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ABSTRACT

People all over the world are concerned about issues of justice. Generally, when societal
inequalities are discussed, the focus is on how certain groups of people are disadvan-
taged—discriminated against, mistreated, and oppressed, However, an equally significant
aspect is how other groups of people are advantaged—receive unfair and unearned bene-
fits and privileges because of oppression. In this article, oppression and privilege are
described as two sides of systems of inequality, both of which are important to understand
and address to achieve greater equity. The discussion primarily focuses on the issues and
dynamics of social inequality in the Uhited States, however these perspectives may be
helpful to people in other countries as they fry to analyze and address forms of oppression
in their own contexts. I begin by describing how oppression categorizes people by social
groups (based on gender; race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, socio-economic class, age,
ability and others) and then move to showing how groups of people are treated differently
based on these categories. I distinguish between prejudice and systems of oppression and
describe how oppression operates at different levels in society (individually, institutionally
and societally/culturally). Examples of advantages and disadvantages based on social
group identity are included and the importance of an intersectional perspective, which rec-
ognizes how social identities and forms of oppression interact, is noted. Next, some of the
dynamics of privilege and common characteristics of people from advantaged groups are
explored. I end by discussing why even people in privileged groups have an investment in
creating greater social justice.
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People all over the world are concerned about issues of Justice. Generally, when
societal inequalities are discussed, the focus is on how certain groups of people are
disadvantaged—discriminated against, mistreated, and oppressed. However, an
equally significant aspect is how other groups of people are advantaged—receive un-
fair and uneamned benefits and privilege because of oppression. In this article, T
describe oppression and privilege as two sides of systems of inequality, both of
which are important to understand and address to achieve greater equity. The discus-
sion primarily focuses on issues and dynamics of social inequality in the United
States. It is my hope that these perspectives will be helpful to people in other coun-
tries as they try to analyze and address forms of oppression in their own contexts. [
begin by describing how oppression categorizes people by social groups and then
move to showing how groups of people are treated differently in various aspects of
society based on these categories. Examples of advantages and disadvantages based
on social group identity are included and the importance of an intersectional perspec-
tive is noted. Some of the dynamics of privilege and common characteristics of
people from advantaged groups are explored. I end by discussing why even people in
privileged groups have an investment in creating greater social justice.

Social Identity Groups and Systems of Oppression

Every person is a multi-faceted individual with many kinds of identities (e.g.,
parent, athlete, artist, teacher, etc.). When examining social justice issues, the focus
is on social group identities, or ways people are categorized in a given society based
on particular characteristics, such as gender, race, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic
class, sexual orientation, age, nationality, and (dis)ability. In a socially just world, all
people, regardless of their particular social identities, would be valued and respected.
Everyone would have equitable access to resources and opportunities, be safe (psy-
chologically and physically) and be able to fulfill their potential. However, this is not
currently the case. Instead of embracing and appreciating social/cultural differences,
social groups get ranked into a hierarchy, with some social identities being seen as
better than others,

One way to define oppression is as a system of advantage (privilege) and disad-
vantage (oppression) based on social group membership. Some groups are
advantaged—seen as superior, have greater social power, and receive unearned bene-
fits, while other groups are disadvantaged—seen as inferior, have less social power,
and face discrimination and violence. In the US, as in many countries, men, hetero-
sexuals, the dominant racial/ethnic group (whites), wealthier people, the dominant
religious group (Christians), native born people, and able-bodied people are the ad-
vantaged (or the dominant or privileged) groups, while women, leshian, gay,
bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) people, marginalized racial/ethnic groups,
low income and poor people, non-native born people, and people with disabilities are
in the disadvantaged (or the subordinated or marginalized) groups. Even though indi-
viduals within these social identity groups may have their own particular
experiences, examinations of systems of inequality use a social group lens, focusing
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on what typically happens for people within these social group categories in a given
society.

Intersectionality

Categories based on social groups are further complicated by recognizing that
no one is affected or defined by just one social identity; we belong to many social
identity groups. Even if people share one social identity, their other social identities
may differ. This in turn affects the experiences of the social identity they have in
common. For example, not all women are the same or experience being a woman the
same way. There is no “essential” woman. Women’s realities may depend on if they
are white or black, straight or gay, upper class or poor. This perspective is called in-
tersectionality. Intersectional theory discusses how social identities and forms of
oppression simultaneously intersect and interact (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991).
Social categories do not operate in isolation, but mutually shape each other. Every-
one has multiple social identities and most people are part of both dominant and
subordinated groups (different social statuses). The intersection of different social
identities with different social statuses affect one’s degree of advantage and disad-
vantage. For example, all women encounter sexism, but those experiences may be
mitigated if a woman has other advantaged social identities, for example if she is of
the dominant racial/ethnic group (e.g., white in the US). However a woman from a
subordinated racial or ethnic group, such as a Latina in the U.S., will experience sex-
ism differently than a white woman because her race is also marginalized.

