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Introduction

n graduate school, my dissertation advisor told me, “People usu-
ally do research on the issues they’re trying to work out in their
own lives.” That was true about me then, and it still is now.

Since the early 1980s, I have been doing what feels like my life’s
work: educating about diversity and social justice.  have done so in
a range of contexts—universities, nonprofit agencies, schools,
women’s organizations, and community groups; in different
roles—as a professor, trainer, consultant, facilitator, and affirmative
action officer; and with various groups of people—students (of all
ages), teachers, counselors, administrators, managers, staff mem-
bers, board members, police, local citizens, and activists.

This has been an ongoing learning experience, both personally
and professionally. Issues of oppression and multiculturalism have
complex histories and continually evolve. New concerns and mani-
festations of inequality emerge as social, political, and economic
changes occur in our country and throughout the world. Demo-
graphics shift, and social dynamics become increasingly complex.
Personally, I am continually faced with trying to stay abreast of cur-
rent issues, working on raising my own consciousness, and explor-
ing the significance of my own social identities. Professionally, as
the social climate changes, so does the way we need to educate for
social justice. People’s attitudes about different groups shift, as do
their ways of explaining inequalities. Different concerns become
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more prominent and evoke new sets of feelings and reactions. One
of the most challenging aspects of social justice education is working
with people from privileged or dominant groups—those who are in
the more powerful position in a particular type of oppression. At
times, I have been impressed and humbled by their degree of open-
ness, courage, and risk taking. At other times, I have been frustrated,
angered, and stymied by their unwillingness to consider new infor-
mation, rethink assumptions, or express concern for others. It is in
the latter situations that I, and many of my colleagues, have strug-
gled the most.

It is critical that we are able to engage people from privileged
groups in social justice issues. From a simple educational perspec-
tive, most educators will have a mix of people in their classes or
groups, including those from dominant groups. For sessions to run
smoothly and for learning to be maximized, ideally, all participants
should be productively involved. From a social change perspective,
people from privileged groups perpetuate oppression through indi-
vidual acts, as well as through institutional and cultural practices.
They have access to resources, information, and power that can ei-
ther block or help facilitate change. People from privileged groups
who are allies can influence decision making, allocate funds, share
needed skills and knowledge, and be role models for other domi-
nant group members to support equity. It also helps to have people
from privileged groups as part of the change effort. Even though
more people from oppressed groups are likely to push for greater so-
cial justice, as people from privileged groups join in the struggle, it
increases the critical mass needed to effect change. Furthermore, if
we care about liberation, we need to care about liberating all people.
As I'll discuss further, oppression diminishes all human beings.

My experiences, both positive and negative, and my commit-
ment to justice led me to write this book. In part, I was involved in a
quest to more effectively understand and work with people from
dominant groups on social justice issues. I wanted to be a better edu-
cator and change agent. I also wanted to share with others what I
have learned and found useful. As I have presented some of this ma-
terial at conferences, workshops, and classes, I have found people
hungry for ways to think about and address diversity issues, espe-
cially with people from privileged groups. My choice to focus on
working with people from dominant groups in no way implies that
this is more important than working with people from oppressed
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groups. It is a response to my own experiences and to what I per-
ceived as a need in the field.

I'am extremely fortunate to have had graduate training in a pro-
gram focused on diversity and social justice training at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts in Amherst. The courses on oppression theory,
workshop design, psychological education, group dynamics, and
developmental theories and the workshops on racism, sexism,
heterosexism, classism, ableism, and anti-Semitism were invalu-
able. And although they were not my only source of education, I am
indebted to the faculty and students there who provided me with
such rich learning opportunities (and who continue to be valued
colleagues).

Many people educating about social justice do so with very little
training in how to do this type of education. Often, people are well
versed in content areas but less trained or skilled in issues of peda-
gogy or process. Generally, people rely on their natural talent, intu-
ition, and trial and error. These are indispensable. Yet I find I am
most effective when I can also draw on other theories and frame-
works. These allow me to better make sense of what is occurring,
and they inform my responses. This background helps me plan my
approaches and anticipate reactions.

In this book, I share some of the theories, perspectives, and strat-
egies  have found most useful when working with adults from priv-
ileged groups on diversity and social justice issues. It is written for
practitioners who already have a commitment to these issues. I am
not trying to convince readers of the existence of oppression or of the
need to value differences and promote equity. My hope is that these
theoretical tools will allow educators to be more reflective and inten-
tional in their work, helping them to consider who they’re working
with, what they’re doing, why they’re doing it, and how to educate
more effectively. The fields of education and psychology are heavily
drawn upon. Yet in doing so, I attempt to continually consider the
individual in social context, to embed a psychological analysis
within a structural analysis. I want to recognize the interplay between
the external and the internal, how the sociopolitical context affects in-
dividual attitudes and behaviors and, thus, our classroom dynamics.

Some general principles and practices are reviewed that are
helpful in most educational situations, but they are discussed in re-
lation to working with people from dominant groups. This is not a
how-to book, providing detailed activities and exercises; nor is it a
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cookbook that promises that if you follow this simple recipe, you'll
have a perfect educational experience. I offer educational and psy-
chological perspectives to inform one’s practice and increase one’s
options in addressing situations. I'll suggest approaches, but I will
not supply easy answers. There are none. I try not to be prescriptive,
but in an effort to be concrete, examples and specific suggestions are
offered. I encourage readers to take and adapt what is useful. This is
not everything you need to know to teach about diversity and social
justice. Readers are referred to the appendix for some additional re-
sources, especially for ideas for particular activities. An explanation
of the title will further clarify the focus of the book.

About the Title

Promoting Diversity and Social Justice

The term diversity has become a buzzword with a variety of con-
notations and synonyms. Schools are addressing “multicultural-
ism,” businesses are learning to “value diversity,” and our society is
grappling with “cultural pluralism.” These efforts usually promote
the understanding, acceptance, and appreciation of cultural differ-
ences. For people to live together in a caring and just world, this is
important work. Consciousness-raising can increase an awareness
of self and others. It allows people to challenge stereotypes, over-
come prejudices, and develop relationships with different kinds of
people. It can help individuals enlarge their narrow worldview and
recognize that there are other legitimate ways of thinking, being,
and doing. At times, diversity training allows people to work and
live together more productively and peacefully.

Unfortunately, most diversity work stops here. It tends to focus
on individuals and interpersonal dynamics. I add the words social
justice to indicate that I advocate going farther. Social justice also in-
volves addressing issues of equity, power relations, and institution-
alized oppression. It seeks to establish a more equitable distribution
of power and resources so that all people can live with dignity,
self-determination, and physical and psychological safety. It creates
opportunities for people to reach their full potential within a mutu-
ally responsible, interdependent society. Working toward social jus-
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tice requires changing unjust institutional structures, policies, and
practices and challenging the dominant ideology. Social justice edu-
cators seek to create the conditions required for a true democracy,
one that includes the full and equal participation of all groups in the
society.

Educating

I use the term educating in the broadest sense. I do not limit edu-
cation to classrooms or to teacher-student relationships. Whenever
we help people learn, think, and grow, we are involved in education.
Educating involves increasing knowledge, developing skills, rais-
ing consciousness, and enhancing critical thinking. Social justice ed-
ucation takes many forms in many contexts, from lectures in formal
classroom settings to conversations over the kitchen table to policy
presentations in conference rooms.

This book is intended for anyone who educates others about di-
versity and equity. Although the primary focus is on professors,
teachers, and trainers in classrooms and workshops, others who are
involved in social change—such as counselors, organizers, student
affairs personnel, community educators, advocates, and group facil-
itators— may find this information relevant. The principles and per-
spectives discussed can be applied to a range of situations and audi-
ences. Therefore, I will use a variety of terms to reflect different
contexts and relationships: teacher, facilitator, educator, trainer, as well
as student and participant. 1 hope the language (i.e., teacher and stu-
dent) will not interfere with translating and applying the concepts
and strategies to other situations.

The people we encounter in our classes, workshops, and meet-
ings are often starting from different places in the educational pro-
cess. They come with varying knowledge, attitudes, experiences,
predispositions, prejudices, and expectations about diversity and
social justice issues. On one end of this continuum may be people
who are highly resistant to exploring multicultural issues. They may
be very defensive and closed-minded. Others may be cautiously
open to new information and perspectives. They are guarded but
willing to consider some alternative views. Some may be eager to
explore these issues and to find ways to make change. They embrace
the opportunity to grapple with diversity issues and to expand their
awareness. Occasionally, on the other end of the continuum, we get
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people who are already committed to social justice and are anxious
to further their growth and take positive action. Ultimately, I would
like people from privileged groups to be committed to being allies
and tobe able to act in solidarity with people from oppressed groups
(and others from privileged groups) to promote equity. Social justice
education is about facilitating movement along this continuum.

As I will discuss at length, when people are resistant, they are
unwilling to learn. Our first step is to reduce resistance and create an
openness to the educational process. Once people are in a more neu-
tral state, we can consider how to challenge apathy and spark inter-
est. As concern and commitment grow, we need to nurture this de-
velopment and foster ways to act on their convictions. In this book, I
focus on a few of the places on this continuum between resistance
and alliance. The first is on resistance—how to understand the rea-
sons for resistance and find ways to prevent and address it. The sec-
ond is on motivating support for social justice—exploring why peo-
ple from privileged groups support equity and developing ways to
appeal to and encourage this in our educational work.

People From Privileged Groups

The term people from privileged groups implies that there are peo-
ple from nonprivileged groups. Systems of oppression are charac-
terized by dominant-subordinate relations. There are unequal
power relationships that allow one group to benefit at the expense of
another group. The various ways people name the two sides of this
dynamic reflect these qualities: oppressor and oppressed, advantaged
and disadvantaged, dominant and subordinate, agent and target, privi-
leged and marginalized, dominator and dominated, majority and minor-
ity. Although I am not fully comfortable with any of the existing lan-
guage, I will use a variety of terms to refer to groups in the more and
less powerful roles. I chose the term privileged group for the title be-
cause it is the term that people seem most familiar with. Yet I also
use the term dominant group because it reflects the fact that this
group not only gets privileges and has greater social power but also
sets the norms. Its values, images, and experiences are most perva-
sive in and representative of the culture—in other words, dominant.
In using such language, I in no way imply that there are any inherent
qualities that make either group deserving of its status. These are so-
cially constructed and reproduced social dynamics.
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Membership in a dominant or subordinate group is ascribed to
us simply on the basis of our social identity or how we are socially
categorized. The categories and language used to refer to different
groups of people are imperfect and problematic for a variety of rea-
sons. People often do not fit neatly into these boxes. Dividing people
into dominant and subordinate groups tends to promote dualistic
and dichotomous thinking. It implies that people can easily be clas-
sified into one group or the other (i.e., either White or a person of
color, either able-bodied or disabled; Rosenblum & Travis, 1996,
pp- 14-25). Yet there are degrees, gradations, and variations within
and between social groups, and our individual social identities are
not distinct from each other. One component of our identity is not
completely separate from other aspects of ourselves. However, op-
pression operates on the basis of how society (the privileged group)
views and names individuals, not necessarily on the basis of how
people define themselves. Moreover, the ways in which identities
are socially constructed and valued change. For example, with the
Americans with Disabilities Act, we are continually redefining what
makes someone “disabled.” When the Irish first came to this coun-
try, they were not considered White by the dominant group (White
Anglo-Saxon Protestants), but they were granted that status to pre-
vent them from aligning with African Americans (Ignatiev, 1995).
People in positions of power have used the categorizing and naming
of groups for the purposes of control and domination. Even though
there are numerous problems with trying to classify people in this
way, I think it is helpful in order to discuss power relationships and
dynamics of oppression.

The chart below (Table 1.1) outlines various types of oppression
and the corresponding dominant and subordinate groups for some
of the most common forms of social injustice in the United States.
Although these forms of oppression occur globally, my focus will be
on how they operate within the United States. This is not an exhaus-
tive list; I could include several others as well, such as ethnocentrism
(oppression based in ethnicity), other types of religious oppression,
anti-Arab oppression, linguicism (oppression based on language),
and sizism or fat oppression (oppression based on physical size or
weight). Their lack of inclusion in the chart does not mean to imply
that these types of oppression are less important or less harmful. I
encourage readers to apply what is relevant to other forms of social
injustice.
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Table 1.1 Oppression Chart

Types of
Oppression Dominant Group Subordinate Group
Sexism Males Females
Racism Whites People of color
(People of European (People of African, Asian,
descent) Latin American, Native
American descent); biracial/
multiracial people
Heterosexism Heterosexuals 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 / People with disabilities
nondisabled people
Anti-Semitism Christian Jews

We all have multiple social identities that, depending on the so-
cial category, may place us in either a dominant or subordinate
group, on different sides of the power dynamic. I, like most others,
am part of both advantaged and disadvantaged groups. For exam-
ple, I am a woman and a Jew and therefore am part of the subordi-
nate group in sexism and anti-Semitism. Yet I am also White, hetero-
sexual, able-bodied, middle-class, and in my middle-adult years,
which makes me a member of several dominant groups as well. Our
particular constellation of social identities shapes our experiences
and our sense of self.

Throughout the book, I refer to individuals from privileged
groups and, in doing so, imply that there are some shared experi-
ences for members from different privileged groups as well as for
people from the same privileged group. However, I recognize that
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people have other identities that make up who they are and that af-
fect each one’s experience and identity as a dominant-group mem-
ber (i.e., being middle-class, female, and Jewish affects my experi-
ence of being White). Even as I focus on a single dominant identity, it
is important to remember that all aspects of our social identities are
interrelated and interact. Obviously, in reality, one’s dominant-
group identity cannot be isolated from one’s other social identities.
Yet to explore the meaning of being part of a privileged group, I have
found it helpful to temporarily narrow the lens to focus on this di-
mension of one’s experience. Even though I try to continually keep
present the fact that other social positions do make a difference and
that all dominant groups are not the same, for the purpose of clarity
and simplicity, I speak in more general terms. Frameworks that seek
to simplify and make accessible complicated dynamics never cap-
ture the full complexity of the situation or issue. These models and
concepts and this language can be useful as pedagogical tools, ways
to help people understand social dynamics and their role in them.
Please keep in mind that the map is not the territory. I hope educa-
tors will be able to highlight the variations and intricacies as they
work with these topics in their particular settings.

As I wrote about people from privileged groups, I struggled
with whether to use the term they or we because, depending on what
identity I thought of, I could be one of “them” or not. For the most
part, I refer to people from privileged groups with the less personal
term they because I am not part of the dominant group in all cases. (I
use the term we to refer to other educators.) When I refer to people
from dominant groups, I am not referring to people who are part of
the dominant group in all forms of oppression—White, heterosex-
ual, Christian, middle-aged, able-bodied, middle- to upper-class
men. I am referring only to people who, within a particular type of
oppression, are part of the advantaged group.

Benefits and Limitations of
Discussing Privileged Groups in General

Instead of choosing to focus on educating Whites about racism
or men about sexism or heterosexuals about heterosexism, I have
chosen to focus on educating people from privileged groups in gen-
eral. In using this approach, I hope to highlight the common roots
and the interlocking nature of systems of domination. I have found
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that there are many similar dynamics, patterns, and themes across
different forms of oppression (Adair, 1993; Adair & Howell, 1988).
Many of the same issues are encountered when working with peo-
ple from privileged groups, regardless of the particular ism. Because
I, along with many others, educate about multiple forms of oppres-
sion, I thought this book would be more useful if it was kept broader,
instead of being narrowed to only one type of oppression.

However, this does not mean that I think all forms of oppression
are the same or that there are no differences in educating people
from different dominant groups. Each type of oppression has partic-
ular characteristics and dynamics. For example, with sexism and
racism, one’s identity and dominant or subordinate status are fairly
fixed. However, with ageism, it is natural that these change, and
with classism and ableism, it is possible that they will. With sexism
and ageism, there are usually close, even intimate, relationships be-
tween members of the dominant and subordinate groups, whereas
with racism and heterosexism, it is possible for people from the
dominant groups to avoid close relationships with members of
the subordinate groups. There are also different attitudes toward the
disadvantaged group. In racism, there is often fear; in ableism, pity;
in heterosexism, revulsion; and in ageism, condescension. With
some forms of oppression, it is easier for some members of the op-
pressed group to “pass,” such as with heterosexism, anti-Semitism,
and classism, yet this is more difficult or nearly impossible for other
people from subordinate groups, such as in the cases of sexism, rac-
ism, or ableism (if the person has an obvious disability). There are
also different histories and social functions of the oppression (i.e.,
the particular use and treatment of African Americans in the United
States). Young (1990) identifies five “faces of oppression,” which in-
clude exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperi-
alism, and violence. A social group may be considered oppressed if
its members experience one or more of these conditions. Therefore, the
type and degree of oppressive actions enacted and experienced may
vary as well.

All these differences warrant attention when educating about
social justice. They also have implications for educating privi-
leged-group members about different forms of oppression. Even
though there are many common responses and generally effective
strategies, we are likely to encounter specific types of reactions
when educating about certain types of oppression. For example,
when addressing heterosexism, we are likely to find resistance
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based on moral and religious beliefs, which is unlikely to occur with
other isms. With classism, I have found that critiques of capitalism
and our classist system can quickly evoke defensiveness and dis-
torted views of other economic systems. People feel that their desire
for upward mobility is being threatened or criticized and that the
only alternative is some version of repressive communism.
Red-baiting may also occur.

There are clearly some limitations or dangers in choosing this
broad, inclusive approach. Some of the nuances and distinctiveness
of particular forms of oppression are sacrificed. What is gained in
generalizability is lost in specificity. My intention is not to deny or
obscure differences among various forms of oppression, though
some of this occurs when speaking more generally. Using an inclu-
sive framework does not eliminate the need to provide a more
in-depth treatment of particular topics and isms. This broader ap-
proach also means that I will not be able to adequately deal with is-
sues that are unique to educating about specific forms of oppression.
Given these various constraints, I strongly urge readers to use the re-
sources listed in the appendix and available elsewhere to gain the
needed information to address these concerns.

Overview of the Book

In this chapter, I lay out the purpose, rationale, and parameters
of the book. The concepts of privileged groups and social identities
are clarified. Chapter 2 focuses on describing privileged groups to
develop a better understanding of the people we are working with. I
highlight key characteristics of dominant groups and domi-
nant-group members, discuss how multiple identities affect the ex-
perience of privilege, and explore the resistance to seeing oneself as
privileged. Chapter 3 reviews several theories of individual devel-
opment and change. These perspectives aid in creating environ-
ments and approaches that meet the needs of different individuals
and that facilitate the learning process. In Chapter 4, I define and ex-
plore the various sociopolitical and psychological reasons for resis-
tance from people from dominant groups. Why we are likely to re-
ceive the most resistance from White men is also considered. By
understanding some of the sources of the resistance, we can better
address it. This is the focus of Chapter 5, in which I suggest a range
of strategies to prevent and address the resistance we may en-
counter when working with dominant-group members. Chapter 6
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presents a host of psychological, social, intellectual, moral or spiri-
tual, and material costs of oppression to people from privileged
groups. This challenges the win-lose framework that assumes that
people from dominant groups solely receive benefits from injustice
and would only lose out if there were greater equity. Chapter 7 then
moves to the question of why people from privileged groups would
support social justice. I discuss how empathy, moral and spiritual
values, and self-interest are key sources of motivation. Chapter 8 ex-
plores how to build on these elements to develop and enlist support
for change. I demonstrate the importance of meeting people where
they are and addressing their needs and concerns. Chapter 9 turns to
issues for social justice educators. I consider how our own social
identity development affects our work, factors that affect our educa-
tional efficacy, and ways to enhance our effectiveness as educators
and change agents. The final chapter explores how to sustain a sense
of hope and possibility that we can create a more just and caring
world. I discuss the need to shift our current dominant paradigm,
the importance of having an alternative vision, and hopeful signs
that people from privileged groups can embrace more equitable re-
lations and social systems. I include the potential benefits of social
justice to people from privileged groups and the need for both indi-
vidual and systemic change.

Educating about diversity and social justice is a challenging yet
rewarding endeavor. It is a never-ending process and an ongoing
opportunity to learn. Many of the ideas in the book are works in
progress, and I offer them as contributions to the growing field of
people struggling with how to best educate for social justice. I hope
that these ideas will advance our efforts to work with people from
privileged groups and, as a result, strengthen our collective ability
to make this world one that values and nourishes our full humanity.
I welcome your thoughts and feedback. You can reach me through
the publisher or at dianejgood@aol.com.
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The Costs of Oppression to
People From Privileged Groups

The previous chapter discussed how resistance could be reduced
if people from dominant groups reconceptualize how they think
about social justice. Although change for most people tends to be
difficult, it is even more so for those who feel they are on the losing
end. People from privileged groups often see social change as a
win-lose situation in which they lose. Even though greater equality
would undoubtedly involve giving up and sharing power and re-
sources, social justice could also enrich their lives.

Living in a society where there are systematic, institutionalized
inequities affects everyone, whether they are in advantaged or dis-
advantaged roles. It has profound ramifications that influence and
limit how we think about ourselves and others, how and with whom
we interact, and the opportunities and choices we have about how
to lead our lives. Although in some instances there are positive ef-
fects, there are costs and harmful consequences for all of us, though
in different ways.

Most efforts to understand the social and psychological effects
of oppression have focused on the experiences of those in disadvan-
taged groups. Yet systems of oppression also affect people in advan-
taged groups. When the experiences of people in privileged posi-
tions are considered, they tend to be compared with the experiences
of those who are oppressed. The focus is usually on how people

103
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from dominant groups oppress others or benefit from the inequali-
ties. Most theorists have paid less attention to how oppression has
negative consequences for people in the advantaged group. How-
ever, our understanding cannot be complete unless this is fully ex-
plored as well. As members of an interdependent society, what af-
fects some people inevitably affects us all. Martin Luther King, Jr.
(1991) reminds us, “All men [sic] are caught in an inescapable net-
work of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever af-
fects one directly, affects all indirectly” (p. 7).

One way to address resistance and to foster meaningful,
long-term involvement in social change is to help people in privi-
leged groups understand how they are harmed by oppression. In
this chapter, I will first present specific ways in which people from
dominant groups are adversely affected by oppression and ways in
which they could benefit from its elimination. Then, I will consider
how oppression more generally undermines their sense of human-
ity and human potential. As I have said before, most people are part
of both advantaged and disadvantaged groups. The focus here is on
their experience as someone from a privileged group, even though
their other social identities always affect this experience.

Specific Costs of Oppression
to People From Dominant Groups

We need to name the damaging effects of social injustice on peo-
ple from advantaged groups without ignoring the larger dynamics
of social power in which they occur. Recognizing the ways in which
privileged groups may be negatively affected by oppression in no
way equates that reality with the experiences of people in oppressed
groups. Whatever the costs are to those in dominant groups, it is not
the same as the loss of power, dignity, opportunities, and resources
faced by people in disadvantaged groups. In this sense, I am not
suggesting that people who are in privileged groups also are op-
pressed; they still have disproportionate social power. While keep-
ing this in mind, I still believe it useful to discuss the price paid for
privilege and dominance to more fully understand the dynamics of
oppression and to develop strategies and visions for change.

In general, there has been little written about the particular costs
of oppression to dominant groups. The profeminist men’s move-
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ment has probably most clearly articulated the harmful conse-
quences of sexism for men (Kaufman, 1993; Kimmel & Messner,
1989/1995; Kivel, 1992/1998) and offered new models of masculin-
ity. Others have described some of the negative ramifications for
privileged people in relation to classism (Bingham, 1986; Mogil &
Slepian, 1992; Wachtel, 1989), racism (Bowser & Hunt, 1981/1996;
Feagin & Vera, 1995; Kivel, 1996), and heterosexism (Blumenfeld,
1992; Thompson, 1992). Even though each form of oppression has its
own particular effects on those in the advantaged group, there are
numerous similarities that illustrate some common dynamics of sys-
tems of domination.

