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Introduction to the Special I ssue:
Issuesof Privilegein Social Work and Other Helping Disciplines

The issue of privilege — unearned advantagesatt@tie to members of certain
social groups solely because of membership in thomeps, and at the cost to
corresponding marginalized groups — has only régstdrted to emerge as a topic of
scholarship in the social work literature and todyee a topic addressed in social work
classrooms (Curry-Stevens, 2007; Van Soest & Gaz6i@d3; Walls et al., 2009). For
years, as many of the authors included in thismelueport in their own processes, social
work educators have focused on marginalized pojpulat- allowing us as a profession
to avoid turning a critical gaze on ourselves, tredrole that we play in maintaining
oppression in our day-to-day lives and in our pgefenal practice.

As a discipline, social work is not unique in thigidance of such a critical gaze,
as authors from other disciplines in this voluntestin their critique of their own chosen
professions — whether higher education, commumicatiudies, or student affairs. That is
not to say that there have been no voices in sawet challenging the way we do
business, for there clearly have (Baines, 2007;aMyl2002), but those voices have
tended to be pushed to the fringes of the disaplin

This collection of articles represents what | &edi to be the first in a social work
journal to bring together voices across the digogp{and other disciplines) to interrogate
the concept of privilege and what it means for sia @rofession committed to social
justice. ltis clear from the writings includedréehat social workers — both in education
and in practice — are thinking about and struggluiiy these issues. Our collective hope

is that the publication of this collection will emarage even more practitioners and



scholars to examine, write about, and challengelege in their day-to-day interactions
with their colleagues, clients, friends, and faeslso we can move toward creating a
more just world.

Notes on this Collection

While numerous types of privilege are examinethia volume (white privilege,
male privilege, heterosexual privilege, Christiaiviege, positional privilege), the
reader will find that discussion of other typegatilege are largely absent
(US/American privilege, cisgender privilege, et@his is no way is meant to suggest
that these types of privilege are less important j9rather a reflection of the embryonic
state of the scholarship on privilege.

The articles in this volume are arranged in thmesmary groupings by the themes
of (a) critical self-reflexivity and emerging awaess, (b) privilege in the classroom and
educational context, and (c) privilege in the cahtd social work practice. However,
many of the articles, you will find, successfulhtegrate two or all three of these themes.

Another note about this collection is that youl Wild authors who are writing
from early in their personal and professional j@ysiin understanding the complexity of
privilege, and you will find authors who have begappling with issues of power,
oppression, and privilege for many years. We sotghiclude this wide range of voices
as, no doubt, readers likewise will mirror this toaum of awareness.

One difficulty in writing about one’s journey ofvakening to issues of privilege
is how to convey that process without sounding ase thinks that one “has arrived”
and that one now completely understands the contyleikprivilege. This concern is

particularly important because just broaching tiga of power, oppression, and



privilege frequently triggers defensiveness andstasce, making writing from a place of
humility especially important on this topic. In nagrious email, telephone, and face-to-
face discussions of these manuscripts with theoasitithis was not an infrequent topic
that they themselves brought up or that was réigetie peer reviewers (or both in some
cases). While some authors are more talented aegorg this necessary humility, all
have — in their own ways — wrestled with what itame for them on their journeys to
increased awareness.

A second difficulty in telling one’s story abotiet topic of privilege is the
necessity for vulnerability on the part of the awthf one is to paint a picture of one’s
starting point in the process of emerging awarertbas means there must be recognition
and acknowledgement that there was a time — peNeggecently — that one embodied
ignorance about privilege. Likewise, humility regs that one must also acknowledge
that they are still in process, meaning that thaytioue to stumble on this journey. The
authors have demonstrated extraordinary courageknowledging this to you — their
peers. | applaud their courage.

Content of the Collection

The initial manuscript, by Rachel Griffin, stadf$ the volume by taking stock of
our current historical moment. She weighs the msgwe have made that is symbolized
in the election of Barack Obama as the first bahdfrican American president of the
United States, with the great distance we stillehie¥t to realize the promise of equality.
She skillfully and poetically weaves her experientattending Obama’s inauguration
with both her personal trajectory of grappling witkersectionality and what that means

for her as a woman of color examining the topip¥ilege, and the historical reality of



our society. As one anonymous reviewer suggeb@dyiece, makes the perfect call to
action to kick off this collection.
Critical Self-Reflexivity and Emerging Awareness

The next six manuscripts in the collection focusnarily on critical self-
reflection and the arduous and often painful ttaygcthat the authors have followed in
coming to recognize their privilege and how it semfheir lives and interactions. Diane
Schmitz welcomes the shaking of the very foundatibiner worldview as she makes
peace with not feeling safe in her process of exmjathe “whiteness curriculum of life.”
Colleen Dunne-Cascio acknowledges the bolts ofrigly that sometimes jar us out of
our complacency to recognize where we are in our iolntity development, and then
links racialized experiences of childhood with emtrbeliefs. Peggy Proudfoot McGuire
takes up the task of exploring the process of neizorgy the marginalization of one’s
ethnic culture when one intimately knows the sttea@f that culture, commenting on
the relative nature of privilege and marginalizatio

Ending up raising more questions than providingnaars, Amy Lopez writes
about the tension between her daily, personal elaad her professional commitment
to social justice. In doing so, she excavates (lR#nA006) her shame and the resistance
to recognizing privilege as true recognition neitasss that action has to be taken if one
is to live a life of integrity. Roxanne Dunbar-Qrtharts her life trajectory and how
different experiences with social movements aldvag trajectory shaped who she has
become as a scholar and activist.

