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Fhis isn't surprising given the importance of economics in
aldife, which is, after all, how people organize themselves to
ide what they need for their material existence—food, shel-
clothing, and the like—and to livé what their culture defines
' “good life.” Because economic systems are the source of
, they are also the basis for every social institution, since
state and church and universities and the like cannot survive
outan economic base. It takes a great deal of material and
bor to build a cathedral or a university, for examiple, or to pay
*political campaigns or equip and feed a police force or an
itty. This means that the central place of econoﬁfh social
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m for the last several hundreds years, and today, with the
emise of the Soviet Union, it's virtually the only game in town..
~What, then, did capitalism have to dowith the origins of
tite racism? In the simplest sense, it was a matter of econom-

Evc_ry year I team-teach a course on race, and there 2
' Understanding why begins with understanding capitalism
oIf,} ‘

<comes a point in the semester when students start sayi
things like this: “We don’t get it. If race is socially construc
and doesn’t exist otherwise, and if human beings aren’t bous
to be terrified of one another, then where does racism comé:
from? Why all the ‘oppression and hostility and violence ove
something that’s been made up? And why would people mak
up this way in the first place? It's stupid.”
~ The answer we give takes us into the history of race, wher
we find two things that usually startle them as much as they di
me when I first became aware of them. First, whiie racism hasn
been around very long-—hardly more than several centuries an
certainly not as long as white people have been aware of othe
races. Second, its appearance in Europe and. the Americas oc
curred right along with the expansion of capitalism as an ec
nomic system. This is no coincidence, because capitalism played “38
a major role in the development of white privilege, and still 3
plays 2 major role in its perpetuation. 3

- HOW-CAPITALISM WORKS

e basic goal of modern capitalism is to turn money into more
oney. Capitalists invest money to buy what it takes to produce
ods and services: raw materijals, maéhiﬁery,_ electricity, build-
s, and, of course, human labor. It doesn’t matter what they
produce so long as they can find a market in which to sell it at a
profit—for more than it cost to have it produced—and end up
vith more money than they started with, Whether the result
enhances-human life (providing healthy food, affordable hous-
ing, health care, and the like) or causes harm (tobacco, alcohol,
drugs, weapons, slavery, pollution) may be an issue for individ-
ual capitalists who value a clear conscience. But the system itself
dpesn’t depend on such moral or ethical considerations, for
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profit is profit and there’s no way to tell “good” 'money from -
“bad.” Even the damage done by one enterprise can serve as a
source of profit for another.) Industrial pollution, for example,
creates profitable opportunities for companies that specialize in .
cleaning it up. '

Capitalists employ workers to produce goods and services,
paying them wages in exchange for their time. Capitalists then
sell the goods and services that workers produce. For capitalists
to make a living (since they don’t produce anything them-
selves), they have to get workers to produce goods and services
that are worth more than the€ wages capitalists pay them. The
difference is what capitalists live on. : _

Why, however, would workers accept wages worth less than
the value of what they produce? The general answer is that they
don’t have much choice, because under capitalism the tools and
factories used to produce goods aren’t owned by the people
who actually do the work, Instead, they’re owned by capitalists,

~ especially stockholders who invest in companies. So, for most

people who want to earn a living, chances are they’ll have

- to work for one capitalist employer or another, which means

choosing between working on the capitalist’s terms or not work-

ing at all. As corporate capitalism has extended its reach info -
every area of social life, even professionals now have to confront’ 5
this choice. Physicians, for example, who were once regarded as
the model of an independent profession, are increasingly com-.

pelled to become what are essentially highly paid employees

of health maintenance organizations. As a result, they have re-
cently begun to lobby Congress for the right to engage in col- .
lective bargaining with HMOs—in other words, to form a labor %

union for physicians.? :

Since capitalists profit from the difference between the cost §
of producing goods (most of whichds people’s labor) and what 3
they can sell goods for in markets, the cheaper the labor, the 3
more money left over for them. This is why capitalists are so con- ;;_
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cerned about increasing “worker productivity”-—finding ways for

* workers to produce more goods for the same or less pay. One -

Way to accomplish this is through the use of technology, espe-
cially machines that replace people altogether. Another is to
threaten to close down or relocate businesses if workers won't
_make‘ concessions on wages, health and retirement benefits Jjob
security, and working conditions. A third and increasingly i::)pu-
lar strategy in the “new global economy” is to move production
to c?untries where people are willing to work for less than they
are in Europe or North America and where authoritarian gov-
ermments will control workers and discourage the formation of

u%'xions and other sources of organized resistance, oftén with the
direct support of the U.S. government. '