Drawing on the works cited above and my own teaching experi-
ences, I will discuss the psychological, social, moral/spiritual, intel-
lectual, and material/physical costs of oppression to people from
privileged groups. Although these different consequences will be
discussed separately, their overlap with and impact on each other is
extensive. In addition, even though people may experience these
costs on an individual basis, they are the result of larger social pat-
terns, structures, and ideology. They grow out of our particular sys-
tems of domination and inequality. Other oppressive societies with
different forms of social organization may have both similar and dif-
ferent negative effects on those from privileged groups.

The themes cited highlight consequences or issues that pertain
to dominant groups across different forms of oppression. The quotes
are taken from participants in classes and workshops I have con-
ducted in the past several years. Some of the effects are very per-
sonal and center around the individual and her or his interpersonal
relationships. Others involve societal ramifications that affect the in-
dividual as a member of society.

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

Systems of oppression constrain the ability of people from privi-
leged groups to develop their full humanity. Pressures to fit pro-
scribed roles and to limit one’s emotional capacity hinder one’s
self-development. Diminished self-knowledge and fears further
thwart healthy psychological growth. I will describe several aspects
of how overall mental health is compromised.
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Socialization Into Roles and Patterns of Behavior

People in dominant groups are socialized to conform to certain
rigid standards of behavior. This impedes the exploration of aspects
of themselves that do not fit with these expectations. For example,
heterosexuals may constrain their feelings and relationships with
people of the same sex, whereas men may block their emotional ex-
pressiveness or pursuit of interests considered feminine. People
from upper-class families are prevented or discouraged from con-
sidering nonprofessional occupations or career interests outside the
family’s established sphere. Individuals’ efforts to conform to ex-
pected roles can undermine their ability to know who they are, what
they can do, and what they really need.

Denial of Emotions and Empathy

Personal growth is further limited when people attempt to deal
with the contradiction between what they are often taught (equality,
love, and kindness) and what they are expected to do (treat people
inequitably). This may occur when they divert their eyes from a
homeless person or treat a person in a service role as a lesser human
being. As a result, people may disregard or not perceive the feelings
of other people. Although clearly damaging to people in disadvan-
taged groups, it also requires people in advantaged groups to deny
their own emotional capabilities, sensitivity, and mutuality. This sti-
fles emotional honesty and hinders the development and use of em-
pathy.

Limited Self-Knowledge and Distorted View of Self

People from privileged groups are routinely denied information
and opportunities to understand their role in an unjust social system
as well as honest feedback from people in oppressed groups. As a re-
sult, they are denied self-knowledge. This skewed self-awareness
has numerous ramifications.

People from privileged groups often obtain a positive sense of
self (consciously or unconsciously) based on the diminishment of
others. They feel good about themselves because they can point to
someone else who they believe is inferior. However, this positive
self-esteem is shallow, artificial, and false. After marrying a Latino
from Central America, one White woman 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.

People from advantaged groups often develop a sense of superi-
ority or a distorted sense of self to rationalize the inequality. Promo-
tions, opportunities, and access to resources are inequitably distrib-
uted in an unjust, hierarchical system. Often, these are not truly
gained by merit but by connections or by belonging to a certain race,
sex, or class. To justify these greater advantages, people from privi-
leged groups often convince themselves that they are better than
other people and therefore more deserving, even if they are some-
how aware that this is not so. To reconcile themselves to this situa-
tion, they may maintain the belief in their own superiority. They can
easily draw on the dominant culture to create and reinforce this view.

Despite these efforts, they may find it hard to trust their gains
and to believe in their abilities. They may wonder whether their
achievement was based on privilege or merit. McIntosh (1985) labels
this “feeling like a fraud.” Although these feelings can arise for a va-
riety of reasons, success in a rigged system can rob people of faith in
their capabilities and diminish their sense of accomplishment.

Discrepancy Between External Perceptions and Internal Realities

There is often the discrepancy between external appearances
and internal realities. Individuals do not feel like the powerful, priv-
ileged people they are presumed to be. On the surface, it may appear
that privileged people “have it all,” especially those with wealth. Yet
internally, people often feel isolated, lonely, and cut off from one’s
self, others, and “the real world.” Even though there may be mate-
rial success, there can be emotional and spiritual emptiness.

Fears and Pain

There are numerous fears, many of which have social ramifica-
tions (and are addressed in the following section). Even when peo-
ple recognize the irrationality or unfoundedness of some of their
fears (of certain types of people, of new or different situations), they
still find that these fears inhibit their lives and cause psychological
distress. Some people are afraid of losing entitlement and privileges.
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They worry that people in oppressed groups may retaliate and mis-
treat them as they have been mistreated. If marginalized groups are
given greater social power, they fear this will be used against them
(i.e., women will deny men employment opportunities, people of
color will subjugate Whites to second-class treatment).

For those with close relationships with individuals from domi-
nated groups, there can be fear for the others’ well-being. People
from dominant groups find it painful to witness and share in their
suffering and mistreatment. Whether this involves common en-
counters with discrimination or a more dramatic occurrence, it can
be distressing to see and feel the effects on one’s friend or relative.
This is particularly evident when a daughter or wife gets raped, a
friend of color is harassed by police, a low-income friend is unable to
find work or housing, a gay friend gets beaten, or a Jewish friend’s
synagogue is defaced. Parents from dominant groups who have
children from disadvantaged groups (of color, gay or lesbian, or
with a disability) are often concerned about those children’s treat-
ment and safety.

People from privileged groups who support justice often de-
scribe the pain they feel when they hear offensive remarks made
about disadvantaged groups. Others from their social group often
assume that they will share the prejudiced view. It is both psycho-
logically and emotionally upsetting to listen to such disparagement
about other people. When there are other, more serious acts of ha-
tred, it is even more painful to realize that fellow human beings are
capable of such cruelty.

Diminished Mental Health

Thomas Pettigrew (1981) identified six criteria for positive men-
tal health. Among them, he cites self-awareness and self-acceptance,
degree of actualization of one’s potential, relative independence
from social pressures, adequate perception of reality, and the inte-
gration of psychic functions. As reflected in the above costs, being
socialized into an unjust system negatively affects our ability to ob-
tain these components of psychological health. In particular, people
from dominant groups tend to develop unhealthy psychological
mechanisms (such as denial, false justification, projection, disassoci-
ation, and transference of blame) to deal with their fears of
minorities or people from oppressed groups (Fernandez, 1996). One
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woman describes this process: “As a White woman, I cannot easily
own the negative parts of myself. I disavow them and project them
onto others (people of color). As aresult, I am cut off from important
parts of myself.” Middle-aged people, in an effort to deny their own
mortality, may marginalize and discard elderly people; or hetero-
sexuals who cannot accept their feelings for members of their own
sex may act out in homophobic ways.

Social Costs: Loss and Diminishment of Relationships

The lack of trust between groups, a social climate that rarely
supports relationships across differences (except for between men
and women of the same backgrounds), and our socialization, which
has fed us misinformation about ourselves and others, undermines
relationships. Internalized oppression and social taboos often inter-
fere with positive interpersonal relations among diverse people.
Fears, avoidance of different people, and limited experiences and
knowledge of others result in less human connection and more iso-
lation. The social costs are immense.

Isolation From People Who Are Different

The separation people experience from those who are different
may be due to an individual’s psychological or emotional issues and
to the social structures and norms in society. In the former case, fear
and discomfort prevent people from reducing the distance. “I often
felt so isolated from most people and yearned to be able to connect
but my fear of the ‘unknown’ was so prevalent. It overpowered me.
How very sad and how I regret this!” Opportunities for deep, im-
portant, gratifying relationships with diverse people are lost.

An able-bodied man 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 latter case, various forms of oppression restrict where we
work and play and the ease with which we can have meaningful re-
lationships across differences. Often, we have no contact with cer-
tain groups of people or have contact only in limited 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

Even when there is contact, it is difficult to have meaningful re-
lationships. It is often hard to develop deep, genuine relationships
with people from diverse backgrounds. Numerous barriers interfere
with this process.

First, people from privileged groups often carry a host of fears
because of their social position and socialization in an unequal soci-
ety. Very common fears are of people who are different and of partic-
ipating in other cultural experiences. Because privileged-group
members have had limited contact with and have received negative
messages about people who are different, they are fearful of going
places or having relationships across social-group boundaries.
When and if they do deal with people from dominated groups, peo-
ple from privileged groups worry about saying or doing the wrong
thing and being 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.

Often, people talk of “walking on eggshells.” With the con-
stantly shifting social norms, even many well-intentioned people
are confused or frightened about what is acceptable and what is not.
At times it can seem easier to do nothing at all than to risk pain or
embarrassment.

Second, stereotypes or prejudgments may prevent contact in the
first place or impede real relationships once there is contact. People
from disadvantaged groups can hold prejudices toward people
from advantaged groups and vice versa. People from the dominant
group often complain that they are stereotyped and not seen for who
they are. They may be judged and avoided on the basis of their social
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group identity, which may feel frustrating and unfair. Quite at odds
with these individuals’ own experiences and self-images, a man
may be seen as a potential rapist and not trusted by women, a
wealthy person viewed as an elitist snob, or a White person as an un-
concerned racist. Two White women describe this experience:

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 by another 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, seif-
ish, biased, unaccepting of other cultures, rude, snobby, better than
others, etc. by the minority race who holds negative opinions of the
White race.

As a result of feeling like they will be judged, people from privi-
leged groups choose to hide aspects of themselves. Hiding aspects
of who one is undermines an open and honest relationship. People
most often discuss this in terms 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.

People from dominant groups also recognize that their own ste-
reotypes of others (especially in a context that encourages segrega-
tion) inhibit their ability to get to know people from oppressed
groups or to develop those relationships. One White woman spoke
of her loss of a potentially important relationship due to her own
racism and the segregated social environment:

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.

Third, people from privileged groups recognize a lack of trust.
They realize it will be harder and slower for people from oppressed
groups to be open and honest with them. In relation to heterosexism,
one person writes, “I lost out in the ability for people to share their
[gay men and lesbians] lives fully.”

In addition, the lack of trust makes it less likely that they will
broach difficult subjects or try to work out troublesome interper-
sonal dynamics. A White woman spoke of how racism affects her
ability to have real and honest interpersonal relationships with 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 willjust 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

As people from privileged groups speak about barriers to rela-
tionships, they often refer to the distance that is created in their own
communities and families. As before, this distance may be because
of their own or others’ attitudes. One type of disconnection is due to
differences in other social identities.

Among people with a shared subordinate identity, some indi-
viduals may also have a dominant identity that creates a rift within
the social group. Middle- and upper-class people of color frequently
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mention feeling disconnected from poor and working-class people
from their own racial/ethnic group. Sometimes, it is they who feel
excluded: “As a Black woman, it is a constant issue that I am upper-
middle class. I am often made to feel that I must hide this fact be-
cause of the attitudes and judgments from Blacks.” Other times,
people feel they have little in common with people from lower
socioeconomic classes. The distance is due to their own discomfort,
estrangement, privilege, or any combination of these factors: “As a
upper-class Black person in a wealthy White community, I often
ended up oppressing people who looked just like me but didn’t
have money.”

These dynamics, which lead to disconnection, also occur within
families. A woman recounts how this occurred in her family because
of class differences:

As aresult 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 addition, because of heterosexism, heterosexual siblings or
parents may reject a gay child, forfeiting that primary relationship.

Other times, people are ostracized for the choices they make that
violate the accepted norms of behavior within their own group. This
strains or breaks bonds with family members, friends, peers, and
coworkers. Men can be teased and become social outcasts for not be-
ing “one of 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 individuals date or marry outside their own racial or class
group, they can be disowned by or estranged from their family. One
White woman from the United States tells how after she married a
Guatemalan man she “experienced the pain of rejection, abandon-
ment, discrediting, and almost complete discounting” from her fam-
ily. Another woman relates the “numerous issues with my father
due to his belief that I should not date out of my race. His anger at
my dating of a Black man has also led to physical violence toward
me by him.”
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Moral and Spiritual Costs:
Loss of Integrity and Spiritual Center

Most people like to see themselves as decent, caring, and having
principles of fairness and justice. However, they live in a society
where there are pervasive inequities, reflected in homelessness,
poverty, violence, and job discrimination, to name a few. Many peo-
ple grapple with the discrepancy between the reality in which they
live and their moral/spiritual beliefs.

Guilt and Shame

Some people feel uncomfortable with the fact that some people
have so much while others have so little. They may feel embarrassed
or guilty for having more than others. People frequently feel guilt
when they know that others do not share their privileges or stan-
dard of living. In response to these increasingly apparent inequities,
people often “blame the victim.” Yet for many people, the guilt and
shame still haunt them. They may ask questions such as,

Do 1 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?

As people become more aware of injustices, these feelings and
questions become harder to ignore, and these moral naggings inten-
sify. People from advantaged groups may feel bad or defensive
about who they are (“I may be White but some of my best friends are
Black”). It is shameful to think about how one benefits from the pain
or exploitation of others. Often, people feel guilty for not doing
more to change inhumane or unjust conditions, for not responding
to offensive comments and jokes, or for not taking a stand against an
injustice.

Moral Ambivalence

Often, people feel torn between acting in accordance with their
personal integrity and risking family or societal disapproval, such
as giving up significant money to social-change efforts or marrying
“one of them.” They may be faced with decisions between doing the
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“right” thing and going along with social pressure—selling their
home to gays, Jews, or people of color in an otherwise (apparently)
homogeneous neighborhood or hiring a person with a disability,
knowing that clients or staff would be uncomfortable and resistant
to accommodations. They may also question their negative feelings
about a person from an oppressed group, wondering whether their
personal dislike or perception of incompetence was due to prejudice
or to a fair and reasonable judgment.

Spiritual Emptiness or Pain

Many people’s religious or spiritual beliefs maintain that we are
all “Children of God,” part of the same Oneness, or interconnected
and interdependent beings. Perpetuating oppression violates this
sense of connection. It also belies the notion of God or Spirit in each
person, and undermines the inherent integrity of each individual.
As one person stated, “I believe when one group suffers, we all suf-
fer for it is an indication of our own lack of ‘soul.” ”

Intellectual Costs: Loss of
Developing Full Range of Knowledge

Neither their formal education nor their own experiences tend
to provide people from dominant groups with sufficient and truth-
ful information about their own or other social groups. The lack of
relationships and the lack of (accurate) knowledge about people
from dominated groups furthers ignorance. People’s ability to ex-
pand their minds is thwarted.

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

People from privileged groups are uninformed or misinformed
about much of the human race and the contributions of many other
kinds of people. These include aspects of culture such as music,
food, arts, values, philosophies, and social systems. When people in
privileged groups are only exposed to the ways and accomplish-
ments of people like themselves, they develop a distorted
worldview. When history is recounted from the perspective of the
dominant group, they receive only a partial picture of our past. This
ignorance leads to limited and skewed views of different lifestyles,
viewpoints, perspectives, and people. They become out of touch
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with reality and lose the ability to consider other, more productive
and effective ways to live their lives and to understand the lives of
others.

A White woman recounts her experience in an African Ameri-
can community:

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, more often, ignorance allows people to retain the mis-
information and stereotypes about people of other social groups.
This, coupled with fears, fosters the avoidance of people and experi-
ences that might challenge their view of the world. This distorted
perspective also has social 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 thanIam. I was prevented from seeing oth-
ers as “human” until I learned more about my own privilege.

Ignorance of Own Culture and History

People from privileged groups lose not only a clear understand-
ing of others but of themselves. History books, in addition to omit-
ting and distorting the experiences of people from oppressed
groups, misconstrue the experiences of people from dominant
groups. In the section on psychological costs, I discussed the loss of
individual self-knowledge. However, people also miss a more accu-
rate understanding of their own cultural group. For example, racism
has caused many Whites to let go of their particular ethnic back-
grounds to assimilate into mainstream White society, with its result-
ing privileges. In addition, when we ignore the wisdom and stories
of our elders, we lose important perspectives and information, par-
ticularly about one’s own history: “Ageism has cost me a rich re-
source of knowledge from the past. From the mouths of elders in my
own family, I have lost their life experiences which I cannot pass on
to my own children.”
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Material and Physical Costs:
Loss of Safety, Resources, and Quality of Life

Oppression creates social conditions that affect people from
privileged groups not only personally and directly but indirectly as
well. Because of social injustice, we lose and waste both material and
human resources.! Many factors related to one’s safety and quality
of life are negatively affected.

Social Violence and Unrest

Oppression and inequality tend to breed social unrest. As peo-
ple feel increasingly mistreated, hopeless, and disconnected from
the larger society and its benefits, violence and antisocial behavior
increase. Although people from privileged groups often have more
opportunities to try to hide from this reality, its effects are inescap-
able. They may try to avoid people and experiences that make them
uncomfortable, creating a smaller and smaller world in which to
live. People may put up walls and live in gated communities, be-
coming prisoners in their own homes. Their access to places is re-
stricted as they increasingly feel that it just isn’t safe to go there. Peo-
ple become more fearful about moving about in the world and
spend more time, money, and energy trying to protect themselves
and their belongings.

Higher Costs

As it becomes more difficult to find homes and schools that are
safe and of good quality, the ones that do exist become more expen-
sive. It becomes more challenging to maintain a good standard of
living. Basic economics teaches that when there is high demand and
short supply, prices go up. This also occurs in the labor market.
When groups of people are systematically excluded from the labor pool
(because of stereotypes, discrimination, or lack of preparation), there
are fewer people to choose from, which creates higher wage costs.
Employers therefore need to spend more to attract qualified people.

Waste of Resources

Keeping an unjust system in place is also extremely expensive.
A significant amount of our taxes and economic resources goes to
supporting law enforcement and the judicial and penal systems, to
providing social support services, and so on. Economic and human
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resources are directed at addressing the effects of social inequalities
as opposed to ensuring opportunities for all. Frequently cited exam-
ples are the special programs or college loans available to people of
color. White students are left to struggle to fund their education, in-
stead of having education available to all who desire it. As one per-
son stated, “I've faced the inability to access services as a middle
class child /adolescent/ college student, due to the ‘status’ of ‘being
able to pay for everything’ when in fact that wasn’t the case.”

Loss of Valuable Employees, Clients, and Customers

When groups of people are impeded from having decent jobs
and earning living wages, they are less able to purchase goods and
services. This in turn negatively affects the economy. When restau-
rants, universities, businesses, and other organizations are seen as
inaccessible, discriminatory, or unfriendly to different oppressed
groups, they lose clients, customers, and students. This tends to
translate into financial loss for the owners and less job security for
employees. Similarly, it is more difficult to attract and retain talented
employees from marginalized groups who would enhance organi-
zational success. When they are hired, if they are unable to bring
their whole selves to work (including aspects of their identity or cul-
ture) or have to constantly deal with prejudices, they are less cre-
ative and productive.

Loss of Knowledge to Foster Societal Growth and Well-being

When groups of people are disenfranchised, given limited op-
portunities, or have their cultures ignored or obliterated, the society
as a whole loses their contributions. We know that different cultures
and life experiences can bring fresh perspectives to current prob-
lems and issues. When these are discounted or individuals are not
given the chance to develop their abilities, we have lost the potential
for new ways to think about old and new concerns. We also miss the
contributions to the arts and sciences that enrich and advance our
country and the world. As one person noted, “I believe that we sim-
ply ‘miss out.” As a culture we lose some of the inventive, creative
contributions that could be made by many people who are denied a
chance to flourish.”
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Diminished Collective Action for Common Concerns

When attention and energy are directed at addressing the effects
of oppression and at individual (or group) survival, they are di-
verted from other issues that would enhance societal well-being.
This keeps us separated and impedes our ability to work together to
address larger common concerns (education, health, or the environ-
ment). Even collective action in a narrower sense, such as in unions,
is hindered by the intentional or unintentional exclusion or
marginalization of oppressed groups.

Negative Health Implications

People in privileged groups experience high degrees of stress
and stress-related illnesses as they feel increasingly fearful and dis-
connected from other human beings. Pressures to achieve and main-
tain status in a hierarchical and competitive social and economic
system further undermine heaith. A recent study also found that
there are higher mortality rates for both wealthy and poor people in
metropolitan areas with high income inequality (Lynch et al., 1998).
Metropolitan areas with the largest income differences between the
top and bottom 10% of the population have the highest overall death
rates. The larger this discrepancy within a geographic area, the
higher the area’s death rate is likely to be for people in both rich and
poor communities.

Interconnections and Variations

Though described separately, many of these costs in fact are
overlapping and mutually reinforcing. They build and feed on each
other, often creating a vicious cycle. When people do not have con-
tact with others who are different and do not have accurate informa-
tion about themselves or others, they develop fears and stereotypes
that make it harder to establish contact. This leads to more discom-
fort, avoidance, ignorance, and fear. They therefore are more likely
to support social policies that are oppressive or ineffective at ad-
dressing the issues, which in turn helps to perpetuate the inequality.

Even the same general cost may affect various areas of one’s life.
The disconnection from others may have psychological, social,
moral/spiritual, intellectual, and material costs. For example, one is
likely to develop fears or be limited in one’s self knowledge, to lose
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Table 6.1 Costs of Oppression to People From Privileged Groups

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

Moral and Spiritual Costs:
Loss of moral and spiritual

integrity

Material and Physical
Costs:

Loss of safety, resources,
and quality of life

Socialized into limited roles and patterns of behavior

Denial of emotions and empath

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

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 meaningful interpersonal relationships, to feel cut off from
other human beings who are subject to injustice, to not know about
others’ lives and perspectives, and to miss out on valuable talent or
knowledge. As one woman aptly summed it up, “This separation
causes a kind of blindness to others’ suffering and experiences, and
anarrowness of viewpoint which can affect one’s political, social, in-
tellectual and spiritual development.”

How people from privileged groups perceive and experience
the costs varies among individuals. Sometimes people may not even
recognize something as a cost until it is named by someone else (e.g.,
the expense involved in maintaining oppression). They may take for
granted certain ways of being or social arrangements, assuming
these are normal (e.g., sex roles or conflicts among different groups).
One’s other social identities clearly play a role in what is seen or felt
to be a cost. I wonder about gender differences. In general, males
may be less likely to identify costs because they are more advan-
taged by our current social system. Yet because males are socialized
overall into roles of dominance and are more constrained by rigid
sex roles, those who are socially conscious may be more sensitive to
the pressures to act in ways that deny their own and others” human-
ity. Women, who are allowed (and encouraged) to be more emotion-
ally expressive and often experience more flexibility in their ways of
behaving (and thus experience less of a cost), may be more attuned
to the loss of connection with others (because of being White, hetero-
sexual, middle/upper class, etc.). We cannot expect all individuals
to experience the costs in the same way. It is useful, however, to be
able to illustrate the various effects and to help people to identify the
relevant ways in which they as individuals and as members of soci-
ety are negatively affected by oppression.

General Costs to People From Privileged Groups

When we collectively consider the range of costs of oppression
to people from privileged groups, it becomes clear that they cannot
escape the consequences of systems of injustice. To maintain in-
equality, people from advantaged groups must be psychologically
conditioned to assume their roles in the social order. The current ide-
ology and social structures reinforce the kind of thinking and behav-
ior that perpetuate injustice that ultimately diminishes all human
beings (see Chapter 4). As we participate in the dehumanization of
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others, which we inevitably do by participating in institutions, prac-
tices, and social relations that support societal inequality, our own
freedom, authenticity, and humanity are limited. Several prominent
social activists have acknowledged the intertwined fate of the op-
pressor and the oppressed.

According to Paulo Freire (1970), humanization is the vocation
of human beings: “As oppressors dehumanize others and violate
their [the oppressed’s] rights, they themselves also become dehu-
manized” (p. 42). Freire further states, “Dehumanization, which
marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also
(though in a different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of
becoming more fully human” (p. 28).