Prejudice and Oppression

One important distinction in understanding systems of inequality is the differ-
ence between prejudice and oppression. Prejudices are prejudgments about
individuals or groups based on their social identities. People assume that something
must be true about a person because of their' social group identity without knowing
who that person is as an individual. There are often many prejudices and stereotypes
about people from subordinated groups. Some examples of stereotypes in the US are
that gay men are effeminate and poor people are lazy. There can also be prejudices
and stereotypes about people from advantaged groups, such as that wealthy people
are greedy and that men are not nurturing. Regardless of whether the belief or atti-
tude reflects a “positive” quality (e.g., Asians are good at math and blacks are good
athletes) or a negative one, stereotypes keep people in boxes and do not allow them
to be seen for who they truly are. While prejudices are harmful to everyone, when a
group has social power-- access to societal resources and decision-making—they can
enforce their prejudices on a societal level, which becomes oppression. A shorthand
definition is Prejudice + Social Power= Oppression. Advantaged groups have the so-
cial power to act on their prejudice. This can take the form of denying people from
subordinated groups access to good jobs, housing, education or health care or being
more likely to arrest and incarcerate them. People from disadvantaged groups do not
have the same access to social power to have a similar impact on people from advan-
taged groups. From a social justice perspective, it is critical to consider the
differences in power between dominant and subordinated groups, even as we try (o
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eliminate prejudices and stereotypes about all groups.

Socialization

The process of socialization helps maintain systems of oppression(Harro, 2013).
Members of a society learn about their own and other social groups, and the ideol-
ogy, values and norms of the dominant society. Through overt and subtle messages
from families, communities, schools, the media, religious and other institutions,
members of different social identify groups are taught their roles, how they should
act and what is considered appropriate. For instance, little girls are commonly given
dolls and boys are given trucks as play toys. People learn the dominant worldview
and are reinforced or punished based on whether or not they conform to the domi-
nant cultural beliefs and behaviors. For example, boys who play with dolls or pursue
careers associated with women may be teased or ostracized for not being “real men”
or assumed to be gay. Generally, this cultural conditioning makes the current reality,
with its inequality, seem normal and natural.

Different Levels of Oppression

Oppression is so insidious in part because it operates on different levels—indi-
vidually, institutionally and societally/culturally. Often discussions of oppression
reduce it to individual acts of meanness or discrimination. However, systems of in-
equality are more pervasive and institutionalized.

The individual level includes both what individuals believe about themselves
and how they are treated in interpersonal situations by others. The institutional level
entails the policies and practices of various institutions in a society such as educa-
tion, health care, business, government, housing, the legal system, banking, the
media, and the military. The cultural/societal level encompasses the norms, values,
and ideology of the dominant culture, which are expressed through the standards of
beauty, sex role and communication norms, the holidays that are recognized and cel-
ebrated, and what qualities are valued and rewarded in society. People are
advantaged and disadvantaged across these different levels. I will first describe how

social identity groups are disadvantaged at these various levels before turning to how
other groups are advantaged.

Oppression for Disadvantaged Groups

Individual Level

At the individual level, people from disadvantaged groups may encounter inter-
personal bias or violence. Individuals from subordinated groups may be called
names, referred to in derogatory ways, or physically threatened. They may be
shunned in social interactions or overlooked in group settings. For example, gay peo-
ple are beat up, Jews find swastikas on their houses, and women report that their
ideas are ignored in group meetings while men are credited when making the same
point. Some oppressive behavior may be intentional, such as knowingly telling an of-
fensive joke. Other times it may reflect unconscious or unintentional bias such as
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talking louder to a person in a wheel-chair (who is not hearing impaired) (Sue,
2010). The impact of the behavior, rather than the intent is what is important to con-
sider in order to assess whether or not it was harmful.