CAPITALISM AND CLASS

~ The dynamics of capitalism prbduce- not only .enormous
[ - amounts of wealth, but high—and increasing—levels of inequal-
ity, both within societies and globally. The richest 10 percent

of the U.S. population holds more than two-thirds of all the

. Wwealth, including almost 90 percent of cash, almost half the .
t  larid, more than 90 percent of business assets, and almost all
. stocks and bonds.* In 1998, the richest top 20 percent of all

households received almost Aalf of all income, and the richest
40. percent received almost threequarters, leaving justa quarter of
all'income to be diﬁded among the i'émaining 60 percent of all

" households.b

Such patterns of inequality result from and perpetuate a

3 class system based on widening gaps in income, wealth, and
power between those on top and everyone below them.b It is a
system that produces oppressive consequences. For those at the
1 bottom, the costs are enqrmdu.g, with living conditions among
- the rural poor, for example, at or below the level found in man

of the world’s most impoverished nonindustrial societies.” Eveflr
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among employed members of the working class, as well as many -
of those in the middle class, the class system offers little security
and takes an emotional toll. A great many jobs are boring,
mind-numbing, and make use of much less than what most peo-
ple have to offer. And the vast majority of working people hav;*
little if any control over the work they do or whether they keep

.. In short, in an era of continuing corporate downsizing, the
sflight of well-paying industrial jobs overseas, and the rapid
owth of low-level service occupations, for most people the
ggle to move upward rarely gets much beyond hanging on
whiat they have:!? There is, of course, upward movement by
e, but outside of high-technology fields that are currently in
#lemand, this almost always comes at the expense of others who
dnust move down to make room for them. Fhis creates what

cent of the U.S. population having to divide just a quarter of all
income among themselves, there isn’t going to be enough to go
around, While capitalism produces an overall abundance of
goods and services, it distributes that wealth so unequally that it
also produces conditions of scarcity for most of the population,
This makes life for those 150 million or so people an ongoing
competition that is full of anxiety and struggle. For a majority of
people, it wouldn’t take very much—a divorce, perhaps, or a
serious illness or being laid off—to substantially lower their stari-
dard of living, even to the extent of putting them out of their
homes and onto welfare.® - : ‘
The “American Dream” aside, most people also have rela-
tively little power-to improve their class position. Much of the
_increase in household wealth, for example, has been based ona
growing mountain of credit card debt, people wotking two or
more jobs, and families relying on two wage earners to support
the same standard of living their parents managed with one.
Although unemployment is at record low levels, most of the new
jobs that have been created over the last several decades have
been low-paying and with little chance of advancement. In addi-
tion, studies of occupational mobility show most people are as
likely to move downward as they are upward in the class system.?
Because of this and the widening gulf separating the upper class
from everyone else, the middle class has actually shrunk.2° Sin
1964, the percentage of people who see themselves as mid
class has fallen from 61 to 45, while the percentage seeing them-:
selves as working class has risen from 35 to 44.1!

ble'that at any given moment a substantial proi:xhrtion of the

population will have to live in poverty or. close to it. But it also

sets the stage for different groups within the “bottorn” 60 per-.'

ent to see one another as competitors and threats to their

ivelihood. : -

;- As we'll see below, such dynamics of capitalism have played’
key role in the trouble around difference and privilege, espe-

ally in relation to race and gender.

PRIVILEGE: RACE AND GENDER

#iven how capitalism works, it connects to-white racism in ways
gthat are both direct and indirect. In the history of the United
tates, the direct connection is most apparent in the enslave-
nt of millions of Africans as a source of cheap labor on cot-
ton and tobacco plantations in the South. This was done for
urely economic reasons, as became dramaticaily apparent after
1 Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin in 1792 made it pos-
ble to process many times more cotton than before. Tempted
the potential to multiply cotton production—and profits—
smany times over, planters chose to minimize labor costs by
g exploiting slave labor rather than pay free workers a living wage.
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As a result, the number of enslaved blacks in the United States .

jumped from 1 million in 1800 to almost 4 million in 1860, just
before the start of the Civil War.'* The primacy of profit in white
thmkmg was also apparent in the reactions of businesses that

relied on paid white workers. They didn’t object to slavery on - -
moral grounds. Instead, they complained that slave ownerswere ~ J

engaging in unfair competition because their labor costs were
so low it was impossible to compete against them. It was com-
mon, for example, for construction firms that ‘depended on.

