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The chapters in this volume are concerned essentially with differences between
people and groups that Western culture deem salient and descriptions of those
differences. These descriptions help us to organize the information that we have
about these groups and our underst:mdmg of them, just as descriptive infor- '
mation helps us to organize what we know about the world, in general. How-
ever, Bruce Blaine (2000) argues that while such categorization helps to s:mphfy '
things, it often leads to seeing individuals as members of groups they belongto
mther than as individuals. This oversimplification is often a less accurate de-
scription of a given individual and can be most problematic in the delivery of
human servicés, particularly but not exclusive to mental health services.
Diversity s a socially constructed concept that indicates the mere presence .
of differences. However, when we discuss diversity in this volume, we are
concerned with a great deal more than just the presence of differences. Any
serious discussion of differences leads to a range of other questions. Human
beings dlﬁ'er from one another along a range of dimensions and in mnu.mer-—
able ways. The groups that the authors discuss are clearly different from one
another on many dimensions just as they are similar on other dimensions. When
placed on a spectrum, some of those differences are highly visible at one ex-
treme, while others are completely invisible at the other extreme. However,
aside from describing the groups, what makes these differences importane? It
is clear that some differences are deemed extremely salient while other kinds
of differences, even though highly visible, are deemed so inconsequential that
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we hardly notice them and do not devote much, if any, time or attention to
their presence or description. The question we are left to gmpple with if we
are to understand the tension that often occurs when' we directly experience
or anticipate differences between ourselves and others, is what difference does
difference really make and why Why are some characteristics, beliefs, or be-
haviors of people given so much importance while others are not. Simply stated,
why do differences matter, to whom do they matter, and who decides which
differences make a difference?

- The authors in this volume specifically explore the human dimensions of
race/ethnicity, gender, religion, age, sexnal orientation, _socnoeconomxc class,
and disability. In Western culture these dimensions are deemed of great im-
portance, and they are often the focus of, as well as the explanation for, dis-

- cord between individuals and groups. Is it the difference per se that explains
that discord or is it something that the differences are socially endowed with
that creates social tension? I contend that it is the latter. Race and ethnicity,
gendcr, sexual oncntauon, disability, age, socioeconomic class, religious and .
spiritual orientations have little meaning in and of themselves. It is the social
context in which these dimensions are perceived, -experienced, understood,
and defined that makes them salient. Their salience is determined by how much
of a difference these differences actually make in peoples lives, at a given time,
and what they mean. Differences in and of themselves do not have meaning -
ontside of a social context and social context helps to define those distinctions
thus giving them meaning. What does it mean to share group membership?
What does it mean when individuals do not share that membership? We are
charged with making sense of these qumom as well as appreciating the com-
plexity of these issues in the training of human services professionals.

~ Allan Johnson (2001) argues that fear of the unknown is usually given as the
reason that people fear and distrust those who are not like them, therefore,
dapne our good intentions this fear is ratural. However, Johnson argues to
the contrary that our fears are not based on what we do not know, rather, they
are based on what we think we do know. When we directly encounter some-

- one from a different ethnic group, someone who is lesbian, gay, or bisexual,

* someone from a different religion, or a person with a disability for the first
time, it is really not the first encounter. It is the culmination of a series of pre-

" vious symbolic encounters that takes place every single time a piece of infor-
mation is forma]]y or. informally communicated about those group members
or when they are conspicuously omitted as if they were invisible. These sym-
bolic encounters occur when we watch movies, television, or overhear con-

versations of adults as children. Such encounters are perhaps most insidious
when they are not accompanied by words or conversations. When adults have
a visceral negative reaction to the mention or presence of some group or its
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member, a child may experience a level of discomfort that casts'a pa]l over the
interaction and that comes to be associated with members of that group. ‘These
neganve associations may linger into adulthood when the presence of the dif-
ferent group members elicits discomfort for reasons that you would be hard
pressed to explain other than as a “feeling.” They occur when we read news-

papers, watch, or hear the news and its contents reveal who and what is con-

sidered important, productive, trustworthy and in danger, as well as who and -
what 1s considered dlsposab]e unproductive, dangerous, and to be feared. Our
information may come directly from peers, as well as loved and trusted ﬁgures o
who tell us what they know about members of different groups, based on in-
- formation that they may have gamered only sccondband at best. Such encoun-
ters include our passing and informal observauons of people who are dlﬁ'erent
particularly if we only encounter them when they are in roles that are subser—
vient to ours, when we are dominant and they are subordinate as well as its
corollary. What do we think explains someone else’s position in the social hier- -
:nchyn:hﬂvetomrownandwbatdo«sthatnellmaboutomsdva"l’hlscol—
lection of impressions serves as the body of what we- think we know about people
‘who we may have never really encountered directly before. The information
communicated about them and the impressions formed of them are shaped by.
many complex sociopolitical and economic variables that may have litde to do ‘
with the reality of who “those” people rmlly are. Descriptions of “them” are
not necessarily designed to accurately describe “them” and inform us, rather they
may be designed and used to serve other purposes in a larger system of dominant
and subordinate relationships. Distortions of groups ofien represent the way that
it has become convenient or comfortable to see or perceive them. All these things -
constitute what we think we know about people who are dJEerenL long before '
we ever actually have direct relationships with them. _
Those things that we think we know about the unknown or about - people
who are different are learned ideas. We are not simply born in fear of the un-
known or the different, we are carcfully taught to be afraid. Differences facili-
tate what Rachel Siegel (1995).and Paul Wachtel (1996) describe as the processes
‘of distortion and projection. It is easier to distance ourselves from people or

