psychologis t s a n d 

soc ia l sc ient i s t s h a v e b e e n i l lumina t ing aspec t s o f a pa r tne r sh ip 

m o d e l in in terpersonal re la t ionships and ins t i tu t ional s t ruc tures . 

Feminis t s , in part icular, have been cr i t iquing pat r iarchal sys tems , 

redefining power , and creat ing al ternat ive persona l and organiza-

t ional dynamics (see Miller , 1 9 7 6 , 1 9 9 1 ; S ta rhawk, 1 9 8 2 , 1 9 8 7 ) . West -

ern, patr iarchal societ ies have p redominan t ly concep tua l i zed p o w e r 

as power over, as re la t ionships o f domina t ion that invo lve force, ex -

ploi tat ion, coerc ion, and manipula t ion . Cons is ten t wi th a d o m i n a t o r 

mode l , p o w e r is seen as the abil i ty to get one ' s own needs m e t b y b e -

ing able to cont ro l o thers . A n a l ternat ive concep t ion of p o w e r is 

power with. In this view, p o w e r is seen as "be ing a b l e " or hav ing the 

"capac i ty to p roduce a c h a n g e " (Miller, 1 9 9 1 , p . 198) . In power -wi th 

re la t ionships , "a l l par t ic ipants in the relat ionship interact in w a y s 

tha t b u i l d c o n n e c t i o n and e n h a n c e e v e r y o n e ' s p e r s o n a l p o w e r " 

(Surrey, 1 9 9 1 , p . 165) . T h e w o r k of the S tone Cente r at Wel les ley Co l -

lege has focused on deve lop ing theories that val idate and expl ica te 

these types o f re la t ionships (Jordan et al., 1 9 9 1 ; Jordan , 1997) . T h e y 

talk abou t " m u t u a l e m p o w e r m e n t " and "agency- in -communi ty . " 

P o w e r wi th emphas i zes in te rdependence and deve lop ing the capac -

ity to act and do together. In synergis t ic commun i t i e s w h e r e p o w e r 

wi th f lour ishes , " se l f a n d c o m m u n i t y w o r k toward the c o m m o n 
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g o o d wh i l e seek ing to fulfill thei r o w n perce ived n e e d s " (Katz , 1986 , 

p. 2 2 , as c i ted in Kreisberg, 1 9 9 2 ) . 1 O ther social scient is ts and act iv-

is ts h a v e b e e n a d v a n c i n g in t h eo ry and p r a c t i c e m o r e ega l i t a r -

i a n , c o l l a b o r a t i v e , a n d d e m o c r a t i c o r g a n i z a t i o n s a n d p o l i -

c i e s — w o r k e r - o w n e d a n d c o o p e r a t i v e l y s t r u c t u r e d w o r k p l a c e s , 

e c o n o m i c pol ic ies that don ' t va lue profits ove r people , and pol i t ical 

p rocesses that are truly pa r t i c i pa to ry 2 

I h a v e a sked s tudents to identify h o w they have exper ienced 

par tnersh ip and domina to r types o f relat ions in their o w n l ives—in 

persona l and inst i tut ional contexts . Peop le have little difficulty de-

scr ibing e x a m p l e s of domina to r relat ions, whe the r wi th a control -

l ing parent , an author i tar ian teacher, an a r rogant and d i smiss ive 

doctor, a possess ive and abus ive lover, or a boss w h o expec ted obe-

d ience and conformity. T h e y eas i ly r e m e m b e r exper iences wi th so-

cial service agencies , the pol ice , jud ic ia l sys tems , and g o v e r n m e n t 

bureaucrac ies in which they were threa tened, in t imidated , and de-

n ied a voice . Ident ifying par tnership pat terns is m o r e cha l leng ing 

for s o m e , e spec ia l ly in o rgan iza t iona l se t t ings . M o s t p e o p l e can 

ident ify in te rpersona l re la t ionships wi th fami ly and fr iends that 

were suppor t ive and mutua l ly fulfilling. S o m e peop le can th ink of 

w o r k s i tuat ions in wh ich they were t reated respectfully, invo lved in 

dec i s ion m a k i n g , and e n c o u r a g e d to cont r ibu te . O the r s desc r ibe 

c l a s s room e n v i r o n m e n t s that fostered equ i tab le par t ic ipa t ion , an 

apprec ia t ion of differences, creativity, and suppor t for each o the r ' s 

learning. Peop le also d iscuss r e l ig ious / sp i r i tua l g roups w h e r e there 

is a loving and suppor t ive a tmosphere and shared efforts to a t tend 

to ind iv idual and c o m m u n i t y needs . 

It is impor tan t to provide real i l lustrat ions o f par tnersh ip pat-

terns. D o i n g so a l lows people to imag ine a n d exper ience different 

w a y s of th inking, feeling, and relat ing. Specif ic examples he lp m a k e 

the concep t s o f par tnersh ip c o m e al ive. Peop le can be t t e r under -

s tand the difference b e t w e e n ranking and l inking b y hav ing the op-

por tuni ty to w o r k effectively on a group project in w h i c h var ious 

abi l i t ies a n d ta len ts a re v a l u e d and p e o p l e are no t b e i n g p i t t ed 

agains t each o ther for recogni t ion and persona l gain. B y learning 

nonv io len t confl ict resolut ion ski l ls , peop le can apprecia te h o w con-

flict can b e an oppor tun i ty for learning and growth; that it is no t nec -

essar i ly a dest ruct ive process . 

However , the par tnership m o d e l is m o r e than jus t the s u m of its 

par ts ; these e lements are not i sola ted events . In a par tnersh ip para-
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digm, they are par t of a larger in tegra ted sys t em that has ve ry differ-

ent under ly ing va lues a n d assumpt ions . T h e y are aspec ts o f an in-

ter locking pat tern that fosters a different w a y of organiz ing socia l 

relat ions on a societal level . A s m a n y of us know, it is often difficult 

to create and sustain par tnersh ip structures and pat terns o f in terac-

tion w h e n they are e m b e d d e d in a social con tex t that opera tes ac-

cord ing to domina to r n o r m s a n d values . In fact, the larger sys t em 

can b e host i le to such efforts and usua l ly is . Bo th the ideo logy a n d 

socia l s t ructures n e e d to change in order to advance real social j u s -

t ice. In sum, it is n o t poss ib le to create true equ i ty and sys temic part-

nersh ip relat ions wi thin a domina to r parad igm. 