People from subordinated groups may internalize the negative messages about
their social group from the dominant culture. This process is called “internalized op-
pression.” Individuals from disadvantaged groups may feel they are somehow
inferior or not normal; they may blame themselves for their own disadvantaged situ-
ation. For instance, gays may feel they are somehow “sick” for being attracted to
someone of the same sex, women may doubt their leadership abilities, and pecple of
color may believe they are not attractive since they do not conform to white beauty
norms. Members of subordinated groups may also devalue others in their same social
group. Internalized oppression is an effective way to keep people from questioning
the status quo and maintaining the current inequitable systems.

Institutional Level

Institutional policies and practices disadvantage groups of people by limiting
their access to resources, power, and opportunities. In the U.S., people of color and
poor people generally have less access to adequate and quality health care and often
attend poorly funded schools that lack appropriate resources (APA, 2012; U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services, 2014). Black and brown people are more
frequently stopped, arrested and given longer sentences in the criminal justice system
than white people (The Sentencing Project, 2013). Being able to buy or rent a home
is often more difficult for LGBTQ people and people of color due to discrimination
(Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013; Equal Rights Center, 2014;
Michigan Fair Housing Centers, 2007), and most residences are not accessible to
people with disabilities. (Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2005).
The U.S. media is filled with negative or stereotypical images of marginalized
groups, including Latinos as drug dealers and old people as silly and incompetent.
Some social groups may also be invisible and missing from representation (e.g. peo-
ple with disabilities). In Japan, foreigners may face discrimination in housing,
healthcare and even restaurants (The Asahi Shimbun, 2008). Even though the Japa-
nese mass media has increased the representation on LGBT people, individuals from
these groups are often portrayed in overtly stereotypic ways, negatively affecting the
attitudes and beliefs of viewers (Kobayashi, 2013). The effort to get more women
into the Japanese workforce faces institutional barriers such as the expectations of
long work hours for management positions, as well as concerns about Jjob security,
pay, adequate benefits and the prospect of promotion for those who are not “regular
employees” (Saeki, 2014).

One way oppression at the institutional level is evidenced is by which groups
are in positions of leadership and power in various institutions. For example, in the
U.S., even though women are over 50% of the population, only 20% of the Congress
is women (an all-time high) (Center for American Women in Politics, 2015). Among
the Fortune 500 companies (the largest business in the US), fewer than 5% of the
CEOQ’s (Chief Executive Officers) are women, and even fewer of them are people of
color (Berman, 2015). In Japan, women are only 10% of the management positions
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(NY Times, 2014). Like oppression at the individual level, even if institutions are not
intending to be discriminatory, the impact of their policies and practices may still
yield those results. While there are certainly examples of individuals from disadvan-
taged groups who attain positions of power (the US has a black president) it is
necessary to look at what is happening for most people from that social group. 1t is
imperative to understand the more common reality for most individuals of that group

and to not solely focus on the exceptions.

Societal/Cultural Level

Disadvantage at the societal and cultural levels occurs when people who do not
conform to the dominant cultural norms, values and ways of being and as a result are
viewed negatively, marginalized and/or adversely affected. For example, in the
United States, there is a strong value on individual achievement and the accumula-
tion of money and material goods. Not only are some groups denied opportunities to
obtain those valued resources, people who do not or who choose to not pursue these
ends are seen as less successful and deficient. Since only Christian holidays, such as
Christmas, are observed pationally, other religious groups do not get time off from
school or work for their holiday observances and often cannot find the foods required
for their observance. People are expected to live in heterosexual nuclear families
(mother, father, and children); other family configurations are often viewed as less
appropriate or deviant. If people speak with a non-European accent OF do not speak
Standard English they are seen as less intelligent.

Oppression at these various levels, across numerous institutions create structural
barriers to equality. These disadvantages are not just individual examples of interper-
sonal bias but are deeply embedded, systemic manifestations of inequality. An
understanding of these forces ‘s a necessary but insufficient component for fostering
social justice.

Privilege for Advantaged Groups

While it is critical to understand how some groups ar¢ disadvantaged by indi-
vidual behaviors, institutional policies, and cultural norms that is only one side of the
coin of oppression. The other side of the coin is understanding how some groups are
advantaged. Looking at both sides provides a clearer picture of how systemic in-
equality operates, and uncovers more opportunities to intervene to create change.

Just as people from disadvantaged groups are seen as inferior, people from ad-
vantaged groups are seen as SUpErior. Privileged groups establish the societal norms
and standards by which other groups are judged. They have greater institutional
power and control, and get to set the laws, policies and practices that impact others.
Since they are seen as “hetter than™ others, it seems normal and natural that they are
in positions of power. Tt is commonly assumed that they deserve to be there.