gmupswhomdlﬂ'emnt‘ﬁ'omusthanﬂ)osewhomsunﬂar We can view the |

different group as “other” or “not me” and, of course, view the “other” as
apablc of all that we do not want to see in ourselves. All human beings share -
a common pool of potential feelings and behaviors. Despite this, when we use -
differences to deem people who are different some kind of “other” and not-
like us, unwanted feelings and behaviors of our own may be easily projected
onto “them,” experienced as if they represent some kind of flaw in the “other”
group or individual and have nothing to do with ourselves. Siegel views. fear as
a necessary component in this process and observes:
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Fear is the glue that maintains existing biases. . . . When people are catego-
rized as we or they, fear becomes part of the process of projecting onto. those
whom we see as unlike ourselves all of the attributes that we would like to
deny in ourselves. We are the good self. They are the bad self. All players must
be maintained in that position and must deny thatdnsxsgomgon Sodally
unacceptable traits can thus remain invisible to the self while we stereotype
those whom we call they or other and imbue them with negative traits. (1995,
p- 297; emphasis added) '

Blaine (2000) observes that we explain the behaviors of other people very
differently than we do our own behavior. He uses Allport’s concept of ulti~
mate attribution error, described by Thomas Pettigrew (1979), to explain this
phenomena. We tend to exphain our own behavior as a function of situational
or environmental factors, while we explain the behavior of those who differ
from us, more harshly and as a function of their personality or internal traits.
This suggests that people who are not like us are seen as less likely to change.
Their behavior is ultimately attributed to some kind of basic flaw in the person’s
chanacter rather than some aspect of their circumstances. Furthermore; if their
failing is their own fault, they do not deserve our help, and they may even be
undeserving of the opportunitjes that they are denied. We may even mtional-
ize the harm they endure as deserved. Moreover, we need not question why
some people have many opportunities and others do not, thc cxplananon 1s
self-evident. -

A clear example of this phenomenon may be observed when it is applied to
analyses of socioeconomic class. John Hartigan (1997) and Annalee Newitz
and Matt Wray (1997), in their work on poor white Americans, observe that
Americans, love to hate the poor. They observe that being labeled “poor”™ hardly -
elicits sympathy, rather it elicits hostility and disgust and can often leave poor
people feeling ashamed of themselves. Being poor is often associated with
negative personality and character traits such as having inadequate values,
being inept, lazy, or simply stupid. Poor people are also viewed as if they refuse
to work (rather than that they are often unable to find work or living wages),
live in female-headed households, live in inner-city ghettos, are primarily people

“of color, and are undeservedly on welfare. Even if it were not for these di-
rect negative characterizations, our feelmgs about the poor are reflected in
our language in the definitions of values and descriptions of behaviors that
are associated with different class status and even the word “class” itself. The

" Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines “class™ as high social rank, elegance,
high quality, a rating based on grade or quality. Karen Wyche (1996} tells us
that when we say that someone has “no class” we really do not mean that they
do not belong to a socioeconomic strata. But what do we mean? We are usu-
ally suggesting that people with “no class™ have lower- or working-class values;
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that thcy are behavmg hke poor or workmg—class people, thh the dear mfer—
ence that such behavior is deficient.in some way. The demeaning 1mphcauon

is clear that to have lowerclass values or behavior is the same as having no

“class” at all. Consistent with Webster’s definition, being lower class is to pos-
sess low quality or low social rank or lack them altogether. Our feelings about
class distinctions are also reflected in our language. People who have “middle-
class values” are viewed as hard working, valuing an education, saving their
moncy, capable of dclaymg gratification, and always aying to improve their
lot in life. By defining middle—class values in this manner, the implication is

that people who are middle class acquired that status because they have the

" correct values and good moral character. This fails to address in any significant
way the critical role of social systems in the maintenance of class differences.
Such differences are often a function of differential access to opportunities, such

as education, at one time, trade union membelslnp as well as many jobs or

careers that were completely closed to out LGB (lesbian/gay/bisexual) people,

physically challenged individuals, people of color, women, older workers, and -

so on. Simply put, differential opportunity and social injustice often block access
to middle-class'status as access is not always merit based. The person, in. this

case, the poor person is blamed for their circumstances with the assumption

that they did not do enough to better their circumstances. Blaming the | poor
for their phght serves to further obscure the reality of an invisible system of
chass oppression in this society. Poverty, like other differences in status, is ex-

- phined as a function of personal deficits, while situational and systemic barri-

ers go unexplored and remain invisible. :