Clearly, the domina to r and par tnersh ip m o d e l s h a v e impl ica -

t ions for h o w social , pol i t ical , and e c o n o m i c relat ions are organized . 

It is not m y intent to prescr ibe h o w these shou ld be s tructured. I of-

fer these mode l s as tools to expand peop le ' s f rame of reference, as 

sugges t ions about n e w w a y s to conceptua l ize reality, a n d as cha l -

lenges to the a s sumpt ion that h u m a n na ture or innate differences 

a lone are respons ib le for inequi t ies . T h e s e f rameworks can he lp in-

d iv iduals see h o w pat terns of social organiza t ion foster oppress ion 

and social injustice. T h e dominan t ideo logy a n d socia l s tructures en-

courage personal and material gain at the expense of others (and the 

environment) , assume that there is not enough for everyone, and insti-

tutionalize force and fear (explicit or implicit) to maintain compliance. 

These pa rad igms also he lp people to eva lua te current sys tems 

and envis ion al ternat ives . Partnership literacy is the abil i ty to u se the 

domina to r and par tnersh ip mode l s to ana lyze individual , interper-

sonal , inst i tut ional , and cul tural dynamics . It a l lows us to e x a m i n e 

the ways in which w e h a v e b e c o m e condi t ioned to accept pa t te rns o f 

domina t ion and subordina t ion and h o w these domina to r pa t te rns 

opera te in our o w n l ives. Par tnership l i teracy also enables us to de-

ve lop w a y s to foster par tnersh ip pat terns o f relat ing and t ransform 

sys tems o f dominat ion . It can he lp us m o v e from a domina to r to a 

par tnersh ip w a y of life. Educa tors can help p r o m o t e par tnership lit-

eracy. 

To have greater social jus t ice , w e n e e d to shift the current para-

d igm. We need to provide vis ions and al ternat ives that change peo -

p le ' s ways o f thinking, act ing, and behav ing . A s long as w e opera te 

w i t h i n o u r cu r r en t p a r a d i g m , p e o p l e f rom e i the r the d o m i n a n t 

g roup or the subord ina te g roup wil l seek d o m i n a n c e and super ior-

ity. Regard less of wh ich group or ind iv idua l is in power , the s a m e 
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oppress ive , unequal , and unfair dynamics wil l b e in p lace . In this 

sense , the a im is no t to change roles o r change w h o has p o w e r b u t to 

c h a n g e the very na ture of the sys tem. 

The Appeal of Partnership Relations and 
Social Justice to People from Privileged Groups 

Al though mo re equi table , par tnership-or iented d y n a m i c s m a y 

s o u n d appeal ing , is it l ikely that peop le from pr iv i leged g roups wi l l 

t rade in thei r p o w e r ove r for p o w e r wi th? It is c lear ly na ive to as-

s u m e that any fundamen ta l p rogress ive soc ia l c h a n g e is s imp le , 

quick, or easy. I can jus t as eas i ly a rgue that the glass is ha l f e m p t y 

( that s ignificant socia l change is unl ike ly) as that it is ha l f full ( that 

there are hopeful s igns o f socia l t ransformat ion) . W h a t Γ11 offer here 

are w a y s in w h i c h socia l jus t ice does and can at tract peop le from 

d o m i n a n t groups . In Chap te r s 7 and 8 ,1 descr ibed specific w a y s to 

mot iva te peop le from pr iv i leged groups to suppor t social jus t ice ef-

forts. In this chapter , I approach the issue less s trategical ly and m o r e 

phi losophical ly . I ' l l exp lore the b roade r appea l o f equi ty to advan-

taged groups and some reasons w h y they w o u l d embrace it. 

In Chap te r 6, w e saw that one of the genera l costs o f oppress ion 

to peop le from pr iv i leged groups w a s the loss of h u m a n i t y and au-

thenticity. Sys t emic socia l injustice c o m p r o m i s e s their abil i ty to l ive 

wi th integrity, mean ing , and honesty. It impedes their abi l i ty to lead 

l ives that that are fulfilling and that nur ture their full h u m a n poten-

tial . Oppres s ion interferes w i th the h u m a n needs for recogni t ion 

and in te rconnec tedness . 

W i n e m a n (1984) d iscusses w h y peop le w o u l d seek to change a 

sys t em in wh ich they are advan taged . H e sugges ts that super ior i ty 

and domina t ion are self- l imit ing exper iences : 

Exercising power over others does not oppress the oppressor, it 

is simply a less attractive, less gratifying, less human way of life 

than treating people as equals and respecting their full human-

ity. Negative consciousness or rejecting access to the privilege 

and power of the oppressor is based on the notion that equal re-

lations can be experienced as more rewarding than top-down 

relations, (p. 187) 
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Al l peop le ' s bas ic h u m a n i t y and integri ty are be t te r nur tu red 

w h e n they can exper i ence mutual i ty, sensit ivity, connec tedness , a n d 

shared power . Acco rd ing to W i n e m a n (1984) , peop le are m o r e l ikely 

to m a k e sacrif ices or changes w h e n these changes are connec ted to 

the qual i ty o f their eve ryday l ives ra ther than w h e n they are jus t 

b a s e d on ideologica l bel iefs . W h e n peop le can recognize h o w their 

pe r sona l re la t ions are e n h a n c e d b y rejecting or d i smant l ing super i -

or i ty and domina t ion , they can see the persona l reward o f greater 

equality. 

Preference for Partnership Relationships 

In his w o r k wi th g radua te and undergradua te s tudents , K o e g e l 

(1998) found suppor t for the v iew that peop le preferred relat ion-

ships b a s e d on the par tnership mode l . He asked hundreds of indi-

v idua ls to descr ibe their bes t and wor s t re la t ionships . T h e s e rela-

t ionships cou ld b e in the pr iva te r ea lm—with a friend, lover, parent , 

o r s i b l i n g — o r i n t he p u b l i c r e a l m — w i t h a b o s s , t e a c h e r , o r 

co-worker . K o e g e l consis tent ly found similari t ies in h o w peop le de-

scr ibed their bes t and wors t re la t ionships . T ime and again, despi te 

differences in the context of the relationships, s tudents character ized 

their wors t re la t ionships as unequa l and unfair. T h e s e types of rela-

t ionships m a d e peop le feel d imin i shed , inferior, weak , and viola ted. 