Being part of dominant or subordinated groups affects people’s everyday reality.
Not only do people from marginalized groups face barriers and mistreatment, people
from dominant groups receive privileges——beneﬁts or unearned advantages often de-

6




Diane J. Goodman

nied others. The following chart provides some examples how people may be
advantaged and disadvantaged based on their social identities across different forms

of oppression.

2

DISADVANTAGES (Oppression)

1.

10.

I worry about having enough
money to pay for food, clothing,
housing, education.

I cannot openly talk about who I
am dating or in love with.

1 face physical barriers using public
buildings and transportation sys-
tems.

I cannot afford to- travel interna-
tionally for educational purposes or
pleasure.

People are less likely to hire me be-
cause of my racefethnicity,
disability or gender.

I worry about being harassed or at-
tacked because of my gender or
sexual orientation.

There are few positive images of
people from my racial/ethnic group
in mainstream society (newspapers,
TV, advertising, textbooks).

The work that I do is not fairly paid
or valued. :
Because of money, I am limited in
where I can study or the kind of job
I can take.

I need to hide, change or minimize
parts of my identity so I won’t be
mistreated.

The Complexity of Privilege

1.

10.

ADVANTAGES (Privilege)

I (my family) can afford to live in a
nice home and have enough money
for our needs.

1 can openly talk about my roman-
tic partner/spouse.

1 can easily use public buildings
and transportation systems.

I can afford to travel internationally
for educational purposes or plea-
sure.

People do not hesitate to hire me
because of my racial/ethnic iden-
tity, disability or gender.

1 do not worry about being ha-
rassed or attacked because of my
gender or sexual orientation.

There are many positive images of
people from my racial/ethnic group
in mainstream society (newspapers,
TV, advertising, textbooks).

The work that [ do is fairly paid
and valued.

I am able to study where I want and
have a job that I enjoy.

I do not need to hide, change, or
minimize parts of my identity so I
won’t be mistreated.

Members of advantaged groups receive privileges whether they want them or

not. They do not need to believe they are better than or more deserving than others;
the system is set up to their advantage. For example, in many studies of unconscious
bias, researchers have found that employers will rate a job candidate (with the same
resume) as more qualified if they believe the applicant is a male rather than a female,
or white rather than black (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Rueben, Sapienza &
Zingales, 2014). Doctors will prescribe more thorough testing and more effective
medications to a white patient rather than a black patient (all other things being
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equal) (Chapman, Katz and Carnes, 2013; Hoberman, 2012). Students rate on-line
professors more positively when they believe the teacher is a male rather than a fe-
male (MacNell, Discoll & Hunt, 2014). In these and other cases, the applicant,
patient or teacher did not have to ask or want to be treated better than others, but that
was the outcome. As a result, they are more likely to be hired, get better medical
care, and stay employed.

Inequality occurs because some people are disadvantaged and because some
people are advantaged. Even if someone does not actively discriminate or act against
individuals from particular social identity groups but provides opportunities and re-
sources for individuals from certain social identity groups there will still be an
unequal effect. For example, if an employer provides mentoring and professional de-
velopment opportunities for men, but not women, he is not actively discriminating
against women but is promoting the achievement and advancement of men. Simi-
larly, if someone gets job leads from personal relationships with people in high status
positions, that acts as an advantage even though no one is actively denying those ref-
erences or jobs to others.

Privileges can be material as well as psychological. As in the previous exam-
ples, privileges can take the form of concrete and tangible benefits—access to better
jobs, housing, medical care, education, or legal treatment. Privilege may also mani-
fest as receiving more respect and being seen as more credible or capable. This
treatment results in psychological benefits. People from advantaged groups are more
likely to develop a positive self-esteem and a sense of possibility, feel freer from
worry about being followed or harassed, and generally feel like they belong in most
contexts and society at large. Again, it is important to remember that a person’s other
social identities and social statuses (being part of other dominant or subordinated
groups) will affect the degree and experience of privilege for a particular social iden-
tity. For instance, white men generally are privileged in the US but white men who
are also heterosexual and wealthy have a greater degree of privilege than white men
who are gay and/or low income.

