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Whfie-identiiy-iin-d-Afffrmative-Action
"I'm in favor of affirmative action except when it comes
to my jobs."

Because of the persistence of residential segregation and the school
segregation that often accompanies it, the workplace is one of the few
places that the lives of people of color and Whites regularly intersect.
Those intersections can sometimes lead to close friendships and s~rve
as a catalyst for Whites to begin to examine their own racial identi.;.
ties. But even when the workplace is only a site of superficial
exchanges across color lines, the presence ofan affirmative action pol
icy can be enough to draw an individual's attention to his own
Whiteness. What will affirmative action mean in my life? Will I get
the job I want, or will it go to some "minority"? wilfthe opportuni
ties I expected still be there for me, or will I be the victim of"reverse
racism"?
Even those Whites who have not given much thought to their
racial identity have thought about affirmative action. As sociologist
Howard Winant writes, assaults on affirmative action policies are"cur'"
rently at hysterical levels .... These attacks are clearly designed to
effect ideological shifts, rather than to shift resources in any meaning
ful way.They represent whiteness as disadvantage, something which has
few precedents in U.S. racial history." Though there is almost no
empirical evidence for this "imaginary white disadvantage:' the idea
has achieved "widespread popular credence."1
In my classes and workshops, the concern about White disadvan
tage takes the form of questions about affirmative action and "reverse
discrimination." Inevitably someone has a story to tell about a friend
or relative who was not admitted to the school ofher choice, or a par
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ent who lost a coveted promotion because a "less-qualified" person of
color took that spot. It is interesting to note that the "less-qualified"
person in the story is always a person of color, usually Black, never a
2
White woman. {When these stories are told, I often wonder how the
speaker knows so much about the p~rson of color's resume.}
Whenever possible, I defer the discussion of affirmative action, at
least until a basic understanding of r~cism as a system of advantage h;lS
been established. I do this because it is very difficult to have a useful
discussion about affirmative action with a person who does not
understand the concept of White privilege. If someone uses the
phrases "affirmative action" and "reverse racism" in the same sentence,
it' is usually a sign that a lesson on White privilege is needed. This is
not to say that everyone who understands White privilege supports
affirmative action policies. but at least that basic understanding assures
that all parties in the conversation recognize that there are systematic
social inequities operating in our society, and that the playing field is
not level. We may have different opinions about how to fix those
inequities, but an acknowledgment of the inequities is essential to a
productive conversation.
After assigning several readings on the topic of affirmative action,
I ask my students to write e~says about whether they think it is a good
idea and why. If they are opposed to affirmative action, I ask them to
propose an alternative approach to· dismantling the system of advan
tage in the arenas of educational and employment opportunity.
Several years ago, one young White woman wrote the follOwing sen
tence in her essay: "I am in favor of affirmative action except when it
comes to my jobs." I wrote in response, "Which jobs have your name
tm them?"
The sense of entitlement conveyed in the statement was striking.
Of course, she wanted to get the jobs she applied for, and did not
Wailt to lose out to anyone, especially on the basis ofrace, a factor over
which she had no control.Yet she seemed to assume that because she
Wanted them, they belonged to her. She assumed that she would, of
Course. be qualified for the job, and would therefore be entitled to it.