Summar iz ing the c o m m o n characterist ics of the wors t relation-

ships, K o e g e l (1998) notes that these re la t ionships rout inely do the 

fol lowing: 

a) use intimidation, domination, and manipulation to maintain an 
unequal, unjust relationship and to resolve conflicts; b) convert 
differences into right and wrong, good and bad, better and worse; 
c) make one person feel more competent and complete and the 
other feel more incompetent and incomplete; d) generate what 
Abraham Maslow (1968) calls "deficit motivations" for the subor-
dinate parties (such as fear, insecurity, shame, distrust of self, and 
mistrust of others) and the dominant parties (such as selfishness, 
intolerance, anger, arrogance); and e) draw on the widespread cul-
tural belief that supports dominance, (p. 29) 

O n the o ther hand , mos t of the bes t re la t ionships were desc r ibed 

as m u t u a l l y e m p o w e r i n g a n d m u t u a l l y b e n e f i c i a l . T h e y w e r e 

win-win; b o t h peop le ga ined and grew. T h e rela t ionships were seen 
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as bas ica l ly fair a n d equa l wi th a h igh degree of rec iproci ty and re-

spons iveness . Peop le in these re la t ionships genera l ly felt s tronger, 

m o r e comple te , m o r e connec ted , va lued , and happier . In these rela-

t ionships , individuals 

a) work to promote relational mutuality and to reduce inequality 

within the relationship; b) value the process of meeting the needs 

and enhancing the growth of each other; c) strive to maximize pro-

ductive conflict, to minimize destructive conflict, and to honor dif-

ferences within the relationship; d) engage in mutual caring, re-

sponsibility, and respect; e) cultivate empathy, compassion, 

understanding; and f) reflect an established cultural belief that 

supports partnership, (p. 30) 

For obv ious reasons , peop le prefer the more egal i tar ian, mu tu -

al ly en r i ch ing re la t ionsh ips that r e s emb le pa r tne r sh ip d y n a m i c s 

ra ther than the unequa l and unfair ones based on domina to r dy-

namics . To be sure, s o m e indiv iduals a cknowledge that they h a v e 

en joyed b e i n g in the d o m i n a n t role in an u n e q u a l r e l a t i onsh ip . 

However , few, if any, spon taneous ly cite such an ins tance as an ex-

ample o f their be s t re la t ionship. K o e g e l uses this exerc ise as a w a y to 

explore issues o f social d o m i n a n c e and pr ivi lege sys tems b y m a k i n g 

the l ink b e t w e e n people ' s o w n persona l exper iences and socie ta l dy-

namics . Th i s a lso provides the oppor tun i ty to d iscuss w h y s o m e 

peop le prefer be ing in power -over re la t ionships . We c a n exp lo re 

h o w this is l inked to the w a y that peop le are condi t ioned to feel im-

por tant and successful , again cha l lenging the no t ion that people in-

herent ly w a n t to oppress others . 

B e n e f i t s o f S o c i a l J u s t i c e 

A s prev ious ly d iscussed , people from dominan t g roups are able 

to recognize n u m e r o u s psychologica l , mora l / sp i r i t ua l , social , intel-

lectual , and mater ia l cos ts o f oppress ion to themse lves and others 

from pr iv i leged groups . In a myr i ad o f ways , they real ize the loss of 

men ta l heal th and an authent ic sense of self; the loss and d iminish-

m e n t of re la t ionships; the loss of mora l integri ty and spir i tual cen-

ter; the loss of a full r ange of knowledge ; and the loss of safety, re-

sources , and qual i ty of life. Yet e l iminat ing the cos ts does no t c lear ly 

indicate wha t it m igh t b e l ike i f there was t rue equality. 
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I h a v e also found that peop le from pr iv i leged groups can readi ly 

identify the benefi ts o f socia l jus t ice . M a n y peop le real ize their per -

sona l s take in fostering equity. Imagin ing a different future reduces 

the t endency for people from dominan t g roups to b e c o m e a t tached 

to v ic t im status w h e n they real ize the costs . We can encourage p e o -

ple from pr iv i leged groups to see that creat ing " l iber ty and jus t i ce 

for a l l " can , in fact, have posi t ive results for them as wel l as o thers . 

Enab l ing t h e m to identify and envis ion the benefi ts of greater equ i ty 

offers an invi ta t ion for change . It e n c o u r a g e s peop le to c o n s i d e r 

w a y s to create a be t te r socie ty for everyone . W h e n peop le from d o m -

inant groups recognize wha t they s tand to gain, they are m o r e mot i -

va ted to change . 

Below, I present s o m e of the benefi ts o f social jus t ice that peop le 

f rom p r i v i l e g e d g r o u p s h a v e d i s c u s s e d . T h e p o s i t i v e effects o f 

equal i ty that I br ief ly descr ibe are b a s e d more on conjecture than m y 

discuss ion of the costs . B e c a u s e w e have yet to live in a t ruly jus t so-

ciety, the benefi ts sugges ted b e l o w are based on w h a t peop le imag-

ine life w o u l d b e like. T h e y a lso reflect our exper iences w h e n w e do 

h a v e m o m e n t s o f f reedom, authent ic i ty , a n d equ i ty (in re la t ion-

sh ips , p e r s o n a l pursu i t s , w o r k p l a c e s , s o c i a l / r e l i g i o u s o rgan i za -

t ions) . Exac t ly h o w the benefi ts wou ld look or be exper i enced w o u l d 

depend in par t on the larger social sys tem. M y intent is no t to por-

tray a full a l ternat ive reality. Rather , it is to point to possibi l i t ies a n d 

to sugges t h o w jus t ice cou ld lead to greater humani ty , connec t ion , 

and fulfil lment for peop le from pr iv i leged groups . 

