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Privilege

Devon W. Carbado

-« - This essay is part of a larger intellectual project to encourage a sh.ift in—or at least
? bf'oadming of—our conceptualization of discrimination. My aim is to expandl our
"0tion of what it means to be a perpetrator of discrimination. Typically, we define a
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ed-centered understanding of discnmmanpn is the notion that
for granted helps to legitimize problematic assumptions aboy,

identity and entitlement, assumptions t.hat make it c':lifflculit for us t(]). Ch’c;}(llenge the Stating
oints of many of our most controversial c9nversat10n§ about equality. We S:lmp-ly assume
For example, that men should be able to fight for their country (the question is whethe;
women should be entitled to this privilege); that heterosexuals should be able to get mar-
ried (the question is whether the privilege should be e).(tendC@ to gays and h_esblans); that
white men should be able to compete for all the slots in a university s entering class (the
questiori is whether people of color should be entitled to the privilege of “preferential

treatment”). L
of discrimination usefully reveals the bi-

While a privileged-centered conception inatior
directional effects of discrimination—namely, that discrimination allocates both burdens
and benefits—the conception may prove entirely too much. After all, all of us enjoy some

degree of privilege. Are all of us perpetrators of discrimination? The answer may depend

on what we do with, and to, the privileges we have. Each of us makes personal and private
choices with our privileges that entrench a variety of social practices, institutional arrange-
ments, and laws that disadvantage other(ed) people.

For example, many of us get married and/or attend weddings, while lesbian and gay
marriages are, in most parts of the United States (and the world), not legally recognized.
Others of us have racially monolithic social encounters, live in de facto white only (or
predominantly white) neighborhoods, or send our kids to white only (or predominantly
white) schools. Still others of us have “straight only” associations—that is, our friends
are all heterosexuals and our children’s friends all have mommies and daddies. These
choices are not just personal; they are political. And their cumulative effect is to entrench
the very social practices—racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia—we profess t0
abhor.

In other words, there is a link between iJentity privileges, and our negotiation of
them,‘ on the one hand, and discrimination, on the other. Our identities are reflective and
;);Ztm{“f’le of systems of _Oppression. Racism requires white privilege. Sexism requires
e i Homophobi e el priviege. The vry gy o o
the part of those of us with ;)rivi[e od igrei(:.’_w'th privilege. This creates an obligation o
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HETEROSEXUAL PRIVILEGES

Like maleness, hett::rose:_cuality should be critically exam; d. Lj
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heterosexuality, is or is not biologically determinedr ge)_cual. Orientation,
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tant to do so to the extent that they pe

rceive such challenges t i i '
" . o call into question their
(hetero)sexual orientation. As Lee Edelman observes in a related context, the?e “is a deeply

rooted conteta on the AL of ... heterosexual males about the possible meanings of [men
subverting gender roles]” (1990, 50). Accord; :

) sender role invers: ) % rding to Edelman, heterosexual men consider
cc‘rtamlg] iy tiOI:l :IES‘tOHS nl)d :13 potentially dangerous because they portend not only

‘Imale] te a at wou ili : & pg g
ah [ orld challenge wie's i estabxll}ze’,or question gender” but also a “feminization
that wou g etero)sexuality” (1990, 50). Edelman’s observations suggest
that.str"alght mern may want to preserve what I am calling the “heterosexual presumption,”
ThCll' investment in this presumption is less a function of what heterosexuality signifies
1;1 a posmvle sense and more a function of what it signifies in the negative—not being

omosexual.

And there are racial dimensions to male investment in heterosexuality. For example,
straight black male strategies to avoid homosexual suspicion could relate to the racial
aspects of male privileges: heterosexual privilege is one of the few privileges that some

ack men have. I'hese black men may want to take comfort in the fact that whatever else
black h These black y tak fort in the fact that wl 1
is going on in their lives, they are not, finally, “sissies,” “punks,” “faggots.” By this I do not
mean to suggest that black male heterosexuality has the normative standing of white male
heterosexuality. It does not. Straight black men continue to be perceived as heterosexually
deviant (overly sexual; potential rapists) and heterosexually 1rresp0n51ble.(]obless fathers
of children out of wedlock). Still, black male heterosexuality is closer to white male hetz':ro-
sexual normalcy and normativity than is black gay sexuality. Consequently, some str ﬂ’l’ght
(or closeted) black men will want to avoid the “black gay [male] . . . triple lr_“-‘giitm“ to

g . “ ,
which Marlon Riggs refers in the following quote: Because of my sexua ltly cannot
be Black. A strong, proud, ‘Afrocentric’ black man is resolutely hltzterosexuab, not chn
bisexual. . . . Hence I remain a sissy, punk, faggot.' [ cannot !)e ibla;ggga;ro?an ecause, by
the tenets of black macho, a black gay man is a triple negation (1999, _ ). _