Advantages and Disadvantages as Cumulative and Relational

Advantages and disadvantages are cumulative, they are not simply unrelated
one-time occurrences. This is one reason why an historical perspective is critical. We
cannot understand today’s situations without appreciating how the past has shaped
the present and continues to shape the future. As an illustration, in the US, not only
were black people enslaved, government, housing, and banking policies and prac-
tices after World War II denied access to homeownership and bank loans to blacks
while providing them for whites. Along with other actions, this allowed white people
to buy homes in good neighborhoods that appreciated in value and provided inter-
generational wealth and opportunity. Blacks were shut out of those opportunities and
thus have significantly less wealth on average than whites (Katznelson, 2006; Lui,
Robles, Leondar-Wright, Brewer & Adamson, 2006). Even presently, if a child grows
up in a family that is well-educated and financially secure, they are likely to live in a
nice neighborhood, get a quality education in school, get into a good college, get a
well-paying job, earn a good living etc. A child in the opposite circumstances would
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zzcrue accumulated disadvantages. The perspective of accumulated advantage and
Zisadvantage could also be used to look at the situation of the Birakumin in Japan
who have faced a long history of discrimination. Considered outcastes, they have
‘aced residential segregation, economic exploitation, and political disenfranchise-
ment that still affects their status and treatment today (Burakumin-History and
Cultural-Relations, 2015).

As these various examples illustrate, there is a relationship between the dynam-
ics of being advantaged and disadvantaged—some groups are advantaged because
other groups are disadvantaged. People from privileged groups often benefit ar the
expense of people from oppressed groups. A male is more likely to be hired or keep
his job because women are being denied opportunities or unfairly evaluated. White
people have more housing options in part because people of color are being discrimi-
nated against in getting a home. Wealthier students have a greater chance of being
accepted into a selective college because lower income students are less prepared,
less encouraged or less financially able to do so. Oppression and privileged are two
sides of the same coin.

Characteristics of Privileged Groups

While all individuals are different and unique, due to cultural conditioning from
the dominant culture and experiences of privilege, people from advantaged groups
often share some common characteristics. These qualities can make it harder for peo-
ple from dominant groups to understand their status and the realities of oppression.
Recognizing these common attributes can help members of advantaged groups more
fully understand their experiences as well as assist individuals in working with peo-
ple from privileged groups.

People from privileged groups generally lack knowledge of the oppression others
face.

Generally, people learn little about people from marginalized groups in school
or from the media and when they do, it is often in inaccurate and limited ways. Fre-
quently, there are not close interpersonal relationships between members of dominant
and subordinated groups (with the exception of males and females) or if there are,
they do not discuss experiences of oppression and privilege. Uniess individuals from
privileged groups make a conscious effort to learn about and get to know people
from disadvantaged groups, and then have honest conversations about the realities of
being from a subordinated group, it is unlikely they will develop a meaningful under-
standing of that form of oppression. Able-bodied people rarely know much about
ableism (disability oppression) unless they have a family member with a particular
disability or work with that population. Moreover, given the inequality in power, it is
often risky for the individuals from the marginalized group to openly share their ex-
periences with people from privileged groups for fear of being discounted or
retaliated against in some way. For instance, when people of color raise concerns
about racism they may be accused of being oversensitive; women who speak up
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about sexist practices at work, may face ostracism or negative work evaluations.

water—it is all around you but you do not see it Often, privileges are taken for
granted; they are just part of “normal® life. People from advantaged groups do not re-
alize that the things, they take for granted are denied to people in other groups.
Without knowledge of the experiences of the oppressed group, it is easy to assume
that everyone is treated the same way or has access to the same opportunities. For
example, able-bodied people do not have think about how they will get into build-
ings or use restrooms and heterosexual people do not have to think about if and how
they will refer to their romantic pariner.

People from privileged groups generally deny or avoid looking at others’ oppression
and their own privilege.

uals question if they have benefitted unfairly, if they have truly earned all they have
achieved. Additionally, most individuals like to see themselves as good, moral and
caring. People often equate being privileged with being a “bad” person, an “oppres-
sor.” They feel blamed or guilty. Realizing the ways people are unfairly mistreated
may illicit painful feelings such as anger, guilt, sadness and confusion, Many indi-
viduals will try to avoid feeling uncomfortable, Lastly, most people do not feel
“privileged.” Even though they may receive advantages based on a particular social
identity, they do not experience themselves as more “powerful,” especially if they
have other subordinated identities.

People from privileged groups often feel a sense of superiority and entitlement.
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attainment of things they desire. They feel they deserve to have what they want. This
dynamic is evident when men speak over or ignore women’s contributions in a group
discussion reflecting their (conscious or unconscious) belief that what men have to
say is more important than women’s comments; or when people in a high status posi-
tion do not acknowledge or know the name of a lower status worker (reflecting that
they themselves are important but the other person is not) or when someone demands
that their calls or emails are returned immediately.