Nelson Mandela (1994), in his book, Long Walk to Freedom, adds,

[ 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. 544)

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1991), also noted this connection.

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 his writing about racism, Robert Terry (1981) addresses the
loss of authenticity. He maintains that authenticity “describes the
press in all of our lives to make sense out of our world and act pur-
posefully in it” (p. 121). This involves being true to ourselves and
true to our world. Like other forms of oppression, racism distorts
authenticity because it distorts our relationships to ourselves, to
others, and to our society.

One of the fundamental human desires is to know and be
known. We seek relationships with others that allow us to see them
fully and have those others see us fully. We want to be recognized for
who we truly are. Oppression prevents this process of mutual recog-
nition. It thwarts our ability to become our authentic selves and to
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fully know ourselves. It also impedes others from knowing who we
are. Itis often with much pain that people from privileged groups re-
count stories of how they feel mis-seen and misjudged, especially by
people from oppressed groups. The full complexity of their history,
backgrounds, and experiences is not acknowledged. Instead, they
are perceived more one-dimensionally. Certainly we know that this
occurs to people from subordinate groups. Even though they are not
experienced in the same way by people who are in advantaged and
disadvantaged positions, dehumanization, inauthenticity, and
misrecognition are inherent aspects of all forms of oppression.

Conclusion

As discussed in Chapter 2, McIntosh (1988) makes the distinc-
tion between conferred dominance and unearned advantage. The
first is the way in which society gives people in dominant groups the
power to control and disadvantage others. These so-called privi-
leges “distort the humanity of the holders as well as the ignored
groups” (p. 78). They are the products of unjust hierarchies. Un-
earned advantages are the conditions that currently are available to
people in privileged groups (access to decent food, housing, educa-
tion, and respectful treatment) that should be had by everyone.
These privileges we need to make available to all. The goal is not for
peoplein privileged groups to be punished or diminished as human
beings but to eliminate the conditions that hurt them and others and
to increase the conditions that benefit all our lives.

As people from privileged groups gain an awareness of these
costs, it can lead to their understanding of how systems of oppres-
sion are not necessarily or fully in their best interest. From there, one
can more readily think about the benefits of greater equity. As the
costs imply, with greater social justice, people could have a fuller,
more authentic sense of self; more authentic relationships and hu-
man connection; greater moral consistency and integrity; access to
cultural knowledge and wisdom; and improved work and living
conditions. There would also be the potential for real democracy in
our government and institutions. (I will discuss these further in
Chapter 10.)

Yet simply helping people from privileged groups to under-
stand the personal and societal limitations of oppression does not
mean they will readily work to change the current system. There are
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many incentives to maintain the status quo. However, it does create
an opportunity for critical thinking and for challenging the win-lose
paradigm. The following chapters discuss ways to build on this per-
spective and engage people in social justice efforts.

Note

1. See Glyn, A., & 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.
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Why People From Privileged
Groups Support Social Justice

here are obvious reasons why people from dominant groups re-

sist challenges to the status quo. There are also plenty of reasons
why they remain apathetic and uninvolved. Yet we know from his-
tory and our current experiences that people from privileged groups
also support and often lead struggles for social justice. Instead of
just focusing on why people from privileged groups don’t support
equity, I have been exploring what motivates people to do so. Why
do some people from dominant groups act as allies, supporting the
rights of an oppressed group of which they are not part? Why do
some men support feminist initiatives, some heterosexuals work for
gay and lesbian rights, or some Whites challenge racist practices? I
have been asking people in classes and workshops that question.
How would you answer it?

People’s responses tend to fall into three distinct, though inter-
related, categories. Some speak about a personal relationship they
have with an individual from an oppressed group, of how they can
relate their own experiences to the experiences of others, or how
they feel a sense of connection or “we-ness.” I call this type of re-
sponse empathy.

Others speak of their need to act morally and their discomfort
with the discrepancy between what they believe and what they ob-
serve around them. Some talk of unfairness, of how certain groups
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don’t deserve their plight, and of their desire to fulfill the American
ideal of equality. A spiritual belief in the inherent worth and dignity
of all people motivates others. I call this type of response moral prin-
ciples and spiritual values.

Still others focus on how oppression affects them as members of
the dominant group and on the potential benefits of greater equity.
They speak of wanting to live in a society with more harmonious in-
tergroup relations, of wanting a world safe for their children, and of
seeing the survival of the planet predicated on creating greater jus-
tice. Others personally desire more diverse friendships, broadened
knowledge, and more varied cultural experiences. Some acknowl-
edge the benefits to their organization through increased enroll-
ments, retention, or profits. This group of responses I name self-
interest.

I will first describe and discuss each of these factors individu-
ally.! I will then explore the interconnections among them. In the fol-
lowing chapter, I discuss how to actually foster and appeal to empa-
thy, moral or spiritual principles, and self-interest to gain support
for social justice concerns. I am not suggesting that these are the only
qualities needed to be an ally or to work for equity but that these are
key factors that encourage people to do so.2

Empathy

Empathy involves being able to identify with the situation and
feelings of another person. It incorporates affective and cognitive
components, requiring both the capacity to share in the emotional
life of another as well as the ability to imagine the way the world
looks from another’s vantage point. Chinua Achebe refers to this as
“imaginative identification” (as cited in Lazarre, 1993, p. 4). It is
“our capacity to understand and feel the suffering of others even
though we have never experienced that particular suffering our-
selves” (in Lazarre, 1993, p. 4). Being empathic, or taking the per-
spective of another person and imagining how that person is af-
fected by his or her plight, can be useful for promoting more positive
attitudes and inspiring action. Research suggests that empathy and
the desire to help are natural human inclinations (Kohn, 1990).

Empathy is not the same as pity. With pity, we hold ourselves
apart from the other person and his/her suffering, thinking of their
plight as something that makes the person fundamentally inferior or
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different from ourselves. Pity is seeing a homeless person on the
street and, while feeling sorry for that person, thinking, “that never
could be me.” Empathy, however, is more like compassion. It recog-
nizes our shared vulnerability while also acknowledging the differ-
ences between one’s self and the other. Compassion is seeing the
homeless person and thinking, “that could be me.” We acknowledge
our susceptibility to situations or conditions of misfortune as fellow
human beings.

Empathy and Social Justice

Many theorists have discussed the significance of empathy in
social relations (see Kohn, 1990, for a review of the literature). The
presence of empathy can foster positive social action whereas its ab-
sence can perpetuate injustice. Suppressing empathy for people in
oppressed groups is a powerful tool in maintaining oppression.
When we fail to see our common humanity with people we perceive
as different from ourselves, we can more easily ignore their plight. It
also allows us to dehumanize others, seeing them as less than hu-
man or as unworthy of care and respect. This sets the stage for the
acceptance or perpetuation of violence (a common strategy during
wars; Grossman, 1995). The more one dehumanizes people, the
more likely one will do violence. This in turn increases the need to
dehumanize them. “By making the objects of our violence less than
human, we do not experience the guilt associated with killing or
harming fellow human beings” (Sampson, 1991, p. 322).

There are many ways in which people from oppressed groups
are depersonalized and dehumanized in our society. Depersonaliza-
tion and dehumanization occur through stereotypes (defining gay
men as child molesters), images (depicting African Americans as an-
imals) and language (using derogatory names—gook, bitch, wetback).
In sum, perpetuating the sense that the Other is sufficiently different
and less human than ourselves erodes the capacity for empathy and,
thus, the propensity for care and action.

On the other hand, empathy can be a powerful tool in promot-
ing social responsibility. Empathy helps us connect with and subse-
quently care about others who seem different. “Coming to see others
as more simply human than one of Them, represents so drastic a
conceptual shift, so affecting an emotional conversion, that there
may be no greater threat to those with an interest in preserving 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 otherhand, 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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action of distress to the situation of another. For example, when I see
the unsafe, overcrowded, and inadequate conditions of the schools
for children in the inner city near where I live, I often feel guilty and
upset.

A second kind of affective response is sympathetic distress. This is
what we tend to think of when we think of empathy or compassion.
It involves caring about and feeling for the person in distress. In re-
sponse to the above school conditions, I may also feel sorry for the
children and families that must live with these circumstances (sym-
pathetic distress). Hoffman (1989) has suggested that sympathetic
distress may also elicit other related feelings. These can include feel-
ings of empathic anger—anger on behalf of the victim toward the
party responsible for the suffering—and empathic injustice—feel-
ing that the victim’s treatment is unfair and undeserved. For exam-
ple, I may also be angry at the politicians who don’t attempt to rem-
edy this school situation (empathic anger). Or I may feel outrage
because these children don’t deserve to be forced into these oppres-
sive conditions (empathic injustice).

Motivations to Care and Act

Once we have empathized and feel some kind of empathic or
sympathetic distress, we have to decide what to do about it. Differ-
ent types of empathic responses tend to produce different motiva-
tions to respond to the person (group) in need. Although these moti-
vations are independent and distinct internal responses, they are not
mutually exclusive and often occur in conjunction with each other.

Two main motives for acting on our empathy are egoistic moti-
vations because they are primarily concerned with addressing our
own needs (Batson, 1989). The first motivation is based on acting in
compliance with internalized standards. Through socialization, we in-
ternalize standards or expectations for appropriate actions or be-
haviors. These may be based on social expectations (societal or
group norms) or self-expectations (personal norms). Our motiva-
tion to act is driven by our desire to live up to these standards. By
complying with these expectations, we can anticipate receiving re-
wards or avoiding punishment. These rewards or punishments may
be explicit and obvious, such as obtaining an award, peer approval,
monetary remuneration, gratitude from those helped, or public cen-
sure. Often they are more subtle and in compliance with internal-
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ized needs, such as avoiding guilt, seeing oneself as a good person,
receiving esteem in exchange for helping, or gaining a sense of ad-
venture. Continuing with the above example, I may decide to partic-
ipate in a campaign for school finance reform because I think of my-
self as a caring person, my friends are involved in social justice
causes, and I want to live up to the expectations of myself and my
peers.

The second type of motivation is aversive arousal reduction. The
motive is to reduce our own distress that was generated by empa-
thizing. There is the desire to do something to reduce feelings of
guilt, anger, or discomfort. From this perspective, I may work for
school finance reform because I want to relieve my guilt that my
children attend a high-quality school whereas other children do not,
to dissipate my anger at their unjust treatment, or to relieve my dis-
comfort at having to walk by there every day.

A third motivation is altruism, which is focused on addressing
others’ needs. The motivation to act is focused not on addressing our
own distress, arousal, or needs, but on responding to the needs of
other person (group). Our concern is simply to improve the welfare
of the other, regardless of whether we will benefit. We may still ex-
perience some kind of positive effect, but that is not the motivating
factor. My social action might be based on my care for the children
and my desire that these children get the kind of education that all
children deserve.

People’s motivation to act on empathic responses can be based
on any one or all of these factors, and often, the line is blurry.
Though isolating the specific factors is not crucial, it can be helpful
for educators to understand people’s motivation to better foster and
channel their emotional energy.

Moral Principles and Spiritual Values

Morality deals with questions of right and wrong. Research sug-
gests that people are intrinsically motivated to behave fairly and to
seem moral and good (Kelman & Hamilton, 1989; Tyler, Boeckmann,
Smith, & Huo, 1997). Value systems affect people’s judgment of a sit-
uation and their determination of whether it violates their moral or
spiritual code. When someone considers something morally or spir-
itually wrong, that provides an impetus for the person to act to rem-
edy that situation. Even though people from privileged groups may
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be inclined to justify their advantage as fair, studies demonstrate
that concerns about justice affect both the feelings and actual behav-
iors of the people in privileged positions (Tyler et al., 1997). Despite
the assumption that self-interest most influences people’s decisions
in the political arena, research suggests otherwise (Orren, 1988;
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, many actions toward social justice are done to uphold
ethical or spiritual values (Colby & Damon, 1992; Daloz, Keen,
Keen, & Parks, 1996; Hoehn, 1983; Oliner & Oliner, 1988).

Types of Moral Reasoning

There are two commonly recognized modes of moral judgment.
One is a person-oriented ethic of care; the other is a principle-
oriented ethic of justice (Gilligan, 1980/1993; Lyons, 1988; Reimer,
Paolitto, & Hersh, 1983). The dominant ideology in the United
States, which espouses values of fairness, equality, and equal oppor-
tunity, reflects a justice orientation. Each of these moral orientations
and their developmental sequences has implications for motivating
support for social justice. I discuss each of these below.

A morality of justice, long believed to be the only system of
moral reasoning, is focused on rights and fairness. This form of mo-
rality is concerned with upholding principles or standards. It is
rooted in a formal sense of equality and reciprocity (treating others
as you would want to be treated). When using this type of moral rea-
soning, people make moral decisions by applying logical, abstract,
and impartial rules or principles. People contend that something is
unjust when it violates these accepted standards, which often in-
volve equal rights, equal opportunity, or role-related obligations.

A morality of care is focused on relationships and responsive-
ness. This form of morality is concerned with promoting the welfare
of others, preventing harm, and relieving physical or psychological
suffering. Using this type of reasoning, people arrive at moral deci-
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sions inductively, motivated by the desire to maintain connections
and avoid hurt. From this perspective, individuals contend that
something violates their moral code when people are being harmed
or not cared for.

People may therefore agree that something is morally wrong
but arrive at that determination in different ways. Take, for example,
a situation of housing discrimination based on race. A justice per-
spective might focus on its unfairness because it violates laws that as-
sert equal opportunity. A care perspective might focus on the harm
to the family looking for a home and the suffering it causes them.

Most people tend toward one type of moral orientation, though
they often use both. Because a morality of justice is the norm, even
people who prefer an ethic of care are fluent in and can use a ethic of
justice perspective. Studies have suggested that women tend to use
an ethic of care more frequently than men (Gilligan, 1980/1993;
Lyons, 1988).

Developmental Sequences

Even within the same moral orientation, there is a developmen-
tal sequence of moral reasoning that reflects distinctions in how peo-
ple make moral judgments within that framework. Again, although
people may engage in similar actions, their reasons for doing so may
differ. I'll use an example of a college administrator charged with re-
cruiting and hiring more faculty and students of color to illustrate
the different perspectives.

Within an ethic of justice, there are three levels, each with two
stages, that reflect the development of moral reasoning. Reasoning
at the first level, preconventional, is concerned with the concrete inter-
ests of the individuals involved, not with what society defines as the
right way to behave in a given situation. People here consider what
the specific consequences would be for acting in a particular way.
An administrator reasoning from this self-oriented level might not
even feel that there is a moral problem (racial discrimination or ex-
clusion) to be addressed. However, he may comply because he fears
losing his job if he doesn’t or because he thinks that he will be more
marketable if he does increase diversity. He might also believe that
this will give him more leverage with the student organizations or
faculty groups that support diversity when he has to deal with other
issues, such as an alcohol policy.
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Moving away from a self-centered focus, the second level, con-
ventional, involves an identification with the expectations of others
and the rules and norms of society. This level is most common
among adults. The administrator might pursue this effort because it
is what his peers are doing at other colleges, people he respects ex-
pect him to do so, and it is commonly recognized in academic circles
that there needs to be more inclusion of underrepresented groups at
colleges. He also might be concerned with conforming to affirma-
tive-action laws, campus policies, or other statutes that mandate
equal opportunity and outreach.

At the third level, postconventional or principled, the focus shifts
to abstract ideals of justice. These may include abiding by the social
contract (laws, rules, and values), which considers the welfare of all
and protects all people’s rights. Individuals may also be guided by
universal ethical principles that involve the equality of human
rights and the respect for the dignity of human beings as individu-
als. People will abide by laws and social agreements to the extent
that those correspond with their universal principles. The adminis-
trator reasoning from this level might support efforts to create a
more diverse and inclusive college to benefit all—providing a
better-educated workforce that can value diversity and use the tal-
ents of more of its citizens. He may believe that all people should
have the freedom to pursue knowledge and be able to fulfill their
potential.

The ethic of care also has a developmental sequence of moral
reasoning. This three-position sequence begins with survival, a posi-
tion in which the concern is for caring for oneself to ensure survival.
The second perspective is goodness, a position that involves caring
for others and being good according to conventional definitions.
The last perspective is truth, in which care for oneself as well as oth-
ers is considered and the interconnection between self and others is
recognized. Care becomes a self-chosen moral principle with the in-
junction to prevent or condemn harm and violence.

Similarly, different considerations might motivate the adminis-
trator using a care perspective. From the view of survival, he may
comply with this strategy to keep his job so he can pay his bills and
support his family. From the view of goodness, he may feel that be-
ing a good administrator means caring about all potential students
and faculty and being liked and respected by his colleagues and the
campus community. From the third perspective of truth, he may re-
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alize that exclusion hurts people of color by denying them opportu-
nities and harms Whites by denying them a fuller educational expe-
rience. He may feel that, ultimately, our collective well-being is
better served by a more diverse campus.

Spiritual Values

Spiritual beliefs may fall within these moral frameworks or
have their own ethical codes. Spirituality or religion always has an
ethical orientation because it seeks to respond to the moral question
of how we ought to live our lives (Daloz et al., 1996). Some talk of
upholding the Golden Rule, of treating everyone as a child of God,
of the importance of relieving suffering, or of recognizing that
“there is that of God in every person.” In their study of people com-
mitted to working for the common good, Daloz et al. found that for
many individuals, religion and spirituality played an explicit or im-
plicit role in their development of commitment and in their larger
meaning-making system. People frequently alluded to a principle of
interdependence. This sense of the interdependent nature of life in-
formed their public commitment. These individuals also found a
way to continually reframe and expand their religious understand-
ing and practice to include and respect others and the complex di-
versity of the world. Some spoke of a sense of spiritual imperative,
of feeling called and compelled to respond to the needs of the world.
Despite their many differences, most religious or spiritual belief sys-
tems share a common mandate to care for those less fortunate and to
treat people humanely.

We can be more effective at appealing to moral and spiritual val-
ues if we understand how people determine what is ethical or just.
As these frameworks and sequences suggest, different moral orien-
tations and reasoning can motivate people to support social justice.
The early stages in both moral frameworks are self-oriented, more
focused on one’s own needs than those of others. However, as we'll
see in the next section, self-interest is not necessarily selfish concern.
Self-interest can also be a healthy aspect of being an ally.

Self-Interest

I previously discussed some of the many costs of oppression
to people from dominant groups. These various psychological,
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moral/spiritual, intellectual, social, and material/physical costs
provide a basis for why people from privileged groups might sup-
port greater equity. They may seek greater authenticity and integ-
rity, better interpersonal relationships, safer communities, or more
effective organizations. These reasons highlight how justice can be
in the self-interest of dominant-group individuals.

However, the term self-interest tends to have a negative connota-
tion. In fact, the primary dictionary definitions explain it as selfish
concern and personal advantage. These common definitions of
self-interest imply that one gains at the expense or exclusion of oth-
ers, that it is a zero-sum game. This is consistent with economic ex-
change theory and with the dominant worldview that envisions
people as separate individuals competing for positions of advan-
tage or superiority. Although this may reflect one aspect of self-
interest, it ignores the possibility that what may be in my interest
might also benefit others.

People also tend to assume that there is something inherently
wrong or less pure about considering one’s own interests or needs,
especially in doing work as an ally. As Carol Gilligan (1980/1993)
has suggested, in interdependent relationships, we need to put our-
selves in the “web of care” and consider our own needs as well as the
needs of others. A healthy self-concern is not the same as selfishness.
We do not need to ignore or act against our own needs in the process
of working for justice. But to do so, we need a broader understand-
ing of self-interest (see Kohn, 1990, and Lappe & Du Bois, 1991, for a
discussion of alternative conceptions of self-interest). The term en-
lightened self-interest has been used in a general way to describe the
understanding that the interests of the individual and the common
good can converge. I will propose a more complex conception of
self-interest and suggest that it is a useful, if not necessary, component
of motivating people from privileged groups to support social justice.

Continuum of Self-Interest

Instead of defining self-interest simply as selfish concern, we
can define it more broadly to include benefits to oneself that do not
necessarily exclude benefits to others as well. Self-interest can incor-
porate the interests of others as well as one’s own. It can range from
a very narrow, selfish perspective to a more inclusive, interdepen-
dent perspective. There are two key factors that distinguish different
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types of self-interest: one’s conception of self (separate and autono-
mous or connected and relational) and a short- or long-term per-
spective (whether one focuses on immediate or long-run interests).
Moreover, as evidenced in the costs of oppression described earlier,
the benefits for people from privileged groups may take various
forms, from the psychological to the material. I will describe a con-
tinuum of self-interest (see Figure 7.1) and provide some illustra-
tions of the various perspectives.

On one end of the continuum is individualistic, or “me-oriented,”
self-interest. This coincides with the common equation of self-
interest with selfish concern. People operating from this type of
self-interest may support social justice efforts solely for their own
perceived personal gain. The concern is for the self; the fact that it
benefits someone else is incidental or secondary. The prime motiva-
tion to support social justice is seen in terms of “what it will do for
me.” Appealing to this type of self-interest may be getting someone
to do the right thing for what may seem to be the wrong reason. It is
a short-sighted and short-term perspective, concerned with imme-
diate, and usually material, benefits.

For example, a politician may support rights for people with
disabilities because it will provide votes among a needed constitu-
ency. Similarly, an individual or organization may give money to a
shelter for battered women or antipoverty program because it will
be good public relations and help their reputation. A male student
may help organize campus events against violence against women
as a vehicle to meet women or fulfill an extra-credit assignment.

Farther along the continuum, self-interest involves a consider-
ation of what benefits others as well as oneself. A mutual perspective
sees benefits for both—*“you and me.” Moving away from a narrow,
self-oriented perspective, this reflects a more relational view of
self-interest. The action is based on real concern for others. The per-
sonal benefits may be of many types. People may volunteer in a food
kitchen because it makes them feel good about themselves and al-
lows them to feel they are doing something helpful (psychological)
or to learn more about homelessness (intellectual). At the same time,
they may also genuinely want to do something to address the disad-
vantaged situation of others. People may join the Peace Corp or
other service organizations both for the sense of adventure and to
meet new people (social), as well as to aid in the development of
poor communities. Individuals might work on campaigns for wel-
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Figure 7.1. Continuum of Self-Interest

fare reform and living wages to relieve their guilt about their privi-
leged economic background (moral), in addition to assisting people
in need. A heterosexual father of a gay son may be involved in pass-
ing gay nondiscrimination laws. It reduces his own anxiety over his
son’s experience of homophobia and benefits his son and other gays
and lesbians. There may be material benefit when the decision to
sponsor a Diversity Week is based partly on the desire to respond to
the concerns of marginalized groups and also based partly on seeing
it as a strategy to quell greater demands and accusations that the or-
ganization doesn’t care about diversity.

My assumption is that for the majority of people who support
social justice efforts, there is some sense of mutual benefit. Even
though they might like to believe or have others believe that the sup-
port is solely on behalf of the oppressed group (in which case it
would be pure altruism with no self-interest), I suspect that most of
us get some other personal satisfaction from engaging in such ac-
tions. This in turn motivates further involvement.

The interdependent perspective has a greater relational view that
blurs the boundaries between you and me and sees “us.” As
Sampson (1988) explains, “When the self is defined in relation, in-
clusive of others in its very definition, there is no fully separate self
whose interests do not of necessity include others” (p. 20). Various
feminist theories have been developing relational theories of self
(Gilligan, 1980/1993; Jordan et al., 1991). Work on behalf of others is
simultaneously work on behalf of ourselves. From this interdepen-
dent perspective, because our lives and fates are intertwined, social
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justice efforts are being done for our collective benefit. A heterosex-
ual person who fights against homophobia might feel that all of us
need to be free from rigid sex roles, limits on sexual expression, and
lifestyle constraints. Likewise, a person without a disability might
champion the humane treatment of people with disabilities, believ-
ing it reflects on how society views and values all human beings.