; . : lack Gay and Lesbian Leadership Forum, main-

Keith Boykin, former director of the Black Gay s :

i 5 : ion has become so ingrained in our social custom,
tains that “heterosexual sexual orientation has beco _ i oS —
S0 destigmatized of our fears about sex, that we often fa}I to $;11 e any T cted fos
heterosexuality and sex” (1997). Boykin is only half right. The socially Yo

xuality an sex” ( . lely to the desexualization of heterosexuality in
malcy of heterosexuality is not due so eIY . lue also to the sexualization of heterosexu-
Snstream political and popular culture. It is i bout heterosexuality—that it is
ality as normative and to the gender-norm presumptions a
L)
the normal way sexually to express one’s gendell': is sexed that motivates or stimulates

Moreover, it is not simply that hgmose;KU_a :::hips These fears also relate to the fact

hOmOPhobic fears about gay and lesbian relatio
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that homosexuality is stigmatized and is perceived to be an abnormal way sexually ro
express one’s gender. The disparate social meanings that attach to gay and lesbian identitjes
on the one hand and straight identities on the other make individual acts of heterosexua]
signification a cause for concern.

Recently, I participated in a workshop where one of the presenters “came out” as 3
heterosexual in the context of giving his talk. This sexual identity disclost}re engendered 3
certain amount of whispering in the back row. Up until that moment, I. thmk‘ many people
had assumed the presenter was gay. After all, he was sitting on a panel dtscu.ssmg sexual ori-
entation and had participated in the Gay and Lesbian section of the American Association
of Law Schools. There were three other heterosexuals on the panel, but everyone knew
they were not gay because everyone knew them; they had all been in teaching for a while,
two were very senior, and everyone knew of their spouses or partners. Everyone also knew
that there was a lesbian on the panel. She, too, had been in teaching for some time and had
been out for many years. Apparently, few of the workshop participants knew very much
about the presenter who “came out.” Because “there is a widespread assumption in both
gay and straight communities that any man who says something supportive about issues of
concern to lesbian or gay communities must be gay himself,” there was, at the very least, a
question about his sexuality. Whatever his intentions were for “coming out,” whatever his
motivations, his assertion of heterosexuality removed the question. . . .

I became sensitized to the politics of heterosexuals “coming out” in the context of
reading about James Baldwin. Try to find a piece written about Baldwin and count the
number of lines before the author comes out as heterosexual. Usually, it is not more than
a couple of paragraphs, so the game ends fast. The following introduction from a 1994
essay about Baldwin is one example of what I am talking about: “The last time [ saw James
Baldwin was late autumn of 1985, when my wife and I attended a sumptuous book party”
(Forrest 1994, 267). In this case, the game ends immediately. Independent of any question
of intentionality on the author’s part, the mention of the wife functions as an identity
signifier to subtextually “out” his heterosexuality. We read “wife,” we think heterosexual.
My point here is not to suggest that the essay’s overall tone is heterosexually defensive; I
simply find it suspicious when heterosexuals speak of their spouses so quickly (in this case
the very first sentence of the essay) when a subject (a topic or a personality—here, James
Baldwin) implicates homosexuality. . . . The author engages in what I call “the politics of
the 3Ds”—disassociation, disidentification, and differentiation. The author is “different”
from Baldwin (the author sleeps with women), and this difference, based as it is on sexual
identity, compels the author to disassociate himself from and disidentify with that which
makes Baldwin “different” (Baldwin sleeps with men).

Heterosexual significations need not always reflect the politics of the 3Ds. In other
words, the possibility exists for heterosexuals to point out their heterosexuality without
reauthenticating heterosexuality. Consider, for example, the heterosexual privilege list that
I give below. While each item on the list explicitly names—outs—heterosexuality, in none
of the items does heterosexuality remain unproblematically normative.