Psychologically, peop le cou ld have the f reedom to explore their 

interests and abil i t ies wi thout the interference of rigid, ex terna l ly 

imposed n o r m s and expecta t ions . The re cou ld b e greater oppor tu-

n i ty for c rea t iv i ty and expe r imen ta t i on . I nd iv idua l s c o u l d h a v e 

greater trust and conf idence in their a ccompl i shmen t s wi thout feel-

ing they were s o m e h o w il l-gotten or fraudulent. Rea l cho ice abou t 

h o w one w a n t e d to l ive one ' s l ife—in terms of work , partner, or l ife-

s ty l e—cou ld b e ava i lab le . P sycho log ica l a n d e m o t i o n a l d e v e l o p -

m e n t w o u l d be nur tured and enhanced . 

M a n y fears and worr ies wou ld a lso d iminish . Peop le w o u l d b e 

able to w a l k the streets, interact wi th others , and explore n e w areas 

and in teres ts w i th a grea te r s ense o f ease . T h e fear o f offending 

s o m e o n e from a d o m i n a t e d g roup or of re ta l ia t ion and v io l ence 

from the have-no ts w o u l d fade. Peop le cou ld spend less energy on 

protect ing and wor ry ing about themse lves , their loved ones , a n d 
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their possess ions and w o u l d h a v e m o r e t ime for p roduc t ive and en-

joyab le pursui ts . 

Socially, if the dominant - subord ina te s t ructure and o ther barr i -

ers that b l o c k equa l re la t ionships b e t w e e n people were r emoved , 

meaningfu l connec t ions wi th different k inds of peop le cou ld b e es-

t ab l i shed . R e l a t i o n s h i p s that w e r e p r e v i o u s l y p r e v e n t e d or d i s -

tor ted cou ld b e a l lowed to flourish on the bas is o f m u t u a l interests 

and respect . Differences in social identi t ies wou ld no t tear famil ies 

or c o m m u n i t i e s apart . Indiv iduals w o u l d no t h a v e to c h o o s e be -

tween l iving their consc ience and their hear t and main ta in ing im-

po r t an t r e l a t ionsh ips . P e o p l e w o u l d n o l o n g e r b e i so l a t ed f rom 

other h u m a n be ings . The re w o u l d be greater potent ia l for hones ty 

and depth in re la t ionships . 

Morally, b e c a u s e the condi t ions that g ive rise to m a n y m o r a l 

cont radic t ions and pangs of consc ience w o u l d be e l imina ted , peop le 

cou ld m o r e eas i ly create l ives that w o u l d b e consonan t wi th their 

mora l i ty and spirituality. They could exper ience a sense of l ibera-

tion as a result of act ing in w a y s consis tent wi th their bel iefs and of 

k n o w i n g that o thers can live wi th d igni ty as well . Peop le could feel 

p r ide in their ident i ty and life choices , not shame , guil t , or envy. 

The re w o u l d b e greater f reedom to explore the wor ld , no t a n e e d to 

ra t ional ize or h ide from it for fear o f mora l discomfort . 

Intellectually, p eop l e ' s m i n d s a n d w o r l d s c o u l d b e e x p a n d e d 

and enr iched b y the exposure to and k n o w l e d g e of other w a y s of be -

ing and do ing (e.g., so lv ing p rob lems , set t ing priori t ies , relat ing to 

na ture) . Inte l lectual and personal deve lopmen t cou ld flourish. P e o -

ple cou ld more readi ly enjoy the foods, mus ic , and arts from other 

cul tura l t radi t ions. T h e divers i ty of wor ldv iews cou ld cont r ibu te to 

our unders tand ing of the universe a n d to a more comple te and accu-

rate v iew of reality. We also cou ld h a v e access to the creativity, w i s -

dom, and ins ights from all those w h o could he lp i l luminate and al le-

via te socia l concerns . O u r potent ia l as h u m a n be ings and a p lane t 

w o u l d h a v e the greates t oppor tuni ty to deve lop and thrive. 

Materially and physically, peop le w o u l d expe r i ence less s t ress 

and economic insecurity. For mos t people , their s tandard of l iving 

w o u l d rise if wea l th we re dis t r ibuted more equitably. Wi thou t the 

in tergroup confl icts that are p romoted to prevent peop le from unit-

ing to change an unjust sys tem, w e w o u l d b e able to h a v e more ef-

fect ive and col labora t ive work ing re la t ionships in workp laces that 

did not exploi t employees . Because indiv idual and cul tura l differ-
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ences w o u l d exist , conflict i tself w o u l d not disappear , b u t it w o u l d 

no t b e fueled b y social , pol i t ical , and e c o n o m i c inequit ies . T h e w a y s 

of address ing confl ict w o u l d a l so be signif icantly different and far 

m o r e product ive , as d i scussed earlier. M o r a l e w o u l d improve , a n d 

the barr iers b e t w e e n peop le that were based on socia l ident i t ies a n d 

h ierarchica l posi t ions w o u l d b e e l iminated . Organ iza t ions w o u l d b e 

be t te r able to at tract and retain des i red employees and be t te r ab le to 

a l low them to m a x i m i z e their talents and contr ibut ions . 

Because hous ing w o u l d n o longer be (de facto) segrega ted , p e o -

ple wou ld have m o r e opt ions for whe re to l ive, at more reasonab le 

pr ices . Overa l l , publ ic s choo l s w o u l d be i m p r o v e d , a n d send ing 

chi ldren to pr ivate schools to get a g o o d and safe educa t ion w o u l d 

no t b e necessary. N e i g h b o r h o o d s cou ld reflect the divers i ty o f our 

soc ie ty and a l low for the deve lopmen t of re la t ionships across differ-

ences . 

V i o l e n c e w o u l d b e s igni f icant ly r educed . B e c a u s e all p e o p l e 

w o u l d h a v e their bas ic needs m e t and their h u m a n rights respec ted , 

there w o u l d be less n e e d to engage in personal ly and social ly de-

s t ruct ive ac t ions . T h e resources and ene rgy used to ma in t a in in-

equal i t ies and to address the results o f socia l injustice cou ld b e u s e d 

to address i ssues that affect u s all. There w o u l d b e m o r e m o n e y 

avai lable to devote to th ings l ike heal th , educat ion, and the envi ron-

ment . The re w o u l d b e more t ime and energy avai lable to deve lop 

b r o a d - b a s e d efforts on o the r c o m m o n c o n c e r n s b e c a u s e p e o p l e 

w o u l d no t be f ighting for their bas ic r ights , exhaus t ed from jus t try-

ing to survive , or d isenfranchised from society. 