Interdependent self-interest may require that people work
against what appears to be their immediate self-interest. However, a
relational sense of self and a more long-term perspective allows
them to see the benefit to themselves and others in the long run.
Wealthy people may support higher tax rates or caps on executives’
salaries (which affect their earnings) to create a more equitable dis-
tribution of wealth. They may believe that because a more peaceful
society depends on people having quality educational and work op-
portunities and decent living conditions, there needs to be a fairer
allocation of resources. White men (or women) may support affir-
mative action, even though in the short run it reduces the likelihood
that they will be hired. They support a practice that they feel will
lead to the kind of world they want to live in—one with great equity
and the inclusion of important voices that have been silenced. Peo-
ple who have an interdependent sense of self-interest are likely to
recognize their privilege and to seek ways to give it up, to not take
advantage of it, or to use it to promote social justice.

The Connections Among
Empathy, Morality and Self-Interest

By themselves, empathy, moral and spiritual values, and self-
interest can provide an impetus to support social justice. However,
they often operate in conjunction and can be addressed in combina-
tion to strengthen the appeal to action. I will provide some examples
of how they can be used to bolster each other.

Empathy Joined With Moral Principles and Self-Interest

The use of moral values along with empathy can help transform
feelings into action. Instead of just making people feel bad, moral or
spiritual principles can create a sense of responsibility to act to allevi-
ate the suffering or injustice. The experience of empathy may lead to
the invocation of moral principles. In addition, because empathy
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generally requires that people see the situation or suffering as un-
just, moral principles can allow people to come to that understand-
ing or interpretation.

Self-interest is implicit in much empathically motivated behav-
ior. People often act in socially responsible ways to address their em-
pathic distress. They are motivated by a desire to reduce their nega-
tive arousal or to be consistent with their internalized standards.
After an empathy-generating experience, self-interest can be useful
in helping them deal with their reactions. It can motivate and sus-
tain action once their empathy has been aroused.

Moral Principles Joined With Empathy and Self-Interest

Empathy can help move one’s moral concern out of the abstract
and impersonal. Some people are rule-, not person- or other-, ori-
ented. Kohn (1990) suggests that if people are overly concerned with
rules, ideology or abstract principles, this actually may interfere
with their sensitivity to the suffering of real people. In these cases,
empathy can help put a human face and a personal connection on
the moral injustice and thus enhance these individuals’ commit-
ment to address the situation. Feeling a human connection can also
help expand one’s sense of who is included in one’s moral community.
The more others are seen as similar or sharing a close relationship, the
less able one is to maintain the cognitive distortion to justify the status
quo. Also, empathy may be evoked once some human contact has
been made, after the initial action was taken out of moral principle.

Moral values promote action in part to maintain self-integrity. It
is in people’s self-interest to protect their self-esteem and self-image.
Self-interest can also be tied to one’s level of moral reasoning and
motivation to act morally.’ For some, as earlier examples illustrated,
self-interest is central in their process of making moral judgments.
For those with more principled reasoning, a more mutual and collec-
tive sense of self-interest strengthens their ability to follow through
on their moral convictions. Because people generally weigh the per-
sonal costs before acting on their moral values, increasing the sense
of personal benefit helps shift the balance toward acting.

Self-Interest Joined With Empathy and Moral Principles

Empathy can shift people out of narrow, individualistic self-
interest by fostering a concern for others. It can strengthen their feel-
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ings of connection and promote interdependence. This can help
move them toward a more mutual and collective sense of self-
interest.

Moral principles can encourage people to act not just out of self-
ish motives or short-term advantages but also out of ethical consid-
erations. It provides people with other guidelines to make decisions
about their behavior. Because we want people to be engaged in so-
cial justice work with commitment and integrity, enhancing their
emotional and intellectual investment leads in this direction.

Research on activists (though the activists are not necessarily
working on issues in which they are part of the dominant group)
suggests that they are highly developed in their senses of empathy,
morality, and collective self-interest (Berman, 1997). Indeed, these
factors are intertwined. Activists have a sense of self that is defined
by moral values and a sense of connectedness with others, especially
with those suffering injustice and with the world as a whole. This re-
lational sense of self fosters a sensitivity to the feeling of others and
an understanding of the connection between others’ well-being and
one’s own and leads to a commitment to relieve suffering and op-
pression, This connected sense of self underlies and promotes empa-
thy, a morality of care, and an interdependent sense of self-interest.

For most activists in the research, seeing themselves as moral
beings was also a central part of their sense of self. This unity of self
and morality fostered activism and erased feelings of self-sacrifice.
“No one saw their moral choices as an exercise in self-sacrifice. To
the contrary, they see their moral goals as a means of attaining their
personal ones and vice versa” (Colby & Damon, 1992, pp. 300-301).

In addition, studies suggest that “roots of activism also lie in the
desire for a sense of meaning that takes one beyond oneself. To be
bigger than oneself, to feel that one is contributing to the welfare of
others and society, not only motivates action but sustains it over the
long term” (Berman, 1997, p. 68). Commitment to honesty and open-
ness to new information and change were also cited as common
characteristics of activists.

Conclusion

As reflected in this chapter, the reasons people from privileged
groups may support social justice are varied and multilayered
No one factor—empathy, moral and spiritual values, or self-



Why People From Privileged Groups Support Social Justice 141

interest—will motivate all people, nor will the same factor appeal to
people in the same way. My impression is that educators often em-
phasize one of these aspects—usually empathy or morality—to the
exclusion of others. Some people address these sources of motiva-
tion generally, without considering some of the complexities within
each. Becoming more conscious about which we use, how we use
them, and in what combinations we use them enhances our effec-
tiveness with the various individuals and issues that we deal with. It
provides some direction for our educational and social change ef-
forts. When we build on empathy, moral and spiritual values, and
self-interest in conjunction with each other, we also promote more
long-term activism. In the following chapter, I will discuss how to
develop these qualities in our students and how to encourage social
action.

Notes

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. Iwishtoacknowledge 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

In the previous chapter, I discussed how empathy, moral and spiri-
tual values, and self-interest can motivate people from privileged
groups to support social justice. This chapter will focus on how this
framework can be applied to our educational and change efforts. I
will further describe how to foster and appeal to empathy, moral
and spiritual values, and self-interest to enlist support for social
change efforts. I will also consider ways to encourage people to be
allies and activists.

Empathy

Fostering Empathy

To increase empathy, both the intellect and the emotions need to
be engaged. In general, to foster empathy, people need to maximize
personal knowledge and heighten emotional attunement. By imag-
ining another’s point of view and feelings, we can better understand
his or her situation. It is also helpful to minimize distance and ano-
nymity by actually getting to know real people and experiencing
their life circumstances. There are many things we can do to increase
the empathy of people from privileged groups toward people from
oppressed groups.

143
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Expose People to Other Life Experiences

We can be exposed to others’ realities through books, movies,
panels, and personal testimony. Hearing the information in person
tends to be the most powerful (though this has a higher risk because
there is less control over what people say and do). Invite an individ-
ual or a panel of speakers to discuss their lives. One of the more ef-
fective programs in my work with faculty on addressing issues of di-
versity and equity in the classroom has been to have students from
marginalized groups (students of color, gay and lesbian students,
poor students) talk about their experiences in classes. After hearing
the panel, faculty are usually more receptive to discussing how to be
more inclusive and sensitive in their teaching.

It’s important to include a variety of experiences from within a
particular group or to discuss how this individual reflects the expe-
riences of many others. There is the possibility of seeing an individ-
ual as an exception or atypical for his or her social group. In addi-
tion, because perspective taking fosters empathy, provide frequent
opportunities for people to develop their ability to take the perspec-
tive of others and consider other points of view. This can be done
through simulations, role plays, and case studies.

Have People Share Their Own Experiences

We can ask people to reflect on and share their own experiences
with discrimination and oppression. Nearly all people are members
of at least one oppressed group. And everyone has some experience
of being stereotyped and treated unfairly. People can better under-
stand the feelings of others through considering how they felt in
similar circumstances. Individuals who have experienced the effects
of oppression in one aspect of their identity can often use this to re-
late to the experiences of someone from a different oppressed group
in which they are part of the dominant group. A heterosexual Afri-
can American woman acknowledged that she was homophobic and
expressed some discomfort at the prospect of listening to a panel of
gay, lesbian, and bisexual people share their stories. After the ses-
sion, she remarked, “They deal with a lot of the same stuff Ido as a
Black person!” She could relate to their feelings of internalized op-
pression, marginalization, and fear of violence. By using her experi-
ences as a person of color as a reference point as a heterosexual, she
now had new insight into (and tolerance for) gays.
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This can be a helpful starting place to make some connections
and develop compassion, but further discussion is needed so that it
goes beyond emotional catharsis. We don’t want people to overlook
differences or equate isolated incidents with systematic, socially
sanctioned mistreatment. Just because the woman above could use
her experiences as an African American to connect with the experi-
ences of gays and lesbians, this does not mean that she knows what
it’s like to be gay (or vice versa). Moreover, a man’s exclusion from a
women-only support group is not the same as women'’s exclusion
from men’s organizations or from positions that serve as vehicles for
the sharing of social power and promotion.

Furthermore, if we want people to be engaged in social action,
they need to understand that a person’s plight is not just an individ-
ual issue. His or her lack of opportunities or disadvantage is due to
larger societal conditions that require addressing social inequalities.
People need to understand that the distress of this individual is
symptomatic of some form of oppression that also affects many oth-
ers like them.

Give People the Opportunity to Have Firsthand Experiences

Provide people with the chance to get to know actual people and
experience others’ situations directly. In a diverse class, cooperative
learning and group projects can help achieve this end. Internships,
extended visits to different neighborhoods, volunteer work, and ser-
vice learning can reduce both emotional and physical distance. Even
helping that is initially done nonempathically can lead to empathy
(Kohn, 1990). People who help tend to develop a more positive view
of those they have assisted, become more concerned with their
well-being, and feel a greater responsibility to continue to help them
(Staub, 1989). In conjunction with these activities, it is important that
students are engaged in a process of self-reflection and in discus-
sions of privilege and social inequality so that they can make sense
of their experiences and avoid paternalistic attitudes.!

Hoffman (1989) found that activists’ direct and repeated contact
with disadvantaged groups intensified their initial empathic and
sympathetic distress. It also diminished their intellectual remote-
ness and challenged their stereotypes. Their empathic and sympa-
thetic distress was transformed, in part, into empathic feelings of in-
justice, empathic anger at society, and guilt over their own relatively
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privileged position. This led them to question their own ideology
that assumed that society was basically caring and just.

A recent newspaper article (Bole, 1997) suggests the power of
empathy. In Tennessee, after failed efforts to get Whites to support
additional funds for poor Black schools, a group of African Ameri-
cans invited a group of Whites (though an interfaith organization) to
visit their schools. After this firsthand experience, Whites were will-
ing to support the additional funds and also joined forces in fighting
for school-based management. The politicians were unable to split
the Black and White communities on these issues.

Potential Pitfalls of Empathy

Although empathy is a powerful force in acting for justice, we
need to be careful in our efforts to help people from dominant
groups empathize with the experiences of people from
marginalized groups. Elizabeth Spelman (1995) spells out some of
the paradoxes of these efforts and dangers to watch out for.

In Spelman’s paradox of appropriation, there is the tendency, in the
process of seeing oneself in the experiences of others, to erase the
specifics of the others’ experience and to equate the two experiences.
Although we want people to connect to the experiences of another
and to a sense of shared humanity, we do not want them to expropri-
ate that experience. It is the danger of falling into the trap of think-
ing, “I know just how you feel!”

In the paradox of identification, the danger is overemphasizing the
similarity of experiences by ignoring the differences and the larger
social and historical context in which these experiences take place.
This overlooks the implications of differential social positions and
access to power and privilege. Because oppression breeds on high-
lighting difference and building barriers based on those differences,
by identifying with others, we can break down those divisions.
However, this poses the danger of coming to think, “We're all alike.”

Consider the situation when a White person tries to empathize
with the experience of an African American person in an all-White
environment. The White person may recount how she also felt un-
comfortable and marginalized as the only White person in an
all-Black gathering. On the one hand, it may be helpful to focus on
the similarities for her to relate to the experience of the Black person.
However, she may ignore the particularities of the Black woman'’s
experience and the differences between their experiences, given the
larger context of racism. For example, the White woman can gener-
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ally choose whether or not to be in the situation of being a racial mi-
nority, and it is an exception to her usual interactions where her
Whiteness is the norm.

While encouraging empathy, we need to be careful not to ob-
scure differences as we emphasize similarities. We must acknowl-
edge and discuss differences in power and social position. In addi-
tion, some people feel that by empathizing they are “doing
something.” Empathy itself is not action; it is a starting place, not the
end product.

Impediments to Empathy and Empathic Responsiveness

The potential of empathy as a positive social force can be dimin-
ished in many ways. There are many factors that reduce people’s
ability to be empathic, as well as to act on their empathic responses. I
will identify several of these and offer some brief suggestions for
how to address them.

Lack of Cognitive Ability

First, people need a certain level of cognitive ability to engage in
perspective taking. Although there are different kinds of empathy
displayed by children, the type of empathy discussed here requires
the ability to have a differentiated sense of self and the cognitive
flexibility to imagine the perspective of someone else. Most teenag-
ers and adults have that cognitive ability, though many still have a
difficult time with the cognitive flexibility that is required. People
who are dualistic thinkers (see Chapter 3) tend to see things as ei-
ther-or and have difficulty considering experiences or perspectives
that differ from what they consider the truth. For these individuals,
it may be helpful to stress that being empathic does not mean con-
doning someone else’s behavior. Because abstract connections may
be more difficult for these individuals, we can provide opportuni-
ties for them to concretely put themselves in the position of another
that require them to take on a different way of seeing the world (i.e.,
through a role play).

Lack of Emotional Flexibility

In addition to cognitive flexibility, people need emotional 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)

Generally, people who have difficulty acknowledging and expe-
riencing their own feelings have difficulty perceiving and under-
standing the feelings of others. Although there is not conclusive re-
search on gender differences and empathy (varying with how
empathy is measured), it tends to be more challenging for males to
make empathic connections. Male socialization usually does not fos-
ter the development of emotional self-knowledge, expressiveness,
or sensitivity to others. As a result, men often have underdeveloped
empathic abilities and overdeveloped emotional armor to protect
themselves against feelings that might make them vulnerable and
uncomfortable. In educational contexts, we can consistently model
empathic behavior toward them and others and can provide oppor-
tunities for them to develop and practice empathic skills.

Lack of Psychological or Emotional Freedom

Third, people are less likely to feel empathy if their own needs
feel more pressing than those of others. It can be hard to be empathic
when feeling stressed or in pain. If people are self-absorbed, are anx-
ious, or lack the psychological or emotional freedom to attend to an-
other’s needs, their empathic abilities will be decreased. As previ-
ously discussed, this can be the case when someone is focused on his
or her victimization as a member of a subordinate group. We can
provide the safety and opportunity for these people to share their
feelings, concerns, or experiences so that they feel heard and vali-
dated. Once they feel recognized and no longer need to defend their
own pain or disad vantage, they may have more psychological space
to connect with another. (Also, review the suggestions in Chapter 4
for reducing resistance.)

Blaming the Victim

People often have little or no empathy for victims they see as ac-
countable and deserving of their fate. Blaming the victim may in fact
lead to feelings of indifference or hostility. Through a variety of edu-
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cational strategies—providing information, role plays, personal sto-
ries, researching facts, or critical analysis—people can develop a
more informed perspective that may shift their understanding or in-
terpretation of the situation. This in turn can alter the way they see
the victim and allow for some empathic connection. People who be-
lieve in a “just world,” which assumes a close relationship between
one’s fate and one’s merit, are more likely to react with compassion
if they are asked to imagine themselves in the same situation as the
victim (Rubin & Peplau, 1975).

Empathic Bias

People also tend to have difficulty empathizing with people that
seem too different from themselves. There tends to be an empathic
bias; individuals feel less empathy for those they perceive as differ-
ent and more empathy for those they perceive as more like them-
selves. Empathic bias is reinforced by the stereotypes and prejudices
people learn. It can be reduced by providing people with opportuni-
ties to increase familiarity with individuals or groups they see as dif-
ferent and encouraging a focus on the similarities between them-
selves and the others—shared characteristics, feelings, and
experiences. Ultimately, despite all other differences, we share a
common humanity.

Psychological Threat

Finally, although similarity of experience can promote empathy,
it can also impede it when the situation is experienced as too psy-
chologically threatening. It may touch on one’s own unresolved is-
sues, unconscious conflicts, or disappointments. A heterosexual
woman may resist empathizing with an angry lesbian woman be-
cause of her inability to acknowledge her own anger about the sex-
ism she herself faces. A man may have difficulty empathizing with a
battered woman if he has not dealt with his own feelings about see-
ing his mother in an abusive relationship. We may be able to help
him empathize with women in other situations that do not stir up
such feelings but also involve sexism or the domination of women
by men. And even though we are not therapists, we can appropri-
ately allow people to express their feelings and help them under-
stand why they are unable to empathize in this situation. We can
also recommend referrals for counseling or other assistance.
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Limitations of Using Empathy
to Promote Prosocial Activism

Not all empathy leads to prosocial action or activism. Even
when people do feel empathy, there are several factors that reduce
their motivation to act on this empathic connection. One is empathic
overarousal. People can be overwhelmed by their own feelings of dis-
tress that are generated from being empathic. The level of guilt or
anxiety can be immobilizing. Allowing people to process their feel-
ings—through writing, talking, emoting, movement, or art—helps
reduce the intensity of the feelings so that they can consider acting
more constructively.

A second reason is feelings of powerlessness. When people are un-
able to relieve the suffering, they may rationalize their failure to act
by derogating the victim. After an empathic connection with a
homeless man, a person who feels powerless to help this man or to
deal with homelessness might find ways to blame him for being in
his situation (i.e., not trying to find a job, not going into rehabilita-
tion). We can assist people in dealing with their sense of
disempowerment by helping them to learn about and develop strat-
egies for positive intervention and action.

Third, we live in an unsupportive social context, in a culture where
people are encouraged to see victims as deserving their plight. Em-
pathic abilities and the motivations to act are not commonly taught,
encouraged, or valued 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)

Even though we cannot simply change the dominant culture,
we can continue to help people to develop their empathic abilities,
to highlight the benefits of caring for others, and to provide exam-
ples of people who do act on their sense of empathy to improve the
lives of others.

To use empathy as a motivation for progressive social action, we
need to help people emotionally and intellectually relate to other’s
experiences and to understand that people may be motivated by their
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own personal needs as well as altruism, and we need to be able to
address the various individual and societal impediments to people
developing and then acting on their empathic responses. Because
the effective use of empathy generally requires that people see the
victim’s situation as somehow wrong or unfair, moral principles be-
come an important ingredient. It is to these that I next turn.

Moral and Spiritual Values

By invoking moral principles and spiritual values, people can be
motivated to live up to and according to one’s values and to right
what they perceive as a wrong. For people to act on moral or spiri-
tual principles, they need to be aware that there has been, in fact, a
violation of their values. Everyone may not agree on how to remedy
the moral infraction, but at least if people see that there is an injus-
tice, they can become concerned and invested in addressing it.

First, it can be helpful to encourage people to identify and artic-
ulate their moral/spiritual values. This provides a standard from
which to judge situations. It can also provide educators with useful
information about how to speak to their concerns. Although not ev-
eryone has the same interpretation of justice or fairness, most people
in the United States tend to support the notions of equal opportu-
nity, meritocracy, and equal rights.

Next, we can educate people about the inequity. People often
have little accurate knowledge about social inequities. In addition to
providing facts, statistics, personal stories, and theories, individuals
can be asked to conduct research themselves and to gain awareness
from firsthand experiences. Often, students are more persuaded by
information they uncover themselves. If people think that a life on
welfare is one of luxury and an easy free ride, we can ask them to re-
search the amount of the allowance, to live on that amount for a cou-
ple of weeks, or to try to apply for welfare to see how they are
treated.

Once people are aware of an inequity, we can help them see that
it is unfair, that it violates their moral/spiritual principles. Unless
they perceive the discrepancy as an injustice, they will not feel that a
moral wrong has been committed. Because there is pressure to
cognitively distort situations in ways that justify the status quo, edu-
cators need to be able to challenge those distortions. We need to help
people question the dominant ideology that makes inequities seem
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fair and to offer alternative explanations. People can be encouraged
to reexamine their assumptions and beliefs that tend to blame the
victim, deny discrimination, and presume a level playing field. We
can help elucidate how institutional structures and practices violate
stated principles of fairness and equity. Often, when myths are ex-
posed and greater understanding of systemic inequality is revealed,
people are more likely to feel that their values have been breached,
that something isn’t right. In the United States, many people accept
the fairness of the free market system and the ideology that people
get what they deserve on the basis of ability or hard work. Yet a
study by Smith and Tyler (1996) with people who were economically
advantaged found that the more respondents viewed market proce-
dures and outcomes for the disadvantaged to be unfair, the more
they supported redistributive policies. As in the above example of
welfare, if people realize how inadequate most public assistance is
in supporting families and in providing the necessary job training,
transportation, day care, and employment opportunities for people
to get decent-paying jobs with medical benefits, they are more likely
to feel that people are being denied the opportunity to live a reason-
able life off welfare and that this is detrimental to those individuals
and society at large.

Because an ethic of justice tends toward an intellectual or cogni-
tive orientation, providing information and facts is a useful strategy.
An ethic of care tends to be more feeling or affectively oriented. In
this case, an effective approach is to illustrate the harm of social in-
justice, thereby promoting empathy. This appeals to values of caring
for others and alleviating suffering. The strategies discussed earlier to
foster empathy—such as personal stories, relationships, and perspec-
tive taking—are useful with people who have a care-based morality.

After people recognize moral injustice, the next step is motivat-
ing them to take some action to remedy the situation. For some, the
clarity of a moral wrong might be enough to elicit their support. For
others, more particular appeals may be needed. We can be more ef-
fective at appealing to moral values if we understand the process
through which people determine what is just and why they would
act morally. Otherwise, we can offer a range of reasons that will ap-
peal to people with different moral orientations and motivations.
The developmental sequences within each moral framework can
provide a guide for speaking to particular moral frameworks. Also,
although individuals tend to be predominantly in one stage, they
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may use reasoning from other stages, depending on the circum-
stances.

I have often been asked to do diversity and sexual harassment
training in schools with teachers, administrators, and other staff.
Frequently, this is initiated by a teacher who sees a problem and
wants to garner the support from the administration and fellow
teachers. There are usually several ways to appeal to people’s moral
values. I will tend to include a variety of reasons, both to appeal to
the range of concerns and to provide examples of more principled
and caring considerations.

Those using moral reasoning from preconventional or survival
perspectives may be most concerned with protecting themselves
from accusations and legal liability. For them, addressing sexual ha-
rassment can reduce their personal or institutional liability as well
as negative public exposure that could jeopardize their careers. For
those concerned with being able to teach without as many discipline
problems and conflicts, the training can reduce negative behavior
and tensions among students.

Those at the goodness or conventional level tend to be inter-
ested in having policies and laws to ensure that people are treated
fairly or are not subject to behavior that interferes with their right to
an education. They want to follow and enforce established rules that
help maintain order in the school and allow people to be treated re-
spectfully. For those concerned with being good and caring teachers,
the training can help them better meet the needs of their students,
ensure their safety, and prepare them to deal with differences.

To speak to the concerns of people at the truth or postcon-
ventional level, I try to appeal to shared or stated values. These may
include wanting every child to be able to reach his or her full poten-
tial or wanting to create a caring community in which people are not
subjected to hurtful or demeaning behavior. These individuals are
seeking ways to create an environment in which everyone can learn
and work effectively.