In another example, an openly gay ‘man or lesbian who is the target of a
physical assault or other bias crime may be seen as having brought such treat-
ment on themselves by allowing their sexual orientation to be known, for

example, flaunting behavior. Their difference is seen as the problem rather than

the response to their difference. The victim is blamed rather than the victim-
izer. This kind of thinking facilitates the avoidance of any analysis of the role

of social justice or injustice in someone’s dilemma or in their treatment. The .
meaning of the characteristic that dxsnngmshes the. person or makes them dif- -
Jerent from the observer, that is, their poverty, sexual. orientation, ethnicity/

skin color, tehglon, and so on is defined by a distortion of what it really is and
what it really means as if it were the problem. The person’s difference is then
' used to explain. their il trmtmentorplacemthesoualhlemrchy In this analysis,
an individual or group’s failings can be attributed to their personal defect. The
role of the social system, and the 1dent|ues of the players who benefit from
that system, can thus be avoided.
Blaine (2000) and Johnson (2001) both argue that a cultural mythology has
been developed to explain the way many aspects of the human differences
discussed in this volume are responded to. In that mythology, fears or appre-
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hensions about differences are deemed natural. Since this fear is deemed natn- -
ral, the avoidance of that which is different leads us to inevitably distance our-

selves from and fear individuals and groups who are not like us. It is deemed .

on]y natural that we do this. Johnson (2001) suggests that this myth is designed
to keep those who we consider outsiders on the outside of opportumities for

social advancement and power and to rationalize mistreating them, if they

happen to make it to the inside and actually acquire some of those opportuni-
ties. Some groups are deemed presumptuous and are even mistreated for sim-
ply advocating that they have equal access to social opportunities. Examples
include African Americans and wonien who had to fight to secure the right to
~ vote; lesbians and gay men who demand the right to work in any occupation,

marry, and adopt children; people with disabilities who demand to have equal
access to public facilities, as well as educational and occupational opportuni--
ties; and members of religious groups that demand the freedom to practice their
religions without being discriminated against.

Johnson (2001) observes that historically people have not naturally avoided

the unknown. To the contrary, many people find mystery in difference and ,

experience the unknown as something compelling that draws them to it as a

function of their human curiosity. Children display a natural curiosity abouit S

the unknown thatreveals 2 naturel ignoszance sbout realistic dangers. Thew must
be taught to discriminate between what and who is dangerous and what and
who is not. For example, if you observe children in department stores or other
public places, they more often than not readily approach each other unless they
are discouraged by adults. When they do this and they are discouraged, it sends
-them an insidious message about difference. The message may be that some-

thing is wrong with them, that something is wrong with the other child, or -
that something is wrong about approaching anyone who is different. How-
ever, as long as the prev:ulmg cultural myth about naturally fearing difference

is accepted, we can avoid examining the role of social injustice in both creat-

ing and maintaining discrepancies in social power, as well as our own personal -

stake and role in them. Discrepancies in social power may be understood as
representations of social privilege and social disadvantage. It is the need to deny
the existence and meaning of those power differentials that is ofien a key in-
gredient in the discord observed between many individuals and groups who
differ along the dimensions discussed in this volume.

While most human services professionals agree in principle that exploring -

" and understanding the role of culture, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender,
race, class, age, and other variables is important in a range of arenas, in prac-
tice, people often report that they experience great discomfort when confronted
with the need to discuss these issues and even greater discomfort when the
discussion leads 1o an examination of the social inequities that are associated

with membership in certain groups, essentially, examining social i m_}usuce It is




WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES A DIFFERENCE MAKEZ 9

important want to consider the discomfort ofien present when addressing these dif-

ferences and its origins.

Materializing the Role of Social Privilege and Disadvantage
in Negative Responses to Human Differences _ :
What do we mean when we refer‘to social privilege? The Merriam-Webster’s

dictionary defines privilege as a special advantage, immunity benefit granted
to or enjoyed by an individual, dass, or caste, that people come to feel they

have a right to hold. What is noteworthy is that while the benefit or privilege

is given regardless of merit, once people have it, they experience it as some-
thing they have a right to have and that perhaps others who are not like them

do not have an equal right to. Social privilege is usually something that facili- '

tates the optimal development of an individual, increases access to societal
opportunities, or simply makes life easier but is not acquired by virtue of merit
or personal effort. It is gained simply by being 3 member of the group that is

privileged. It is important to understand the nature of privilege as something -

that is not men't-baséd to fully grasp the reluactance of many people to acknowl-
edge that they may have it. The dimensions discussed in this volume represent
human dimensions that may be 2 locus of privilege or a locus of disadvantage,
depc_nding on the group you belong to and the current context. '
Stephanie Wildman (1996), Peggy McIntosh (1988), and Allan Johnson (2001)
analyze white skin privilege as one form of social advantage, and each discusses
the ways that they and other White Americans benefit from having white skin

in a racist society. In its essence having white skin privilege makes life easier. in
her examination of race privilege, Stephanie Wildman (1996) defines key ele-
ments of privilege as the systemic conferral of benefit and advantage. She argues

that the characteristics of people who are members of privileged groups come to

define societal norms and not surprisingly to the benefit of the people who es- _'

tablish the nomms. Members of other groups are measured against the character-
istics that are held by the privileged, usually the most dommant members of 2
society, and found to be wanting in some way. ‘The privileged characteristic is

Jegitimized as the norm and those who stand outside of it are considered devi-
ant, deficient, or defective. These are important concepts in mental health.

