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Equality Of Privilege:
Labor Day Essay
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Most folks need to work for a ving, which makes Labor Dav a verv popular holidav indeed.

Most folks need to work — but some folks don’t have the same access to good-paving jobs that
others have. In manv cases, if not most, that’s not by design — it’s just the way things work.

Our countryv’s founding document proclatms that “all men are created equal™ — but on this Labor
Dayv we ask vou to consider a certamn kand of in-equality that often works mwisibly, without any
deliberate il will or conspiracy by one group against another. It 1s the social force that draws
mostly white workers into most of the good-paving managerial and professional jobs in America
Social scientists usually call this force mstitutional racism — but that’s an awifully inflammatory
term.

A less inflammatory way of looking at the way this force works i America todav might be to step
back and objectively observe the patterns of privilege in our society, like they were the natural ebb
and flow of social tides.

For instance, if vou are white, it is very hikely that most members of vour family are white, and so
are most of vour friends, nght? And if vou are a person of color, then vour friends and family are
also predominantly people of color.

Since our social ives are segregated, and since white people historically dominate the better-paid
occupations i our country, it follows that if vou are from a white famaly, it 1s more likely that vou
will know a relative or a friend who is i a better-paid profession. So the privilege of knowing
someone who can offer vou a job or a referral. or act as a role model for better-paid occupations,
is more likely to be available to vou if vou are white.

And if vou are not white, that privilege is less accessible to vou.

This difference in access to privilege exists in our society regardless of whether individual white
people have racist opinions and prejudices or not. Due to past discrimination and the continued
social segregation, white people as a group are more likely to have access to this privilege, even if
they are not consciously racist. That's why this natural pattern of privilege is referred to as
institutional racism — it’s a social phenomenon that produces a racist result, regardless of whether
the individuals through whom it operates are racist or not.

The invisibility of nstitutional racism is evident in the argument some people make that, when
hiring, emplovers don’t see black, white, brown or anv other color — thev only see the best-
qualified. hardest-working potential emplovee, someone who can help their company prosper.

But that's not what really happens in most job mterviews.

The emplover is usually looking at several resumes from people with similar qualifications — but
only one can be chosen, and the emplover is not really going to be able to determine, within the
brief space of an interview, who the best or hardest-working candidate is. That's why emplovers
often prefer to hire someone they know, or someone recommended by someone they know.

If no such candidate is available, the emplover will trv to fizure out which apphcant 15 most hkely
to fit i with the culture of the workplace — a highly subjective jndgment. Often it is the person
who talks like vou, has gone to sinilar schools as vou, can make references to the same movies
and books and TV shows with which vou're famihar, who enjovs foods similar to the ones vou
grew up with, etc_. who seems most hkely to “fit in™ with vour company’s culture.

And since white people dominate higher-paid occupations, the culture to fit into 1s the white
culture. It therefore follows that white candidates will have an easier ime estabhshing thewr “fit”
with a company culture than other candidates.

That’s almost certamly not the intention of most emplovers — it’s just the way things work.
But we can do better than that.

This Labor Day, let’s make a decision to become conscious of the forces that are normally
mvisible, the forces that often make America such an unequal place. Instead. let’s make our
country a place where not only are all men created equal — but where all people truly have equal
opportunitv to work and prosper.
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