Limitations of Appealing to
Moral Principles and Spiritual Values

Equity theory suggests that recognizing an injustice produces
an uncomfortable and distressing emotional state (Tyler et al., 1997).
People attempt to restore a sense of justice (a) behaviorally, by
changing their behavior or the situation, and (b) psychologically, by
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changing their interpretation of events (such as assuming that peo-
ple are lazy, incompetent, or undeserving). The psychological solu-
tion allows people to justify their advantage. People who view
themselves and others as personally responsible for their success or
failure are more likely to assume that societal inequities are legiti-
mate. They accept the just-world hypothesis that people get what
they deserve in life and consequently deserve what they get. There-
fore, there is no motivation to remedy the situation.

Even when people do recognize an injustice, they will decide
whether to act on the basis of two main factors. The first is practical
concerns (e.g., the likelihood of success or of retaliation or the
amount of self-sacrifice). People may want to see justice occur but
may not be willing to incur the consequences of the imagined
change. The second is the ambiguity of the situation—how clear itis
that an injustice has occurred and what specifically needs to be done
to address it. If people are not convinced that there is an unfair ineq-
uity or do not believe that what is proposed will remedy it, they are
less likely to act.

In addition, there may be some groups of people who are seen as
nonentities, undeserving, or expendable, and thus are morally ex-
cluded from one’s scope of justice {e.g., migrant workers, the Japa-
nese during WWII, gays; Opotow, 1990). This allows people to see
the harm to these groups as acceptable, appropriate, or just. More-
over, the less one’s sense of self is rooted in a moral identity, the less
persuasive moral arguments will be.

Deciding whether to address a moral injustice is more than a
simple instrumental decision, a rational assessment of the costs and
benefits of a certain course of action. Emotional reactions may be the
most important influence on whether or not people take actions. The
type of action is more a function of cognitive judgements (Wright,
Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). Therefore, eliciting emotions such as
anger or moral outrage enhances an individual’s likelihood of act-
ing. Since people are more likely to act to restore justice when there
is a clear injustice and when there is a particular set of actions that
could correct the injustice, it is important that they have specific
ideas of how to act that they feel will make a difference. Otherwise,
they may feel hopeless and powerless and resort to psychological
distortion.
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Self-Interest

Most change agents know that you need to be able to answer the
question, “What’s in it for me?” People are concerned with how
things will affect them. The previous chapter outlined how people
may construe that question differently; yet in some form, people
want to have their needs met.

A basic principle of conflict resolution is to identify underlying
concerns and interests and to try to develop a solution that meets the
needs of both (all) parties. This requires letting go of preconceived
solutions and being willing to think creatively to come up with alter-
natives that would be satisfying to both. Often, conflicts persist be-
cause people cannot imagine alternatives to the present situation or
do not believe that their needs would be met by the currently pro-
posed solutions. Similarly, with issues of oppression, people often
don’t support efforts to eliminate oppression because they feel that
it doesn’t affect them or that nothing can really change, or they can-
not imagine how it could be different and not threaten their well-
being. Ultimately, we need to help people from dominant groups ex-
pand their sense of possibilities to see how their long-term interests
and needs really can be met by social justice. (I discuss this in Chap-
ter 10.) In the meantime, we may need to identify their present and
short-term interests and find ways to address those while engaging
them in actions for equity.

Some appeals to self-interest can be targeted toward a specific
issue or action. In this context, self-interest is used as a strategy to-
ward a particular end (at least for the moment). We are interested in
getting support for a given program or project. It can also be used in
a more educational or theoretical way to help change people’s ways
of thinking about social justice and to help them understand how
oppression is harmful to all. In this case, the goal is twofold: con-
sciousness-raising and changing attitudes and behavior. Strategic
and consciousness-raising approaches can be used separately or in
conjunction with each other.

Strategic Approaches

First, find out what people are concerned about. Then, integrate
people’s concerns into the social justice agenda. Try to show how those
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interests can be addressed by supporting your efforts. For some peo-
ple, these concerns may be very self-focused; for others, they may be
more inclusive of other people. The examples along the continuum
of self-interest illustrate what might appeal to people with different
conceptions of self-interest. The most important thing is to under-
stand their viewpoints and to speak to their needs. From there, we
can make the link to issues of equity and show how their needs can
be compatible with social justice.

Even while appealing to more individualistic types of self-
interest, offer a more interdependent perspective. This is a chance to
raise consciousness, provide alternative ways of viewing the situa-
tion, and challenge the win-lose mentality. Because we do not want
to reinforce individualistic thinking, the goal is to start where people
are and help expand their perspective toward consideration of the
common good. While providing additional examples of how to use
self-interest to garner support for a current issue or project, I will
also illustrate how we can expand on narrow self-interest, help peo-
ple see their personal concerns in a larger context, and link their
short-term and long-term interests.

As a university affirmative action officer, I needed to enforce
affirmative action guidelines that many people felt were unfair and
interfered with their right to hire who they wanted. To get their co-
operation, I often pointed out ways in which hiring a person from an
underrepresented group benefited them—not only were they more
likely to get permission to actually fill the position, but that person
might also help attract and retain students in their department, es-
pecially students from underrepresented groups (which was impor-
tant for maintaining or increasing the viability and resources for
their department). I also included ideas about how this new per-
son’s experience or perspective might enhance their own scholar-
ship and thinking about their discipline and about how diversity
makes the campus a more vibrant and attractive place to students
and faculty. Finally, I challenged them to think about what it meant
tobe “most qualified” (especially when diversity is a goal) and pro-
vided information about how to more fairly evaluate qualifications.
Regardless of the real reason for their compliance, I felt I needed to
expose them to broader ways of thinking about and justifying the
hiring of a candidate from an underrepresented group.

Another approach is to link personal concerns to larger issues of
equity and justice. This shifts the dynamic from blaming the victim to
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blaming the system. Many college students, particularly at public
universities, are concerned about paying for college and experience
the stress of working and worrying about expenses. I have heard
White students complain about the “special treatment” some stu-
dents of color receive and about some of the scholarships that are set
aside just for students of color (though this is quickly changing).
This tends to lead some White students to blame students of color
for White students’ lack of financial support for college. The eco-
nomic concerns of White students are valid. However, the real prob-
lem is not students of color (who also generally receive very little fi-
nancial backing). Some White students realize this, and instead of
working against scholarships for minority students, they have orga-
nized to challenge the larger system that does not make college ac-
cessible to all who want to attend. They have enlisted the support of
other White students by addressing their concerns about college
costs, but they have focused on the bigger issue of educational fund-
ing and opportunity. Through collective action and lobbying with
students of color (and other allies), they have been more successful
in addressing access to a college education (e.g., through lower
tuitions and more state and other aid). So although their
concerns may be about their own college tuitions, their solu-
tion has been to address the larger issue of economic and social
equity. They feel that their self-interest is better served by more sys-
temic change.

Last, we can link people’s short-term and long-term interests with the
social justice agenda. We can help people see that they will be better
off both in the short term and in the long term by supporting efforts
toward equity. Most people are concerned with juvenile crime and
drug dealing. Some people believe that building more prisons is the
answer. Alternatively, in many communities, people are trying to
create comprehensive programs for youth that include education,
training, and constructive involvement in recreational and commu-
nity activities. One strategy to enlist support for these efforts is to
help people see how these types of programs reduce violence, are far
more cost effective, and improve their quality of life. In the short
run, young people are less likely to be involved in illegal activity
and create problems on the street. In the long term, they are more
likely to become productive, contributing citizens as opposed to
adult criminals, prison inmates, or welfare recipients who require
further government money. It also maintains the integrity of the
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community and property values. Instead of some quick fixes, peo-
ple’s short-term as well as long-term concerns can be addressed.

Theoretical and Consciousness-Raising Approaches

The strategic use of self-interest clearly provides the opportu-
nity for consciousness-raising. Educational contexts often offer us
greater latitude in how we can educate people from privileged
groups about their self-interest in social change. We can help them to
explore the costs of oppression, the benefits of justice, and ways to
move toward the kind of world they would like to live in.

There are many ways that people can be given the chance to con-
sider the costs of oppression to themselves and others from dominant
groups.  have engaged students in thinking from this perspective by
asking them to identify the ways in which they feel negatively af-
fected by some form of oppression in which they are part of the
dominant group. This makes most sense once they have already
done some exploration of oppression and multicultural issues. After
considering this question individually, they then listen to the re-
sponses of peers, provoking further reflection and discussion. This
may be one of the few times when the pain of people in privileged
groups has been acknowledged and validated. For people who have
never named or discussed these costs, it can be a powerful experi-
ence and provide great relief to let go of the secrets or of the feeling
that they were the only ones. When I have conducted this exercise
with groups, simply viewing the list of costs generated by the group
has had a significant impact. It vividly illustrates the pervasive det-
rimental ramifications of oppression for members of privileged
groups.

For some groups, responding to a general list of costs will be
much easier and more effective than trying to develop their own be-
cause it requires less original thought. You can ask them which itemns
they can relate to on the list and have them add their own examp]es.
Even for people who have a difficult time identifying costs, it en-
courages them to think in a different way, it allows them to hear the
stories of others, and it begins to broaden the way they think about
oppression and their role in it.

People from oppressed groups may have difficulty seeing them-
selves as members of a privileged group. As discussed previously
(Chapters 3 and 4), people tend to most identify with their subordi-
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nate identities because that is where they usually experience the
most pain. I particularly have found that people of color initially
tend to find this type of exercise challenging. They tend to be most
aware of their experience as victims of racism and much less able to
see themselves as members of a privileged group in another ism.
Some of this may be due to their stage of identity development. It
may also be related to the fact that the existence and impact of rac-
ism is so often minimized that people of color feel they need to con-
sistently remind people (especially White people) of its significance.
I'have found it helpful to acknowledge the pervasiveness of racism
and its widespread effects as well as how it mitigates other areas of
privilege. However, because the focus of this exercise is not on privi-
lege but on the costs of oppression to all, I encourage them to think
about how they might also be harmed by an oppression for which
they are not the direct target. In addition, before I begin the discus-
sion of costs to the dominant groups, I usually review how oppres-
sion affects those in disadvantaged groups and review some of the
privileges for those in advantaged groups. I then add the parts about
negative effects on people from dominant groups, suggesting this as
a way to provide a more complete and complex understanding of
oppression. Naming oppression and recognizing privilege at the
outset allows some people from oppressed groups to then feel more
comfortable considering costs to the privileged group.

People may suggest situations in which they see themselves as
the victims of reverse racism or of another form of oppression. Affir-
mative action is often a favorite example of how White people are
negatively affected by racism. First, it is helpful to dispel the myths
that there is currently a level playing field and that affirmative ac-
tion has taken away so many jobs from White men. Then it’s impor-
tant to help them reframe this situation and understand it not as a
victim of racism but as a result of racism in our society. A system of
racial discrimination and bias has motivated the establishment of
these kinds of programs and supports. If there were no racism, there
would be no need for affirmative action or special consideration
given because 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. Ask them to consider questions such as the following:
How would their lives be enhanced if they did not have to deal with
the results of systemic injustice? What would it be like if the list of
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costs were obliterated? What would it feel like to be rid of the limita-
tions, pressures, conflicts, guilt, moral ambivalence, and ignorance?
Visualizations, drawing, writing, discussion, and list making can
make these imaginings more concrete.

Arelated approach is to have people compare their vision of an ideal
world with our current reality. Ask people to imagine and describe the
kind of world they want to live in—How would society be orga-
nized? What would work, housing, education, the environment,
neighborhoods, or recreation look like? Then have them compare
that ideal to this reality. They can consider the following questions:
How is the vision different from our reality? What gets in the way of
attaining that vision? How do oppression and inequality undermine
this ideal? How might greater social justice help to reach those ide-
als? Because most people want tolive in a world with peace, positive
social relations, and material well-being, this can lead to discussions
of various forms of oppression, as well as the larger dominant-
subordinate power structure upon which injustice is based. This ex-
ercise can also be focused on a particular aspect of society, for exam-
ple, one’s community, school, or workplace. Similar questions and
discussion could ensue. These types of discussions can help people
think about their investment in social justice and lead them to con-
sider ways to move toward that vision.

Help people to identify and experience more equal and satisfying rela-
tions in everyday life. Imagining a total transformation of society can
seem too unrealistic or abstract to be useful. Yet, in most of our daily
lives, we have the kinds of experiences that would be more available
in a just and caring society. Encourage people to notice how they feel
when they do have emotionally honest and mutually satisfying rela-
tionships with others; when they are behaving in accordance with
their values; when they feel that they are acting out of their deeper
sense of humanity and love; when they have positive, enriching re-
lationships with people who are different from themselves; and
when they feel a sense of personal integrity and moral consistency.
Help them verbalize these situations and positively reinforce these
kinds of connections and ways of being. We can provide opportuni-
ties in the class for these types of relationships and experiences
through how we structure the class and the activities we do. These
activities can be used to discuss how to create more of these kinds of
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experiences in our lives, how to change the systems and structures
that undermine these ways of being, and how to replace them with
ones that foster a more just and caring world.

Pros and Cons of Appealing to Self-Interest

Intentionally appealing to self-interest can be a controversial
strategy. It has advantages as well as dangers. Although it can be a
useful and necessary approach, we need to be thoughtful and care-
ful in its use. I will first discuss some of its possible pitfalls and then
consider some of its positive uses and benefits.

One of the major dangers of using narrow self-interest to moti-
vate support is the distrust it breeds from people (both allies and
people from oppressed groups) who are genuinely committed to the
action. People appropriately may not trust the motives or the depth
and longevity of the support of people who they suspect are acting
on individualistic self-interest. If the motivation stays only at the
level of narrow, individualistic self-interest, their support may
be withdrawn when self-interest is reassessed as circumstances
change. By appealing to individualistic self-interest, without trying
to broaden the perspective or commitment, we may be reinforcing a
way of thinking that is counter to our ultimate goals.

In addition, someone may engage in superficial involvement or
low-risk commitment while undermining a more serious examina-
tion of the issues or more meaningful change. This often results in
mere lip service, or it can trivialize or co-opt the issue. Many people
are familiar with the token committee and unread report or with di-
versity training that never goes beyond understanding cultural dif-
ferences to address inequities in organizational policies and prac-
tices. Sometimes strings are attached; support will be given as long
as the work is not too radical or avoids certain topics.

Using self-interest to develop support also has advantages. Ap-
pealing to narrow, individualistic self-interest is probably most
problematic; however, it starts where people are and addresses them
in a way that makes sense to them. “Speaking their language” ini-
tially may be more effective than appealing to issues that hold little
interest for them. Although we might prefer that people engage in
actions from more lofty ideals and commitments, this is not always
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immediately possible. Obtaining support, even if it is with selfish
motives, may allow a positive project to move forward instead of be-
ing blocked or impeded.

Joining narrowly self-interested people where they are can also
provide an opening for more genuine change, a first step in real en-
gagement. Involvement with an issue may expose people to individ-
uals, situations, or information that they otherwise might not have
encountered and that may, in turn, change attitudes and subsequent
behavior. A White manager may initiate a program to address the
hiring and promotion of people of color primarily because she sees
this as a way to get more financial resources for her department. Yet
in the process of participating in the task force, she may develop actual
relationships with people of color, learn some important information
about racism, and encounter people who challenge her stereotypes.
This can result in a more genuine commitment to racial equity.

If the ally behavior is inconsistent with currently held beliefs or
behavior, it may create cognitive dissonance and the need to ratio-
nalize the new behavior. Attitude change may occur tojustify the be-
havior to oneself and others. For example, a heterosexual leader of a
fraternity decides to be a representative on a committee to examine
the treatment of gays on campus and to play a role in educating
about homophobia. Although initially participating to deflect criti-
cism of fraternities, through this experience he might gain some new
awareness and justify his involvement by explaining to his friends
that this really is something to take seriously.

Furthermore, recognizing one’s self-interest, particularly from a
mutual or interdependent perspective, can foster a more long-term
commitment to social justice. Shifting the focus from only doing it
for “them” to also doing it for oneself enhances the investment. It
can be hard to maintain a commitment to social change, particularly
when some issues are framed as against your immediate best inter-
ests. Acting for oneself, not just for others, can help deepen and sus-
tain support for social justice efforts. A recognition of the collective
benefit may reduce potential condescension and thus make one
more trusted by the oppressed group.

Drawing on Empathy, Moral
and Spiritual Values, and Self-Interest

In the previous chapter, I described how empathy, moral and
spiritual values, and self-interest could be used in conjunction to
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strengthen the motivation to act for social justice. Similarly, when
we try to implement strategies to foster support for equity, we can
intentionally try to integrate these three dimensions. We can con-
sider how we can appeal to these various aspects and have them
build on each other.

After a workshop in which I presented this framework, a partici-
pant, Tim, developed an action plan that illustrated this integration.
Tim was interested in creating interracial dialogues on campus, par-
ticularly between White fraternity members and other students of
color on campus. There had been some incidents of racial prejudice
from some fraternities. He decided to initially appeal to the fraterni-
ties” self-interest. He knew that the fraternities were concerned
about their image on campus. (Another participant said that on his
campus, the self-interest would be to increase membership in their
fraternity.) He would initially propose a daylong retreat with repre-
sentatives from the fraternities to discuss how they could improve
their reputation of being racially insensitive. During this retreat, he
would also do some consciousness-raising about racism, attempting
to help these students become more sensitive to and empathic to-
ward the experiences of students of color. Just as the fraternity mem-
bers hate to be stereotyped, so do the students of color. By the end of
the day, Tim expected to have some fraternity members willing to
participate in racial dialogues, both as a mechanism to improve their
racistimage and as a way to actually better understand the issues for
students of color. Through these dialogues, he hoped to foster their
sense of empathy and their moral commitment to eliminate behav-
ior that is racially offensive. In general, we strengthen our appeal
and effectiveness when we can draw on the various sources that mo-
tivate people to support diversity and justice.

From Motivation to Action: Allies and Activism

Although not everyone we work with will become an activist,
empathy, moral and spiritual values, and self-interest can help gen-
erate concern and the motivation to help. We need to assist people in
translating this interest into action. As educators, we can support
people in their desire to create more justice in the world.

Throughout the discussion of how to motivate people to sup-
port social justice, I have included various reasons why people
might do so—from primarily self-serving reasons to altruistic ones.
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When I speak of allies, I refer to people who make intentional
choices to support or work for the rights of those from disadvan-
taged groups of which they are not part. They are committed to
eliminating some form of oppression from which they benefit. Even
though we may need the support of those who do not share these
larger goals, allies are people with integrity and genuine concern.
They attempt to have their behavior be consistent with their beliefs.
Allies act out of their own values, not for the approval of people
from the oppressed group. However, to ensure that their efforts are
appropriate, allies should have some relationship with and account-
ability to the people they are seeking to assist.

By focusing on empathy, moral and spiritual values, and self-
interest as the factors that tend to motivate people to support social
justice or become allies, I do not mean to imply that that is all that is
needed for people to be good allies. Despite good intentions and real
commitment other qualities are also important. I consider some of
these to be the following: (a) self-awareness—of one’s personal char-
acteristics and social identity, (b) an understanding of the structural
and interpersonal dynamics of oppression, and (c) the ability to
choose appropriate strategies given the situation. As part of our
overall educational efforts in developing allies, certainly these and
other issues need to be addressed.

There are a range of ways in which people can be allies—from
more passive support to active leadership. We need to help allies
find ways to be involved, support their increasing commitment, and
deal with some of the blocks that undermine their best intentions.
(See Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997; Ayvazian, 1995; Kivel, 1996; and
Tatum, 1994, for examples of how people can be allies.)

Blocks to Taking Action

There are several things that tend to act as impediments to peo-
ple following through with their support. One is that people feel in-
adequate, overwhelmed, powerless, or hopeless. As they become
aware of the depth or pervasiveness of oppression, people may feel
that it is useless to try to change things or that there is little they can
do. Some people believe that they are not smart enough, educated
enough, “together” enough, or somehow just not good enough to
take action. Often people have a very limited perspective on the
kinds of things they could do to make a difference. They would like
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to help but don’t know what to do, and, therefore, do nothing. For
others, guilt becomes immobilizing. They feel too embarrassed or
ashamed of their background or privilege to get involved. Addi-
tionally, people frequently feel overburdened and busy with their
lives as they currently are and resist adding more to their plates.

Many people also feel isolated or alone when these concerns or
interests are not shared by their families, peers, or colleagues. This
diminishes their courage to act and may impede their willingness to
speak out, for fear of being viewed as crazy, silly, or a troublemaker.
People face a variety of fears and risks in being an ally. These can in-
clude the disruption of relationships, reprisals at work, threats to
one’s current standard of living, and even violence.

Encouraging Action

One of our important roles is to help people acknowledge and
address these concerns. In doing so, we need to respect where peo-
ple are and what they feel ready to do. Like other endeavors, acting
as an ally is a process. It can be useful to make people aware that
there are numerous ways people can be allies. Although they may
not beready to take on high-profile leadership roles, they can still be
involved with actions requiring less visibility or risk. Allow people
to choose the kind of involvement that fits their level of comfort,
commitment and risk taking, and their time and interests. In some
cases, where and how to act will be clear (e.g., when one’s support is
being solicited in a particular situation). In other cases, people will
need to spend more time thinking about next steps.

Help people deal with their guilt and reframe how they see their
privilege. Instead of hiding the fact that they have privilege, people
from advantaged groups can acknowledge it and use it responsi-
bly—in the service of social justice. They can use their skills, knowl-
edge, resources, and access to power to foster equity by working for
change in arenas where they have influence. They can also share
their expertise with people from oppressed groups and support the
empowerment and leadership of people who have been
marginalized. When people from privileged groups are aware of the
dynamics of oppression, they can use their privilege in the spirit of
collaboration as opposed to paternalistic helping. (See Crowfoot &
Chesler, 1996, for a discussion of the role of White men in multicul-
tural coalitions and the struggle to be appropriate allies.)
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Because nothing succeeds like success, it can be helpful for peo-
ple initially to be involved in efforts in which they can obtain a sense
of efficacy and empowerment. In these cases, starting with a small
and doable goal may be the best course. Furthermore, because peo-
ple get overwhelmed thinking about trying to change the world, we
can ask them to think about the areas in their lives where they do
have an impact, their “spheres of influence” (Adams, Bell, & Griffin,
1997). These may include themselves, their immediate family, and
their friends, neighbors and colleagues and move out toward their
community and organizational affiliations, political leaders, and na-
tional or international groups. They can consider ways they can use
their influence in any one of these areas to effect change.

People can also be encouraged to think about actions that target
oppression on both the individual-interpersonal and institu-
tional-cultural levels. At the individual-interpersonal level, they
may choose to commit to educating themselves more thoroughly
about oppression, interrupting offensive comments or jokes, point-
ing out inequitable group or classroom dynamics, or speaking up at
meetings about diversity issues. At the institutional level, they may
be involved with changing educational policy, workplace practices,
tax laws, or welfare programs; working on media reform, the redis-
tribution of wealth, or company boycotts; or instituting educational
programs in their workplace, community, or religious organization.
Because most people tend to reduce social change to addressing in-
dividual actions and attitudes without a systemic perspective, we
need to continually encourage people to hold a larger vision of
change. Remind them to consider how their individual actions can
be joined with collective action to contribute to more comprehensive
social transformation.

A critical element in taking and sustaining action for social jus-
tice is support. We all need people we can rely on to help us work ef-
fectively, deal with the risks, and keep us going in the face of adver-
sity. Support from others reduces our sense of isolation and feelings
of powerlessness. Collective action can also be some of the most ef-
fective action. Help connect individuals with shared interests with
each other and with groups or organizations in their area. This helps
reduce their isolation, provides ideas of how to be involved, and
gives people the feeling of being part of a bigger effort. Commu-
nities and college campuses often have a variety of groups dealing
with issues of social justice.
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An historical perspective also provides many benefits. It helps
people feel that they are part of a larger process and movement and
provides role models and sources of inspiration. We can learn from
past experiences, successful (and unsuccessful) strategies, and indi-
viduals who had wisdom, courage, and hope. In addition, a histori-
cal perspective reminds people that although change is possible, it
takes time. It involves forward movement as well as setbacks. If peo-
ple expect a quick victory, they will generally be disappointed.