The Costs of Oppression and the Benefits of Justice to People from
Advantaged Groups

Clearly, there are many ways advantaged groups gain from systems of inequal-
ity. So, why would anyone from a dominant group would want to change the system
from which they benefit? Just as focusing exclusively on how people are disadvan-
taged does not provide the full picture for understanding oppression, so too does just
focusing on how people from privileged groups benefit from inequality without con-
sidering the costs. There are myriad ways that participating in systems of inequality
harms individuals from advantaged groups. There are also many benefits to these in-
dividuals of creating greater social justice. Let me be clear. I am not equating the
experiences of people who are oppressed with the negative effects of oppression on
people from dominant groups. They are not the same. However, 1 think it is impor-
tant to recognize that social injustice dehumanizes all people (Freire, 1970).

There are numerous costs to people from privileged groups for being part of in-
equitable societies. (For a full discussion of these costs see Goodman, 2011).
Psychological costs involve a loss of mental health and authentic sense of self. Peo-
ple are socialized into limited roles and patterns of behavior, expected to deny
emotions and empathy, and often feel fearful of engaging with others who are differ-
ent. Social costs are reflected in the loss and diminishment of relationships. There is
isolation from different people, barriers to authentic relationships, and disconnection
from people from one’s own privileged group if they act differently than expected.
There is also the loss of moral and spiritual integrity. People feel guilt and shame for
their unfair advantages and role in perpetuating oppression, and moral ambivalence
when faced with doing “the right thing” vs. the social pressures to maintain the status
quo. Intellectually, dominant group members do not develop a full range of knowl-
edge either about their own or other people’s cultures and histories. There are
omissions and distortions in what people learn about current and past realities.
Lastly, there are losses related to safety, resources and quality of life. Social inequal-
ity leads to violence and unrest, the loss of valuable talents that are undeveloped and
underutilized, and the diminished ability to work collectively around common con-
cerns.

Not only are there costs of oppression, there are benefits of social justice. Re-
search has found that the more equally wealth is distributed, the better the health of
that society, as indicated by the degree of health and social problems (Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2010; www.equalitytrust.org). The range of problems covers many issues in-
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cluding imprisonment, mental health, violence, education, the status of women, and
sustainability. More socially justice societies (beyond just economic equality) have
less violence, are able to utilize the knowledge, perspectives and abilities of all peo-
ple to address challenges, and spend less money on services to address the results of
inequality.

On a personal level, people who have engaged in a process to unlearn oppres-
sive attitudes, belief and behaviors have experienced this as a transformative,
liberating process that infuses their whole life (Goodman, 2011, Ch. 7). They de-
velop greater knowledge and clarity. People gain information and perspectives that
offer new lenses for viewing themselves and the world— becoming more conscious,
informed and insightful. They have a more enriched life, living with greater meaning
and purpose with a broader range of relationships and experiences. Individuals are
less fearful and more comfortable and competent in relationships across differences.
There is a greater sense of authenticity and humanity as people feel more authentic
within themselves, in their relationships and in their lives and can live more accord-
ing to their values. A deeper understanding of oppression, a clearer sense of
themselves, and more diverse relationships builds empowerment, confidence and
competence to address social justice issues.

Conclusion

In order to foster social justice and create communities, organizations and soci-
eties that embrace diversity, equity and inclusion, people need to understand the
systems they are trying to change. Appreciating that oppression involves both disad-
vantage as well as advantage allows individuals to better see the dynamics at play
and consider ways to intervene. Opportunities to engage in change occur when peo-
ple from privileged groups can acknowledge the costs of oppression as well as the
benefits of social justice to themselves personally and to the larger world. Utilizing
an intersectional perspective reminds people that most individuals are part of both
advantaged and disadvantaged groups and that within any one social group there are
people with other privileged and marginalized identities. This lens helps people see
the interconnections among forms of oppression and the necessity for and investment
in broader social change. We need to continue to challenge systems where people are
unfairly disadvantaged as well as unfairly advantaged so that all people can live
meaningful and safe lives in a world with love and justice.

NOTES

I Tam intentionally using “their” and “they” as singular gender-neutral pronouns.

2 These examples were inspired by Peggy McIntosh’s list of white privileges. http://amptoons.com/blog/
files/mcintosh.html
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