A bet ter -educated , product ive , and engaged popu lace cou ld al-

low us to bet ter real ize our na t iona l democra t i c goals . If peop le re-

ally be l i eve that a democ racy is the bes t form of gove rnmen t a n d 

w a y of life, this cou ld provide us wi th a c loser m o d e l o f w h a t it 

m igh t t ruly look like. O u r pol i t ical sys t em and other organiza t ions 

cou ld b e more reflect ive of and respons ive to the needs o f (all) the 

people . Wi thou t such compe l l i ng self-interests, fostered b y soc ia l 

and e c o n o m i c inequi t ies , there cou ld be greater oppor tun i ty for in-

st i tut ions to function m o r e effectively and efficiently. 

These benefi ts are also in te rconnec ted . Psycho log ica l wel l -be ing 

is o n e aspect that can under l ie or affect o ther benefi ts . If ind iv iduals 

h a v e good men ta l heal th , inc luding a s t rong sense of se l f -es teem 

and persona l authentici ty, they are m o r e l ikely to desire a n d b e ab le 

to h a v e meaningfu l re la t ionships wi th different peop le and to feel a 
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sense of connec t ion and responsibi l i ty to o ther h u m a n be ings . T h e y 

wi l l be able to create effective col laborat ive re la t ionships and orga-

n iza t ions that va lue their m e m b e r s a n d wil l b e able to suppor t socia l 

sys t ems that foster the e m p o w e r m e n t and digni ty of all peop le . 

After do ing this exercise with a group in w h i c h they identif ied 

the costs o f oppress ion and the benefi ts of social jus t ice for domi -

nant -group m e m b e r s , the par t ic ipants r eminded m e that it w a s n ' t 

s imp ly that there w o u l d b e less fear, be t t e r re la t ionships , or im-

p roved qual i ty o f life. There a lso w o u l d b e m o r e j o y and fun. T h i s is 

a wonder fu l e x a m p l e o f h o w heal th is not s imply the absence of ill-

ness , that we l lness t ranscends jus t the remova l of the s ickness . T h e y 

spoke abou t h o w peop le cou ld more fully exper ience life and t ruly 

enjoy themse lves and others . There is a f reedom and exube rance 

that is cap tured b y the w o r d joy that more accura te ly reflects the l ib-

erat ion that a j u s t and car ing wor ld cou ld offer us . 

The above examples provide a b road out l ine of h o w life could 

be improved for people from pr iv i leged groups if there w a s greater 

socia l jus t ice . T h e s e i l lustrat ions do not ignore the fact that there 

w o u l d b e s o m e losses as well . However , they h ighl ight that d iver-

sity and equi ty ho ld benefi ts a n d p romote the l iberat ion of all peo-

ple. We all have someth ing to gain. 

D e s i r e for M e a n i n g 

A n o t h e r r eason w h y peop l e from p r iv i l eged g roups m a y be 

wi l l ing to cha l lenge the dominan t pa rad igm and suppor t social j u s -

tice is thei r desire for greater connec t ion , purpose , and m e a n i n g in 

their l ives . This is another manifes ta t ion of people seeking greater 

au then t i c i ty and a ful ler s ense of the i r humani ty . A s p r ev ious ly 

no ted , Lerne r (1996) descr ibes our current sys tem as b a s e d on an 

e thos of self ishness, greed, mater ia l i sm, and cynic ism. T h e domi -

nan t cul ture p romotes a mater ial is t and reduct ionis t v iew of h u m a n 

b e i n g s — t h a t w e are i so la ted ind iv idua l s m o t i v a t e d b y m a t e r i a l 

self-interest. This pervas ive perspec t ive is rooted in the e c o n o m i c 

and pol i t ical s tructures of the compet i t ive marke tp lace . M a n y oth-

ers have vo iced conce rns about h o w the d o m i n a n c e of corpora t ions 

and free marke t capi ta l i sm has p romoted a preoccupat ion wi th self 

and m o n e y and h a s e roded a sense o f morali ty, soc ia l responsibi l i ty, 

a n d c o m m u n i t y (Daly & C o b b , 1 9 9 4 ; Derber , 1997 ; Handy , 1 9 9 8 ; 

Kor ten , 1995) . We are expec ted to look out for ourse lves , v i ew others 
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in t e rms o f wha t they can do for us, and pursue our own shor t - te rm 

gains . M a n y be l ieve that if they don ' t push for their o w n interests 

first, they wil l be taken advan tage of. T h e m o r e peop le try to l ive up 

to these societa l n o r m s , the m o r e a lone and vulnerable they feel. 

E c o n o m i c dis locat ion (downsiz ing , sending jobs to other count r ies ) 

intensifies the feeling that n o one is there for t h e m and that they 

n e e d to l ook out for themse lves . G iven these social dynamics , it is 

ha rd to deve lop car ing and trust ing re la t ionships . Peop le are sur-

rounded b y others w h o are self -absorbed and indifferent to their 

wel l -being. A s a result, they feel unrecognized , d i sconnec ted from 

others , and lacking a sense o f m e a n i n g in their l ives . 

L e r n e r ' s (1996) perspec t ive init ial ly g rew ou t o f h i s w o r k wi th 

thousands o f midd le - income peop le at the Inst i tute for L a b o r a n d 

M e n t a l Heal th . Beg inn ing in 1976 , he and h is co l leagues wan ted to 

u n d e r s t a n d the p s y c h o d y n a m i c s o f w o r k i n g p e o p l e a n d w h y so 

m a n y were m o v i n g to the pol i t ical Right . In the context o f "s t ress 

c l in ics , " they m e t wi th individuals ove r m a n y weeks . After s o m e 

init ial defens iveness and the desire to present themse lves as " to -

gether ," par t ic ipants revealed a hunge r for communi ty , recogni t ion , 

a n d h i g h e r p u r p o s e . E v e n t h o s e w h o s e e m e d m o s t u n c o n -

c e r n e d a b o u t c o n n e c t i o n s to o thers u l t ima te ly e x p r e s s e d a d e e p 

frustration about and yearn ing for meaningfu l re la t ionships , a pes -

s imi sm abou t one ' s abil i ty to eve r get one ' s needs met , and a deep 

s h a m e abou t one ' s own imag ined failures (p. 7 ) . Overa l l , they found 

that peop le w a n t e d to h a v e their fundamenta l va lue as a h u m a n be -

ing recognized , to feel connec ted to a communi ty , and to expe r i ence 

a h igher purpose to their l ives. However , escala t ing levels of selfish-

ness and cyn ic i sm d iminish the possibi l i ty o f the k inds of l ives peo -

ple want . 