Overall, “they” are seen as deserving of their lot in life.

There is a connection between the need to establish clear boundaries be-
tween ethnic, class, sexual, and other groups in our society and the existence
of privilege and social disadvantage. The need for socially constructed bound-
aries between heterosexuals and lesbians and gay men, men and women, lower
and upper socioeconomic classes, people of color and White Americans and
other groups is not to provide accurate d&scripﬁve information about them.



10 DIVERSITY IN HUMAN INTERACTIONS

These boundaries are in place to maintain and justfy the system of social privi-

lege and disadvantage associated with those characteristics. The ultimate goal

is to make sure that the privileged maintain their privileged access and that

others do not have similar access. ' ’ T

Achigvements by members of privileged groups are usually atributed to
individual efforts and rewards for those efforts are seen as having been earned
and deserved. _]udith Jordan (1997) observes that a myth of “earned power”
and “mentocracy” was developed by the members of the dommant culture to
justify their right to discriniinate against and limit social opportumus for people
who were different. When these myths are accepted, people are viewed as
getting whatever they deserve. People who are in positions of power are seen
as deserving of privilege. People who are powerless, disadvantaged, vulner-
able, and who are exploited are presumed to be getting what they deserve as
well, which includes blame, punishment, and contempt for their condition.
‘Members of socially disadvantaged groups would not simply go along with this
arrangeinent, unless they were convinced that‘the' social system distributed
opportunities fairly. When they accept the myth of meritocracy, they may even

‘blame themselves. This form of self-blame is expressed in intemalized racism,.
sexism, abilism, classism, heterosexism, and so on. The person of color who
believes that White people are mperior has internalized racism. Bélievin’v the:
negative stereotypes about some aspect of your identity is a form of inve rnal-
ized oppression. Hence, the systemic determinants of social privilege and dis~
advantage are usually invisible and if materialized are denied by those who are
in power and who benefit from them. Needless to say, members of both so-
cially privilegcd and socially disadvantaged groups will have feelings about their
relative status that will affect the way they feel about encounters with one
another. : . _

Social disadvantage stands on the opposite end of the ccncepmal continnum
of privilege. Marilyn Frye (1996) observes that it is important to make a dis- -
tincuon between societal dlsadvanmge and human misery. In her analysis of
social oppression she observes that people can suffer, experience pain, and be
miserable without being socially disadvantaged. Conversely, privileged starus

“does not always protect one from the experience of human suffering or fail-
ure. However, to be socially disadvantaged is to have your life “confined and

- shaped by forces and barriers which are not accidental or occasional and hence
avoidable, but are systematically related to each other in such a way as to catch
one between and among them and restrict or penalize motion in any direc-
don™ (Frye, 1996, p. 165). ,

- Nancy Boyd-Franklin (1993) writes that in the course of her work training
clinical psychologists and family therapists, she finds that it is usnally accept-
able and sometimes even welcome to discuss cultural differences berween vari-
ous socictal groups. There is general agreement that many people will differ
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from the human services professional and that it is incumbent on that profes- -
sional to know something about the values, beliefs, and behaviors that charac-

- terize people who aré different from us. These discussions about cultural specifics -
often evoke interest and most people agree that a working knowledge of those
differences is crucial to doing culturally sensitive work with clients from cul-
tunally diverse groups. However, when the discussion shifts to explore the
systemic realities of belonging to cerain groups, racism, as opposed to race; |
heterosexism, as opposed to lesbian or gay sexual orientation; classism, as op-
posed to class status; abilism, ageism, and so on, the mood changes. Members
of the audience, who had been previously receptive, polite, and accepting
become defensive, angry, attacking, and sometimes absorbed in their own guilt,

This response can serve as 2 metaphor for what people who are members of
socially disadvantaged groups report as a part of their experience, when they
attempt to talk about the ways they face societal discrimination or to express
their anger and pain about it. Their comments evoke reactions that are often
hostile. Blaine (2000) observes that color blindness, the belief that everyone
has experienced some form of oppression, making everyone the same, and other
forms of denial of differences are designed to avoid confronting the reality of
sodal injustice. Johnson (2001) argues that privilege is not only a problem for’
those who do not have it but is also for those who have it because of its rela-
tional nature. When soineone is unfairly dimdvaninged by social systems and
fails to get something they deserve, someone else is unfairly privileged and gams
something thev do not deserve.