Last, people tend to do some kind of cost-benefit analysis to see
if it is worth getting involved or supporting a change. As discussed
previously, we need to highlight and increase the sense of benefit
and self-interest and find ways to decrease the sense of costs. Be-
cause people already want to be allies, we can highlight the possibil-
ity of increased self-esteem, moral integrity, personal connections,
and knowledge, as well as the long-term benefits and their contribu-
tion to the greater good. If they are given what feel like viable op-
tions, most people would rather feel good about themselves than
guilty and ashamed.

Conclusion

In conclusion, there is no one right way to engage people in so-
cial change efforts. We need to know our audience and our context.
I've suggested a variety of approaches that can help develop peo-
ple’s sense of concern and encourage their support and involve-
ment. Often, multiple tacks are most effective. We can build on the
interconnections among empathy, moral and spiritual values, and
self-interest to broaden people’s perspective and strengthen their
commitment. Overall, we can continually reinforce how supporting
equity and diversity offers benefits to themselves and others and
serves our collective well-being.

Note

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

hroughout the book, I have reiterated the importance of creating

a safe and confirming environment, of offering appropriate
challenge, and of embodying respect and acceptance. As I have said
numerous times, our own perspectives, attitudes, and behaviors are
central to our educational effectiveness. Yet thus far, the primary fo-
cus has been on gaining insight into the students or people we work
with. Characteristics of privileged groups, various developmental
theories, reasons for resistance, motivations for supporting social
justice, and how these affect educational strategies or pedagogy
have been discussed. I've emphasized how more knowledge and in-
sight about our students allows us to be better educators. However,
our students are not the only ones we need to understand. So I now
turn the spotlight on us as educators.

In Chapter 3, I referred to the qualities identified by Rogers
(1980) as being necessary for growth-promoting relationships—gen-
uineness, unconditional positive regard, and empathy. People need
tobe able to trust us to take intellectual and emotional risks. Stephen
Brookfield (1990) refers to the trust between teachers and students
as the “affective glue” (p. 163) that binds educational relationships
together. We need to be perceived as authentic—as human beings, in
our regard for the students, and in our commitment to equity. Stu-
dents need to feel that we really do care about them and are their
allies in the learning process. They also need to believe that we
are genuine in our interest in the issues and in our desire to promote

169
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social justice. In addition, trust is gained when people see us as cred-
ible and congruent: when we have sufficient knowledge and experi-
ence and when our actions match our words. If we talk about valu-
ing individuals and cultural differences, we had better reflect that in
our practice.

Furthermore, through our own reactions and interactions with
students, we have the opportunity to model the principles of equity,
democracy, and respect that we espouse. Our classrooms are micro-
cosms of the larger systems of social relations and can be laborato-
ries for alternative ways of relating. On the one hand, we can engage
in classroom dynamics that mirror the societal dynamics of domina-
tion, competition, and win-lose conflict. We do this when we treat stu-
dents disrespectfully, overpower their voices, or show off our expertise
at their expense. On the other hand, we can demonstrate how power
can be used in ways that enhances others and how conflict can be a
productive process. Our own behavior is a powerful educational tool.

In a similar vein, Shelley Kessler (1991) describes the “teaching
presence,” the qualities in the classroom that allow students to be
vulnerable and discover new things, to be authentic and fully alive.
She identifies three components for generating this teaching pres-
ence: being fully present, having an open heart, and maintaining
discipline. When a teacher is fully present, she or he is “alert to the
circumstances of what is happening right now, attentive to what is
happening inside him-herself and what is going on in the room”
(p- 13). A teacher with an open heart is willing and able to care and
willing and able to be vulnerable—to feel deeply and to be moved.
Discipline refers to creating the safety needed to allow students to
take risks and be authentic with one another. The teacher ensures that
students follow the class guidelines and are not allowed to hurt each
other. These qualities transcend any particular methods or activities.
Although Kessler writes about her work with young people in a pro-
gram 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.

Without a doubt, cultivating this teaching presence is easier said
then done. When educating about diversity and social justice, who
among us has not at some point gotten our buttons pushed or gotten
hooked? How many of us have never disliked a person and found it
hard to work with him or her, become aware of our biases, or felt
very judgmental toward a student? Who has not at some point lost
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their ability to think clearly, respond flexibly, really listen, and be un-
derstanding?

As we become aware of our own issues and reactions, we can
better manage and transform our responses. Self-awareness is es-
sential for any good teacher. There are many things we should know
about ourselves to be competent and compassionate educators. Be-
cause of the intellectual and emotional complexity of educating
about diversity, it is even more critical for social justice educators to be
self-reflective. Insight into our own inter- and intrapersonal dynam-
ics allows us to better monitor our behavior and address areas of limi-
tation (see Bell, Washington, Weinstein, & Love, 1997). We then can
more successfully create educational experiences that meet our goals.

In this chapter, I'll first examine some common attitudes and be-
haviors that may diminish our effectiveness in educating people
from privileged groups. After considering some of these challenges,
I will then suggest some ways to deal with them. Throughout this
discussion, my focus will be on how to develop and sustain the pa-
tience, flexibility, and openheartedness needed for social justice ed-
ucation. I will explore how to cultivate the qualities that can enable
educators to develop trusting relationships and offer constructive
challenge.

Social Identity Development

Theories of social identity development are one way to develop
insightinto our attitudes and behaviors in educational contexts. Our
stage of social identity development affects our views of self and our
own social group, of others and their social group, and of social op-
pression. In Chapter 3, I described the process of social identity de-
velopment for people from privileged groups. These models were
presented in the context of understanding the thinking and behavior
of students at different stages. Those same theories, applied to us,
can help us to understand our own actions and reactions.

I will briefly review each stage of the Hardiman and Jackson
model (1997), this time with emphasis on the social identity devel-
opment of people from targeted groups. I will then explore how our
levels of awareness, in both our dominant and subordinate identi-
ties, may affect our work with people from privileged groups. Even
though I will focus on work with people from advantaged groups, it
is essential to consider how our social identities and levels of aware-
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ness affect our work with people from oppressed groups, especially
when we are part of privileged groups. I hope readers will use this
discussion as an impetus to further explore these issues.

We simultaneously go through the process of identity develop-
ment in each of our dominant and subordinate identities. We also
tend to be at different stages of development in our different identi-
ties. Moreover, no one is solely in one stage or moves neatly from
one stage to the next. We tend to have a predominant stage or
worldview, although we will incorporate perspectives from other
stages depending on the issue and situation.

I doubt any social justice educator would be in the first stage,
native, in which people are unaware of structural inequities and of
the social significance of our identities. This stage is most typical of
young children, and older individuals at this stage would have little
interest in engaging in social justice work. In acceptance, people (ac-
tively/consciously or passively/unconsciously) accept the current
social arrangements and dominant ideology, along with its
stereotypes and notions of subordinate-group inferiority and
dominant-group superiority. People from oppressed groups in ac-
ceptance will attempt to ignore, deny, or rationalize the inequities
they face. They will also internalize the negative messages about
themselves and their social group.

Educators who are primarily in acceptance are not ready to be
teaching about social justice. They have not yet developed a critical
consciousness about power relationships and institutional oppres-
sion or the ability to offer more equitable alternatives. People in ac-
tive acceptance are firmly committed to our present social relations.
People in passive acceptance are less aware of how they perpetuate
systems of oppression and maintain the supremacy of the privileged
group. “Good liberals” are generally in passive acceptance and
might teach about diversity with good intentions. Nevertheless,
they will tend to point to individual reasons for inequities and imply
that people from the oppressed group shouid be more like those in
the dominant group. Even if this is not the educators’ predominant
perspective, they may still hold beliefs indicative of this stage. They
need to continue to deepen their awareness of this form of oppres-
sion and make conscious efforts to check their assumptions about
the privileged and oppressed groups. Students in acceptance may
feel very comfortable with an instructor who is also at this stage.
However, the educator is unable to offer sufficient challenge or con-
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tradiction to facilitate the participants’ growth and may instead re-
inforce the status quo. She or he may lose credibility with and frus-
trate the people who are in resistance or redefinition.

In resistance, people become highly attuned to the dynamics of
oppression. They are invested in unlearning the misinformation
they believed in acceptance and in challenging unjust behaviors and
social structures. People in active resistance tend to do this more
publicly and vehemently than people in passive resistance. People from
dominated groups attempt to purge themselves of the negative images
they have internalized about themselves and their group. They gen-
erally want to associate with others from their social group and have
little interest in or tolerance for people from the privileged group. As
people become aware of their oppression and attempt to change it,
they often experience strong feelings of pain, anger, and hostility.

At this stage, people often want to help others “see the truth”
and to rally support for social change. Thus, they are motivated to be
educators. Resistance is probably the most common stage of social
identity development of social justice educators and is the most
challenging one from which to do this work. Someone from a domi-
nant group who is in resistance may glorify people from the op-
pressed group and excuse their inappropriate behavior, yet have
little compassion for people from their own group. They may feel
particularly punitive toward those who are in acceptance and lack
an understanding of the oppression or a commitment to address it.
They may project their own negative feelings about themselves as a
privileged-group member onto others from their group. Because
most would prefer to be with people from the oppressed group, they
may not want to deal with people from their dominant group, espe-
cially if those people are not at a similar stage of consciousness.

These feelings are likely to be even greater for educators from a
subordinate group. They tend to be highly invested in having peo-
ple “get it” and may become overly emotionally involved in class
discussions or in student outcomes. Such educators will often be
perceived as having their own agenda or a chip on their shoulder.
They may find it hard not to stereotype or dehumanize people from
the privileged group (i.e., “those White men”) or to value any as-
pects of the dominant group’s culture. It is particularly difficult for
educators in active resistance to have patience with the educational
process and to maintain respect and empathy for people from the
privileged group.
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People in resistance also may have difficulty educating about
other forms of oppression. In this moment in time, their ism feels the
most important and compelling. Because they are most focused on
this issue and their own experiences, they may not have the depth of
understanding of other isms or the same level of commitment to ad-
dress them. (Even though understanding one form of oppression
can help in understanding others, most people in this stage are not
yet ready to be making those strong connections. It also depends on
their level of awareness in their other social identities.) In general,
educators in resistance need to assess whether they are ready to be
in an educational role.

This occurred with a colleague of mine in graduate school. Mi-
chael was from an upper-middle-class family and recently had be-
come very interested in class issues. He was reading a lot about class
exploitation and working people’s movements. He was an activist
on campus, particularly in efforts to ensure greater accessibility for
poor and working class students. He was into “downward mobil-
ity” and looked the part. Michael was anxious to teach the weekend
workshop on classism. After doing so a couple of times, it become
clear to Michael as well as the other trainers that this was not a good
match. He had a constant edge of anger in his voice, students found
him overbearing, and cotrainers found him too inflexible. At this
point in time, Michael needed to be able to immerse himself in the
literature about and struggles against class inequality. Being a
trainer was not most productive for him or the participants. Being
an organizer was more appropriate.

People who are moving out of resistance and into redefinition are
grappling with redefining their social group identity, independent
of the oppressive system. People from privileged groups are trying
to develop a positive identity that is not based on superiority. In-
stead of rejecting and reacting to the dominant culture, people from
oppressed groups are seeking and reclaiming aspects of their own
culture. The intensity of feelings has usually subsided.

Because educators from privileged groups are developing an af-
firmative sense of their social identity, they may have fewer negative
feelings about others from their group. Educators from oppressed
groups are still most interested in being with others from their group
with a similar consciousness in order to forge a new social identity.
However, they are in a proactive, as opposed to a reactive, mode. As
they develop strength in their own social identity and efficacy at
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dealing with oppression, they tend to be better at managing their
own feelings in order to educate others.

In internalization, people have internalized this new sense of
their social identity. Although they may still feel passionately about
social justice, they now have more emotional and psychological
space to deal with others. They are less immersed in their own issues
and are more able to take a broader perspective. People are able to
see themselves as individuals with multiple social identities and
make links among different manifestations of oppression. This
makes it easier for them to relate to people who are from dominant
as well as subordinate groups. They tend to have more tolerance for
and understanding of people in privileged groups who are ignorant,
resistant, or both.

Ideally, it would be nice if we all could reach internalization in
all our social identities before being educators. Needless to say, this
is not the case, nor would itbe practical. We cannot afford to wait un-
til we have it “all together” to educate others about issues of social
justice. However, we can do some honest self-assessment and then
make responsible choices about what we do. We can create ways to
manage our feelings and behavior. Later in this chapter, I'll suggest
some ways to do this.

Other Factors That Affect
Our Educational Effectiveness

Social identity theory is just one way to understand our thinking
and reactions. Just as many forces affect students’ openness to learn-
ing and growth, many things affect our educational responses and
abilities. I will now highlight a few other factors that, in addition to
or conjunction with our stage of social identity development, affect
how we work with people from privileged groups.

Triggers

Most of us can think of words or behaviors that push our but-
tons—that make our stomachs tighten, our fists clench, our hairs
stand up. There may be things that make us freeze and feel para-
lyzed. Thus, I'm calling these triggers. In addition to rolling the eyes
and other body language, some common triggers are these: “You're
being too sensitive.” “Those people. ..” “They all look alike to me.”
“Why do they have to be so obvious?” “She asked for it.” Triggers
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can cause us to lose our composure, our clarity, and our ability to re-
spond appropriately. People from privileged groups can trigger ed-
ucators from both advantaged and disadvantaged groups. (People
from subordinate groups can also push our buttons, though I'll con-
fine my discussion to dominant-group members.)

I remember walking into a room to do a training on oppression
issues after a week of dealing with several incidents of rape and sex-
ual harassment of women on campus. I said to my male cotrainer,
Jim, “If any of these guys say that men are as oppressed as women, |
may strangle him. You have to deal with it.” Of course it came up,
and fortunately, Jim could address it. By knowing how I was feeling,
Icould avoid acting inappropriately. Even if I had not been fortunate
enough to have a skillful cotrainer, I would have been somewhat
better prepared to respond realizing that I would have to carefully
watch my response.

Usually, the trigger hits upon our own issues. Often there is
something in our own experience that makes these words or actions
so potent. Sometimes it touches on our unresolved issues. This oc-
curred when I was coleading a weekend workshop on classism at a
university. One woman in the group consistently said classist, insen-
sitive things. People in the workshop tried to engage her, but she re-
mained narrow in her perspective. As people became more frus-
trated with her, she became more entrenched. At a break, a professor
who was observing suggested that one of us (the trainers) talk to her
because she seemed to be boxing herself into a corner. I said I didn’t
want to be the one to do that—I didn’t like her, and I wasn’t feeling
at all empathic. She was an upper-middle-class Jewish woman who
pushed my buttons about materialistic, spoiled Jews, of whom there
were many in the town where I went to high school. I still had my
own issues about my experiences there and about my own identity
as an upper-middle-class Jew. Fortunately, my cotrainer had more
presence and was able to speak with the student, who was in fact
feeling judged and attacked. The student was able to return to the
workshop with more openness and more ability to participate pro-
ductively. (I used the break to try to deal with my feelings.)

Other times, our reactions may be related to transference. This oc-
curs when we project our feelings about an individual who is close
to us onto another person (in this case, someone from a privileged
group). A certain appearance, tone, comment, or interpersonal style
may set us off because it restimulates our emotional reaction to



Issues for Educators 177

someone else. It seems that people frequently have difficulty with
individuals that remind them of their parents. Very often, transfer-
ence occurs unconsciously. We may end up in a strange dynamic
with a person, not quite understanding what is going on or why we
are feeling so intensely. (Students also engage in transference, which
sometimes explains their reactions to us.) A female colleague had an
especially hard time with men who were condescending. Although
few women appreciate this kind of conduct, it really set her off; that
dynamic always seemed to hook her. When we discussed it, she be-
gan to realize how this was reminiscent of her relationship with her
father and her struggle to be seen as an adult in his eyes.

Another kind of triggering situation occurs when educators
from disadvantaged groups are working with groups of people
from advantaged groups. In the course of educating about diversity
issues, many educators ask people to identify stereotypes or preju-
dices they have about different social groups. How this is done war-
rants serious thought because the intent is not to inflict pain but to
increase awareness. People from oppressed groups, including train-
ers, may find it particularly painful to hear negative things said
about their social group by dominant group members because this
replicates oppressive societal dynamics.

In one situation, I was coleading a daylong workshop on racism
and anti-Semitism with a relatively inexperienced trainer, an Afri-
can American woman whom I'll call Denise. The group was made
up of highly motivated and concerned White psychologists from
various religious backgrounds. As the day progressed, several par-
ticipants shared some of their racist prejudices and misconcep-
tions—this was done appropriately, honestly, and with an invest-
ment in overcoming these beliefs and attitudes. I (and others) began
to notice Denise becoming more and more quiet and withdrawn.
When I asked her what was going on, she explained how over-
whelmed she felt hearing voiced the negative things such nice, car-
ing professional people felt about people of color.

Another time, I was cotraining with a lesbian, whom I'll call
Patty, who was not out to all members of the group. The 2-day work-
shop was on diversity issues and was with a group of people who
were committed to social justice and who were (mostly) heterosex-
ual (from what we knew). On the second day, we were planning to
do several role plays to help participants develop skills to interrupt
oppressive comments and behaviors. Together, we developed a role
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play about homophobic name-calling. I would be the one doing the
name-calling, a participant would try to intervene, and Patty would
process (discuss and debrief) the role play. We enacted the role play,
and when it came time for Patty to facilitate the discussion, she sat
there silently. I looked at her, waiting for a response, indicating that
we were ready to end the role play. When it became clear to me that
she was not responding, I began to debrief what we had just done.
When we spoke about it afterward, she said she just had frozen
when she heard the homophobic remarks.

I do not think that anyone really becomes impervious to hearing
negative things about one’s group, especially when they are from a
dominant group toward a target group. Perhaps we become more
used to it, develop ways to cope with it, and find ways not to absorb
it. It can be easier to deal with when it is clearly done in the context of
raising consciousness—bringing things to light for examination, in-
stead of keeping them hidden and allowing them to grow and fester.
Many people say that people from disadvantaged groups have
heard all these words before and know that people have these
thoughts. However, there is something very powerful about hearing
them all at once, especially from the mouths of nice, caring people.
The educator is even more vulnerable when she or he is one of the
few people (if not the only person) from that targeted group present.
Becoming immobilized may be related to inexperience or one’s
stage of social identity as well as to what else is going on in one’s life
at that time. Although we can’t always anticipate our reactions, we
can try to think through the impact of our activities on both our par-
ticipants and ourselves.

Becoming the Advocate or Missionary

Another common pitfall in educating for social justice is falling
into the role of missionary. This is when we try to convert people to
our point of view or argue with them in an attempt to get them to
“see the light.” When we feel strongly about an issue, it can be quite
easy to slip into this role. When we start trying to convince people,
we take on the role of advocate and lose our ability tobe an educator
who assists people in their own learning processes.

I think this reflects one of the central challenges for social justice
educators. Generally, people do this work because they care deeply
and have a personal stake in the issues. This energy can be crucial
to creating exciting educational experiences and to persevering



Issues for Educators 179

through all the difficulties and risks. Yet there is a difference be-
tween passion and overzealousness, commitment and dogmatism,
and integrity and self-righteousness. I couldn’t teach without pas-
sion, but it needs to be tempered with respect and openness. Other-
wise, when we act in ways that overpower or negate the views and
feelings of others, we jeopardize our credibility as educators and our
relationships with individuals. If people feel that something is being
forced upon them, they are likely to resist or withdraw. This is coun-
terproductive to our intentions.

Stereotypes and Biases

Just like everyone else, we educators have our own prejudices
and assumptions about individuals from different social groups, in-
cluding privileged groups. Appropriately, many educators are sen-
sitive to and concerned about stereotypes about people from
marginalized groups. However, they are often less aware of or take
less seriously stereotypes about people from privileged groups. Like
biases about people from oppressed groups, prejudices about peo-
ple from dominant groups can grow out of messages from our envi-
ronment (e.g., family, peers, or media) and our own experiences. The
same principles regarding stereotypes about oppressed groups hold
true for stereotypes about privileged groups—even when there may
be a kernel of truth, it is exaggerated and applied to all members of
that group, regardless of their individual qualities. Moreover, one or
more experiences with individuals from a particular group does not
give us license to then assume that those qualities fit all members of
that group. Our stage of social identity development (especially
resistance) may heighten our tendency to hold negative views about
individuals from privileged groups. Even though knowledge about
particular cultural groups and social positions (see Chapter 2 on
privileged groups) can be useful, we lose our ability to really see an
individual if we make blanket generalizations. Furthermore, when
we objectify or dehumanize people from an advantaged group, we
are doing just what we are asking them not to do with people from a
disadvantaged group: We are distorting and diminishing their sense
of humanity. We are perpetuating the very notion of “us and them”
that we are attempting to overcome by social justice work. When our
hearts and minds are clouded by biases, our ability to be open and
fair is impeded. Our capacity to be empathic and accepting is
diminished.
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Increasing Our Educational Effectiveness

Educating about diversity brings together our own issues with
our students’ issues. This interplay is embedded in the context of the
larger social dynamics. This highly charged mix creates opportuni-
ties for great stimulation and learning as well as frustration and
challenge. To navigate and grow from this work, we need to engage
in praxis—action and reflection (Freire, 1970). As we engage in
teaching and reflect on our practice, we will encounter difficulties
and disappointments. Instead of seeing these situations as nega-
tives, we can try to view them as gifts. They provide an opportunity
for growth. We can ask, “What can I learn from this? How can this
make me a better educator? How can this experience help me de-
velop as a person?” And even when it’s hard to view the situation in
such a way, we can always consider it an AFGO (Another F__ing
Growth Opportunity).!

Ongoing Personal Work—Content and Consciousness

Being an effective social justice educator and having the quali-
ties required for “the teaching presence” requires ongoing personal
work. Educators need a commitment to personal and professional
growth. We need to continually raise our consciousness, work
through our issues, and stay current on the topics. There are numer-
ous things we can do to improve our ability to be present, open, and
informed.

We become more comfortable and flexible as we increase our
knowledge of the content we teach and enhance our skills in manag-
ing the process. The better informed we are about our subject or sub-
jects, the more easily we can respond to stereotypes, provide accu-
rate information, and challenge misconceptions. The more skilled
we are at dealing with conflict, working with emotions, and han-
dling group dynamics, the more we can enjoy the process rather
than dread it. These skills allow us to foster the conditions for safety
and the development of trust. We also become better able to struc-
ture sessions to enhance the potential for learning and decrease the
likelihood of resistance. When we feel competent and well-
informed, we can be less self-conscious, anxious, or defensive. Infor-
mation and skills can provide us with a confidence that allows us to
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be more relaxed and more present. We are less likely to be in situa-
tions where we think, “I didn’t know what to do!”

As important as it is to be knowledgeable about the content and
able to manage the process, it is just as important to be aware of and
able to manage ourselves. Some honest self-evaluation is a key start-
ing point. We need to determine whether we are ready to educate
about certain issues, and if so, how, with whom, and in what con-
text. As suggested above, models of social identity development
provide one tool for this type of self-reflection. We need to under-
stand the impact our identities and stages of development have on
our self-awareness and our work with others. If we haven’t done our
own work around an ism, we won't be ready to educate others. If we
are going to be working with people on an emotional as well as a
cognitive level, we need to have had the opportunity to do this our-
selves. As I've stated throughout, consciousness-raising is not just
an intellectual endeavor. In addition to having the content knowledge
and the process skills, we need to have explored our own baggage.
Part of this exploration of readiness includes assessing our strengths
and limitations. As much as possible, we need to try to anticipate our
reactions and the situations that might be challenging for us.