As a prelude to the list, [ should be clear that the list is incomplete. Nor do the privileges
:?‘eﬂected in it represe{lt.the experiences of all heterosexuals. As Bruce Ryder observes:

Male heterosexual privilege has different effects on men of, for example, different races
and classes. - - - In our society, the dominant or ‘hegemonic’ form of masculinity to which
other masculinities are subordinated is white, middleclass, and heterosexual. This means
that the heterosexual privilege of, say, straight black men takes a very different shape in
their l_lves than it does for straight white men” (1991, 292). My goal in presenting this list,
then, is not to represent every heterosexual man. Instead, the purpose is to intervene in the
normalization of heterosexual privileges. With this intervention, I hope to challenge the
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mophobia as something that puts others at a

Jisadvantage and not something that actually advantages them,

HETEROSEXUAL PRIVILEGES: A LIST

1.

10.

11.

12

13.

14.

15.

l6.

§2.

18.

Whether on television or in the movies,
as healthy and/or normal (black heterosex
some degree, perceived to be deviant).
Without making a special effort, heterosexuals are surrounded by other heterosexuals
every day.

A husband and wife can comfortabl
predominantly gay one.

The children of a heterosexual couple will not have to explain why their parents have
different genders—that is, why they have a mummy and a daddy.

(White) heterosexuals are not blamed for creating and spreading the AIDS virus
(though Africans—as a collective group—are blamed).

Heterosexuals do not have to worry about people trying to “cure” their sexual orien-
tation (though black people have to worry about people trying to “cure” black “racial
pathologies™).

Black heterosexual males did not have to worry about whether they would be accepred
at the Million Man March.

Rarely, if ever, will a doctor, on learning that her patient is heterosexual, inquire as to
whether the patient has ever taken an AIDS test and if s0, how recently.

Medical service will never be denied to heterosexuals because they are heterosexuals
(though medical services may not be recommended to black people because they are
black).

Friends of heterosexuals generally do not refer to heterosexuals as their “straight
friends” (though nonblack people often to refer to black people as their “black
friends™).

A heterosexual couple can enter a restaurant on their anniversary and be fairly confi-
dent that staff and fellow diners will warmly congratulate them if an announcement is
made (though the extent of the congratulation and the nature of the welcome might
depend on the racial identities of the couple).

White heterosexuals do not have to worry about whether a fictional film villain who
is heterosexual will reflect negatively on their heterosexuality (though blacks may
always have to worry about their racial representation in films).

Heterosexuals are entitled to legal recognition of their marriages throughout the
United States and the world.

Within the black community, black male heterosexuality does not engender comments
like “what a waste,” “there goes another good black man,” or “if they’re not in jail,
they’re faggots.” _

Heterosexuals can take jobs with most companies without worrying about whether
their spouses will be included in the benefits package. . _
Child molestation by heterosexuals does not confirm the deviance of hetero_sexuahty
(though if the alleged molester is black, the alleged molestation becomes evidence of

the deviance of black [hetero]sexuality).
Black rap artists do not make songs suggesting that heterosexuals should be shot or

beaten up because they are heterosexuals. o
Black male heterosexuality does not undermine a black heterosexual male’s ability to

be a role model for black boys.

(white) heterosexuality is always affirmed
uality and family arrangements are still, to

y express affection in any social setting, even a
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ncealing their sexual identity.

mplicitly, about the nz.lturalness (}f‘her_
lize the notion of white normativity),
nclude concerns about heterosexual

military without cO!
hool, explicitly or 1
taught to internal
ion will always 1

¢ being perceived as selfish and without

Heterosexuals can join the
Children will be taught in sc
erosexuality (they will also be
Conversations on black liberat

men. . i
Heterosexuals can adopt children witho

one questioning their MOLIVES. L o
F;‘-Illgtf:rosgxuals aregnot denied custody or visitation rights of their n because
they are heterosexuals.

