
Today, white privilege is often described through the lens of Peggy McIntosh’s 

groundbreaking essay “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” 

Originally published in 1988, the essay helps readers recognize white privilege by 

making its effects personal and tangible. For many, white privilege was an invisible 

force that white people needed to recognize. It was being able to walk into a store and 

find that the main displays of shampoo and panty hose were catered toward your hair 

type and skin tone. It was being able to turn on the television and see people of your 

race widely represented. It was being able to move through life without being racially 

profiled or unfairly stereotyped. All true. 



So, what is racism? One helpful definition comes from Matthew Clair and Jeffrey S. 

Denis’s “Sociology on Racism









This privilege is invisible to many white people because it seems reasonable that a 

person should be extended compassion as they move through the world. It seems 

logical that a person should have the chance to prove themselves individually before 

they are judged. It’s supposedly an American ideal. 

But it’s a privilege often not granted to people of color—with dire consequences. 



The “power of normal” and the “power of the benefit of the doubt” are not just 



segregated towns and cities with sizeable populations of people of color—from 

Baltimore to Birmingham, from New York to St. Louis, from Louisville to Oklahoma 

City, to Chicago, to Austin, and in cities beyond and in between. 

These exclusionary zoning practices evolved from city ordinances to redlining by the 

Federal Housing Administration (which wouldn’t back loans to black people or those 

who lived close to black people), to more insidious techniques written into building 

codes. The result: People of color weren’t allowed to raise their children and invest 

their money in neighborhoods with “high home values.” The cycle continues today. 

Before the 2008 crash, people of color were disproportionately targeted for subprime 

mortgages. And neighborhood diversity continues to correlate with low property 

values across the United States. According to the Century Foundation, one-fourth of 

black Americans living in poverty live in high-poverty neighborhoods; only 1 in 13 

impoverished white Americans lives in a high-poverty neighborhood. 

The inequities compound. To this day, more than 80 percent of poor black students 

attend a high-poverty school, where suspension rates are often higher and resources 

often more limited. Once out of school, obstacles remain. Economic forgiveness and 

trust still has racial divides. In a University of Wisconsin study, 17 percent of white 

job applicants with a criminal history got a call back from an employer; only five 

percent of black applicants with a criminal history got call backs. And according to 

the National Bureau of Economic Research, black Americans are 105 percent more 

likely than white people to receive a high-cost mortgage, with Latino Americans 78 

percent more likely. This is after controlling for variables such as credit score and 

debt-to-income ratios. 

Why mention these issues in an article defining white privilege? Because the past and 

present context of wealth inequality serves as a perfect example of white privilege. 

If privilege, from the Latin roots of the term, refers to laws that have an impact on 

individuals, then what is more effective than a history of laws that explicitly targeted 

racial minorities to keep them out of neighborhoods and deny them access to wealth 

and services? 

https://tcf.org/content/facts/understanding-exclusionary-zoning-impact-concentrated-poverty/
https://www.epi.org/publication/poor-black-children-are-much-more-likely-to-attend-high-poverty-schools-than-poor-white-children/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/2017-brown-center-report-part-iii-race-and-school-suspensions/
http://www.nber.org/papers/w22004
http://www.nber.org/papers/w22004


than a person of color with the same credit credentials. Wealth inequity reinforces the 

“power of normal” every time businesses assume their most profitable consumer base 

is the white base and adjust their products accordingly. 

And this example of white privilege serves an important purpose: It re-centers the 

power of conscious choices in the conversation about what white privilege is. 

People can be ignorant about these inequities, of course. According to the Pew 

Research Center, only 46 percent of white people say that they benefit “a great deal” 

or “a fair amount” from advantages that society does not offer to black people. But 

conscious choices were and are made to uphold these privileges. And this goes 

beyond loan officers and lawmakers. Multiple surveys have shown that many white 

people support the idea of racial equality but are less supportive of policies that could 

make it more possible, such as reparations, affirmative action or law enforcement 

reform. 

In that way, white privilege is not just the power to find what you need in a 

convenience store or to move through the world without your race defining your 

interactions. It’s not just the subconscious comfort of seeing a world that serves you 

as normal. It’s also the power to remain silent in the face of racial inequity. It’s the 

power to weigh the need for protest or confrontation against the discomfort or 

inconvenience of speaking up. It’s getting to choose when and where you want to take 

a stand. It’s knowing that you and your humanity are safe. 

And what a privilege that is. 

 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/08/28/the-black-white-and-urban-rural-divides-in-perceptions-of-racial-fairness/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/08/28/the-black-white-and-urban-rural-divides-in-perceptions-of-racial-fairness/