- The ego ideal is defined as the collection ofideal characteristics that we would
like to see in ourseivas. The reslity of who we are aiwevs i short of our ideai
because by definition the ideal is perfection and therefore unatwainable. 1t is
our ideal self, the way we would like to be and sometimes the way we actually.
experience ourselves. When we are confronted with the ways that we fall short
of that ideal, we experience shame. Few people want to acknowledge getting,
something that they did not deserve or even worse, profiting at someone else’s
expense, whether deliberate or not. It is not viewed as a’‘positive reﬂecnbn on
ourselves when it occurs, rather it is deemed shameful and makes us uncom-
fortable about ourselves. To avoid experiencing shame and discomfort, we must
deny that we may profit at someone else’s expense. This denial becomes dif-
ficult if we hold a social privilege and we encounter people who are disadvan-
taged around that characteristic. The encounter itself can elicit discomfo,ljg1 even
if differences and/or their meaning are never overtly discussed. This often forms ‘
the core of the discord or discomfort that is experienced between two people
or groups that are different. It is not just their difference that is the problem
although superficially it is easier to atwibute the discord to what is most obvi-
ously visible and different about them. It is really the discrepancy in social power
as well as the denial of the systemic privilege that both individuals and gtoupS
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know exists on some level and that elicits discomfort in both. 1f members of
. socially disadvantaged groups voice their feelings about this situation or even.
. assert that privilege exists, they may elicit not only discomfort but also anger
from privileged group members for many of the reasons previously discussed.
. For this reason, many members of socially disadvantaged gfoups will deny ay
awareness of the role of societal oppression, even if asked directly, out of a
realistic fear that the person or group with greater social power wxll become
uncomfortable and use that power against their vulnerable counterparts in
various ways. This pretense needed to maintain “harmony” further silences’
members of socially disadvantaged groups and rmakes discussions about this issue
even more unlikely. The failure to explore the reality of social privilege and
social disadvantage maintains the lusion that differences between people per
se are the problem rather than what those differences mean in a society that is.
racist, sexist, heterosexist, ageist, ableist, and so on. '
Paula Rothenberg (1988) suggests that identifying ipstitutions and systems

that’ perpetuate the privilege of one group and the subordination of another
clicits considerable anger and resistance from members of privileged groups.
 She attributes their anger and resistance to the need to avoid acknowledging
the implications of having privilege, whether intended or not. Among those
implications is the challenge to many deeply held beliefs about the inherent
fairness of the American dream and the belief in the American value of diver-
sity. When the reality of privilege materializes, it also challenges individuals’
personal beliefs about how they became successful and perhaps even more
fundamentally, who they really are. This can'be particularly troubling to people
who need to believe that their ego ideal is the reality. Hence, many Americans
are invested in believing that sexual orientation, race, gender, and so on rep—
resent real and not socially constructed differences, and that those differences
justify unequal treatment and limited access to the opportunities that others
who are privileged have benefited from. It is unlikely that these issues can be
confronted in a client without scrutinizing and challenging one’s own sense of
self as a health service provider. This task can be a painful and difficult but
necessary undertaking.’ ‘

Clare Holzman (1995) suggests that when people are confronted with the -
power and privilege differentials between themselves and others, guilt cn be
ani immediate and powerful reaction, and one that they would like to avoid as
quickly as possible. She argues that its most unproductive form is one that is
'misdirected or produces jmmobilizing shame. By contast, guilt can be pro-
‘ductive when it motivates a person to understand and change their bebavior
and attitudes. She wamns us, however, that when guilt is used to elicit sympa-
thy or ward off anticipated attack, people who belong to socially disadvan-
taged groups often feel that they are expected to forgive, soothe, or assuage
the privileged person’s discomfort. When these feelings of discomfort are used
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to shift the focus away from examlmng the social locus of disadvantage to tak-
ing care of the privileged person’s guilt or shame, 2 healthy transformation
cannot occur. Furthermore, this places an unfair, additional imposition on al-
ready burdened socially disadvantaged group members. When privileged group -
members engage in this behavior, it may exemplify an exercise of their privi-
lege as well as a subtle way of silencing the disadvantaged person or persons. -
Members of privileged groups who experience such emotions often project
them onto disadvantaged group members rather than experience the often
painful discrepancy between ways they would like to see themselves, their ego
ideal, and who they mlly are.

Most people do not want to be consxdered racist, heterosexist, clmst or
sexist, but they spend more of their time seeking to avoid those labels, rather
than exploring their behavior and the ways that they benefit from or have
participated in systems of interrelated privilege and oppression, intended or
not. It is unlikely that in a society that is racist, sexist, classist, and heterosexist
and discriminates systemically on other levels that one can have privileged
characteristics and not have benefited from them. But what does that mean?
In a heterosexist society, a heterosexual person has the social rights that are
accorded heterosexual persons and denied to LGB persons. In this example,
they do not have to actively do anything to acquire the benefits of hetero-
sexuality. Similarly, in a racist society, individuals who have white skin derive -
the benefits of white skin privileges simply because they possess that charac-
teristic. What is derived is based on the presence of privileged characteristics,
not effory, ability, or merit. The rationales ior doing this are buiit into the rules
and institutions of our society. The inability of an individual to point to, re-
member, or name the specific events or times when they benefited from a
privileged characteristic does not determine the degree to which they have
benefited in some ways. Hierarchies of pnvx]ege and dlsadvanmge exiast within
privileged and disadvantaged groups just as they exist between them. .