slave labor to win contracts away from their competition by = 4

underbidding them.!s

Following the Civil War, the capitalist appetlte for cheap

agricultural labor was no less than before, and freed blacks were
held in a new form of bondage by an oppressive system of ten-
ant farming that kept them perpetually in debt.!® Beyond the
South, the profitability of racism showed itself in the widespread
use of Chinese immigrant labor to build the Western railways
under harsh and demeaning conditions. Even farther west,
Japanese immigrants had similar experiences on the sugar and
pineapple plantations of Hawaii. 1

Capitalism’s direct connection to white racism has also
operated in the acquisition of land and raw ‘materials which,

like cheap labor, play a key role in the rapid growth of industry -

and wealth. In the heyday of capitalist expansion during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Europe and then the

. United States found an abundance of what they needed in 3
Africa, Asia, and the Americas. To acquire them, they relied on . k
varying combinations of military’ conquest, political domina-

tion, and economic exploitation.!® They were spectacularly suc-

cessful at it, especially Great Britain, a smal! island nation with

few natural resources of its own that nonetheless managed to
become the world’s first true industrial power. Unlike Britain,

the United States was already rich in natural resources, but 3
whites could get at them only by taking them away from the -3
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Native American tribes who inhabited most of the land as well
as from Mexico, which encompassed most of what is riow the
far western and southwestern United States. Whites managed
to take what they wanted through a combination of conquest,
genocide, and a complex array of treaties that were routinely
ignored.!?
To justify such direct forms of imperialism and oppression,
. whites developed the idea of whiteness to define a privileged
social category elevated above everyone who t included in
it.2? This made it possible-to reconcile conquegi‘;eachery, slav-
ery, and genocide with the nation’s newly professed ideals of
- democracy, freedom, and human dignity. If whiteness defined
~ what it meant to be human, then it was seen as less of an offense
against the Constitution (not to mention God) to dominate and
oppress those who happened to fall outside that definition as
. the United States marched onward toward what was popularly
perceived as its Manifest Destiny:3!
Other capitalist connections to racism have been less direct,
Capitalists, for example, have often used white racism as a strat-
_egy to maintain control over white workers and thereby keep
wages low and productmty high. This has been done in two
-main ways. First, beginning. early in the nineteenth century,
there was a systematic public campaign to encourage white
workers to adopt whiteness as a key part of their social iden-
tity—something they hadn’t done before—and to accept the
supposed kupeﬁoﬁty of whiteness as compensation for their low
class position. No matter how badly treated they were by their
-employers, they could always look in the mirror and comfort
themselves with the fact of being white and therefore elevated
above people of color, even those who might have a class posi-
tion higher than their own.?2 With the emancipation of the
slaves following the Civil War, however, lower-class whites could
no longer point to their freedom asa mark of superiority. Their
.response to this loss was a period of enormous violence and
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intimidation directed against blacks, much of which was perpe-
trated by the vewly formed Ku Klux Klan with no sc:-rious oppo-
sition from govermment or the larger white popu]ano.n.
Another way for capitalists to control workers is to keep
them worried over the possibility of losing their Jobs if th'ey
demand higher wages or better working conditions, White
racism has 2 long history of being used for this purpose. The

oppressed condition of blacks and other racial minorities en-
courages them to work for wages that are lower than what most

whites will accept. Employers have used this to posé an ongoing

threat to white workers who have known employers could read-
ily use racial minorities as an inexpensive replacement for them.,
This has worked most effectively as a way to break strikes and

the labor unions that promote them. As unions be;ah1c more -
powerful at the turn of the twentieth century, for example, -

employers often brought in black workers as strikebreakers. The
strategy worked to draw the attention of white workers. away
from issues of capitalism and class to issues of race. It focused
their fear and anger on the supposed threat from black workers,
which made them less likely to see their common condition as

workers and join together against the capitalists, In this way, _ 3

 racial division and conflict became an effective strategy for
dividing different segments of the working class against one
another.® :

Similar dynamics operate today, although perhaps with y

greater subtlety. The controversy and conflict over afﬁm‘native
action programs, for example, as well as the influx of immigrant

workers from Mexico and Asia reflect an underlying belief that _'

the greatest challenge facing white workers is unfair competi-
tion from people of color. This ignores the capitalist s.ystem
itself, which by its.nature increases the wealth of capitalists by

controlling workers and keeping wages as low as possible, and
allows a sinall elite to control the vast majority of wealth and :
income, leaving a relatively small share to be divided among

-+ ity The cultural devaluing of women, for
" been used as an excuse to pay them less and exploit them as a
+ source of cheap labor, whether in the corporate secretarial pool
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everyone else. This makes for conditions of scarcity that encour-
~age fierce competition, especially in the working and lower

. classes, but also in many segments of the middie class, Given the

historical legacy that €ncourages whites to feel a sense of superi-

 ority and entitlement in relation to people of color, such com-

petition is bound to provoke anger and resentment among
“whites, which is then directed at people of color rather than at
those whose wealth and power lie at the hear of what is essen-
tially an economic probiem centering on the distribution of

- wealth. In this way, dynamics of class privilege fuel continued

racism which, in turn, draws attention away from capitalism and

" the class oppression it produces.