Heterosexual men are welcomed as |

Heterosexuals can visit their parents arfl sl
' m to family fun >

spouses, partners, or dates with the : . ' _ ‘

I—I;eteros,exuals can talk matter-of-factly about their relationships with their partners

i % ine” their sexuality.
without people commenting that they are “flaunting” t
A black Eetegosexual couple would be welcomed as members f)f any black ctfurch, |
Heterosexual couples do not have to worry about whether kissing each other in public

or holding hands in public will render them vulnerat.)lc to V1Slence. .
Heterosexuals do not have to struggle with “coming out™ Of worry about being

“outed.”
The parents of heterosexuals do not love them .
and parents do not blame themselves for their children’s heterosexuality.

Heterosexuality is affirmed in most religious traditions.

Heterosexuals can introduce their spouses to colleagues and not worry about whether

the decision will have a detrimental impact on their careers.

A black heterosexual male does not have to choose between being black and being

heterosexual.

Heterosexuals can prominently display their spouses’ photographs at work without

causing office gossip or hostility.

(White) heterosexuals do not have to worry about “positively” representing

heterosexuality.

Few will take pity on a heterosexual on hearing that she is straight, or feel the need to

say, “That’s okay” (though it is not uncommon for a black person to hear, “It’s okay

that you’re black” or “We don’t care that you’re black” or “When we look at you, we

don’t see a black person™).

(Male) heFerosexuality is not considered to be symptomatic of the “pathology” of the

black family.

ﬁ:::;gs;:umagz Isor;ivill-or?;s(t;l:n as the ofnly aspect of onc;’s lift?style, but is perceived

i hetemsy - hponent of one’s personal _1der1t1ty.

I(X el s Z);u?hs; irih?&tren%vi'm worry over the.lmpact their s'e:xuality '.will

Pl ey e e idem's ives, .partlc‘ularly as it relates to their social lives
. : all identity configurations do have to worry about how race

?_;Id racism will affect their children’s well-being).

etero :
s ot e 4 G- .a peop!e of all sexual orientations do have to
ry about being “racially bashed” on any given day)
Every day is (white) “Heterosexual Pride Day.” .

eaders of Boy Scout troops-
d family as who they are, and take their

“in spite of ” their sexual orientation,
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CONCLUSION: RESISTING PRIVILEGES

[ have argued that one of thc.ways. to contest gender and sexual orientation hierarchy is
for heterosexgal men to detail the:u- social experiences on the privileged side of gender
and sexual orientation. In .at‘dv:.mcmg this argument, I do not mean to suggest that the
cole of these men 1 to .legltlmlze “untrustworthy” and “self-interested” victim-centered
Jccounts of discrimination. There is a tendency on the part of dominant groups (e.g
males and heterosexuals) to discount the experiences of subordinate groups (e.g Strai' ht,
women, lesbians, anf:! gays) unless those experiences are authenticated or legitiln';i’zed b%r a
membe'r of the _clonlun.ant.gro.up. For example, it is one thing for me, a black man, to say
Iexpenenced dlscrlmmatlop in a particular social setting; it is quite another for my white
male colleague to say he witnessed that discrimination. My telling of the story is suspect
because I am blaf:k (ra:»:lally ir‘ltercsted). My white colleague’s telling of the story is not sus-
ect because he is white (racially disinterested). The racial transparency of whiteness—its
“pcrspectivelessness”—renders my colleague’s account “objective.” . . .

Assuming that the identification/listing of privileges methodology I have described
avoids the problem of authentication, one still might wonder whether the project is suf-
ficiently radical to dismantle gender and sexual orientation hierarchies. Certainly the lists
I have presented do not go far enough. They represent the very early stages in a more
complicated process to end gender and sexual orientation discrimination.

The lists, nevertheless, are politically valuable. . . .

None of this is to say that awareness and acknowledgement of privilege is enough.
Resistance is needed as well. But how does one resist? And what counts as resistance?
With respect to marriage, for example, does resistance to heterosexual privilege require
heterosexuals to refrain from getting married and/or attending weddings? It might mean
both of those things. At the very least, resistance to identity privilege would seem to require
“critical acquiescence”: criticizing, if not rejecting, aspects of our life that are directly
linked to our privilege. A heterosexual who gets married and/or attends weddings but who
also openly challenges the idea that marriage is a heterosexual entitlement is engaging in

critical acquiescence. _
In the end, critical acquiescence might not go far enough. It might even be a cop out.

Still, it is a useful and politically manageable place to begin.
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