Once we have determined what we’re ready to do and how we
might behave, we can create structures to support us. If we are un-
sure of our emotional or intellectual readiness to educate about a
topic, we can try to work with a cotrainer or coteacher for the whole
session or for parts of it. We can bring in guest presenters who can
more skillfully address and facilitate discussion on an issue. It is
very helpful to have people with whom we can debrief and share
support and advice. Many people find it useful to keep a journal to
record and process their thoughts and reactions.

Another aspect of our personal work is being conscious of and
able to deal with our biases. We need to monitor the thoughts in our
heads, check the assumptions that we make, and reflect on our be-
havior to ensure that we are being nonjudgmental, caring, and fair.
When we notice our prejudices infiltrating, we need to take respon-
sibility to address them. This might mean gathering more informa-
tion to enhance our understanding, seeking more contact with peo-
ple from this group, speaking with the student to get to know her or
him as an individual, exploring why we hold such views, or just be-
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ing extra vigilant in our interactions. Certainly, the more we can rid
ourselves of our stereotypes and biases, the less energy we need to
spend worrying about them, and the freer we can be. We can remain
self-aware without being self-conscious.

We also need to examine our areas of resistance or defensive-
ness. One way to become aware of these is to notice which feedback
we automatically reject or rebut. If a male student claims that we
were being unfair to men, do we automatically dismiss it as male
privilege speaking, or do we take time to see whether there is some
truth in what he is saying? If a student claims that we are portraying
people of color as victims, do we justify our curriculum by claiming
we’rejust trying to illustrate the depth of racism, or do we take a sec-
ond look at our syllabus to see if it is imbalanced? If a heterosexual
person accuses us of promoting homosexuality, do we just discount
the remark as homophobia, or do we think about how we’'re present-
ing different sexual orientations? If a colleague comments on the fact
that the authors of the books we use in our classes are not diverse or
appropriately representative, do we immediately claim that
we can’t cover books by everyone, or do we ask for recommenda-
tions? We do not need to accept what people say as the unadulter-
ated truth, but we can use their feedback as an opportunity for re-
flection.

We can also notice the events, discussions, or workshops that we
make time to attend and those that we never seem to fit in. We can
consider how these choices reflect what we consider more or less im-
portant or issues we want to avoid. If we pride ourselves on being
more sensitive and socially conscious than others or on being com-
mitted to equity and fairness, we can find it more difficult to ac-
knowledge the ways in which we do not live up to these ideals. Yet
to truly achieve these goals, we need to explore the places where we
fall short.

In general, we need to know our triggers. Although there is al-
ways the chance that we can be surprised, we can pay serious atten-
tion to the people or situations that push our buttons. We can ex-
plore when we feel most vulnerable and what gets us most angry.
We can reflect on why we have certain reactions to certain people.
As we become more conscious of our triggers, we can find ways to
manage and eliminate them; we can look to address their source.
This may mean working on healing some of our own pain and
wounds or overcoming conditioned responses.
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One way to do this is through self-talk. Before a class or in the
moment when a triggering event occurs, we can silently talk to our-
selves to get through the situation. We might think things like, “Re-
member, they're speaking out of pain or ignorance,” “I can handle
this calmly and rationally,” “Just keep breathing,” “He’s just trying
to get my goat, and I'm not going to fall for it,” or “She’s just show-
ing off for her friends, but she’s probably scared underneath.” If we
know in advance the kinds of things that tend to push our buttons,
we can develop and practice in advance what we could say to our-
selves to keep us centered.

Another strategy that more broadly helps us tobe present and to
deal with our triggers and prejudices is to practice mindfulness.
Mindfulness is the “art of conscious living.” It means “paying atten-
tion in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment,
nonjudgmentally. This kind of attention nurtures greater awareness,
clarity and acceptance of present-moment reality” (Kabat-Zinn,
1994, p. 4). Mindfulness is being awake and aware and able to “look
deeply.” In situations in which we feel we are not being conscious or
are immersed in negative reactions, it can help us return to a more
centered way of being and deepen our understanding of what is re-
ally going on. By developing mindfulness, we are less likely to be
caught in conditioned responses and unproductive thoughts. Dur-
ing the times we do get stuck, it provides a way out. When we are
able to be present and conscious in the moment, it expands our un-
derstanding and choices; it puts us in touch with our wisdom and
creativity. Mindfulness helps us to develop awareness, calm, and joy
in our lives and, by extension, in our educating. We can move away
from dualistic thinking and better appreciate our interconnection.
Kabat-Zinn suggests a way to check to see whether we are really
awake—look at other people and ask yourself if you are really see-
ing them or just your thoughts about them.

Essentially, mindfulness practice is conscious breathing. You
tune into and follow your breath. A helpful way to stay focused on
your breathing is to say “In” as you breathe in and say “Out” as you
breathe out. You do this silently without trying to control your
breath. Mindfulness meditation is a way to systematically cultivate
present-moment awareness and to connect your body and mind.
Mindfulness meditation (as well as other forms of meditation) can
be a “path for developing oneself, for refining one’s perceptions,
one’s view, one’s consciousness” (Kabat-Zinn, p. 264). In many
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ways, mindfulness is similar to other meditative practices. For these
purposes, [ will not go into a comparison or explain in depth the phi-
losophy and practice of mindfulness. There are currently many
helpful and accessible books about mindfulness meditation avail-
able. (See, for example, Braza, 1997; Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987;
Hanh, 1991; Kabat-Zinn, 1994.) Although mindfulness grows out of
Buddhism, it is not a religious practice and can be done alone or
along with other spiritual traditions.

Developing and Maintaining Respect and Compassion

Engaging in the process of self-development and reflection
tends to expand our capacity for being open-hearted and non-
judgmental. Nevertheless, developing and maintaining respect and
compassion for people from privileged groups can still be highly
challenging. When people act resistant, treat others (or us) in hurtful
ways, express offensive views, or presume entitlement, it generally
strains our ability to be empathic. Dealing with deep levels of igno-
rance or defensiveness can be frustrating. However, if we seek to
create “the teaching presence” and relationships that support
growth and change, we need to be able to sustain feelings of respect
and compassion.

Writing from a Buddhist perspective, Sharon Salzberg (1995) de-
fines compassion 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 description contains several important components that I
will address in more detail. First, compassion encourages us to have
sympathy. Her use of sympathy is akin to my use of empathy in that
it requires us to be able to sense what another’s experience is like. It
enhances our sense of interconnection. One thing that blocks these
feelings is our inability to see the full humanity or human dignity
within each person. As I noted earlier, when we objectify or
demonize individuals, we undermine our ability to be empathic and
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accepting. “Process can be destructive when we lose sight of the per-
son’s potential for learning, growth and change” (Romney, Tatum, &
Jones, 1992, p. 98). When we deepen our understanding, we deepen
our capacity to really see others and, thus, to care about them. There
are several ways we can try to gain or recapture this sense of human
connection.

We can draw upon our own experiences of being a member of a
privileged group to understand the feelings and behaviors of others
from dominant groups. Whenever I feel angry or frustrated with
men who are unable to see their privilege, are oblivious to common
acts of sexism, behave in condescending ways, or belittle the con-
cerns of women, I think of all the times I've heard people of color ac-
cuse White people of these same things. When I see men being de-
fensive, feeling self-conscious about how to act and what to say, or
tired of being made aware of all the things they do as men that per-
petuate male dominance, I can see my own struggles in unlearning
racism. It is humbling for me to think about how difficult it has been
for me to look at parts of myself that I wish did not exist (and some
that I still avoid), how painful it has been to acknowledge the ways
in which I and other White people have systematically oppressed
others, and how hard it is to try to rid myself of ingrained and some-
times unconscious attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Yet it is by
drawing on these similar feelings that I can develop more compas-
sion for others in privileged groups. As described in Chapter 2, there
are common social forces that produce some shared characteristics
of dominant groups. I realize that my consciousness and responses
are not so different from theirs. I can appreciate the difficulty and ef-
fort involved in grappling with issues of oppression as someone
from a privileged group.

When I am having difficulty feeling patient and compassionate,
I've started to do a version of a Buddhist meditation, Metta, which is
used to help cultivate compassion for oneself and others. (This is de-
scribed in detail in Salzberg, 1995). I will repeat to myself, “May I be
happy, may I be healthy, may I be safe, may I be at ease.” Depending
on the time I have, [ will do this several times. I will then think of
someone that I like and repeat the phrases directed at her or him,
“May you be happy, may you be healthy, may you be safe, may you
be at ease.” I'll continue doing this as I think about someone I have
neutral feelings for and, finally, about someone whom I'm having
difficulty liking or accepting. I've been amazed at how this medita-
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tion has allowed me to be more calm and open. I will also do it si-
lently, while looking around at the students, as I sit waiting for a ses-
sion to begin. I tried it one day with a class that was experiencing a
lot of tension and conflict. I felt that they were getting into rigid posi-
tions and conceptions of each other, and I wanted to do something
before we engaged in further hard conversation. At the beginning of
class, I invited the students to close their eyes and go through this
process with me: thinking first about themselves, then someone in
the class they had a good relationship with, then someone they felt
neutral about, and then someone they were having difficulty with.
Although it didn’t completely change the class dynamics, it did
seem to soften some of the animosity, and it certainly allowed me to
be more present.

Another strategy to develop a sense of connection is to try to
look for something good in the person. As trite as this may sound, it
is not uncommon for educators to get fixated on the ways in which
an individual is unpleasant or difficult and to lose sight of all else.
Aslong as we perceive the individual only in these terms, we are un-
able to see the complete person and will be unable to feel openly to-
ward her or him. Intentionally look for admirable characteristics
and behaviors. I have yet to be unable to identify some redeeming
quality. This can provide an opening to expand our view of the per-
son, develop some positive feelings, and begin to see him or her
more fully as a human being.

Another related approach is to separate the humanness of the
person from their actions. Regardless of what people do or who they
are, we need to remember that they are human beings with innate
human dignity. It can be helpful to remember that they are some-
one’s son or daughter or to imagine them as young children, before
they became so damaged. Nonviolent activists have this perspective
at the core of their philosophy and practice.

As Martin Luther 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 component of Salzberg’s definition states that to be
compassionate means to recognize the pain and suffering in our-
selves and others and to bear witness to it. As Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow said, “If we could read the secret history of our enemies
we should find in each man’s life sorrow and suffering enough to
disarm all hostility” (as quoted in Salzberg, 1995, p. 125). If we can
truly acknowledge someone’s suffering, it can profoundly shift our
perspective and feelings. We can see them as wounded individuals,
not just as destructive or “evil” people. Often the pain is not appar-
ent, especially when people have material comforts or positions of
social power. As I discussed earlier in the context of resistance, peo-
ple who have not dealt with their own pain are the ones most likely
to be resistant to acknowledging or addressing someone else’s suf-
fering; they are more likely to mistreat others. In social justice educa-
tion, we often need to help people heal from their pain, especially
that caused by systems of domination. This requires that we our-
selves are able to be an “enlightened witness” in their process. Bear-
ing witness means accepting people where they are and being with
them as they struggle through unlearning and relearning. We may
need to work through some of our own issues to have the emotional
capacity and understanding to do this.

Last, as Salzberg states in her definition, compassion enables us
to take action and change the things that cause suffering and injus-
tice. This is a critical point because being compassionate is often mis-
interpreted as being passive and inactive. We can accept individuals
as people with human dignity and acknowledge their suffering
while working to change their behaviors and the conditions that cre-
ate suffering. King reminds us that we can oppose the unjust system
while at the same time loving the perpetrator of that system. Com-
passion does not mean condoning harmful action, denying injustice,
accepting abuse, or allowing inequity. Salzberg asserts that to de-
velop compassion, it is important to consider the human condition
on every level—personal, social, and political—and then to try to
change the conditions that create the social problems and cause suf-
fering (p. 114). When we act with compassion, we are able to act with
clarity, centeredness, and love, rather than out of anger, fear, and
pain. We can make better choices and implement them more effec-
tively. Martin Luther King, Jr. proposed that “Love is the only force
capable of transforming an enemy into a friend” (1981, p. 54). He
was referring not to sentimental, affectionate love but to “under-
standing, redemptive, creative good will for all men” (p. 52).
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Terms like evil and enemy might seem harsh or extreme when
thinking about students and workshop participants or even about
others we encounter in our social change efforts. And although I
hope that we don't see the people we work with in this way, I have
heard (and have said) things that reflect this type of thinking and
feeling. When we are derisive, dismissive, insulting, or disdainful
about individuals because of what they have done, their social iden-
tity, or their social position, I think we begin to take on this negative
view. And although the term love may seem a bit overblown, it is this
spirit that I think is crucial to our work. It encompasses the respect,
nonjudgmentalness, presence, and empathy deemed central to cre-
ating relationships that foster change.

Ibelieve this orientation toward others is beneficial in all aspects
of our lives. Especially when we are in an educational role, it is in-
cumbent upon us to act in a responsible manner. In the rest of our
lives, we may choose not to associate with certain individuals, avoid
engaging in certain types of conversations, or treat people less
thoughtfully. (Sometimes I feel like I just want to be “off duty.”) Yet
when I'm in an educational capacity, I am accountable to all the stu-
dents or participants. I need to do my best to do whatever I can to
help facilitate each person’s learning and growth. Although I cannot
make some people think critically or change, neither can I justignore
them or write them off.

In a discussion about diversity training, a former student and
colleague exclaimed, “How can anyone do this work without a
sense of spirituality?” I know that many people do so, drawing on
other moral or philosophical frameworks. However, various spiri-
tual traditions provide philosophies and practices that aid us in cul-
tivating love, compassion, and mindfulness as we work for social
justice. (See Ingram, 1990, as one of many examples.) In this chapter,
I have described what I personally have found most helpful. I en-
courage readers to draw upon whatever frameworks and practices
are most meaningful and useful to them. We need all the strength,
wisdom, and inspiration we can get.

Note

1. Ilearned this expression several years ago and have found it very helpful, as
have the peopleI'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
integrity than can any commitment to individual wealth
or personal comfort.

—David Hilfiker

|t is easy to look around and feel some despair at the state of the
world. We can see the pervasive problems and formidable forces
that impede our goal of creating a just and caring world. Yet we
probably also know that this is not the full reality. If we are to do so-
cial justice education, I assume that each of us has our own experi-
ences, theories, and beliefs that allow us to maintain our faith that
things can be different.

A sense of hope and possibility is critical for both educators and
students. As an educator, I find that I often need to hold out to others
the possibility that change does and can occur, that there are more
healthy and productive ways to structure our social, political, and
economic systems. Social justice educators also need to sustain the
belief that people can change and that people from privileged
groups can accept and actively support efforts toward greater equity.

189
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It is important that people learning about diversity and oppres-
sion realize how our sense of reality is socially constructed and can
be transformed. If people accept the dominant worldview and our
current system as the way things are, have been, and will always be,
there is little reason to imagine or work for significant change. If
they assume that efforts to promote equity will diminish their lives,
they will resist altering the status quo. We need to help individuals
develop positive alternative visions and a sense of hopefulness that
they can be achieved. In this chapter, I will consider how our stu-
dents and we can retain a sense of optimism in creating a different
future. I'll suggest some models and signs to nurture our sense of
hope and possibility. Throughout this discussion, I will return to
some of the themes I have raised earlier in the book.

Shifting the Paradigm

As I discussed in Chapters 2 and 4, the dominant ideology and
supporting social structures shape our attitudes, opinions, behav-
iors, and openness to change. The dominant paradigm is the
thoughts, perceptions, values, and beliefs that form a particular vi-
sion of reality. It influences what people assume to be true about
themselves, others, and social relations. People tend to see reality
the way the dominant paradigm portrays it. In turn, ideology be-
comes the perceived reality. What people assume to be normal and
natural affects what they can envision or believe can be achieved. As
long as people accept systems of domination as inevitable and as-
sume that it is human nature to want to control others, there is little
hope for creating a just society. As long as people are conditioned to
accept that personal value is gained by a sense of superiority, they
will be reluctant to stop striving to be better than others or to trans-
form unjust social structures. We need to help people understand
how our social structures and ideology shape our sense of reality.
And just as important, we need to provide alternatives to our pres-
ent system.

Although there are many ways to describe our current reality
and alternative ways of organizing society, I'll focus on two frame-
works described by Riane Eisler (Eisler, 1987, 1996; Eisler & Loye,
1990/1998). By identifying underlying social patterns, Eisler has de-
picted two different types of social organization. She describes a
dominator model and a partnership model that make very 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)

o Hierarchical and authoritarian social structures

¢ Institutionalized social violence

o 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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* Alow degree of social violence where violence is not a struc-
tural component of the system

e Generally egalitarian social structures

¢ Interactions based on mutual respect and empowerment

In the partnership system, human relations are held together
more by trust and pleasure than by fear and pain. Equality is ac-
tively nourished. Power is generally used to give, nurture, and illu-
minate life. A sense of abundance is created, with a value placed on
ensuring that people are taken care of. Planning includes long-term
concern for present and future generations.

Eisler cautions that these models are not mutually exclusive.
She maintains that history is shaped by the tensions between these
alternative systems. Both models operate within a given society,
within a given institution, and within a given individual. Yet societ-
ies tend to orient more toward one than the other. Some differences
between the models are due to differences in emphasis or degree.
For example, although there may be cooperation in both models, in
the dominator model, cooperation is generally based on fear and ag-
gression toward an out-group (consider war, team sports, business).
In the partnership model, cooperation is based on trust and reci-
procity with the other group or other individuals (consider coopera-
tive learning).

Moreover, hierarchies exist in both models, but they are concep-
tualized very differently. In a dominator mode, hierarchies are
based on power over others and are used for the purpose of domina-
tion. These types of hierarchies separate people, suppress empathy,
and stifle creativity. In contrast, in a partnership mode, there are hi-
erarchies of actualization. These help bring forth our human poten-
tials. They support our growth and development (such as in the
cases of parents with children or mentors with mentees).

A partnership pattern of social relations is not a utopian model.
According to Eisler, it is unrealistic to assume that there would be no
violence, pain, or cruelty in such a model because these seem to be
part of the human condition (Eisler & Koegel, 1996). However, in
partnership societies, these modes of relating are neither idealized
nor institutionalized. Domination, fear, and force are not needed to
maintain rigid and coercive systems of ranking. In a dominator sys-
tem, there tends to be a high degree of conflict, with a win-lose ori-
entation. Conflict is violently suppressed when it threatens the dom-
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inant group and is encouraged when it benefits the status quo (such
as within and between oppressed groups). In contrast, a partnership
system openly recognizes conflict, sees it as potentially creative, and
tries to make it nonviolent. A win-win orientation is promoted.
Extending the work of Eisler, Koegel (1997) suggests that these
paradigms of social relations lead to different ways of thinking and
acting. The dominator model encourages people to assume that peo-
ple are inherently selfish, insatiable, and violent; that social life is a
zero-sum, win-lose conflict; that relational inequality is inevitable;
and that structural inequality is desirable. On the other hand, part-
nership patterns lead people to assume that people are or can be car-
ing, benevolent, and respectful; that social structures can foster in-
stitutional dynamics that are more win-win; that relational equality
is possible; and that increasing structural equality is beneficial
(p- 49). Unless the dominator paradigm is challenged, there is a mu-
tually reinforcing cycle. People will continue to reproduce the ways
of thinking and acting that allow systems of domination to exist.
Certainly, the concepts presented in the dominator and partner-
ship models are not new. In the past few decades, psychologists and
social scientists have been illuminating aspects of a partnership
model in interpersonal relationships and institutional structures.
Feminists, in particular, have been critiquing patriarchal systems,
redefining power, and creating alternative personal and organiza-
tional dynamics (see Miller, 1976, 1991, Starhawk, 1982, 1987). West-
ern, patriarchal societies have predominantly conceptualized power
as power over, as relationships of domination that involve force, ex-
ploitation, coercion, and manipulation. Consistent with adominator
model, power is seen as the ability to get one’s own needs met by be-
ing able to control others. An alternative conception of power is
power with. In this view, power is seen as “being able” or having the
“capacity to produce a change” (Miller, 1991, p. 198). In power-with
relationships, “all participants in the relationship interact in ways
that build connection and enhance everyone’s personal power”
(Surrey, 1991, p. 165). The work of the Stone Center at Wellesley Col-
lege has focused on developing theories that validate and explicate
these types of relationships (Jordan et al., 1991; Jordan, 1997). They
talk about “mutual empowerment” and “agency-in-community.”
Power with emphasizes interdependence and developing the capac-
ity to act and do together. In synergistic communities where power
with flourishes, “self and community work toward the common
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good while seeking to fulfill their own perceived needs” (Katz, 1986,
p. 22, as cited in Kreisberg, 1992).! Other social scientists and activ-
ists have been advancing in theory and practice more egalitar-
ian, collaborative, and democratic organizations and poli-
cies—worker-owned and cooperatively structured workplaces,
economic policies that don’t value profits over people, and political
processes that are truly participatory.?

I have asked students to identify how they have experienced
partnership and dominator types of relations in their own lives—in
personal and institutional contexts. People have little difficulty de-
scribing examples of dominator relations, whether with a control-
ling parent, an authoritarian teacher, an arrogant and dismissive
doctor, a possessive and abusive lover, or a boss who expected obe-
dience and conformity. They easily remember experiences with so-
cial service agencies, the police, judicial systems, and government
bureaucracies in which they were threatened, intimidated, and de-
nied a voice. Identifying partnership patterns is more challenging
for some, especially in organizational settings. Most people can
identify interpersonal relationships with family and friends that
were supportive and mutually fulfilling. Some people can think of
work situations in which they were treated respectfully, involved in
decision making, and encouraged to contribute. Others describe
classroom environments that fostered equitable participation, an
appreciation of differences, creativity, and support for each other’s
learning. People also discuss religious/spiritual groups where there
is a loving and supportive atmosphere and shared efforts to attend
to individual and community needs.

It is important to provide real illustrations of partnership pat-
terns. Doing so allows people to imagine and experience different
ways of thinking, feeling, and relating. Specific examples help make
the concepts of partnership come alive. People can better under-
stand the difference between ranking and linking by having the op-
portunity to work effectively on a group project in which various
abilities and talents are valued and people are not being pitted
against each other for recognition and personal gain. By learning
nonviolent conflict resolution skills, people can appreciate how con-
flict can be an opportunity for learning and growth; that it is not nec-
essarily a destructive process.

However, the partnership model is more than just the sum of its
parts; these elements are not isolated events. In a partnership para-
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digm, they are part of a larger integrated system that has very differ-
ent underlying values and assumptions. They are aspects of an in-
terlocking pattern that fosters a different way of organizing social
relations on a societal level. As many of us know, it is often difficult
to create and sustain partnership structures and patterns of interac-
tion when they are embedded in a social context that operates ac-
cording to dominator norms and values. In fact, the larger system
can be hostile to such efforts and usually is. Both the ideology and
social structures need to change in order to advance real social jus-
tice. In sum, it is not possible to create true equity and systemic part-
nership relations within a dominator paradigm.

Clearly, the dominator and partnership models have implica-
tions for how social, political, and economic relations are organized.
It is not my intent to prescribe how these should be structured. I of-
fer these models as tools to expand people’s frame of reference, as
suggestions about new ways to conceptualize reality, and as chal-
lenges to the assumption that human nature or innate differences
alone are responsible for inequities. These frameworks can help in-
dividuals see how patterns of social organization foster oppression
and social injustice. The dominant ideology and social structures 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 paradigms also help people to evaluate current systems
and envision alternatives. Partnership literacy is the ability to use the
dominator and partnership models to analyze individual, interper-
sonal, institutional, and cultural dynamics. It allows us to examine
the ways in which we have become conditioned to accept patterns of
domination and subordination and how these dominator patterns
operate in our own lives. Partnership literacy also enables us to de-
velop ways to foster partnership patterns of relating and transform
systems of domination. It can help us move from a dominator to a
partnership way of life. Educators can help promote partnership lit-
eracy.