One of the difficulties inherent in acknowledging privilege is that it often
triggers the feeling that you have done something wrong, followed by a self
defense. All people have more than one identity. Some of their identities may
be puvileged while others may be disadvantaged. Most, however, are more comi-
fortable expressing the ways they are disadvantaged than the ways they are privi-
leged. We are all, however, responsible for acknowledging the presence of social -
privilege in our own lives, and the ways we benefit from it. It is impossible to
grapple with the complexity of difference if we do not acknowledge the social
context of privilege and disadvantage that salient human differences are embed-
ded in. We are not personally responsible for the existence of these systems of
privilege and disadvantage, but we move within them all the time in some role
or roles. Institutional privilege is conferred by intedocking social systems 35 a
reward for the possession of characteristics valued by those who are dominant. It
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is indeed good fortune to be born heterosexual in a heterosexist society; white )
in a racist society; financially well off in a classist society; male in a sexist and
patriarchal society; yonng in an ageist society; and able bodied in an ableist soci-
ety. Possession of those desired characteristics does not make one a better per-

 son, despite the fact that superior value is attributed to them as a rationale for the

~ discrepancy in social power attendant to them, however, possessing those char- -
acteristics makes life easier. Membexsh:p in those categories is a ﬁ.mcuon of the
luck of the draw. People do not control their ethnicity, the presence of a disabil- -
ity, their sex, sexual orentation, age, or the economiic status of their parents;
they are simply born into those statuses. For that reason, the presence of benefits
accrued as a function of these characteristics are privileges.

Frye (1996) observed that the presence of a privilege does not eradlcate the
struggles an individual encounters when those struggles are defined outside the
realm of their locus of privilege. When individuals have multiple identities, some
of those identities or characteristics.may place them in privileged groups, while
simultaneously, others will place them in disparaged groups. Some formns of privi-
lege may mitigate or Ppositively moderate some forms of dxsadvantage while other
pnvxleges may not mitigate them at all. Similarly, membership in some dxsadvan—
taged groups can compound the negative effects of simultaneous membemhlp in

- another disadvantaged group or groups. For examplc, a poor woman with a' dis-
ability, lesbians and gay men of color, poor older men aid ‘women, and so on.

We often assume that just being 2 member of a d;\sadvantaged group or
experiencing protmcted hardship from social disadvantage makes that person
more tolerant or accepting of members of other disadvantaged groups than
people who are privileged. This wishful thinking is perhaps more myth than

- substance. A person’s membership in a dmadvantaged group does not mean .
that they are incapable of behaving in oppressive ways to: members of some
other group if they hold a social privilege that the other group is denied. For
example, African Americans and other people of color have a long history of
patterned social disadvantage that is based on their race/ethnicity/skin color.
Despite this, many people of color do not view the struggles of other disad-
vantaged groups for social justice as similar to or as deserving as their own.
How can we explain this response to a group’s difference, by people who have
been ‘mistreated on the basis of their own difference from the majority?

" In'this spemﬁc example, the relative visibility of race/ethnicity among African
Americans as well as other people of color and the invisibility of lesbian/gay

'sexual orientation play a significant role in the belief that nontraditional sexual
orientation is chosen. It is as if the sexual orientation of lesbians and gay men,
including those who are also people of color, are not relevant, because of their

" invisibility, until they make their “difference” known. People who have these

beliefs assert that, unlike for example, African Americans, Asians, and other
ethnic “minority” group members, lesbians and gay men have a choice about
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remaining invisible. If they choose to be visible, they bring problems on them- :
selves. People of color on the other hand are deemed readily identifisble and
without “choice.” This line of reasoning cleardy suggests that lesbians and gay
men who choose to be “out” are inviting negative treatment and that perhaps
they cven deserve it. Among some people of color, any behavior that is rou-

. tinely acceptable among heterosexual men and women is often regarded as
something distasteful among lesbians and gay men (just as it is in the dominant
culture), for example, displays of affection in public. The core belief is that

nontraditional sexual orientation represents 2 difference that is a flaw, unlike
racial identity, and is something that can and should be concealed. The mes-
~ sage is that people who choose not to do so are simply asking for trouble and -

" deserve whatever they get. It is assumed that the problem rests in being known
and.that there is no cost in remaining silent. This position is a stark represen-

 aation of heterosexual privilege and homophobia because it is 2 contradiction
to what we know about how African Americans, for example, feel about group
members who choose to pass for white. Such behavior is viewed 2s the ulti-
mate betrayal, not only against yourself but also against your people,. your
ancestor’s struggle, and your African heritage; something that only a person

completely hcking personal pride or integrity would do. s

Aside from the psychological cost of passing, trying to be invisible, and hid-
ing that is associated with being closeted, the cultural and psychological litera-
ture document the negative psychological effects of passing as a long—term
mechanism for managing discrimina‘tion‘. Intense levels of stress accompany the
constant threat and fear of being discovered. There is alsc a price to be paid in -+ -
the form of physical and psychic energy that a person is forced to expend if
they live a fraudulent life and if they are forced to conceal and compartmen-
talize important aspects of their lives and selves, particulady from people who

they are closest to. There is also an ongoing level of vigilance and a concomi- .