Le rne r is cer ta in ly not a lone in c la iming that peop le are seek ing 

m o r e m e a n i n g and spir i tual i ty in their l ives. The lack o f pu rpose 

and connec t ion has been ci ted as a source for a var ie ty of socia l p rob-

lems , including gangs , school dropouts , ear ly pregnancy, and addic-

t ions. This has devas ta t ing effects no t only on these individuals a n d 

their commun i t i e s bu t a lso on the larger socie ty and on efforts for so-

cial jus t ice . It a l so has some direct impl ica t ions for work ing wi th 

peop le from dominan t groups . For e x a m p l e , in h i s b o o k The Racist 

Mind, R a p h a e l Ezek ie l ( 1996 ) explores the psycho log ica l founda-

t ions of neo-Naz i s and K l a n s m e n . H e found that m a n y of the you th 

w h o jo in Naz i m o v e m e n t s are poor and are h igh school dropouts . 
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M e a n i n g , no t ideology, was the mos t compe l l ing reason they j o i n e d 

these r ight -wing groups . T h e y longed to b e truly seen b y an adul t 

a n d to feel a s e n s e o f p u r p o s e and impor t ance . (After s p e n d i n g 

m a n y even ings ta lking wi th them, Ezekie l felt h e eas i ly cou ld h a v e 

led over ha l f of t h e m a w a y from N a z i s m if h e h a d h a d s o m e w h e r e 

else to take them.) Even though they c o m e from an oppressed g roup 

(the poor ) , they identif ied wi th their dominan t identity, W h i t e (and 

ma le ) . T h e y then acted agains t cer ta in domina t ed g roups—people 

of color, gays and lesbians , J e w s . M a n y b e c a m e involved in a t tacks 

or suppor ted publ ic pol ic ies that l imi ted the r ights and resources of 

oppressed groups . 

Accord ing to Lerner , the rise o f the R igh t is due to its abi l i ty to 

speak to the spir i tual and e thical cr is is peop le are exper ienc ing and 

to address s o m e of their longing for recogni t ion. T h e y unde r s t and 

that peop le are angry, frustrated, and confused about the l ack of 

m e a n i n g in their l ives and the range o f social p rob lems they encoun-

ter ( c r i m e , v i o l e n c e , h o m e l e s s n e s s , the b r e a k d o w n of f ami l i e s ) . 

However , ins tead of b l a m i n g the impac t of the compet i t ive marke t -

p l a c e for t he se p r o b l e m s , it b l a m e s the t r ad i t i ona l ly d e m e a n e d 

Others—feminis t s , peop le of color, gays a n d lesbians , immigran t s , 

and so on. T h e y diver t the at tent ion a w a y from corpora te greed and 

concern for the b o t t o m l ine and focus the scorn on groups s t ruggl ing 

for full par t ic ipat ion in socie ty (Pharr, 1996) . A l though the R igh t 

m a y address the needs for care , communi ty , and m e a n i n g in the pri-

va te realm, they fail to address these needs in the publ ic realm. In-

s tead, they reinforce conserva t ive pol i t ics a n d an t idemocra t ic agen-

das that l imit access to social a n d e c o n o m i c jus t ice for marg ina l i zed 

groups . 

Le rne r cau t ions that there are l imits to h o w long peop le wi l l re-

s p o n d to the pain of o thers w h e n n o one s eems to care abou t their 

o w n pain: "Unles s w e can provide the A m e r i c a n Major i ty wi th a 

deep sense of be ing recognized , it wi l l neve r respond to the pa in of 

the mos t opp re s sed" (p. 174) . Moreover , w h e n peop le (especia l ly 

W h i t e m e n ) are repeatedly told that they are the oppressors , they 

wi l l start to identify wi th that pos i t ion and no t wi th the oppressed . 

Le rne r c la ims that the Left has not b e e n successful b e c a u s e it has 

failed to a c k n o w l e d g e and speak to these m e a n i n g n e e d s and in-

s tead has focused pr imar i ly on the e c o n o m i c interests a n d pol i t ical 

r ights of oppressed groups . Soc ia l m o v e m e n t s that have mos t suc-

cess fu l ly m o t i v a t e d p e o p l e h a v e f r amed the i s sues in a b r o a d e r 
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m o r a l and m e a n i n g contex t (e.g., the N e w Dea l , c ivi l r ights and M a r -

tin Lu ther King , Jr . ) , n o t na r row individual r ights . T h e ques t ion is 

not whe the r e c o n o m i c issues need to b e addressed bu t h o w to in-

c lude an e thical a n d spir i tual d imens ion in the analysis . Le rne r sees 

the e c o n o m i c and m e a n i n g cr ises as two aspects o f the s a m e issue . 

E c o n o m i c reali t ies are, in part , shaped b y our f ramework of m e a n -

ing. H e sugges ts that i f people had a different f ramework of m e a n -

ing, they w o u l d d e m a n d different e c o n o m i c a r rangements . If peop le 

c a m e to see their o w n needs as bes t se rved b y a socie ty wi th a con-

cern for the c o m m o n good , they w o u l d b e more ope n to e c o n o m i c 

pol ic ies that be t te r p rov ided for m o r e peop le (e.g., redis t r ibut ing 

w o r k over a shor ter w o r k w e e k ) . T h e y w o u l d also b e m o r e l ikely to 

col lec t ively cha l lenge pol ic ies that unfair ly d i sadvan taged peop le 

(e.g., t ransferr ing j obs abroad) . 

Un l ike s o m e others w h o talk about an e thical and spir i tual cr i -

sis, Lerner shows h o w it is a result o f our social , pol i t ical , and e c o -

n o m i c structures and sugges ts a progress ive al ternat ive. H i s cr i t ique 

of the dominan t cul ture l inks the pub l ic a n d the pr ivate . H e advo-

cates more than jus t indiv idual solut ions and changes in peop le ' s 

pe r sona l s i tuat ions . A progress ive poli t ics o f m e a n i n g cha l lenges the 

ethos of the competit ive marketplace and the economic and political 

a r r angemen t s that unde rmine h u m a n rela t ionships . T h e cent ra l goal 

is to bui ld a society that encourages mutua l recognition, caring, ethi-

cal and spiri tual sensitivity, and ecological ly at tuned social pract ices. 