Lynn Parker not only shares her personal trajgaad those crucible moments in

her life that pointed the direction to greater aawmass for her, but then — in an excellent



segue to the next sections — discusses modelstégrating issues of social justice into
clinical practice and teaching about clinical piaet
Privilege in the Classroom and Educational Context

To kick off this section, Ann Curry-Stevens prahbkgizes the ‘pedagogy of
privilege’ and interrogates her previously nainaense of uncritically supporting this
emerging pedagogy without taking into account hewdwn privileged identities shapes
her view of the approach. She also incorporatesdtien ofpositional privilege (a
frequently unmentioned and recognized form of pege in the scholarship on privilege)
and pushes toward a model of social work educdhianis held accountable to
marginalized communities.

Brent Cagle grapples with the professional usgetifin social work education
and practice, and in doing so, acknowledges this ad€mbodied teaching. Segal and
her colleagues from Arizona State University lookh& role of empathy and social
empathy in teaching about privilege, offering idahsut how to support the
development of social empathy in social work stuslefiracing the pathway of the
transmission of knowledge about the concept ofilege, Samuels and his colleagues
look at how power, oppression, and privilege geteated and fortified in everyday,
mundane interactions, and offer an approach tdteg@bout privilege that may be
helpful in reducing resistance in the learner.

In one of the most poetic pieces in the volumm, Davis-Rosenthal revisits the
costs of embodied teaching that Cagle introducéssiearlier piece. He wrestles with
the vulnerability of educators around their margaeal identities, the difficulty in

working with students to increase comfort with agully and uncertainty, and the



tension that arises in classrooms when studenist aery different places in their own
process, as is almost always the case. He endsgask like he asks his students, “Who
will be more free because of the way you lived yidaf”

Teaching about practice is not the only placénendducational process where the
issue of privilege is omnipresent. The final twaces in this section query doctoral
education and the research enterprise. In a peteaptures a dialogue between a
former social work doctoral student and her disden adviser, Hadidja Nyiransekuye
and Susan Manning turn a critical gaze on how $@m&k doctoral education can
recreate marginalization for international studeavisn as it calls for increased attention
to cultural pluralism. Richard Jones, Jr., thergpgrup this section with a discussion of
the tension between his scholar and activitiestities, touching again on issues of
intersectionality, the problem with too much foamsincreasing awareness and too little
on action, and makes ties back to Samuels andagpiés piece in terms of how we touch
and shape others with whom we come into contact.

Privilege in the Context of Social Work Practice

Training and consulting on issues of power, opgoes and privilege is fraught
with numerous potential areas of contention anditen Robin Parker leads off this
section of writings exploring one particularly tabatersection of identities, that
between Black men and White women. His nuanced/sesloffers an insightful look
into how day-to-day interactions can embody latgstorical narratives of the dominant
culture. Abby Ferber uses a series of her expezgeas a parent to illustrate everyday
situations that offer the opportunity to intervexral increase her child’s awareness of

privilege. Julie Todd, a minister and doctoral st unflinchingly interrogates her



identity as a Christian leading her to argue thatterm Christian supremacy is both
accurate and necessary if she is committed toertgitig Christian privilege. To my
knowledge, this is one of the first writings on Ghian privilege in the scholarly
literature that has been written by someone wheeatlly embraces a Christian identity.

Heather Greene, takes a look at social work sigiervin her own practice, as an
opportunity to challenge privilege and the waysvhrich supervisors might use the
concept to deepen the education of social worknstand those whom they supervise.
Wrapping up the volume is a piece by Chris Cra$® tkaces his development as a
White anti-racist activist and ally and the chatjes he experienced along the way to
being a “traitor to whiteness” (Ignatiev, 1997;etaitor.org, 1993).

Conclusion

Whether picking up this volume of writings repneisethe first time you have
read about and contemplated the issue of privilegene more exploration in years of
excavating the topic in your life and practicehihk you will find something valuable
herein. No doubt some will argue vehemently agapstific aspects of the various
authors’ experiences and interpretations, and psragen with the concept of privilege
itself. However, what should become clear, is thatconcept of privilege is making an
impact on social work education and practice, anubt likely to disappear from the

scholarly writings on multiculturalism for quiterse time.
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