tant lack of spontaneity that has a negative impact on the authenticity required
in healthy interpersonal relationships. Furthermore, when a climate of ter-
ror gives rise to the kind of silence that is required for people to become and
remain invisible, the act of silencing itself represents another form ‘of social
oppression. Finally, sexual orientation is not routinely visible in the way that
race/ethnicity is readily apparent among most African Americans. However,
-~ the assumption that race is always equally visible among African Americans or
that they are always identifiable is not valid either. This assumption ignores
the presence of African Americans, throughout our history, who chose to pass
for white. Most group members feel it is important to claim one’s Afiican an-
cestry with pride. However, the same principle is not applied to sexual orien~
tation and constitutes an example of privilege within a disadvantaged group. = -
In this case, heterosexual African Americans who are heterosexist exercise a
kind of heterosexual dominance or privilege by defining being “out” racially
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and ethnically as healthy and imperative, while being “out” as a lesbian or gay
man as a problem. Thus, the difference in sexual orientation, being gay/
lesbian, is defined as the problem. Among African Americans, and other
ethnoracial groups, when a person is unfairly treated because of their ethnic
* group membership, racism is dleady defined as the problem, not the person -
. who is harmed. In fact, when a person is discriminated against, based on their
" ethnicity, and they feel that they deserved maltreatment, we cohsider itan
expression of their intemalized racism and consider it a problem. However, when
a Jesbian or gay man is mistreated because of their group membership, it is the
 victim who is defined as the problem. This kind of behavior is an example of
within-group heterosexual privilege, in that the very behavior that is defined
as landable in a dominant or privileged group, in this example heterosexual
men and women of color, is deemed a defect in their lesbian and. gay counter—
parts, the disadvantaged group. Heterosexism is not defined as the problem;
the person who identifies or makes their “difference” visible is considered the
problem. While African’ Americans and other people of color may be righ-
teously seen as socially disadvantaged groups, these examples inform us. that all
people of color are not equally disadvantaged within their groups, nor are they
immune to behaving. in- oppressive ways just because they are members of a
disadvantaged group. Although 1 have used ethnoracial groups and sexual ori-
entation in this example, there are many other permutations and combinations
that may be observed. We cannot understand the tension that surrounds ex-
ploring human differences if we need to deny the existence of a system of privi-
legesand disadvantages that those differences are always embedded in. We must
also appreciate how those systems operate between as well as within groups.
Thus far, this discussion has focused on the meanmg of human differences -
and the relationship between the meaning of differences, the existence of power
and privilege hierarchies, and the need to avoid acknowledging the presence of
. those hierarchies by deeming differences themselves as problematic. 1 have dis-
cussed privilege and disadvantage within the same categories of characteristics
(race: white American vs. Americans of color, etc.) to simplify this analysis. In
reality it is far more complicated as many different identities are engaged in every
' individual simultaneously. Clearly, no individual or group has just one identity.
The collective: dimensions that this volume’s authors explore all exist in every
individual. Every person has an ethnic or cultural identification, is a member of
a socioeconomic class, 2 gender, a sexual orientation, an age cohort, and so on.
All those dimensions develop in some kind of dynamic interaction with one
another across the life span. Hence, the Japanese-American who is a lesbian, from
alower class background, with a visible mobility disability may experience herself
as very different from her Japanese-American counterpart who is heéterosexual,
able bodied, and upper class. The gay African-American male may experience
himself and his African Americanness very differently from his heterosexual coun-
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terpart. While they both share an ethnic identity that is different from other eth-
'nic identities, they may not view ethnicity as the most salient aspect of their iden-
tity. Other identities in this example will “color™ the experience of ethnidty.
Similarly, the first Japanese-American woman may feel that she has more in
common with another woman with a disability, or another woman who is poor,
than another Japanese-American woman with whom she shares no other iden-
tities that are important to her. The identity that is most salient to some indi-

* viduaks may be the one that requires the greatest expenditure of time and effort
to overcome the social barriers associated with it.

Just as we have a cultural myth about differences being mherendy problem-
auc,wehaveasnnilzrmydlaboutsnmilamabangmhemndy bamnmoniouns. People
often presume that if they share some salient group membership or identity with
someone that they will be more like one another than not. We also assume that
peoplcwhoshamscnncmgoraspeaofldenutyordgﬂimamthmmﬂunder
stand us better and will be more accepting of us than someone. who is different
along that dimension. There is often the assumption that there is one master iden-
tity, usually the one that is most visible or the one that is most disparaged by so-
ciety, that subsumes all other identities in ways that are often more mythical or
fantasied than realistic. The reality is that most people have multiple identties
that shift in a kaleidoscopic way, depending on the point in time, social and geo-
graphical contexts, and the person’s personal history. Members of the same group
are not homogeneous. Wildman (1996) and R othenberg (1988) observe that each
of us is embedded in a matrix of categories and contexts, where in some contexts
we are privileged with respect to some identities and in others we mav be disad-
vaniiged, each interacting with the other. One form of privilege can moderate a
form of oppression, simultaneously, just as membership in an oppressed group
may negatively moderate a locus of privilege in an individual. No person fits into
only one static category, rather; each of us exists at the nexus of many groups or
categories. All members of a socially disadvantaged group are not disadvantaged
equally. All members of a privileged group are not privileged equally.