L e r n e r ' s recogni t ion of mean ing needs in conjunct ion wi th e c o -

n o m i c and social concerns is an impor tan t pe r spec t ive . 3 It is e spe -

cia l ly re levant w h e n work ing wi th peop le from pr iv i leged groups . 

After all, m o s t peop le from dominan t groups are no t par t o f the ve ry 

wea l thy a n d powerful eli te. M a n y peop le w h o choose to par t ic ipa te 

in and suppor t pol ic ies that sys temat ica l ly d i sadvantage others do 

so to increase their o w n sense of self-worth and self-protection, yet 

they often do this at a large persona l and spir i tual cost . If peop le can 

see h o w their n e e d s are be t t e r m e t b y cha l l eng ing the d o m i n a n t 

e thos ra ther than b y accept ing it and b l a m i n g the d i sadvan taged , 

there is the potent ia l to create allies for change . 

The Need for Both Individual and Societal Change 

Even w h e n peop le be l ieve in fairness and equity, they are less 

l ikely to suppor t pract ices and changes they feel pose a threat to 
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their wel l -being. Therefore , a long wi th educa t ing for cr i t ical con-

sc iousness , w e n e e d to create the socia l and e c o n o m i c condi t ions 

that a l low people to m o r e eas i ly m a k e cho ices that m o v e us toward 

socia l jus t ice . C h a n g e s in the pol ic ies and structures of the dominan t 

cul ture can m a k e it safer for peop le to suppor t greater m e a n i n g and 

equi ty in our wor ld . Peop le n e e d oppor tuni t ies to act accord ing to 

their h ighes t ideals and not feel as i f they are be ing fools or self-

des t ruct ive . Under ly ing social and e c o n o m i c inst i tut ions are n e e d e d 

that foster, nur ture , and sustain the exper ience o f communi ty , m u -

tual in te rdependence , and social responsibi l i ty (Alperovi tz , 1996) . 

We need to w o r k wi th the ongo ing dialect ic b e t w e e n the dominan t 

ideo logy and peop le ' s be l ie f sys tems , b e t w e e n socia l condi t ions and 

peop le ' s a t t i tudes and behavior . Because oppress ion opera tes on in-

dividual , inst i tut ional , and cul tural levels a n d because these differ-

ent d imens ions interact and suppor t each other, al l aspec ts need to 

be targeted. 

An e thos of self ishness and mater ia l i sm, a cul ture o f compe t i -

t ive indiv idual i sm, and pol ic ies that create a sense of scarci ty fuel 

peop le ' s na r row self-interest. Wi th a ze ro-sum mentali ty, peop le feel 

that there ' s not e n o u g h for eve ryone , that o thers are get t ing s o m e -

th ing at their expense . M a n y people a s sume that immigran t s are 

taking j o b s a w a y from Amer i cans , that W h i t e w o m e n and peop le of 

co lor are taking oppor tuni t ies away from W h i t e men , and that gays 

and lesbians are d e m a n d i n g specia l r ights b e y o n d the equa l r ights 

afforded eve ryone else. Middle-c lass people fear that us ing their tax 

dol lars to improve the qual i ty o f poo r schools wi l l c o m p r o m i s e the 

qual i ty o f their o w n chi ldren ' s educat ion. M o n e y from one socia l 

service p rog ram is often taken to suppor t another. 

It is unden iab le that people are facing real choices and losses . 

However , it is h igh ly ques t ionable whe the r the p rob lem is that there 

is no t e n o u g h to go around. T h e sense of scarci ty and a ze ro-sum 

menta l i ty is p romulga ted b y our e c o n o m i c and social pol ic ies . In 

domina to r mode l s , as Eis ler (1987) po in ted out, d o m i n a n t g roups 

foster a sense o f scarci ty to main ta in the s tatus quo . 

E c o n o m i c inequal i ty and the inequi table dis t r ibut ion of wea l th 

is a p ivota l factor in perpe tua t ing socia l injustice a n d eroding socia l 

relat ions. T h e gap b e t w e e n the rich and poor is the largest it has eve r 

b e e n and is rapid ly growing; it is a l so the largest o f any industr ia l -

ized nat ion. T h e 1 0 % weal th ies t o w n 7 3 % of all the wea l th in the 

Un i t ed Sta tes ( the top 1% o w n abou t 3 9 % ; Wolff, 1998) . B e t w e e n 
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1979 and 1994 , fami ly i n c o m e fell 1 4 % for those in the lowes t quint i le 

( 2 0 % ) and rose 8 3 % for the top 1%. In contrast , b e t w e e n 1947 a n d 

1979 , all quint i les g rew be tween 8 6 % and 116%, wi th the b o t t o m 

quint i le g rowing the m o s t and the top quint i le g rowing the least . In 

1965 , the average chief execu t ive officer 's i n c o m e w a s 4 4 t imes that 

of the average U.S . w o r k e r ' s i ncome; in 1995 , that was up to 212 

t imes as m u c h — a rat io h igher than that of a n y o ther indust r ia l ized 

nat ion. B e t w e e n 1990 and 1995 , corpora te profits rose 5 0 % , and C E O 

pay rose 6 5 % . Dur ing the same t ime per iod , worke r layoffs were up 

3 9 % , and worke r pay w a s d o w n 1%. 4 Such dispari t ies u n d e r m i n e 

d e m o c r a c y because fewer peop le h a v e access to full and equi tab le 

par t ic ipat ion and decis ion m a k i n g in our society. 

