
Unpacking our Invisible Knapsacks
One of the most accredited articles read when one is discussing race and racism is the article by Peggy McIntosh entitled “White Privilege:  Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  This article takes us down the path to getting a better understanding of racism by investigating it impacts on the lives of those racially in power rather than the affects it has on those who are racially oppressed.
The author of this article, McIntosh, believed that as a white person she “had been taught about racism as something that puts others at a disadvantage, but had been taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white privilege, which puts me at an advantage.”  The white privilege which she sees as putting her at an advantage comes from the idea of “whiteness” being seen as something which is invisible, not a racial entity but “morally neutral, normative, average and ideal.”


McIntosh identifies a list of 50 daily effects of the white privilege that she benefits from.  A few examples are:
5.  I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed.

6.   I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely represented.

7.  When I am told about our national heritage or about “civilization,” I am shown that people of my colour made it what it is.

46. I can choose blemish cover or bandages in “flesh” colour and have them more or less match my skin.
26.  I can easily buy posters, post-cards, picture books, greeting cards, dolls, toys and children’s magazines featuring people of my race.

49. My children are given texts and classes which implicitly support our kind of family unit and do not turn them against my choice of domestic partnership.

50. I will feel welcomed and “normal” in the usual walks of public life, institutional and social.

McIntosh goes further to state that in facing the idea of white privilege she had to, “give up the myth of meritocracy.”  By the end of the article, McIntosh purports the idea that the daily effects of whiteness was more than privilege, but it could actually be seen as a form of dominance which in the end, “ works systematically to over empower certain groups.”    Now, what does this all mean for education?  How can this article be used by us, the educators, in our daily educational practice?  How can we use it as a way to look at how we are located in the space of the classroom?  How can we embrace the contents of McIntosh’s article to better understand ourselves, our students, and our society?

What other types of privilege are present in society besides race?  With that in mind, as educators how do we understand and unpack our own knapsacks of privilege?  How do students understand and unpack their own knapsacks of privilege?  A great way to begin investigating some of the aforementioned questions amongst other educators as well as students is by using the activity called, “The Power Flower.”  This activity can be used as a very visual and powerful way to demonstrate how each and every one of us benefits from different forms of privilege.  The Power Flower can be found by clicking on the following link: http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/research/studentequity/toolsforsocialjusticeclassrooms.php
For the full text of the Peggy McIntosh article go to: http://mmcisaac.faculty.asu.edu/emc598ge/Unpacking.html