Capitalism also shapes and makes use of gender inequal-
le, bas long

 in New York or garment sweatshops in Los Angeles or electron-

ics industry assembly plants in Asia 2% Women'’s supposed:inferi-
ority has also been used as a basis for the belief that much of the

£ work that women do isn’t work at all and therefore isn’t worthy

of anything more than emotional compensation.?® Capitalism

& couldn’t function without the army of women who do the shop-

ping for households (which is how most goods are purchased)
and do the labor through which those goods are consumed:
cooking the meals, making the bed with the new set of sheets,
and so on. On a deeper level, women are, with few exceptions,

£ the ones who nurture and rajse each new generation of workers

on which capitalism depends, and this vital service is provided
without anyone’s having to pay wages or provide health and
retirement benefits, Women do it for free—even when they also

‘_: work outside the home-—to the benefit of the capitalist system
B 2nd those who are most privileged by it.

Capitalism, then, Provides an important social context for

the trouble around privilege and difference. And the class
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belongs to two of those. Being working.class, however,
j rmp.barners that make it harder for him to attain the ben-
ociated with being white and male, ¥ he can’t earn a
8, for example, he may have a hard time feeling like a

dynamics that arise from capitalism interact with that trou e’
powerful ways that both protect capitalism and class pri
and perpetuate privilege and oppression based on differené

THE MATRIX OF DOMINATION AND.
THE PARADOX OF BEING PRIVILEGED
AND UNPRIVILEGED AT THE SAME TIME ;

As the dynamics of capitalism and class suggest, systens of p
lege are complicated. This is one reason why people can bék
~ to a privileged category and not feel privileged. There i's{ it
than one set of categories, which means a person can bek s
the privileged category in one set and an unprivileged ca
in another. So, for example, a middle-class white leshian”
and race privilege may blind her to issues of race and cids
her experience of gender inei;ﬁa.ﬁty and heterosexism’
ter the illusion that this automatically prepares her |
everything she ne€ds to know about other forms of priviléeg
oppression. Or a working-class white man may be annoy
the idea that his whiteness and maleness somehow givé
access to privilege. As a member of the working class, h
feel so insecure, pushed around, looked down on, and exp

that the last thing that he feels is privileged. o
~ Part of such feelings comes from the misconceptict
privilege is something that is just about individuals. Fro#
perspective, either he’s privileged or he’s not, just like h
has two ears or he doesn’t. If he can show that he’s n
leged in some way (being working-class), then that woul
to cancel out any claim that he’s privileged in another. -
But the truth is more complicated than whether #é
leged, for in a basic way, privilege isn’t really about hiiti
though he’s certainly involved in it. The social
“white,” “male,” and “middle-class” are privileged in this's§

other complication is that categories that define privilege
t'once apd in relation to one another, People never see
ely in terms of my race, for example, or fny gender. Like
tie.else’s, my place in the social world is a package deal—
¢ heterosexual (middle-aged, married, father, writer,
mxddl.e-class, Anglo, U.S, citizen, and on and on)—. d’
hthe way it is all the time. | |
g_th.er, for example, my students percéive me as intelli-
d1bh?, and competent will most likely be affected by
cel?txon-of Iy race. In that sense, no student could
me simply as professor, for they will also see a person of
gender, race, and class, Even if they first meet me on
ae,j‘__ﬂ?_ey_’ﬂ form impressions of my-race if only by assum-
: Whltg unless I give them réason to think otherwise. In
e, I don’t exist purely as a professor separate from the
categories I belong to. '
¥en that reality, it makes no sense to talk about the effect
10 one of these categories—say, white—without also
s tJ.:he others and how they’ré related to it My experi-
k.being identified as 2 white’ person in this society is
by my also being seen as male and heterosexual and of
iR class. IE. 1 apply for a Job, for example, white privilege
ﬂ-)'t give me.an edge over a similarly qualiﬁéd Latino
if the people doing the hiring think I'm gay, my white
¢ might lose out to his heterosexual privilege, and he
ct the job instead of me. . ‘ ’ '
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It’s tempting to use such comparisons to try to figure oiit
some kind of net cost or benefit associated with each social cat
egory. In other words, you get 2 point for being white, male, 015
heterosexual, and you lose a point if you're of color, female, olj
homosexual. Add up the points and the result is your position
in relation to systems of privilege. That would put white maié
heterosexuals on top (+3) and lesbians of color in some kind of
“triple jeopardy” at the bottom (-3). White lesbians (T-»;) an_
gay men of color {(~1) would fall somewhere in between and;
presumably on the same “level.” This would also be true of
white men’ (+1) and heterosexual white women (+1).

