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Session 4

Justice, Power and Privilege



When’s the first time you realized you were of a
particular race (and others weren’t?)

How about any other dominant/ non-dominant
group?  

What was your experience of power differences by
race, gender, sexual orientation, or class growing
up?

 What was your response to this?





Social Justice 101: Basic definition

Social justice is about securing fair and just treatment
for all, equal rights on personal and institutional levels,
as well as access to resources for all people.
resources include adequate and quality health  care,
education, land, water, food—and respect. When
individuals and groups are not afforded access and
rights to these things, injustice occurs.



Social Justice 101: Basic assumptions
 
• All people are individuals, but they are also members of social groups.

• These social groups are valued unequally in society.

• Social groups that are valued more highly have greater access to the
resources of a society.

• Social injustice is real, exists today, and results in unequal access to
resources between groups of people.

• Those who claim to be for social justice must be engaged in self-reflection
about their own socialization into these groups (their ‘positionality’) and must
strategically act from that awareness in ways that challenge social injustice.

• This action requires a commitment to an ongoing and lifelong process.



Feminist theorist Sara Ahmed elaborates on how privilege itself impacts care of the
self:

Privilege is a buffer zone, how much you have to fall back on when you lose
something. Privilege does not mean we are invulnerable: things happen, shit
happens. Privilege can however reduce the costs of vulnerability, so if things break
down, if you break down, you are more likely to be looked after. […] Lorde says self-
care is not self-indulgence but self-preservation. Some have to look after themselves
because they are not looked after: their being is not cared for, supported, protected.
[…] When a whole world is organized to promote your survival, from health to
education, from the walls designed to keep your residence safe, from the paths that
ease your travel, you do not have become so inventive to survive. You do not have to
be seen as the recipient of welfare because the world has promoted your welfare.
The benefits you receive are given as entitlements, perhaps even as birth rights
(2014).







If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time.

But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together.

  Lila Watson



Critical Social Justice terms 

Compassion  The experience of interconnection and interdependence to all
beings. An act of compassion seeks to alleviate suffering.
 

Power  Ability to affect the world or to change your circumstances. This is often
determined by access to resources:

Power Over — ownership or connected to those who have it; depends on 
coercion, and the power of the state.

Power With — community and solidarity; depends on mutual care, respect and 
cooperation.
Power from Within — spiritual, emotional and intellectual depends on trusting 
ones own experience and taking initiative.

 
 
Positionality-The recognition that where you stand in relation to others in society
shapes what you can see and understand about the world.



Race: a socially constructed system of classifying humans based on
phynotypical characteristics (e.g. skin color, hair texture, bone structure)
 
Ethnicity- refers to people bound by a common language, culture, spiritual
tradition, and/or ancestry.
 
Dominant Group(s)- the group(s) at the top of the social hierarchy.  In any
relationship between groups that define one another (men/women, able-
bodied/ disabled, young/ old), the dominant group is the group that is valued
more highly.  Dominant groups set the norms by which the minoritized group
is judged.  Dominant groups have greater access to the resources of society
and benefit from the existence of the inequality.
 
Prejudice: learned prejudgment about members of social groups to which
we don’t belong.  Prejudice is based on limited knowledge or experience with
the group.  Simplistic judgments and assumptions are made and projected
onto everyone from that group.

Discrimination- Action based on prejudice toward social others.  When we
act on our prejudgments, we are discriminating.



Oppression- The prejudice and discrimination of one social group against
another, backed by institutional power.  Oppression occurs when one group is
able to enforce its prejudice and discrimination throughout society because it
controls the institutions.  Oppression occurs at the group or macro level, and
goes well beyond individuals.  Sexism, racism, classism, ableism and
heterosexism are forms of oppression.
 
Prejudice and Discrimination + Power = Oppression
 
Privilege- a systemically conferred dominance and the institutional process by
which the beliefs and values of the dominant group are “made normal” and
universal.  Rights, advantages and protections enjoyed by some at the expense
of and beyond the rights, advantages, and protections of others.

Ally
Someone whose position is a member of a dominant group (white, male,
ablebodied etc) but who stands with those in the oppressed group. An ally
knows that standing with oppressed people is in her own best interest. If this is
not the case the relationship is patronizing; the supposed “ally” is working “for”
not “with” the oppressed—acting out of sympathy and/or guilt rather than
compassion and solidarity. An ally believes that oppressed groups know best
what they need and supports self-determination.



Definitions are taken from:

Is Everyone Really Equal? By Ozlem Sensoy and Robin DiAngelo 

And

CONCEPTS FOR MAKING JUSTICE by Bill Aal & Margo Adair of Tools for Change




