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Introduction

In 1989, Peggy McIntosh, a white American, published a list of 50
ways she experienced white skin privilege in her daily life in the
United States. Over the years her list has been used as an
especially effective tool to introduce this concept of white
privilege to white Americans. With the intention of creating a
similar list relevant for the South African context and our current
time, a group of us have compiled the following list of ways we
experience white privilege in South Africa.

 

What is White Privilege?

There are many different definitions of white privilege, but here
is one we like:

“White privilege is a set of advantages and/or immunities that white people benefit from on a daily basis
beyond those common to all others. White privilege can exist without white people’s conscious knowledge of
its presence and it helps to maintain the racial hierarchy in this country.”

– Taken from a website created by members of Professor Arlene Avakian’s class The Social
Construction of Whiteness and Women at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst.

 

About This List

We recognise that the injustices of the past are still present today; and that they are at the root of
current efforts to confront racism and challenge existing systems of power and privilege. We also
acknowledge the complexity of racism, including the intersectionality of race, gender and class.

https://whiteworksa.wordpress.com/


Within this context, the list below captures some examples of our personal, everyday lived
experiences of receiving advantages or immunities here in South Africa because of our white skin. It
captures examples we thought most white people could recognise as also applying to them, and upon
consideration, recognise that they do not apply to most black people (People of Colour). It is not our
expectation that every item on this list will resonate with every white person reading this, but we
believe at least some will. We understand that not every example is true 100% of the time, but we
hold that each are true most of the time.

We recognise that there are a great many more ways in which we experience white privilege in our
lives than is currently captured in this list. In particular, we acknowledge that the list does not (yet)
include the very real and tangible aspects of white privilege related to wealth and access to resources
and opportunities. As such, this list is not in any way intended to be exhaustive. It is the beginning of
a process, rather than the end; and our intention is to add to it periodically.

We also recognise that a list of this nature can be challenging and uncomfortable to us as white
people and we are aware of how easy it is to put up defences when we are challenged. Some items
here were even challenging to us as the writers of this list and we had to engage with ourselves and
others in order to accept them. We therefore encourage other white people to notice their resistance
and to reflect on whether this is because specific examples do not resonate or whether they have just
triggered defences. In our experience there is much to learn from that which triggers us.

 

Who are we?

We are a small group of white people who regularly come together to serve as a support and learning
community for one another in our work to:

1. Continue to deepen our understanding of how to own, accept and make conscious decisions
about how to use our white privilege to play a constructive role in South Africa.

2. Continue to recognise and confront racism in ourselves.
3. Recognise and challenge racism in our interactions with others.
4. Increase our skills in effectively engaging other white people in conversations about white

privilege and racism with the goal of increasing the number of white people who are actively
confronting these issues.
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And here is the list…

Based on the colour of my skin:

1. I can walk in my neighbourhood without fear of being stopped by the security patrol questioning
my legitimacy.

2. I assume that everyone knows I have good intentions so I feel no hesitation in approaching others
of any race to ask for directions or other assistance.

3. Others are likely to assume I have good intentions so they don’t lock the doors or roll up their car
window when I am near.

4. Others are likely to assume I am honest before I’ve done anything to earn it. For example, security
guards often do not ask to check my bags when I enter a grocery store, or I would be given the
benefit of the doubt if I were accidentally trying to open the wrong car.

5. I have never had to change my name or use another name to make it easier for others to
pronounce.

6. It’s not likely that I, as an adult, will be called The Girl or The Boy (unlike the adult domestic
worker who might be referred to as The Girl, or the adult gardener, who might be referred to as
The Boy.) In fact, it is likely that I will be given a title that is associated with respect and authority,
e.g. Bass/Boss or Mister/Sir or Madam/Missus. For more on the power of language to reinforce white
privilege, watch Lovelyn Nwadeyi’s powerful speech at Stellenbosch University convocation, “Courage,
Compassion and Complexity, Reflections on the new Matieland and South Africa.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqaZVH7cUJo&feature=youtu.be
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqaZVH7cUJo&feature=youtu.be)

7. Others are not likely to attribute my “poor” behaviour to my race. For example, if I swear, am late
for meetings or disorganised, or delayed in responding to emails, it might be attributed to a
personal character flaw but not to my race.

8. It is easy for me to watch movies and TV shows, and find books where the main positive
characters are white, like me.

9. Because my white children regularly see themselves reflected positively in books, TV shows and
movies, they get the sense they are “normal” and children of different races are the “other”.

10. Because the majority of models in advertisements are white (despite the fact that the country is
majority black) I get the impression that white skin and silky, straight hair is the standard of
beauty.

11. Despite being a minority group in South Africa, I am not asked to adjust my cultural norms to
make others who don’t share my norms more comfortable. And in some cases, I have been taught
to believe that my norms are the standard that others must adopt– norms such as table etiquette,
how loudly one may speak in public, how closely one person may stand to another, etc.

12. I can remain oblivious to the language and customs of black people who constitute the majority in
South Africa without being economically or socially disadvantaged for such oblivion.

13. If I were found to be corrupt, it is not likely to be attributed to my race. In fact, the word
corruption is generally not associated with my race.

14. If I commit a crime, people would likely be curious about and attribute the reasons to my own
individual story (not my race).

15. If I am in a public space with all black colleagues, it is likely that others will assume I am the one
in charge. (For example, if I am at a workshop venue, I will be approached to sign the account
after meals).

16. If I complain about BEE or if I assume I did not get a job because I am white, I am not likely to be
accused of using the “race card”.

17. I can do business with government and not be referred to as a “tenderpreneur”. I can be a

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JqaZVH7cUJo&feature=youtu.be


government employee and it is not likely I will be referred to as a “crony”.
18. If I am successful, most people will assume it is because of my individual talent and hard work,

and will be less likely to attribute it to external advantages such as networks and family
connections or BEE.

19. If I speak a black African language, I may be considered special and given “extra” credit.
20. In my daily interactions (at meetings, at a bank, at my child’s school) others are likely to assume I

am credible, intelligent and competent before I’ve done anything to earn it.
21. I assume I have the right to express my views when and where I want and can remain unaware of

the impact it has on others.
22. As demonstrated by white #FeesMustFall activists who stood between police and fellow black

activists, I can assume that I would be less likely than black people to be harmed by the police.
23. Because people typically express more horror and upset when a white person is murdered or a

group of white people are victim to terrorism than when black or brown people are, I can assume
that my life is more valuable. (For example, the reaction to the terrorist attacks in Paris versus the
reactions to terrorist attacks in Beirut and in Kenya.)
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