Life and privilege aren’t that simple, however. It's not:
though being male gives you a certain amount of somet! hi
called “privilege” and being white gives you more of the s
‘and being gay cancels out half of it. Privilege takes dlﬁer
forms that are connected to one another in ways that are:
obvious. For example, historically one of the ways that wh
men have justified their domination over black men has beeit
portray them as sexual predators who pose a threat to-
women. At the same time, they've portrayed white womer-

pure and needing white men’s protection, a dependent p
ton that puts them under white men’s control. Notice, the
how the dynamics of gender and race are so bound up
each other that it’s hard, if not impossible, to tell whe're 5
ends and the other begins. How much race or gender “co
all by itself cannot be determined.
This is why sociologist Patricia Hill Collins describes st
systems as a “matrix of domination” or what Estelle Disch ca
“matrix of privilege,” and not merely a loose collection of d
ent kinds of inequality that don’t havé much to do with: ‘
another. As Collins and numerous others argue, each parti __
form of privilege, whether based on race, gender, sexual origiig
tation, class, religion, or ethnicity, emsts only as part of a mt
larger system of privilege.?’ :

- Looking at privilege and domination in this way simplifies
d clarifies things considerably. For example, once we see that
form of privilege exists only in relation to all the rest, we
stop the fruitless habit of comparing them and trying to fig-
e out which is the worst or most oppressive.
'We also free ourselves from the trap of thinking that every-
g is a matter of either/or—either you're oppressed or
u're not, privileged or not—because reality is usually a matter
both/and. In other words, we can belong to both privileged
d oppressed categories at the same time, and if we're going to
ake ourselves part of the solution to the problem of privilege,
have to see that. Why? Because we can’t make ourselves part
the solution without seeing clearly how we’re connected to
problem '
. Perhaps most 1mportant the concept of a matrix helps us
: how the different dimensions of privilege and domination
‘connected to one another, how heterosexism is used to su;
tmale privilege, for example, ot How racism is used to sug-%
Ft class privilege. We can also see how subordinate groups-are
Bitén pitted against one another in ways that draw attention
from the system of pnvﬂege that hurts them both. Asian
iericans, for example, are often held up as a good example—
 “model minority.” This makes other racial and ethnic mi-
rities look bad by comparison and encourages them to blame
m Americans for their disadvantaged status.2® In this way,
“Americans serve as a buffer between whites and other
yples of color, as Korean Americans were in Los Angeles after
_ pohce who assaulted Rodney King were acquitted and the
¢ of black people spilled over into Korean neighborhoods,
re stores were burned to the ground. Only when the rioting’
c_hed the edge-of white neighborhoods did police finally
pond to pleas for help,2?
The complexity of the matrix of privilege and domination
Kes it clear that work for change needs to focus on the 1dea
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of privilege 1tself and all the forms it takes. We won’t get rid of -
racism, in other words, without doing something about sexismi |
and class, because the syster that produces the one also pro- . _
duces the others and connects them all together. %

CHAPTER 5

‘Making Privilege Happen

Although privilege is attached to social categories and not
to individuals, people_are the ones who make it happen
through what they do and don’t do in relation to others. This
almost always involves some form of discri ] ion—in other
ords, treating people uheq\_.lally simply because they belopg to
particular social-category.! Whether it’s done consciously or
ot, discrimination has the effect of maintaining a system of
iprivilege. Giving admissions preference to the children of grad-
mates from elite colleges and universities, for example, is an act
of discrimination because it perpetuates elite privilegé by favor-
B ing their children over others regardless of their qualifications.
Tn the same way, refusing to admit, say, Jewish students is dis-
‘rimination because it perpetuates their oppressed position in
telation. to nonJews, '
Like all behavior, discrimination is connected to how we
think and feel about people, and Prejudice plays a powerful role
this:? Prejudice is a complicated thing, because it involves
both ideas and feelings. Racial prejudice, for example, includes
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