To have greater social justice, we need to shift the current para-
digm. We need to provide visions and alternatives that change peo-
ple’s ways of thinking, acting, and behaving. As long as we operate
within our current paradigm, people from either the dominant
group or the subordinate group will seek dominance and superior-
ity. Regardless of which group or individual is in power, the same
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oppressive, unequal, and unfair dynamics will be in place. In this
sense, the aim is not to change roles or change who has power but to
change the very nature of the system.

The Appeal of Partnership Relations and
Social Justice to People from Privileged Groups

Although more equitable, partnership-oriented dynamics may
sound appealing, is it likely that people from privileged groups will
trade in their power over for power with? It is clearly naive to as-
sume that any fundamental progressive social change is simple,
quick, or easy. I can just as easily argue that the glass is half empty
(that significant social change is unlikely) as that it is half full (that
there are hopeful signs of social transformation). What I'll offer here
are ways in which social justice does and can attract people from
dominant groups. In Chapters 7 and 8, I described specific ways to
motivate people from privileged groups to support social justice ef-
forts. In this chapter, I approach the issue less strategically and more
philosophically. I'll explore the broader appeal of equity to advan-
taged groups and some reasons why they would embrace it.

In Chapter 6, we saw that one of the general costs of oppression
to people from privileged groups was the loss of humanity and au-
thenticity. Systemic social injustice compromises their ability to live
with integrity, meaning, and honesty. It impedes their ability to lead
lives that that are fulfilling and that nurture their full human poten-
tial. Oppression interferes with the human needs for recognition
and interconnectedness.

Wineman (1984) discusses why people would seek to change a
system in which they are advantaged. He suggests that superiority
and domination are self-limiting experiences:

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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All people’s basic humanity and integrity are better nurtured
when they can experience mutuality, sensitivity, connectedness, and
shared power. According to Wineman (1984), people are more likely
to make sacrifices or changes when these changes are connected to
the quality of their everyday lives rather than when they are just
based on ideological beliefs. When people can recognize how their
personal relations are enhanced by rejecting or dismantling superi-
ority and domination, they can see the personal reward of greater

equality.

Preference for Partnership Relationships

In his work with graduate and undergraduate students, Koegel
(1998) found support for the view that people preferred relation-
ships based on the partnership model. He asked hundreds of indi-
viduals to describe their best and worst relationships. These rela-
tionships could be in the private realm—with a friend, lover, parent,
or sibling—or in the public realm—with a boss, teacher, or
co-worker. Koegel consistently found similarities in how people de-
scribed their best and worst relationships. Time and again, despite
differences in the context of the relationships, students characterized
their worst relationships as unequal and unfair. These types of rela-
tionships made people feel diminished, inferior, weak, and violated.

Summarizing the common characteristics of the worst relation-
ships, Koegel (1998) notes that these relationships routinely do the
following:

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;
¢) 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)

On the other hand, most of the best relationships were described
as mutually empowering and mutually beneficial. They were
win-win; both people gained and grew. The relationships were seen



198 PROMOTING DIVERSITY AND JUSTICE

as basically fair and equal with a high degree of reciprocity and re-
sponsiveness. People in these relationships generally felt stronger,
more complete, more connected, valued, and happier. In these rela-
tionships, 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; ) 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 obvious reasons, people prefer the more egalitarian, mutu-
ally enriching relationships that resemble partnership dynamics
rather than the unequal and unfair ones based on dominator dy-
namics. To be sure, some individuals acknowledge that they have
enjoyed being in the dominant role in an unequal relationship.
However, few, if any, spontaneously cite such an instance as an ex-
ample of their best relationship. Koegel uses this exercise as a way to
explore issues of social dominance and privilege systems by making
the link between people’s own personal experiences and societal dy-
namics. This also provides the opportunity to discuss why some
people prefer being in power-over relationships. We can explore
how this is linked to the way that people are conditioned to feel im-
portant and successful, again challenging the notion that people in-
herently want to oppress others.

Benefits of Social Justice

As previously discussed, people from dominant groups are able
to recognize numerous psychological, moral/spiritual, social, intel-
lectual, and material costs of oppression to themselves and others
from privileged groups. In a myriad of ways, they realize the loss of
mental health and an authentic sense of self; the loss and diminish-
ment of relationships; the loss of moral integrity and spiritual cen-
ter; the loss of a full range of knowledge; and the loss of safety, re-
sources, and quality of life. Yet eliminating the costs does not clearly
indicate what it might be like if there was true equality.
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I havealso found that people from privileged groups can readily
identify the benefits of social justice. Many people realize their per-
sonal stake in fostering equity. Imagining a different future reduces
the tendency for people from dominant groups to become attached
to victim status when they realize the costs. We can encourage peo-
ple from privileged groups to see that creating “liberty and justice
for all” can, in fact, have positive results for them as well as others.
Enabling them to identify and envision the benefits of greater equity
offers an invitation for change. It encourages people to consider
ways to create a better society for everyone. When people from dom-
inant groups recognize what they stand to gain, they are more moti-
vated to change.

Below, I present some of the benefits of social justice that people
from privileged groups have discussed. The positive effects of
equality that I briefly describe are based more on conjecture than my
discussion of the costs. Because we have yet to live in a truly just so-
ciety, the benefits suggested below are based on what people imag-
ine life would be like. They also reflect our experiences when we do
have moments of freedom, authenticity, and equity (in relation-
ships, personal pursuits, workplaces, social/religious organiza-
tions). Exactly how the benefits would look or be experienced would
depend in part on the larger social system. My intent is not to por-
tray a full alternative reality. Rather, it is to point to possibilities and
to suggest how justice could lead to greater humanity, connection,
and fulfillment for people from privileged groups.

Psychologically, people could have the freedom to explore their
interests and abilities without the interference of rigid, externally
imposed norms and expectations. There could be greater opportu-
nity for creativity and experimentation. Individuals could have
greater trust and confidence in their accomplishments without feel-
ing they were somehow ill-gotten or fraudulent. Real choice about
how one wanted to live one’s life—in terms of work, partner, or life-
style—could be available. Psychological and emotional develop-
ment would be nurtured and enhanced.

Many fears and worries would also diminish. People would be
able to walk the streets, interact with others, and explore new areas
and interests with a greater sense of ease. The fear of offending
someone from a dominated group or of retaliation and violence
from the have-nots would fade. People could spend less energy on
protecting and worrying about themselves, their loved ones, and
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their possessions and would have more time for productive and en-
joyable pursuits.

Socially, if the dominant-subordinate structure and other barri-
ers that block equal relationships between people were removed,
meaningful connections with different kinds of people could be es-
tablished. Relationships that were previously prevented or dis-
torted could be allowed to flourish on the basis of mutual interests
and respect. Differences in social identities would not tear families
or communities apart. Individuals would not have to choose be-
tween living their conscience and their heart and maintaining im-
portant relationships. People would no longer be isolated from
other human beings. There would be greater potential for honesty
and depth in relationships.

Morally, because the conditions that give rise to many moral
contradictions and pangs of conscience would be eliminated, people
could more easily create lives that would be consonant with their
morality and spirituality. They could experience a sense of libera-
tion as a result of acting in ways consistent with their beliefs and of
knowing that others can live with dignity as well. People could feel
pride in their identity and life choices, not shame, guilt, or envy.
There would be greater freedom to explore the world, not a need to
rationalize or hide from it for fear of moral discomfort.

Intellectually, people’s minds and worlds could be expanded
and enriched by the exposure to and knowledge of other ways of be-
ing and doing (e.g., solving problems, setting priorities, relating to
nature). Intellectual and personal development could flourish. Peo-
ple could more readily enjoy the foods, music, and arts from other
cultural traditions. The diversity of worldviews could contribute to
our understanding of the universe and to a more complete and accu-
rate view of reality. We also could have access to the creativity, wis-
dom, and insights from all those who could help illuminate and alle-
viate social concerns. Our potential as human beings and a planet
would have the greatest opportunity to develop and thrive.

Materially and physically, people would experience less stress
and economic insecurity. For most people, their standard of living
would rise if wealth were distributed more equitably. Without the
intergroup conflicts that are promoted to prevent people from unit-
ing to change an unjust system, we would be able to have more ef-
fective and collaborative working relationships in workplaces that
did not exploit employees. Because individual and cultural differ-
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ences would exist, conflict itself would not disappear, but it would
not be fueled by social, political, and economic inequities. The ways
of addressing conflict would also be significantly different and far
more productive, as discussed earlier. Morale would improve, and
the barriers between people that were based on social identities and
hierarchical positions would be eliminated. Organizations would be
better able to attract and retain desired employees and better able to
allow them to maximize their talents and contributions.

Because housing would no longer be (de facto) segregated, peo-
ple would have more options for where to live, at more reasonable
prices. Overall, public schools would be improved, and sending
children to private schools to get a good and safe education would
not be necessary. Neighborhoods could reflect the diversity of our
society and allow for the development of relationships across differ-
ences.

Violence would be significantly reduced. Because all people
would have their basic needs met and their human rights respected,
there would be less need to engage in personally and socially de-
structive actions. The resources and energy used to maintain in-
equalities and to address the results of social injustice could be used
to address issues that affect us all. There would be more money
available to devote to things like health, education, and the environ-
ment. There would be more time and energy available to develop
broad-based efforts on other common concerns because people
would not be fighting for their basic rights, exhausted from just try-
ing to survive, or disenfranchised from society.

A better-educated, productive, and engaged populace could al-
low us to better realize our national democratic goals. If people re-
ally believe that a democracy is the best form of government and
way of life, this could provide us with a closer model of what it
might truly look like. Our political system and other organizations
could be more reflective of and responsive to the needs of (all) the
people. Without such compelling self-interests, fostered by social
and economic inequities, there could be greater opportunity for in-
stitutions to function more effectively and efficiently.

These benefits are also interconnected. Psychological well-being
is one aspect that can underlie or affect other benefits. If individuals
have good mental health, including a strong sense of self-esteem
and personal authenticity, they are more likely to desire and be able
to have meaningful relationships with different people and to feel a
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sense of connection and responsibility to other human beings. They
will be able to create effective collaborative relationships and orga-
nizations that value their members and will be able to support social
systems that foster the empowerment and dignity of all people.

After doing this exercise with a group in which they identified
the costs of oppression and the benefits of social justice for domi-
nant-group members, the participants reminded me that it wasn't
simply that there would be less fear, better relationships, or im-
proved quality of life. There also would be more joy and fun. This is
a wonderful example of how health is not simply the absence of ill-
ness, that wellness transcends just the removal of the sickness. They
spoke about how people could more fully experience life and truly
enjoy themselves and others. There is a freedom and exuberance
that is captured by the word joy that more accurately reflects the lib-
eration that a just and caring world could offer us.

The above examples provide a broad outline of how life could
be improved for people from privileged groups if there was greater
social justice. These illustrations do not ignore the fact that there
would be some losses as well. However, they highlight that diver-
sity and equity hold benefits and promote the liberation of all peo-
ple. We all have something to gain.

Desire for Meaning

Another reason why people from privileged groups may be
willing to challenge the dominant paradigm and support social jus-
tice is their desire for greater connection, purpose, and meaning in
their lives. This is another manifestation of people seeking greater
authenticity and a fuller sense of their humanity. As previously
noted, Lerner (1996) describes our current system as based on an
ethos of selfishness, greed, materialism, and cynicism. The domi-
nant culture promotes a materialist and reductionist view of human
beings—that we are isolated individuals motivated by material
self-interest. This pervasive perspective is rooted in the economic
and political structures of the competitive marketplace. Many oth-
ers have voiced concerns about how the dominance of corporations
and free market capitalism has promoted a preoccupation with self
and money and has eroded a sense of morality, social responsibility,
and community (Daly & Cobb, 1994; Derber, 1997; Handy, 1998;
Korten, 1995). We are expected to look out for ourselves, view others
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in terms of what they can do for us, and pursue our own short-term
gains. Many believe that if they don’t push for their own interests
first, they will be taken advantage of. The more people try to live up
to these societal norms, the more alone and vulnerable they feel.
Economic dislocation (downsizing, sending jobs to other countries)
intensifies the feeling that no one is there for them and that they
need to look out for themselves. Given these social dynamics, it is
hard to develop caring and trusting relationships. People are sur-
rounded by others who are self-absorbed and indifferent to their
well-being. As a result, they feel unrecognized, disconnected from
others, and lacking a sense of meaning in their lives.

Lerner’s (1996) perspective initially grew out of his work with
thousands of middle-income people at the Institute for Labor and
Mental Health. Beginning in 1976, he and his colleagues wanted to
understand the psychodynamics of working people and why so
many were moving to the political Right. In the context of “stress
clinics,” they met with individuals over many weeks. After some
initial defensiveness and the desire to present themselves as “to-
gether,” participants revealed a hunger for community, recognition,
and higher purpose. Even those who seemed most uncon-
cerned about connections to others ultimately expressed a deep
frustration about and yearning for meaningful relationships, a pes-
simism about one’s ability to ever get one’s needs met, and a deep
shame about one’s own imagined failures (p. 7). Overall, they found
that people wanted to have their fundamental value as a human be-
ing recognized, to feel connected to a community, and to experience
a higher purpose to their lives. However, escalating levels of selfish-
ness and cynicism diminish the possibility of the kinds of lives peo-
ple want.

Lerner is certainly not alone in claiming that people are seeking
more meaning and spirituality in their lives. The lack of purpose
and connection has been cited as a source for a variety of social prob-
lems, including gangs, school dropouts, early pregnancy, and addic-
tions. This has devastating effects not only on these individuals and
their communities but also on the larger society and on efforts for so-
cial justice. It also has some direct implications for working with
people from dominant groups. For example, in his book The Racist
Mind, Raphael Ezekiel (1996) explores the psychological founda-
tions of neo-Nazis and Klansmen. He found that many of the youth
who join Nazi movements are poor and are high school dropouts.
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Meaning, not ideology, was the most compelling reason they joined
these right-wing groups. They longed to be truly seen by an adult
and to feel a sense of purpose and importance. (After spending
many evenings talking with them, Ezekiel felt he easily could have
led over half of them away from Nazism if he had had somewhere
else to take them.) Even though they come from an oppressed group
(the poor), they identified with their dominant identity, White (and
male). They then acted against certain dominated groups—people
of color, gays and lesbians, Jews. Many became involved in attacks
or supported public policies that limited the rights and resources of
oppressed groups.

According to Lerner, the rise of the Right is due to its ability to
speak to the spiritual and ethical crisis people are experiencing and
to address some of their longing for recognition. They understand
that people are angry, frustrated, and confused about the lack of
meaning in their lives and the range of social problems they encoun-
ter (crime, violence, homelessness, the breakdown of families).
However, instead of blaming the impact of the competitive market-
place for these problems, it blames the traditionally demeaned
Others—feminists, people of color, gays and lesbians, immigrants,
and so on. They divert the attention away from corporate greed and
concern for the bottom line and focus the scorn on groups struggling
for full participation in society (Pharr, 1996). Although the Right
may address the needs for care, community, and meaning in the pri-
vate realm, they fail to address these needs in the public realm. In-
stead, they reinforce conservative politics and antidemocratic agen-
das that limit access to social and economic justice for marginalized
groups.

Lerner cautions that there are limits to how long people will re-
spond to the pain of others when no one seems to care about their
own pain: “Unless we can provide the American Majority with a
deep sense of being recognized, it will never respond to the pain of
the most oppressed” (p. 174). Moreover, when people (especially
White men) are repeatedly told that they are the oppressors, they
will start to identify with that position and not with the oppressed.

Lerner claims that the Left has not been successful because it has
failed to acknowledge and speak to these meaning needs and in-
stead has focused primarily on the economic interests and political
rights of oppressed groups. Social movements that have most suc-
cessfully motivated people have framed the issues in a broader



Hope and Possibilities 205

moral and meaning context (e.g., the New Deal, civil rights and Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr.), not narrow individual rights. The question is
not whether economic issues need to be addressed but how to in-
clude an ethical and spiritual dimension in the analysis. Lerner sees
the economic and meaning crises as two aspects of the same issue.
Economic realities are, in part, shaped by our framework of mean-
ing. He suggests that if people had a different framework of mean-
ing, they would demand different economic arrangements. If people
came to see their own needs as best served by a society with a con-
cern for the common good, they would be more open to economic
policies that better provided for more people (e.g., redistributing
work over a shorter workweek). They would also be more likely to
collectively challenge policies that unfairly disadvantaged people
(e.g., transferring jobs abroad).

Unlike some others who talk about an ethical and spiritual cri-
sis, Lerner shows how it is a result of our social, political, and eco-
nomic structures and suggests a progressive alternative. His critique
of the dominant culture links the public and the private. He advo-
cates more than just individual solutions and changes in people’s
personal situations. A progressive politics of meaning challenges the
ethos of the competitive marketplace and the economic and political
arrangements that undermine human relationships. The central goal
is to build a society that encourages mutual recognition, caring, ethi-
cal and spiritual sensitivity, and ecologically attuned social practices.

Lerner’s recognition of meaning needs in conjunction with eco-
nomic and social concerns is an important perspective.? It is espe-
cially relevant when working with people from privileged groups.
After all, most people from dominant groups are not part of the very
wealthy and powerful elite. Many people who choose to participate
in and support policies that systematically disadvantage others do
so to increase their own sense of self-worth and self-protection, yet
they often do this at a large personal and spiritual cost. If people can
see how their needs are better met by challenging the dominant
ethos rather than by accepting it and blaming the disadvantaged,
there is the potential to create allies for change.

The Need for Both Individual and Societal Change

Even when people believe in fairness and equity, they are less
likely to support practices and changes they feel pose a threat to
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their well-being. Therefore, along with educating for critical con-
sciousness, we need to create the social and economic conditions
that allow people to more easily make choices that move us toward
social justice. Changes in the policies and structures of the dominant
culture can make it safer for people to support greater meaning and
equity in our world. People need opportunities to act according to
their highest ideals and not feel as if they are being fools or self-
destructive. Underlying social and economic institutions are needed
that foster, nurture, and sustain the experience of community, mu-
tual interdependence, and social responsibility (Alperovitz, 1996).
We need to work with the ongoing dialectic between the dominant
ideology and people’s belief systems, between social conditions and
people’s attitudes and behavior. Because oppression operates on in-
dividual, institutional, and cultural levels and because these differ-
ent dimensions interact and support each other, all aspects need to
be targeted.

An ethos of selfishness and materialism, a culture of competi-
tive individualism, and policies that create a sense of scarcity fuel
people’s narrow self-interest. With a zero-sum mentality, people feel
that there’s not enough for everyone, that others are getting some-
thing at their expense. Many people assume that immigrants are
taking jobs away from Americans, that White women and people of
color are taking opportunities away from White men, and that gays
and lesbians are demanding special rights beyond the equal rights
afforded everyone else. Middle-class people fear that using their tax
dollars to improve the quality of poor schools will compromise the
quality of their own children’s education. Money from one social
service program is often taken to support another.

It is undeniable that people are facing real choices and losses.
However, it is highly questionable whether the problem is that there
is not enough to go around. The sense of scarcity and a zero-sum
mentality is promulgated by our economic and social policies. In
dominator models, as Eisler (1987) pointed out, dominant groups
foster a sense of scarcity to maintain the status quo.

Economic inequality and the inequitable distribution of wealth
is a pivotal factor in perpetuating social injustice and eroding social
relations. The gap between the rich and poor is the largest it has ever
been and is rapidly growing; it is also the largest of any industrial-
ized nation. The 10% wealthiest own 73% of all the wealth in the
United States (the top 1% own about 39%; Wolff, 1998). Between
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1979 and 1994, family income fell 14% for those in the lowest quintile
(20%) and rose 83% for the top 1%. In contrast, between 1947 and
1979, all quintiles grew between 86% and 116%, with the bottom
quintile growing the most and the top quintile growing the least. In
1965, the average chief executive officer’s income was 44 times that
of the average U.S. worker’s income; in 1995, that was up to 212
times as much—a ratio higher than that of any other industrialized
nation. Between 1990 and 1995, corporate profits rose 50%, and CEO
pay rose 65%. During the same time period, worker layoffs were up
39%, and worker pay was down 1%.# Such disparities undermine
democracy because fewer people have access to full and equitable
participation and decision making in our society.

To challenge the systems that create the sense of scarcity, we
need to direct the attention toward those who are responsible for
people not having what they need. (This is not to say we don’t also
need to look at our overuse of natural resources and excessive con-
sumption of material goods.) Economic priorities and issues such as
tax laws, corporate welfare, wage scales, and campaign finance need
to be examined. Instead of having people fighting over the crumbs,
we can look at how the whole pie is being divided. We can question
systems and policies that set up a zero-sum game, demand more ac-
countability from those who create situations of unnecessary scar-
city, and challenge practices that put people in “us or them” situa-
tions. We can explore how to expand the “pie” and utilize resources
in ways that do not pit people against each other. We can highlight
shared goals, collective well-being, and mutual responsibility. For
example, a recent controversy arose in New York City as to whether
wealthy parents should be able to raise money to fund teachers’ sal-
aries and school programs. The chancellor of the New York City
Schools was concerned that this would just further disparities in a
public education system. Through letters to the editor in the local
newspaper, I followed some of the discussion and the proposed so-
lutions. Some parents, taking a very individual-rights orientation,
argued that it was their right to support their child’s education.
Other parents offered a more collaborative, interdependent ap-
proach. I read few letters that recognized that it was in everyone’s
best interest for all of the children in their city to have a decent edu-
cation. There was the suggestion that half of the money raised by the
economically advantaged parents be shared with poorer schools. A
couple of people suggested that the parents could be using this
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energy and skill to be lobbying together to demand more adequate
educational funding that would benefit all the schools.

Even when there is scarcity, people can respond in ways that are
not selfish. There have certainly been other times when in situations
of need, people have pulled together to provide for each other. The
policies during the Depression were more reflective of this orienta-
tion. However, without a sense of community and mutual responsi-
bility and with a heightened sense of cynicism, people are more
likely to look out for themselves, regardless of the effect on others.

Significant social change inevitably meets with resistance and
backlash. In fact, this is often how people can tell whether they are
really having an impact. The power elite will try to protect their
power. Historically, they have never been the ones to initiate change.
Nevertheless, the subordinate group has always had allies from the
dominant group. Although we should never overlook anyone as a
potential ally, we can focus our energy on the majority of people (in-
cluding those from privileged groups) who are not the main benefi-
ciaries of oppression or who are initially most responsive to and see
the benefits of equity. A general rule is that a minority of people will
clearly be supportive of our goals, another minority will actively op-
pose them, and the large majority in the middle will be open to per-
suasion. In both organizational and societal change, we can work on
developing a critical mass and not assume that we need to win over
every person.

For all the signs I see of hope and possibility, there are as many
barriers. Yet when we become pessimistic about people from privi-
leged groups and the possibility of change, we fall prey to the cul-
ture of cynicism that undermines social change. Surplus powerless-
ness (Lerner, 1986) is our tendency to see ourselves as more
powerless than we really are. It makes us feel that it is impossible or
unrealistic in the face of real power inequities to try to create funda-
mental change. Surplus powerlessness is not based on a realistic as-
sessment of the political situation but on the internalization of mes-
sages from the dominant culture that tell us that nothing can really
change and that we had better do what we can to protect ourselves.
However, we have a history rich with examples of people who had
the courage to expect and demand change and who, in the process,
inspired and empowered others to join them.

I often think of the words of Elie Wiesel, Holocaust survivor,
writer, peace activist. He had just finished speaking about his trips
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to various places in the world that were beset with war, conflict, and
human cruelty and his efforts to promote peace and healing. An au-
dience member asked, “In light of all that you’ve seen, how do you
keep going?” He responded, “What choice do I have?” For those of
us who carry a commitment to a caring and just world in our hearts
and souls, what choice do we really have but to continue the strug-
gle? For ultimately, justice 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 Lerner (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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