To cha l l enge the sys tems that create the sense of scarcity, w e 

n e e d to direct the at tent ion toward those w h o are responsib le for 

peop le no t hav ing wha t they need . (This is no t to say w e don ' t a lso 

n e e d to look at ou r overuse of na tura l resources and excess ive con-

sumpt ion of mater ia l goods . ) E c o n o m i c priori t ies and issues such as 

tax laws, corpora te welfare , w a g e scales , and campa ign f inance n e e d 

to b e examined . Ins tead of hav ing peop le fighting over the c rumbs , 

w e can look at h o w the who le pie is be ing divided. We can ques t ion 

sys tems and pol ic ies that set up a zero-sum g a m e , d e m a n d more ac-

countabi l i ty from those w h o create s i tuat ions of unnecessa ry scar-

city, and cha l l enge pract ices that put people in "us or t h e m " si tua-

t ions. We can exp lore h o w to expand the " p i e " and uti l ize resources 

in w a y s that do no t pit people agains t each other. We can h igh l igh t 

shared goals , co l lec t ive wel l -being, and mu tua l responsibil i ty. Fo r 

example , a recent cont roversy arose in N e w York Ci ty as to whe the r 

wea l thy parents shou ld b e able to raise m o n e y to fund teachers ' sal-

ar ies and school p rograms . T h e chance l lor of the N e w York C i ty 

Schoo l s w a s conce rned that this w o u l d jus t further dispari t ies in a 

publ ic educa t ion sys tem. T h r o u g h letters to the edi tor in the loca l 

newspaper , I fo l lowed s o m e of the d iscuss ion and the p roposed so-

lut ions. S o m e parents , taking a very individual-r ights or ienta t ion, 

a rgued that it w a s their r ight to suppor t the i r ch i ld ' s educa t ion . 

O t h e r pa ren t s offered a m o r e co l l abo ra t i ve , i n t e r d e p e n d e n t ap-

proach. I read few letters that recognized that it w a s in eve ryone ' s 

bes t interest for all of the chi ldren in their c i ty to h a v e a decent edu-

cat ion. The re was the sugges t ion that ha l f of the m o n e y ra i sed b y the 

economica l ly advan taged parents b e shared wi th poorer schools . A 

c o u p l e o f peop le sugges t ed tha t the paren t s c o u l d b e us ing th is 



2 0 8 P R O M O T I N G DIVERSITY A N D J U S T I C E 

ene rgy a n d skill to b e lobbying together to d e m a n d more adequa te 

educa t iona l funding that w o u l d benef i t all the schools . 

E v e n w h e n there is scarcity, people can respond in w a y s tha t are 

no t selfish. There have cer ta in ly been other t imes w h e n in s i tuat ions 

of need , peop le h a v e pul led together to p rov ide for each other. T h e 

pol ic ies dur ing the Depress ion were more reflect ive o f this or ienta-

tion. However , wi thou t a sense of c o m m u n i t y and m u t u a l responsi -

b i l i ty and wi th a he igh t ened sense o f cyn ic i sm, peop le are m o r e 

l ikely to l ook out for themse lves , regardless of the effect on others . 

Signif icant social change inevi tably mee t s wi th res is tance and 

back lash . In fact, this is often h o w peop le can tell whe the r they are 

rea l ly hav ing an impact . T h e p o w e r eli te wi l l try to pro tec t their 

power . Historically, they have neve r b e e n the ones to ini t iate change . 

Never the less , the subordina te group has a lways h a d all ies from the 

dominan t group. A l though w e should neve r over look a n y o n e as a 

potent ia l ally, w e can focus our energy on the major i ty o f peop le (in-

c lud ing those from pr iv i leged groups) w h o are no t the m a i n benef i -

ciar ies o f oppress ion or w h o are init ial ly m o s t respons ive to and see 

the benef i ts of equity. A genera l rule is that a minor i ty o f peop le wi l l 

c lear ly b e suppor t ive of our goals , ano ther minor i ty wil l ac t ively op-

pose them, and the large major i ty in the midd le wi l l be open to per-

suasion. In bo th organiza t ional and societal change , w e can w o r k on 

deve lop ing a cr i t ical m a s s and not a s sume that w e need to win ove r 

eve ry person. 

For all the s igns I see o f h o p e a n d possibili ty, there are as m a n y 

barr iers . Yet w h e n w e b e c o m e pess imis t ic abou t peop le from privi-

l eged groups and the poss ibi l i ty o f change , we fall prey to the cul -

ture of cyn ic i sm that unde rmines socia l change . Surplus powerless-

ness ( L e r n e r , 1 9 8 6 ) is o u r t e n d e n c y to s e e o u r s e l v e s a s m o r e 

power les s than w e real ly are. It m a k e s us feel that it is imposs ib le or 

unreal is t ic in the face of real p o w e r inequi t ies to try to create funda-

men ta l change . Surp lus power lessness is no t based on a realist ic as-

ses smen t o f the pol i t ical s i tuat ion bu t on the in ternal izat ion of m e s -

sages from the dominan t cul ture that tell us that no th ing can real ly 

change a n d that w e h a d bet ter do w h a t w e can to protect ourse lves . 

However , w e h a v e a h is tory r ich wi th examples o f people w h o h a d 

the courage to expec t and d e m a n d change and w h o , in the process , 

inspi red a n d e m p o w e r e d o thers to jo in them. 

I often th ink of the words of El ie Wiese l , Ho locaus t survivor, 

writer, p e a c e activist . H e h a d jus t f inished speak ing abou t his tr ips 
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to var ious p laces in the wor ld that we re bese t wi th war, confl ict , a n d 

h u m a n cruel ty and his efforts to p romote peace and hea l ing . A n au-

d ience m e m b e r asked , " In l ight o f all that y o u ' v e seen, h o w do y o u 

keep g o i n g ? " H e responded , " W h a t cho ice d o I h a v e ? " F o r those o f 

us w h o car ry a c o m m i t m e n t to a car ing and jus t w o r l d in our hear t s 

and souls , wha t cho ice do w e really h a v e b u t to con t inue the s trug-

gle? For ul t imately, jus t ice frees us all . 

Notes 

1. See Kreisberg (1992) for an excellent review and discussion of power over 

and power with. 

2. The Center for Partnership Studies documents the workings of the partner-

ship model in contemporary family economic, spiritual, and political life. See also 

other organizations listed in the appendix. 

3. For a more comprehensive and in-depth presentation of his views and a poli-

tics of meaning, see Tikkun Magazine and The Politics of Meaning by Lemer (1996). 

4. All statistics were taken from United for a Fair Economy. (1997, March). The 

Growing Divide: Inequality and the Roots of Economic Insecurity. Boston, MA. 
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