The very idea of race, sexual orientation, gender, or any similar characteristic
exists only because we give them meaning that changes with time, place, and
circumstances. Social hierarchical positioning, whether based on race, sexual
orientation, class, gender, or other variables, is maintained in part through an’
unwritten rule that it cannot be discussed; hence, difference per se is deemed

the problem.

" Recommendations for Human Services Professionals |

In human services coniexts, professionals involved in training as well as counsel-
ing must assess their own feelings, fears, and fantasies about similarites and dif-
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ferences before engaging in such work. For exarhp]e, it is important to consider
the role of difference, social privilege, and social disadvantage in your own life
and its meaning. It is important to know what you are predisposed to do when
you encounter people who are different and people who are similar. How does
difference/ similarity make you feel? Whatassumptions do you make when some-
one is like you, for example, ethnicity. Do you gloss over or need to deny dif-
ferences? Are they anxiety provoking? What did it mean to be different/similar -
to others as a child? We often presume that difference is a bad thing, For some ‘

- people, however for example, mdxwdua]s from large familus, being different
may have represented the only way they could get any kind of personal atten~
tion from overwhelmed adulis because the difference made them stand out in
the family “crowd.” For others, being different may have resulted in having family
members distance themselves from you or threaten to do so. Other individuals
may have been forced to remove themselves from the company of a loved one
who was different and who the family disapproved of. Was it more important to
stand out or fit in and if so, around what characteristics was-this the case? What
do you use to fill in the blanks when you encounter an unknown? How did you
comie to know what you think you know about others?

Consider, of course, that you have many identities. Determine where - vyou
are located on the spectrum of social privilege and social dlmdvanmge for each
of those identities, as well as the person or persons you will be working with.
Consider those identities separately and think about how they come together
_For example, when you were first aware of them, ‘where did you get the in-
formation you have about what it meant to be identified with that group, how
old you were, how dld it make you feel about yourself, and did this change
over time. When you encounter another person, what is the normative power

relationship in society represented by your identities? How might this be reca-

. pitulated in your professional relationship with this person? How might it be
_helpful, as Well as not helpful? Is there a dlscrcpancy between your personal
. subjective ldem:wy and your social status? How do you explain and manage -

the discrepancy internally as well as pubha]ly How do you feel when you are -
more as well as Jess soqa]ly privileged than the person or persons you are

_ working with? How do you manage those feelings?

Summary

The tendency to umvcrsahze human experience should be carefully scnmmzed

While it is usually engaged to decrease interpersonal tension, the result is that
it generally increases marginalization among members of socially disadvantaged
groups. The need to see people as just alike, to deny or fear their differences is
used to avoid the dlﬂicult tensions that can disrupt the false sense of social
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harmony and security between different groups as-well as within the same group.
This is often anxiety provoking. Most people grow up believing in the values
of faimess and in the explicit assumption of faimess in our social institutions..
When people are confronted with the ways in which their optimal develop-
ment is or has becn enhanced by factors that are not based on 2 simple func-
tion of ability, hard work, or faimess, but rather on things they did not eam,
they may need to avoid acknowledging that reality. To acknowledge this
reality may appear synonymous with minimizing your personal ability and
effort, indeed, your personal integrity. Such denial, however, creates major
obstacles in implementing diversity and in some settings, even in discussing it.
Failing to acknowledge and understand the broad and divergent role of soci-
etal privilege and social disadvantage in people’s lives ultimately undermines
those initiatives whose goal is to celebrate the richness of human differences.

In considering the complicated nexus of cultural differences and similarities
in any individual, we are compelled to ask questions that go beyond our under-
standing of these variables as mere differences or similarities ‘avnd speak more
directly to their meaning. This chapter has discussed the tendency to avoid
examining the meaning of differences, such as race, ethnicity, age, gender,
religion, social class, sexual orientation, and other variables, and the attribu-
tion at least in part to thcdiscomfoﬁasodatedv&rith examining the differen-
tials in power and privilege that accompany these human distinctions and give
them significance in people’s lives. ' '

In Sister Outsider, Andre Lorde writes:

Somewhere on the edge of consciousness there is what I call a mythical norm,

which each one of us within our hearts knows “that is not me.” In Amenca,
this norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Chris-
‘tian and financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of
power reside in this society. Those of us who stand outside that power often
identify one way in which we are different; and we assume that to be the B
primary cause of all oppression, forgetting other distortions around differ- |
ence, some of which we ourselves may be practicing. (1984, p. 116) '
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